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History & Songs of the Mardi Gras 
Indians 

 

Joseph Dixon  Grades: PK-5 

 
ABOUT THE PERFORMANCE 
This interactive musical performance introduces students to the history of the Mardi Gras Indian tribes of New 
Orleans. Musician Joseph Dixon engages students in sing-alongs and chants of traditional call and response 
patterns and phrases that are still significant in contemporary music. They learn of the duties of the Big Chief, Flag 
Boy, and Spy Boy and the roles they play during their walk on Mardi Gras day and Saint Joseph’s Night. 
 
TEKS (Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills):                                                         

 
 

Music Science Lang. 
Arts 

Mat
h 

Social 
Studies 

The Students Will: 
* Demonstrate musical artistry by singing songs in groups. 
* Demonstrate appropriate concert etiquette during live performances. 
* Write stories and poems that express their ideas and feelings about  
  real or imagined people, events, and ideas. 
* Practice problem solving. 
* Explain how music reflects the times during which it was created. 
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STAAR (State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness): 

Writing Grade 4 Reporting 
Category 1 

 

The Students Will: 
* Demonstrate an ability to compose a variety of written texts with a clear, 
central idea; coherent organization; sufficient development; and effective use 
of language and conventions. 
 

 
 
Academic Vocabulary: 

Mardi Gras * French translation: “Fat Tuesday.” A carnival held in some countries on the Tuesday 
before Lent, most famously in New Orleans. 
  

Lent *A Christian tradition, six weeks before Easter when Christians are supposed to pray a lot, 
give money to charities and give up some of the things they might otherwise do for 
pleasure. 
 

call and response  *A style of singing in which a melody sung by one singer is responded to or echoed by one 
or more singers.  
 

Mardi Gras Indians *Black carnival revelers in New Orleans, Louisiana, who dress up for Mardi Gras in suits 
influenced by Native American ceremonial apparel. Collectively, their organizations are 
called "tribes". There are about 38 tribes, which range in size from half a dozen to several 
dozen members.  
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Big Chief *Heads a Mardi Gras Indian tribe and dresses in a ceremonial suit to parade through the 
streets of New Orleans. 
 

Flag Boy *Carries the tribe’s symbol and flag – a huge staff decorated with feathers. 
 

Spy Boy *Walks ahead to clear a path for his tribe. 
  

St. Joseph’s Night *March 19, when the Indians will be out in the neighborhoods across the city participating 
in rituals with long histories.  
 

Indian Red *Traditionally sung at the beginning and at the end of gatherings of Mardi Gras Indians in 
New Orleans: 
 
Madi cu defio, en dans dey, end dans day[2] 
Madi cu defio, en dans dey, end dans day 
 
We are the Indians, Indians, Indians of the nation 
The wild, wild creation 
We won't bow down 
Down on the ground 
Oh how I love to hear him call Indian Red 
 
I've got a Big Chief, Big Chief, Big Chief of the Nation 
The wild, wild creation 
He won't bow down 
Down on the ground 
Oh how I love to hear him call Indian Red 
 

Iko Iko * A song that tells of a parade collision between two tribes of Mardi Gras Indians and their 
traditional confrontation to steal each other’s flags.  
 
My grand-ma and your grand-ma were sit-tin' by the fire.  
My grand-ma told your grand-ma: "I'm gon-na set your flag on fire." 
Talk-in' 'bout, Hey now ! Hey now ! I-ko, I-ko, un-day 
Jock-a-mo fee-no ai na-né, jock-a-mo fee na-né 
 
Look at my king all dressed in red I-ko, I-ko, un-day.  
I bet-cha five dol-lars he'll kill you dead, jock-a-mo fee na-né 
Talk-in' 'bout, Hey now ! Hey now ! I-ko, I-ko, un-day 
Jock-a-mo fee-no ai na-né, jock-a-mo fee na-né 
 
My flag boy and your flag boy were 
Sit-tin' by the fire. - My flag boy told 
Your flag boy: "I'm gon-na set your flag on fire." 
Talk-in' 'bout, Hey now ! Hey now ! I-KO, I-KO,… 
 

 
 
CLASSROOM CONNECTIONS: 
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Before the performance 

• Have you ever been to a parade? What happens there? 
• Have you ever been to New Orleans? What is it like? 
• Have you ever seen a Native American dance or powwow? What is it like? 

 
After the performance: 

• What did you learn from this performance? 
• Write, draw, tell, sing, dance, or act out your favorite part. 

 
Language Arts:  
 

• Pretend you are a Mardi Gras Indian. Write a story or poem about your experience at Mardi Gras.   
• Write about a tradition that is important in your family.   

 

 
 
 

Math:  
 

• Write a math problem about Mardi Gras.  
• Find out how much decorative feathers cost. How much would you spend if you made a costume from 

1,000 feathers? 
 

 
 
 

Social Studies: 
 

• Investigate traditions that are important in your city or neighborhood.  
• Celebrate Black History month. 

 
 
 

Science:  
 

• Study the different kinds of bird feathers. How are they alike? Different? How are they useful? Are any 
species endangered because of their feathers?  

 
 
 

Resources: 
 
Mardi Gras activities: https://www.mumsmakelists.com/mardi-gras-activities-for-kids/ 
 
African American traditions: https://oureverydaylife.com/african-american-holidays-traditions-12329696.html 
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ABOUT THE ARTIST: 
With over twenty-five years’ experience, Joseph works to provide arts in education programs for youth through 
Young Audiences of Houston. Dixon has conducted over a thousand workshops, residencies and performances in 
the Houston, Dallas, Beaumont and San Antonio areas through the collaborative partnerships with schools and 
organizations. He designs and teaches art activities that utilize TEKS to support effective classroom learning. 
Award-winning and multi-talented, Mr. Dixon has presented lectures, workshops, classes, exhibitions, and 
performances both locally and nationally and has had several of his writings and illustrations published. 
 


