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Lesson Overview 
 
 
Students will learn about the tradition of Osage ribbonwork and create their own  
ribbonwork designs using strips of paper. 
 
 
Objectives 
 
Students will be able to: 
 
• Explain how European trade goods were used in creating Osage clothing. 
 
• Identify one way clothing of the Osage was ornamented. 
 
• Recognize that ribbonwork was done in the past and that the tradition is being  
      continued by artists today. 
 
• Create a variation of a ribbonwork design using paper. 
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Teacher Background on Osage and Fort Smith 
 
The earliest recorded European contact with the Osage dates from the 17th century.  

French fur traders encountered the Osage in 1673 living in villages along the Osage 

River in what is today southwestern Missouri.  They are considered a Siouan people 

and while their culture is characteristic of the Northern Plains Indians they also have 

traits of the Woodland Indians.  In the 17th and 18th centuries the Osage lived and 

hunted throughout present day Missouri and parts of Arkansas, Oklahoma and Kan-

sas.   

 

Shortly after the Louisiana Purchase of 1803 the federal government negotiated trea-

ties and agreements with Indians to relinquish their homelands and allow further An-

glo-American expansion.  The Osage lost most of their traditional lands through trea-

ties in the first part of the 19th century.  The United States government encouraged 

tribes living in the southeastern United States to move west.  Many Cherokees agreed 

to leave their traditional homelands for new land in present day Arkansas.  The land 

the Cherokees were promised by the United States government was part of the tradi-

tional lands of the Osage.  Conflict over hunting on this land led to fighting between the 

Cherokee and Osage.   

 

In an attempt to bring peace between these two tribes the federal government sent the 

U.S. Rifle Regiment to establish a military fort near the point where the Osage bound-

ary crossed the Arkansas River.  The soldiers arrived on December 25, 1817 and be-

gan building Fort Smith.  The fort’s commanding officer, Col. Mathew Arbuckle, negoti-

ated the 1822 treaty between the Osage and Cherokee, reconciling most of their diffi-

culties and guaranteeing both tribes that no non-Indians would settle on their lands.   

 

Osage Ribbonwork Lesson Plan     2 
 

Fort Smith National Historic Site 



Background on Ribbonwork 
 
Ribbonwork is a traditional art form common to both the Woodland Indians (Miami, Po-

tawatomi) and the Osage.  Before contact with the Europeans these Native Americans 

made their clothing from buckskin.  When they had contact with European fur traders 

they were introduced to European made goods such as woven broadcloth, scissors, 

needles, yarn, beads, and ribbons.  As early as 1750, the women in the Great Lakes 

region and Mississippi Valley began making clothing, out of broadcloth and decorated 

them with beads, yarn, and ribbons.  Due to the fragile nature of these clothing items, 

few early examples remain.  The oldest existing ribbonwork garment dates from the 

early 1800s and is a wedding dress.   

 

Ribbonwork is a variation of reverse appliqué.  Strips of different colored ribbons are 

layered together and a design is cut from the first layer, exposing the ribbon below it.  

The cut design is often sewn onto another ribbon and a series of these ribbons is then 

sewn onto the garment.  The geometric ribbon designs created by the Osage are usu-

ally symmetrical; half of the design forming a mirror image of the other half.  Often the 

ribbonwork design identified the person’s clan and family.   

 

Contemporary artists are continuing the tradition of ribbonwork.  They often use mod-

ern equipment and materials such as a sewing machine and fabric-fusing materials.  At 

times the designs and colors used vary from the traditional design and color combina-

tions.  In addition to making ceremonial clothing the artists create works intended for 

display as well as decorative items like pillows and clothing for sale.     

 

Osage artist Georgann Robinson was recognized in 1982 by the National Endowment 

for the Arts with an NEA National Heritage Fellowship.  She describes her work and 

the process of creating ribbonwork in the video Ribbons of the Osage: Art & Life of 

Georgann Robinson.        
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Supplies Needed 
 
• 9 x 12” construction paper of various colors 

• misc. strips of construction paper (approx. 4-5” x 12”) to glue cut designs on 

• 12 x 18” construction paper of various colors (for final placement of cut designs) 

• carbon paper (see variations for other options) 

• pencils 

• scissors (plain and/or decorative edge) 

• rulers 

• glue sticks or glue 

• Osage ribbonwork design patterns  (PDF handouts) 

• Video Ribbons of the Osage: Art & Life of Georgann Robinson (optional) 
Full Circle Communications:  http://www.fullcir.com/masters.htm 

 
Directions 
 
1.  Have students select design and one piece of construction paper. 
 
2. Fold design in half lengthwise.  Fold paper so that design width will fit on folded  
     space. 
 
4.  Place carbon paper on top of construction paper. 
 
5. Place folded edge of design pattern along folded edge of paper.  It might be helpful  
      to lightly tape down the corners of the pattern to the table. 
 
6. With a pencil, trace along the lines of the pattern.  (If desired a ruler can be used.) 
 
7. Remove pattern and carbon paper.  Keeping paper folded, cut along traced lines  
     taking care not to cut through fold.  Open up paper.  When gluing cut design to  
     paper, glue side with traced marks to the paper. 
 
9. Remnants from cut paper can provide additional designs by trimming along the  
     edge of one side to make two identical strips.  (You can use a ruler to draw a  
     straight cutting line.)  These can be used in the final composition along with the  
     other cut designs. 
 
10. Repeat the above steps to make other designs in different colors if desired.  
      Once the designs have been cut, they can be glued to strips of construction paper  
      of other colors and then glued onto a piece of 12 x 18” construction paper.   
      (Have students take time arranging their cut designs before gluing to the paper.) 

Osage Ribbonwork Lesson Plan     4 
 

Fort Smith National Historic Site 

http://www.fullcir.com/masters.htm�


Osage Ribbonwork Lesson Plan     5 

Variations for younger children and children with physical or developmental limi-
tations 
 
• Templates can be made for the designs and the students can trace around the tem-

plate instead of using carbon paper. 
 
• For children who may have difficulty cutting the designs, you can pre-cut designs 

from construction paper and let children pick their designs and glue them to the 
construction paper strips and then onto the larger piece of construction paper. 

 
• Decorative edge scissors can be used to cut strips of paper instead of tracing and 

cutting along the design edges. 
 
Variations for older students 
 
• Students can cut the same design out of two different colored pieces of paper and 

then cut along the fold.  Take one half of each color and glue them down on a strip 
of paper to create a symmetrical design with different colors on each side. 

 
• Students can create their own designs. 
 
• Students can layer their designs by overlapping them slightly. 
 
• Fabric or felt can be used to create the designs.  Felt designs may be glued onto a 

larger piece of felt.  Fabric pieces can be cut and sewn using needle and thread. 
 
 
Additional Resources 
 
Ed Bearss and Arrell M. Gibson, Fort Smith: Little Gibraltar on the Arkansas, third print-
ing,  Eastern National, 2002. 
 
For a brief history of the Osage, visit the tribe’s web site:  http://www.osagetribe.com/
planning/info.aspx 
 
Canku Ota – An Online Newsletter Celebrating Native America, November 3, 2001 – 
Issue 48 (includes color photographs of historic ribbonwork)   
http://www.turtletrack.org/Issues01/Co11032001/
CO_11032001_Craft_Ribbonwork_one.htm 
 
Woodlands Ribbonwork Activity Sheet from Eiteljorg Museum of American Indians and 
Western Art  (includes photograph) http://www.indiana.edu/~mathers/edu/ribbon.pdf 
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Curriculum Standards for Osage Ribbonwork 
 
SOCIAL STUDIES CURRICULUM (Arkansas) 
 
Strand: Geography 
Standard 2: Culture and Diversity 
 
G.2.1.1      Discuss elements of culture (e.g., food, clothing, housing, language, 
        sports/recreation, customs, traditions, art, music, religion) 
 
G.2.4.1     Research elements of culture in a community, state, or nation 
       (e.g., food, clothing, housing, language, sports/recreation, customs, 

       traditions, art, music, religion) 
 
G.2.5.1      Describe customs, celebrations, and traditions of selected racial 
         ethnic, and religious groups in Arkansas and the United States 
 
G.2.6.2      Describe how people from selected racial, ethnic, and religious 
        groups attempt to maintain their cultural heritage while adapting 
        to the culture of Arkansas and the United States 
 
Strand: History 
Standard 6: History 
 
H.6.4.3       Examine historical settlements in Arkansas: Arkansas Post,  
          Old Washington, Fort Smith 
 
H.6.4.14     Identify and describe the Arkansas Indian Tribes: Osage, Quapaw, Caddo 
 
H.6.5.9       Describe the impact that European explorers had on the American 
                   Indian tribes 
 
H.6.5.29     Locate and describe the three main American Indian cultures in Arkansas 
         during the exploration period:  Quapaw, Caddo and Osage 
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FINE ARTS (Arkansas) 
 

CONTENT STANDARD 1: 
Inquire/Explore/Discover 
Students will inquire/explore/discover historical, cultural, social, environmental, and 
personal references from which to develop concepts/ideas. 
 
Grades K-4 (Student Learning Expectations) 
 
A.1.1 Examine art and communicate ideas and feelings using the language of art 

which shall include art elements and principles. 
 
A.1.2 Explore skills associated with media and processes including, but not limited 

to, color mixing, tearing, folding, and gluing. 
 
A.1.3 Distinguish parallels (i.e., elements, principles, themes, culture, material, proc-

esses and methods) between art created by students and artists from different 
times and places. 

 
A.1.4 Discover examples of how people use art in their daily lives, in the work place, 

and within the community. 
 
 
Grades 5-8 (Student Learning Expectations) 
 
A.1.12 Research and discuss diverse cultures, styles, and periods of art. 
 

CONTENT STANDARD 2: 
 Create 
Students will use their creativity in a wide variety of media, techniques, processes, and 
tools to develop original works of art and design.   
 
Grades K-4 (Student Learning Expectations) 
 
A.2.5 Exercise responsible use of tools/technology and materials to produce art 
works that may include, but are not limited to, painting, drawing, printmaking, sculpture, 
clay/ceramics, architecture, graphic design, fiber arts, and digital imagery. 
 
A.2.6 Produce art works to demonstrate an understanding of the various purposes for 
creating (aesthetic, functional, historical/cultural, therapeutic and/or social). 
 
A.2.7 Create art work in response to past, present, and future situations. 
 
A.2.8 Create art works based upon previous explorations/discoveries that demon-
strate the relationships between art and culture. 
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Grades 5-8 (Student Learning Expectations) 
 
A.2.14. Demonstrate consistent and responsible use of tools/technology and materials 
to produce art works that may include, but are not limited to, painting, drawing, print-
making, sculpture, clay/ceramics, architecture, graphic design, fiber arts, and digital 
imagery.  
 
A.2.16 Produce art work which displays knowledge of diverse cultures, styles, and pe-
riods of art. 
 
 

CONTENT STANDARD 3: 
Reflect/Respond/Rediscover 
Students will reflect upon, respond to, and rediscover the art work and concept of self, 
of others (past and present), of environments, and of diverse cultures. 
 
Grades K-4 (Student Learning Expectations) 
 
A.3.7 Examine and respond to the use of art in daily life and community. 
 
A.3.8 Analyze and discuss the relationship among the arts and other disciplines. 
 
A.3.9 Recognize the importance of art history and heritage. 
 
Grades 5-8 (Student Learning Expectations) 
 
A.3.10 Examine and reflect on a range of subject matter, symbols, and/or ideas used 
in creating art works. 
 
A.3.17 Discuss and establish connections between the visual arts and other disciplines 
(e.g., in math: 3-D forms, symmetry, patterns). 
 
A.3.18    Evaluate the importance of art history and heritage. 
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