The Iroquois


CLOTHING
Iroquois men wore breechcloths with long leggings. Iroquois women wore wraparound skirts with shorter leggings. Men did not originally wear shirts in Iroquois culture, but women often wore a tunic called an overdress. Iroquois people also wore moccasins on their feet and heavy robes in winter. In colonial times, the Iroquois adapted European costume like long cloth shirts, decorating them with fancy beadwork.

Iroquois men wore a gustoweh, which was a feathered cap with different insignia for each tribe. Iroquois women sometimes wore special beaded tiaras. Iroquois warriors often shaved their heads except for a scalplock or a crest down the center of their head (the style known as a "Mohawk.") Sometimes they added feathers or artificial roaches made of brightly dyed porcupine and deer hair. Iroquois Indian women only cut their hair when they were in mourning, wearing it long and loose or plaited into a long braid. Men sometimes decorated their faces and bodies with tribal tattoos, but Iroquois women generally didn't paint or tattoo themselves. 

ARTS

Beadwork and the more demanding porcupine quillwork are more common Iroquois crafts. The Iroquois Indians also crafted wampum out of white and purple shell beads. Wampum beads were traded as a kind of currency, but they were more culturally important as an art material. The designs and pictures on Iroquois wampum belts often told a story or represented a person's family.

The two most important Iroquois instruments are drums and flutes. Iroquois drums were often filled with water to give them a distinctive sound different from the drums of other tribes. Most Iroquois music is very rhythmic and consists mostly of drumming and lively singing. Flutes were used to woo women in the Iroquois tribes. An Iroquois Indian man would play beautiful flute music outside his girlfriend's longhouse at night to show her he was thinking about her.
MASKS

The Iroquois False Face Society is best known for its dramatic wooden masks, the "false faces." The masks are considered to be "living" and are "fed" with tobacco. The design of the masks is somewhat variable, but most share certain features. The masks have long, black or white horse hair. The eyes are deep-set and surrounded by metal. The noses are bent and crooked. The masks are painted red and black. The masks are carved directly on the tree and only removed when completed. Masks are painted red if they were begun in the morning or black if they were begun in the afternoon. Red masks are thought to be more powerful. Masks with both colors represent spirits with "divided bodies."

RITUAL
The False Face Society performs a ritual to promote health using the masks. During the main part of the ritual, the False Face members go through every house in the entire town searching for disease and illness. The False Face members also use turtle shell rattles, a reference to Iroquois cosmology which see our world resting on the back of a giant turtle. If a sick person is found, a healing ritual is performed using tobacco and singing. The tobacco is burned, and the ashes are blown over the sick person. The community then gathers at the longhouse where the False Faces enter and move towards the central fire. Here individuals may request healing. The ritual continues with dancing and ends with a ceremonial ash blowing and a feast. The ritual is performed during the spring, fall, midwinter, and smaller versions of the ceremony are performed whenever a sick individual requires it.

FOOD

Iroquois tribes decided where to build their villages based upon their agricultural needs. Often a village would remain in one place for fifteen to twenty years before moving on to another location once the nearby resources were used up. The main Iroquois food source was maize, which they successfully brought to North Eastern America from Central America. Other crops grown were corn, beans and squash, known as the ‘Three Sisters’ because they could all be grown on the same land. The Iroquois supplemented this diet with venison (deer meat) and fish.
