
Marquette University
e-Publications@Marquette

Library Faculty Research and Publications Library (Raynor Memorial Libraries)

12-31-2006

Black Elk's Legacy
Mark G. Thiel
Marquette University, mark.thiel@marquette.edu

Published version. Whispering Wind, Vol. 37, No. 2 (2007): 14-18. Publisher link. © 2007 Written
Heritage. Used with permission.

https://epublications.marquette.edu
https://epublications.marquette.edu/lib_fac
https://epublications.marquette.edu/library
http://www.whisperingwind.com/


Black Elk's Legacy 
By Mark Thiel 

H ehaka Sapa or Black Elk 

(1863-1950) lived one of 

the most controversial 

lives of the 20th century. To 

most Americans, he is 

best-known from Black Elk 

Speaks: Being the Life Story of 

a Holy Man of the Oglala 

Sioux, as told through John G. 

Neihardt (Neihardt, 1979). It 

chronicles his life as a warrior, 

wild-west show dancer, and 

medicine man (photo right) 

and, although called his life 

story, the book ends abruptly 
in 1890 at the Wounded Knee 

massacre on the Pine Ridge 

Reservation in South Dakota, 

where Black Elk as a 27-year 

old was wounded. 

Black Elk dressed as 
a distinguished elder, 
probably at the 
Duhamel's Sioux 
Indian Pageant, Black 
Hills, South Dakota, 
W. Ben Hunt, 
photographer, ca . 
1939. 

This image is accessible 
online in the Marquette 

University Digital 
Collections. 

All photographs are courtesy of Marquette 
University and from its Bureau of Catholic Indian 
Missions Records, unless noted otherwise. 

In 1929, Black Elk and the Duhamel family organized a pageant near the developing Mount 
Rushmore Monument. The pageant included short renditions of Lakota ceremonies and dances 
narrated by Black Elk to educate tourists about Lakota heritage. It is believed that Black Elk's 
evolving narration provided the basis for his last collaborative book, The Sacred Pipe: Black Elk's 
Account of the Seven Rites of the Oglala Sioux, for which he was interviewed in 1947 and 1948. 
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Burnt Cane Productions Presents: 

"The Aboriginal Heart 
of New Orleans" 

in their debut release: 

Cocoa Creppel 
and 

Cann e Brulees 
J(!.ISING C~N[ 

2007 NAMMV Nommated 

Contemporary Southeastern 
Native American Music 

available @ cdbaby.com or 
www.cannesbrulees.com 

Learn to Hear 
Powwow Songs 

Produced by Loren Woerpel 

This Audio CD will help you hear the 
powwow songs made today. Tracks 
include; Introduction, Verse Format, 
Drumbeat Pattems, Vocables, and 
more. Includes song excerpts by the 
Smokeytown Singers. 
NBCD1009 Audio CD: $8.95 
Please add $5.95 shipping & handling 

~I Written Heritage 

& POBox 1390 
Folsom LA 70437 

1-800-301-8009 
. www.writtenheritage.com 
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NEW Northern Stroud Cloth 
This long awaited cloth is now available .--------~----------, 
exclusively from Crazy Crow! Like the 
unique original, our old-time Stroud 
cloth features 3 black stripes running 
through a white selvedge. Once so 
highly popular on the N orthe.rn Plains 
and Canada in the 18th and 19th 
centuries, ours is hand-dyed exacdy as 
it was made back then. It also features 
the "saved-list" border with 
characteristic sawtooth edge. 
Historically, it was widely used for 
making blankets, leggings, dresses, 
skirts, aprons, and other garments. We 
are pleased to make this available once 
again in Scarlet (bright Red) and avy 
Blue. 100% wool and 54" in width. 
Maximum length is 3 metel;, or 
approximately 3.25 yards. (1meter=39" ). 

Item Numbe r 

3602-1 02-081 

3602- 102-265 

Color 

Scarlet 

Navy 

Elk Teeth Composite 

9216-200-003 La rge, approx. 1 1/ 8" long 

'/1 Mete r 

$49.00 
$49.00 

1 Meter 

$89.00 
$89.00 

1 Meter (3+) 

$85.00 
$85.00 

To serve the need for economical, yet 
more realistic Elk's Teeth, we now 
have these large, three-dimensiunal elk 
replicas. The teedl are molded from a 
composition material which easily 
takes stain or dye if you wish to make 
them look even more like "the real 
McCoy". Available in 2 sizes and pre
drilled for easy attachment. 

$2.75 Ea(10 +) $13.0550 $24.75 100 
9216-200-004 X-Large, approx. 1 1/ 4" long 

$2.95 Ea(lO+) $14.0050 $26.501 00 

Dealer Inquiries Invited 
Send $4.00 Today for the NEW 123 pg. Color Catalog and FREE Bi-Monthly Sales Flyers. 

' Orders under $100.00 please 
include $7.00 for shipping 

QlAa[ity "ProalActs for 37 Years 

1.800.786.6210 
p.o. Box 8470-10 Pottsboro, TX 75076 www.crazycrow.com 
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Black Elk (far right wearing the crow belt or bustle) with Oglala grass dancers who danced at the Interior 
Roundup (rodeo), South Dakota, Ralph R. Doubleday, photographer, ca. 1901-1910. 

From the SI. Paul Mission (Yankton Reservation, South Dakota) Collection. 

While others wore regalia in vogue for dancing at rodeos, pageants, and wild-west shows, Black Elk wore what 
was reminiscent of his wild-west show dancing, 1886-1887. Then , the crow belt or bustle was still regarded as 
regalia restricted to accomplished warriors and Black Elk was a veteran of the Battle of the Little Big Horn. 

Doubleday became a prominent rodeo photographer whose career began in 1901 with visits to rodeo events in 
South Dakota and Wyoming, 1901-1910. 

Black Elk endured death and sorrow, but was not 
defeated and without hope. In 1931 , the story he told to 
Neihardt included the post-1890 life in which he found hope 
and meaning. While Neihardt omitted the chapter as 
unmarketable, Black Elk's letters and photographs provide a 
glimpse of that life, which reveals a profound and humble 
religious thinker who never knew that one-day he would 
become a Native American icon. Black Elk converted to 
Christianity, and like other converts, he struggled to 
reconcile Indian and Christian beliefs and traditions. Yet, he 
accepted and remained steadfast to Christianity without 
rejecting Lakota ways. 

Charity resonated deeply in both traditions and Black Elk 
practiced it to the utmost at all times-he remained poor 
himself while giving generously to the people. In so doing, 
Black Elk simultaneously upheld the expectations common 
to both Lakota medicine men and elders and Christian 
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catechists and church society leaders. Ultimately, both 
Lakota and Christian ways molded his character and being. 

Black Elk's Letters to the Lakota People 

From 1907-1916, Black Elk wrote 15 letters that called 
on the Lakota-Dakota people to live good lives. The letters 
appeared in Sinasapa Wocekiye Taeyanpaha, a 
Lakota-Dakota language newspaper published monthly from 
Fort Totten, North Dakota, and distributed across five states. 
In them, Black Elk related his life experiences with 
references to Scriptures. 

The following excerpts were selected from two letters, 
both of which Black Elk wrote in Manderson, South Dakota, 
on the Pine Ridge Reservation. But unlike Black Elk Speaks, 
in these letters his words were translated literally without 
aesthetic editing. 

The first was written undated but published July 15, 1909, 
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Black Elk (sixth from 
left) and Oglala 
catechists at the 
Catholic Sioux 
Congress, Holy Rosary 
Mission, Pine Ridge, 
Pine Ridge 
Reservation, South 
Dakota, 1911. 

This image is accessible 
online in the Marquette 

University Digital Collections. 

Black Elk teaching Sicangu children with the 
"Two Roads" catechism, Rosebud 
Reservation, South Dakota, Reverend 
Eugene Buechel, S.J. , photographer, 1920s. 
From the St. Francis Mission (Rosebud 
Reservation, South Dakota) Records. 

In 1907, Black Elk was 
appOinted a catechist 
or teacher of Christian 
faith in recognition of 
his enthusiasm and 
excellent memory for 
reading Scripture in 
Lakota. However, as a 
profound religious 
thinker, Black Elk 
demonstrated his 
continued regard for 
Lakota ways as 
evidenced by wearing 
moccasins instead of 
shoes in this 
non-Indian context as 
evidenced in the above 
photograph. 

During the 1840s, Indians and missionaries 
in Oregon had invented the Two Roads as a 
pictorial teaching device transcending 

language barriers. It featured two parallel red and black roads symbolizing good 
and bad ways. The Two Roads became widely used across the United States and 
Canada and when Black Elk became a catechist in 1907, he too used it extensively 
as shown here. In doing so, Black Elk apparently synthesized and adapted the 
"Good Red Road" from Church to Lakota teachings. 

and translated in 1987 by a fluent Lakota for Michael F. 
Steltenkamp, S.l, while he researched, Black Elk: Holy Man 
of the Oglalas. When Black Elk wrote this letter, he was a 
traveling catechist proclaiming the GospeL 

I have seen a number of different people-the ordinary 

people living on this earth-the Arapaho, the Shoshoni , the 

Omaha, the tribe[s] living in California and Florida, the 

Rosebud , the Cheyenne River Sioux tribe, the Standing 

Rock, and our own, the Oglalas. The White men living in all 

these places-I have said prayers for their tribe. I'm really 

moved that I was able to travel to those places and meet 

people that are very friendly ... We all suffer in this land. But 

let me tell you , God has a special place for us when our time 

has come. 

The second was written on January 6, 1914, published 
February 15, 1914, and translated in 2002 by Paul Manhart, 
S.J. , at the author's request. (Manhart, a linguist of Lakota, 
had edited Eugene Buechel's Lakota Dictionmy : 
Lakota-English / English-Lakota, 2nd edition. In this letter, 
Black Elk reflected on thel912 sinking of the R.M.S. Titanic. 
In so doing, he recalled his own experiences as a 
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trans-Atlantic steamship traveler when he was employed by 
shows nearly two decades earlier. 

Men of the United States constructed a very large and 

fast boat. We made many millions of dollars, so that in a few 

nights one crossed the ocean. So, great rich men were alone 

able to do such , and poor men were able to get rich . It was 

because of great honors that they traveled . They said never 

would the boat sink. 

Yes, those rich men believed it. They did not know what 

they would come up against. So, one day they struck against

something, so that the boat they made sank from blindness, a 

difficulty that came over them, and their fright was great. .. 

Yes, my Relatives, take a look. There was an accident 

due to a great honor. The trouble with the world's honor is 

that the trouble is up above. In worldly honor we twitch . You 

pay your debts up above when you are up against something . 

You do not see when you are struck by something large. You 

wander about, a ghost that will wander about and sinks. 

There is a grave sin here. Then you will say: "Lord, Lord!" 

You will say: "That is very troublesome, my Relatives." Desire 

to be close to our Savior. Desire to stay in our ship. 
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Black Elk wearing glasses and holding a 
book, St. Elizabeth Church, Oglala, Pine 
Ridge Reservation, South Dakota, 
Reverend Joseph A. Zimmerman, S.J., 
photographer, ca. 1936. 
Also accessible via the Marquette University Digital 

Collections online. 

Black Elk never attended school " yet he 
was not illiterate. Black Elk became a 
self-taught linguist, scholar, and 
intellectual with some proficiency in 
reading and speaking Lakota, English, 
and presumably French. (50 years 

earlier, while a show dancer in Europe, he lived for 6-months with a girlfriend in Paris. Presumably he had 
acquired some prior knowledge of French in South Dakota from Frenchmen married to Lakota women.) 
Black Elk avidly studied and interpreted the Scriptures in Lakota, which was recognized by his 1907 
appointment as catechist, a position he served actively until disabled in 1933 by an accident with a 
horse-drawn wagon. It is believed that Black Elk's study as a Christian thinker contributed to his Lakota 
theology as well. 

Ben Black Elk, son of Black 
Elk, at his father's gravesite, 
Manderson, South Dakota, 
Reverend Paul B. Steinmetz, 
S.J ., photographer, ca . 
1970-1971 . From the Holy 
Rosary Mission/Red Cloud 
School (Pine Ridge 
Reservation, South Dakota) 
Records. 
To insure accuracy, Black Elk 
used his son Ben to translate 
his words for Black Elk Speaks 
and The Sacred Pipe. In so 
doing, Ben learned about his 
father's medicine man practice 
for the first time. Later, Ben 
too, became a showman by 
dressing in traditional garb and 
posing for tourist photos near Mount Rushmore. 

On the night of Black Elk's funeral wake, the sky danced with northern lights of unprecedented brilliance, 
thus fulfilling his prediction that a sign would mark his passing. Since then, Black Elk Speaks has been 
acclaimed and the life of this mystical man has inspired a plethora of books with diverse interpretations 
regarding his legacy and the intent of his teachings. Although Black Elk's tombstone gives 1858 as his birth 
year, scholars believe that 1863 is his correct birth year. 
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Indian Art Gallery 
Thorn & Debbie Meyers 

'*" Mail Order '*" 
Indian Arts & Crafts 

Beads, Beadwork, Bells, Bones, Buckskin, 
Leathers, Fringe, Furs, Pendletons, Pipes, Quills, 

Roaches, Shells, Sinew, Tapes, Tipis, Trade Cloth. 

Specializing in Quality Museum Recreations 

Mail Order Catalog Available $3.00 

327 South 24th St. West 
Billings, Montana 59102 

(406) 656-8954 '*" Fax (406) 656-8969 
email: buffalochips@qwest.net 

Visit our website 
www.buffalochart.com 
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