
I, The History of the Stick Dance
The StickStick, Dance held in Nulato last weekend was the biggestbiggest-

and
biggest-

andand most successful in memory . Thirty-sixThirtysix- people were "dresseddressed" "
for the occasion and nearly 1,0001000, people crowded the little villagevillage-

to
village-

toto celebrate .

John Sackett , a senior at Alaska Methodist UniversityUniveTsityUnivefsity , recentlyrecently-
wrote

recently-
wrotewrote aa paper explaining the event and Tundra Times wants toto-

honor
to-

honorhonor the event by printing it .

Because of the length of his article , this will be the first of aa-

two
a-

twotwo part series .

By JOHNJOliN SACKETTSACKETT-

Koyukon

SACKETT-

KoyukonKoyukonKoyukon-
Feast

Koyukon-
FeastFeast for the DeadDead-

"How

Dead-

"How"HowHow" the stickdancestick dance originatedoriginatedasas our grandmother MrsAirs . Stick-StickStick-

man
Stick-

man
Stick-

man
-

man used to telltellusus ; Once theretllere livedlivedaa familyfamilyofofofaa man , his wife ,

andandsevenseven sons . One winter theytlleytlleyweretheywerewere completelycompletelywipedwipedwipedoutout byby-

some

by-

somesome kindkindofof disease and just thethe husbandhusbandsurvivedsurvived . Late in thethe-

evening

the-

eveningevening , after putting them allallawayaway he was crying in thetlte kashimkashim-
and

kashim-
andand then he startedstartedsingingsinging ., Then a thought struck his mind ,

"WhyWhy"WilYWilY"WilYam"Whyam" am I allallalonealone ? I should go out andandatat least bring in a stickstick-

that
stick-

thatthat would keepkeepmeme company . " So he went out and brought in aa-

pole
a-

polepole , stuck it in the middle of the kashim andandstartedstarted dancingdancingariddancingandandaridarid-

singing

and-

singingsingingsingingaroundaround it . This continued till the sun startedstartedcomingcomingcomingupup ,

and this was the beginningofbeginning of the stickdancestickdance-
Mrs

stickstickdance-
Airs

dancedance-

Mrs
. "

-MrsMrs-AirsAirs- . Poldine CarloCarlo-

HISTORYHISTORYHISTORY-

Within
'

Within the cycle ofofmanman , from his initial birth on through hishis-

manhoodmanhoodmanhoodandand to his eventual death , the greatest respect given byby-

the
by-

thethe different Native cultures in Alaska has been to man'smans' death .

Throughout eacheachcultureculture , once a death occurred in a family , a greatgreat-

amount
great-

amountamount ofofsorrowsorrow andandaa lengthy process ofofcommemoral1onofcommemorationcommemorationcommemoral1on folfol-folfol-

lowed
fol-

lowed
¬-

lowed ., Without exception , the Athabascan Indians of InteriorIntenorIntenor-
Alaska

Interior-
AlaskaAlaska followed these traditional ways and felt a necessity throughthrough-
religious

through-
religiousreligious ceremony to honor , comtnemoratecoml1emoratecommemorate( , and lie at rest the lifelife-

of
life-

ofof the departed person . The lower Koyukon Indians ' ceremony isis-

the
is-

thethe Feast for the Dead , commonly referred to as the "stickdancestickdance" "
.

Feasts for the deaddeadwerewere a common part of Eskimo , Indian , andand-

Aleut
and-

AleutAleut cultures , and anthropologists have found this practice rangingranging-

from
ranging-

fromfrom the Prince William SoundSoundareasareas on up through the Kusko-KuskoKusko-
kwim

Kusko-
kWim

Kusko-
kwim

-

kwim , Yukon , and northern coastalcoastalareasareas . Eye witness accountsaccounts-
were

accounts-
werewere recordedrecordedatat various times in the 1800's1800s' by persons such asas-

Dall
as-

DailDallDail , Jette ' , Edmonds , and Nelson . The central theme runningrunnmgrunnmg-
through

running-
throughthrough eacheachofof these ceremonies was a commemoration of thethe-

dead
the-

deaddead person .

In an era withwithmajormajor transitional influences of the westernwestern-
culture

western-
cultureculture bringing changes in the lives and beliefs of the Native Veo-

pIe
peoVeo-Veopeo-peo-

ple
¬-

plepIe , the only existing truly religious ceremony performed today byby-

any
by-

anyany of the native groups in Alaska is the stickdance at Nulato andand-

Kaltag
and-

KaltagKaltag , It is my belief that because it is a religious ceremony itit-

should
it-

shouldshould be given all the respect that other religions have today , andand-

should
and-

shouldshouldshouldnshouldnotnotn t be relegated to the level of being a "touristtourist" attraction "
with the prime purpose being the satisfaction of the curiousity ofof-

people
of-

peoplepeople that do not care or understand .

The stickdance continuedcontinuedasas a part of the Indian culture atat-

Nulato
at-

NulatoNulato and Kaltag until the 1930's1930s' when the Catholic Church camecame-

m

came-

ininm andandabolishedabolished it as "paganpagan" and sacrilegious " ceremony . ThisThis-

was
This-

waswas indeed an unfortunate practice of all the outside religions ofof-

that
of-

thatthat period and probably this can be expanded to encompass allall-

the
all-

thethe values of the western culture that were both forced upon thethe-

natives
the-

nativesnatives or were desired by the groups . The native groups triedtned toto-

change
to-

changechange inm order to be able to accept the White Man'sMans' values whilewhile-

at
while-

atat the same time being at a loss as to how to include and continuecontinue-
their

continue-
theirtheir own customs . In some areas of the transition we have beenbeen-

very
been-

veryvery successful in combining the two cultures into a compatiblecompatible-
lifelife ; however , in other areas we have not been so successful ..

The attitudes towards native groups has changed considerablyconsiderably-
since

considerably-
sincesince the 1930's1930s' and it can be stated factually that the' attitudes ofof-

the
of-

thethe native groups towards themselves has also changed positively soso-

that
so-

thatthat today there is a genuine pride in being native . Consequently ,

there is a move for retention of existing customs . It was in light ofof-

this
of-

thisthis attitude that the stickdance was observedpbserved again after approxiapproxi-approxi-
mately

¬.-

mately 30 years and it has become one of the major ceremonies ofof-

the
of-

thethe Athabascan culture again .

The stickdance ceremony serves two functions : one , stemmingstemming-
from

stemming-
fromfrom the belief of overt and extreme reverence for the deaddeadandand the

need to have the deceaseddeceasedrestrest at peace after death ; andami two , as aa-

method
a-

methodmethod ofofrepayingrepaying particular persons who gave assistance in thethe-

burial
the-

burialburial of the deceased through the ritual of dressing them in newnew-

fur
new-

furfur clothing . The ceremony performs all of these functions .

,
THE CEREMONYCEREMONY-

The

CEREMONY-

TheThe ceremony lasts for approximately one week however itsItS-

origins
its-

originsorigins begin a year earlier.. The person being dressed must give hishis-

or
his-

oror her consent upon request made by the closest relative of the dede-dede-

ceased
de-

ceased
¬-

ceased . Upon affirmation , the honored person is given a dish concon-con-
taining

con-
taining

¬-

taining all the items of food that the deceased liked and thethe-

honored
the-

honoredhonored person is required to eat these foods . In this manner , thethe-
deceased

the-
deceaseddeceased is beingbemg fed , in essence , and the spirit of the deceased willwill-
gradually

will-
graduallygradually get used to the food . ThisTlus act is continuedcontinuedatat variousvarious-
times

various-
timestimes throughout the year .

During the entire week of the ceremony , there is dancing and aa-

potlatch
a-

potlatchpotlatch is held every other nightOlght , alternatingalternatmgalternatmgwithalternatingwithwith servingservmg tea ,

cookies , dried fish , and crackers on the other nights . The dancingdancmgdancmg-
consists

dancing-
consistsconsists of the usual Athabascan type of standingstandmgstandmgwithstandingwithwith the upperupper-
half

upper-
halfhalf of the body bent forward , a scarf held between the hands , andand-

moving
and-

movingmoving the body to the rhythm of the music .

The music consists of only voices of the singerssmgers without acac-acac-

companying
ac-

companying
¬-

companying instruments . The only musical instrumentsmstruments that willwtllwtll-

be
will-

bebe used at all are two "clappersclappers" " whichwhIchareare two polished sticksslicksslicks-

approximately
sticks-

approximatelyapproximately 10 inches long and 22inchesinchesmches inm diameter that areare-

used
are-

usedused during the singingsingmg of the thirteen sacred stickdancestlckdance songs laterlater-

in
later-

inin the ceremony ..

AllAllofof the songs that are sung are made in10 the honor of somesome-
dead

some-
deaddead person and they vary inm tempo from a very slow andandsadsad typetype-
to

type-
toto an extremely rapidrapidandandandmtenslveandintensiveintensivemtenslve beat.. AllAllofof the songs eulogizeeuloglleeuloglle-
and

eulogize-
andand praise the good qualities of the deceaseddeceasedandand tell how they areare-

missed
are-

missedmissed by the livinghving .

At the start of each dance in10 the eveningevenmg , a period of time isI-
Sallowed

is-

allowedallowed for the persons to singslOg any new songs that are made for thethe-

dead
the-

deaddead . After that , the older and slower songs are sung untilunl11 dede-dede-

mands
de-

mands
¬-

mands are made by the audience for the faster and livelier songs .

The most famous songs are "GidlmnaGidlmna"GldlmnaGldlmna"GidlinnaGidlinna" " , "YunnannaYunnanna" "
, and "UDLUDL"VDLVDL" "

As the week progresses , the excitement of the comingcomll1g ceremonyceremonyofofof-
the

of-
thethe stickdance itselfItselfreachesreaches everyone , and at times , the entireentire-
body

entire-
bodybody of people in10 the communitycommumty hall will be dancingdancmgdancmganddancingandand singingsmgmgsmgmg-
out

singing-
outout on the dance area . At times , it has been stated that the participarticI-particI-
pants

partici-
pants

¬-

pants became so excited that they have almost started the stick-stickstlck-stlckstick-

dance
stlck-

dance
stick-

dance
-

dance one or two days in advance .

On the night of the stickdancesl1ckdance , everyone gathers at the comcom-com-
munity

com-
munity

¬-

munity hall (kashim ) at about 7:00700: in the eveningeven 109 and there areare-

always
are-

alwaysalways so many people that there is standingstandmg room only . TheThe-

singers
The-

singerssingers , usually numbering about six or seven , are seatedseatedatat thethe-

back
the-

backback of the hall while the women , being the only ones to dance ,

line up in rows on the dance floor.. They all face the door to dancedance-

towards
dance-

towardstowards the spirits and to allow them to enter the kashimkashml . On thethe-

third
the-

thirdthird song , they turn to the singers . All of the dancers wear nativenatIve-

cloth
native-

clothcloth parkas calledcalledmitsaghamitsagha ' hoolaan , and feathered headdressesheaddresses-
consisting

headdresses-
consistingconsisting of either a band of feathers around the head or elaborateelaborate-
redcolored

elaborate-
redcoloredred-coloredredcolored- branches with feathers attached to them and held toto-

the
to-

thethe head by a headband . They are to resemble caribou horns andand-

were
and-

werewere originally a part of the ceremony of the upper KoyukonKoyukon-
tribe

Koyukon-
tribetribe and the caribou people (MidzeeyMldzeey tato hot'aanahotaana'' ) .

Once everyone is organized ( and thistIllS takes some timelime as there isIS-

an
is-

anan extreme undercurrent of excitement , this beingbemg the culminationculmmatlOnculmmatlOn-
of

culmination-
ofofofanan entireentue year of work ) the singerssmgers beginbegm the first of the thirteenthirteen-
songs

thirteen-
songssongs . They sing each of them without interruptionmterrupl10n before thethe-

malO

the-

mainmainmalO dance . I refer to these as the sacredsacredsongssongs of the stickdancestlckdancestlckdance-
as

stickdance-
asas they can be sung only once and must not be sung at any otherother-
lime

other-
timetimelime . Upon completion of the thirteenth song , a chant of "hehe" yaa ,

he yaa , hee yaa haw " beginsbegms while waitingwaltmg for the dance pole to betiebe-

brought
tie-

broughtbrought inm .,

The dance pole consists of a spruce tree as highhighasas the comcom-com-

munity
com-

munity
¬-

munity hall , stripped ofofallall its bark except for a knob of boughsboughs-
approximately

boughs-
approximatelyapproximately two feet inm length at the very top . The rest of thethe-
tree

the-
treetree is wrapped in colorfulcolorfulribbonsribbons now , however , at one timetllne itIt-

was
it-

waswas painted with blackblackandand red bands and had bunchesbundles of feathersfeathers-
attached

feathers-
attachedattached to itit.. The persons who are going to be dressed are thethe-

ones
the-

onesones who go out and get the tree , decorate it , and bring it into thethe-

hall
the-

hallhall..
As soon as the pole is brought in , it is danceddancedaroundaround the hallhall-

and
hall-

andand placed upright inm the very middle . When this occurs , the dandan-dan-
cers

dan-
cers

¬-

cers andandslOgersandsingerssingersslOgers immediately beginbegm the stickdancestlckdance song ( a veryvery-
rapid

very-
rapidrapidrapidchantchant with a strong tempo) and begin to dance clockwiseclockwIse-
around

clockwise-
aroundaround the pole . The clockwise movement and the chant is not toto-

stop
to-

stopusuallylastsstop at any time until the end of the dance . The dance usually
lasts approximately 18-20182018.201820-. hours .

At various times during the night before the end of the dance ,

pelts of wolverine andandwolfwolf ( the most respectedrespectedandand valued animalsammalsammals-
to

animals-
toto the Indians ) will be tied to the pole and the dancingdancmg continuescontmuescontmues-
around

continues-
aroundaround these furs . In addition , before the finalfinalactact endingendmg thethe-
dance

the-
dancedance , the pole is brought down , taken outside , and danced aroundaround-
the

around-
thethe , town . The chantingchantmg is continuously kept up during this portionportIOn-
of

portion-
ofof the ceremony .. The act of taking the pole around the town is toto-

bring
to-

bringbring luck to all the residents . The final act of the dance is to bringbring-
the

bring-
thethe pole out for the final time , break it into three or four piecespieces-
and

pieces-
andand throw it over the river bank . The elders state that the beliefbeliefISisI-
Sthat

is-

thatthat the next stickdance will be held whichever way the pole falls ;

however , the stickdance is not to be held any further up the fiverriverriver-
than

river-
thanthan Nulato .

1I Various anthropologists who previously observed the stickdancestickdance-
looked

stickdance-
lookedlooked upon the stickdance pole as an object of luck that wouldwould-
bring

would-
bringbring the people good luck in their quest for food . While this maymay-
be

may-
bebe partially true , I believe that its presence in the religion of thethe-

people
the-

peoplepeople symbolizes the antenna or life line to the departed person-personperson-
an

-
an object by which all the feelings and workworkofof the people areare-

transferred
are-

transferredtransferred . This belief is strongly enforced by observances of thethe-

participants
the-

participantsparticipants dancing all items such as calico , clothing , furs , and foodfood-

around
food-

aroundaround the pole as these are offered in memoryjofmemo of thee deceased ,

and , during a later part in the dance , raising yourihunsyour a\fnsafnsa\ s up to thethe-

pole
the-

polepole as if in homage . '

NEXT WEEK : Conclusion .


