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Ritual Objects and the Red Horn State: 
Decoding the Theater State at Cahokia

By Ju l ie  Z immermann Hol t

A rchaeolog i s t s  o f ten  joke  –  about  other  a rchae -
o log i s t s  –  that  when they  don’ t  know the  func -

t ion of  an  ar t i fac t ,  they  say  i t  mus t  be  a  r i tua l  ob jec t . 
However,  the  rea l i ty  i s  tha t  r i tua l s  a re  per formed in 
a l l  cu l ture s ,  and these  r i tua l s  can  leave  archaeolog i -
ca l  ev idence  beh ind:  that  i s ,  some ar t i fac t s  rea l ly 
were  r i tua l  ob jec t s .  Mi s s i s s ipp ian  people s  c lear ly 
had r i ch  r i tua l  l ive s ,  and the  ar t i fac t s  they  used in 
the i r  r i tua l s  o f ten  impres s  u s  a s  beaut i fu l  works  o f 
a r t .  Not  too long ago,  a rchaeolog i s t s  thought  that 
we would  never  be  ab le  to  dec ipher  the  symbol i sm 
por t rayed in  these  works  o f  a r t .  To the  cont rar y, 
remarkab le  progres s  has  been made decoding  these 
images  in  recent  year s .  We can a l so  draw some con-
c lu s ions  about  the  r i tua l s  in  which  these  a r t  ob jec t s 
were  used ,  and the i r  func t ion in  Mi s s i s s ipp ian  cu l -
ture .

EPIC TALE OF RED HORN
Many Mis s i s s ipp ian  works  o f  a r t  dep ic t  charac te r s 

and images  f rom the  ep ic  ta le  o f  the  S iouan hero Red 
Horn.  Cu l tura l  anthropolog i s t  Pau l  Rad in  recorded 

the  Red Horn myth  in  h i s  book Winnebago Hero 
Cyc le s ,  pub l i shed in  1948.  Accord ing  to  the  Win-
nebago ver s ion of  th i s  myth ,  Red Horn was  or ig i -
na l ly  named He-Who -Get s -Hi t -Wi th -Deer-Lungs ,  and 
he  was  the  younges t  o f  ten  brother s .  In  the  f i r s t  ep i -
sode of  the  s tor y,  He-Who -Get s -Hi t -Wi th -Deer-Lungs 

and h i s  brother s  compete  in  a  race .  He-Who -Get s -
Hi t -Wi th -Deer-Lungs  wins  the  race  by  turn ing  h im-
se l f  in to  an  ar row and shoot ing  around the  wor ld . 
In  winn ing  the  race ,  He-Who -Get s -Hi t -Wi th -Deer-
Lungs  wins  the  r ight  to  marr y  the  ch ie f ’ s  daughter, 
but  in s tead,  he  g ives  the  r ight  to  h i s  o lder  brother 

and announces  that  f rom now on he  wi l l  no longer 
be  ca l l ed  He-Who -Get s -Hi t -Wi th -Deer-Lungs . 

Hi s  new names  a re  Red Horn and He-Who -Wears -
Human-Heads -a s -Ear r ings ,  and,  appropr ia te ly,  he 
now spor t s  a  long  red bra id  a s  we l l  a s  t iny  l iv ing 
human heads  in  h i s  ear s .  In  the  next  ep i sode Red 
Horn and h i s  brother s  go on the  warpath ,  and Red 
Horn wins  the  f i r s t  war  honor.  In  the  th i rd  ep i sode 
Red Horn marr ie s  an  orphaned g i r l .  In  la te r  ep i -
sodes  Red Horn and h i s  companions  win  a  se r ie s  o f 

The Red Horn panel from Picture Cave, Missiour. Drawn by Richard Dieterle from 
a photograph in Carol Diaz-Granados, “Marking Stone, Land, Body, and Spirit.” 

From the collections of the University Museum, University of Arkansas. Photo 
courtesy Pictures of Record.
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contes t s  aga ins t  a  g roup of  g iant s .  In  one of  these 
contes t s ,  the  l i t t l e  human heads  in  Red Horn’ s  ear s 
wink  and s t i ck  out  the i r  tongues ,  which  makes  a  g i -
ante s s  l augh and cause s  her  to  lose  the  game.  Red 
Horn marr ie s  the  g iante s s  a f te r  the  game,  tak ing  her 

a s  h i s  second wi fe .  Red Horn and f r i ends  f ina l ly  lo se 
a  contes t  to  the  g iant s ,  and they  are  k i l l ed .

 Red Horn’ s  two wives  a re  pregnant  a t  the  t ime 
of  h i s  death .  Both  g ive  b i r th  to  sons  who have  red 
ha i r.  Whi le  the  son of  the  f i r s t  wi fe  has  l i t t l e  human 
heads  in  h i s  ear s  l i ke  h i s  fa ther,  the  other  son has 
l i t t l e  human heads  in  p lace  o f  h i s  n ipp le s .  Af te r  they 
grow up,  the  two brother s  re scue  the i r  dead fa ther 
and h i s  companions  f rom the  v i l l age  of  the  g iant s  by 
br ing ing  home the i r  decap i ta ted heads ,  which  then 
become whole  bodie s  aga in .

REPRESENTATIONS OF RED HORN
Rober t  Ha l l  was  probab ly  the  f i r s t  a rchaeolog i s t 

to  recogn ize  that  the  s tor y  of  Red Horn i s  repre -
sented in  la te  preh i s tor i c  a r t .  One of  the  ear l i e s t 
examples  was  ident i f i ed  by  Hal l  a s  Red Horn’ s  son, 
the  one wi th  human heads  for  n ipp le s ,  pa in ted a t 
Got t s cha l l  Rockshe l te r  in  Wiscons in .  Th i s  p i c tograph 

i s  be l i eved to  date  to  the  La te  Woodland per iod 
(A.D.  900-1000) .  Caro l  D iaz -Granados  and J im Dun-
can have  more  recent ly  ident i f i ed  Red Horn h imse l f, 
a s  ind ica ted by  h i s  human head ear r ings ,  in  a  pa in t -
ing  a t  Pi c ture  Cave in  Mi s sour i .  A l te rnat ive ly,  th i s 
pa in t ing  cou ld  represent  Red Horn’ s  son br ing ing 
back  h i s  fa ther ’ s  head f rom the  v i l l age  of  the  g iant s . 
Th i s  p i c tograph might  a l so  date  to  the  La te  Wood-
land per iod.

Mis s i s s ipp ian  per iod dep ic t ions  o f  Red Horn wi th 
h i s  human head ear r ings  c lear ly  inc lude  a  p ipe  found 
a t  Sp i ro,  Oklahoma,  and made of  red  s tone  known 
as  f l in t  c lay.  Hi s  long  bra id  and the  ar row heads 
on h i s  back  ident i f y  h im as  Red Horn ra ther  than 
h i s  son .  Kent  Re i l ly  sugges t s  tha t  other  Mi s s i s s ipp ian 
p ipes  and f igur ines  o f  red  f l in t  c lay  dep ic t  o ther 
charac te r s  and scenes  f rom the  Red Horn saga .  James 
A.  Brown argues  that  Mi s s i s s ipp ian  “b i rd  man” de-
p i c t ions  a re  a l so  representa t ions  o f  Red Horn;  the 
b i rd  man i s  por t rayed commonly  in  media  inc lud ing 
mar ine  she l l  gorget s  and copper  p la te s .  Other  de -
p i c t ions  seen in  she l l  gorget s ,  for  example ,  inc lude 
Red Horn’ s  son car r y ing  h i s  head,  or  b i lobate  a r-
rows  that  represent  the  ar row that  He-Who -Get s -
Hi t -Wi th -Deer-Lungs  became to  win  the  race  and be -
come Red Horn.

Ar t i fac t s  known as  “ long-nosed god masks”  look 
l i ke  l i t t l e  human heads ,  and the  p lacement  o f  these 
in  Mi s s i s s ipp ian  per iod bur ia l s  ind ica te s  that  these 
human heads  were  in  fac t  worn by  people  a s  ear-
r ings .  Rober t  Ha l l  a rgues  that  these  ear r ings  were 
made and g iven out  by  Cahok ians  a t  adopt ion cere -
monie s .  Adopt ion ceremonie s  were  common among 

Rogan “bird man”plate, Etowah Site, Bartow County, Georgia. Courtesy of The 
National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, cat. #A91117. 

Castalian Springs gorget, Sumner County, Tennessee, at the National Museum of 
the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution.  Drawing by Herb Roe.
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Nat ive  Amer i cans  in  eas te rn  North  Amer i ca .  When 
a  loved one d ied ,  for  example ,  someone might  be 
adopted to  take  h i s  p lace .  Thus ,  mourn ing  r i tua l s 
were  l inked wi th  adopt ion ceremonie s ,  and l i ke  the 
Red Horn saga ,  adopt ion ceremonie s  l inked death 
wi th  reb i r th .  They a l so  func t ioned to  c rea te  f i c t ion-
a l  k in sh ip  t i e s  be tween communi t ie s ,  a s  d id  the  h i s -
tor i c  ca lumet  ceremony.  The  ca lumet  was  a  smoking 
p ipe ,  or  “peace  p ipe ,”  and the  ca lumet  ceremony of 
cour se  involved smoking  these  p ipes .  As  Kent  Re i l -
ly  notes ,  many red f l in t  c lay  f igur ines  were  la te r 
turned in to  p ipes ,  so  they 
qu i te  l i t e ra l ly  were  smoked 
a t  ce remonie s  that  probab ly 
re sembled the  ca lumet  cer-
emony. 

Many of  the  ar t i fac t s  I ’ve 
desc r ibed are  be l ieved to 
have  been made a t  Cahok ia . 
For  example ,  Thomas  Em-
er son and co l leagues  have 
ident i f i ed  the  source  o f  the 
red  f l in t  c lay  in  Mi s sour i 
near  Cahok ia .  Both  copper 
and mar ine  she l l  a re  not  lo -
ca l  to  Cahok ia ,  but  copper 
workshops  and mar ine  she l l 
workshops  have  been found 
a t  Cahok ia .  J im Brown ar-
gues  that  the  so -ca l l ed 
Braden s ty le  o f  a r t  or ig inat -
ed  a t  Cahok ia .  Ev idence  of 
th i s  i s  found in  Braden s ty le 
p i c tographs  located near 
Cahok ia ,  and in  the  d i s t r i -
but ion of  Braden s ty le  a r-
t i fac t s .  Braden s ty le  p i c to -
graphs  and ar t i fac t s  center 
a round Cahok ia ,  but  Braden 
s ty le  a r t i fac t s  were  d i s -
t r ibuted fa r  f rom Cahok ia . 
Red f l in t  c lay  f igur ines ,  for  example ,  a re  found in 
the  south  a t  s i te s  rang ing  f rom Sp i ro,  Oklahoma to 
E towah,  Georg ia .  The  long-nosed god masks  (human 
head ear r ings ) ,  l i ke  Ramey pot te r y  f rom Cahok ia , 
tend to  be  found a t  s i te s  nor th  of  Cahok ia ,  some as 
fa r  away as  Wiscons in .

CAHOKIA AS THEATER STATE
In  sum,  ev idence  sugges t s  tha t  long-nosed god 

masks  and red f l in t  c lay  f igur ines  were  made a t  Ca-
hok ia  and g iven out  a t  ce remonie s  s imi la r  to  la te r 
adopt ion and ca lumet  ceremonie s  that  se rved to 
c rea te  f i c t ive  k in sh ip  t i e s .  Braden s ty le  she l l  gor-
ge t s ,  copper  p la te s ,  and other  a r t i fac t s  were  a l so 
l i ke ly  made a t  Cahok ia ,  and we might  specu la te  that 
they  too were  g iven out  a t  ce remonie s  that  t i ed  the 
rec ip ient s  to  Cahok ia .  Red Horn was  c lear ly  a  cen-
t ra l  f i gure  in  these  ceremonie s ,  but  I  would  argue 
that  these  a r t i fac t s  represent  more  than ju s t  some 

sor t  o f  Red Horn cu l t .  I  be l i eve  that  through these 
r i tua l s  the  rec ip ient s  f rom s i te s  fa r  and wide  l i te r-
a l ly  became Cahok ians .  The  cu l tura l  anthropolog i s t 
C l i f ford  Geer tz  o f fe r s  an  idea  that  I  th ink  i s  u se -
fu l  for  under s tand ing  the  nature  o f  Cahok ia ,  and 
the  deeper  mean ing  of  these  a r t i fac t s .  Geer tz  a rgues 
that  a  “ theat re  s ta te”  i s  spread not  by  the  power  of 
a rmies ;  i t  i s  spread by  a t t rac t ing  suppor ter s  to  the 
s ta te  through the  power  of  theat r i ca l  r i tua l s .  I  th ink 
the  ev idence  sugges t s  tha t  Cahok ia  was  the  center  o f 
a  theater  s ta te .

C lear ly,  Cahok ians  were  mas -
te r s  o f  dramat i c  r i tua l .  For  ex -
ample ,  the  s ca le  o f  human sac -
r i f i ce  a t  Cahok ia  i s  unmatched 
anywhere  nor th  of  Mex ico.  In 
add i t ion to  the  250 or  so  peo -
p le ,  mos t ly  young women,  sac -
r i f i ced  for  in te rment  in  Mound 
72,  the  pr imary  bur ia l  was  o f 
a  b i rd  man –  an  ac tor  por t ray-
ing  Red Horn,  a s  J im Brown 
sugges t s ?  Or  perhaps  even Red 
Horn h imse l f ?  Regard le s s  o f 
the  in te rpre ta t ion ,  i t  i s  c lear 
that  Mound 72 was  the  s cene 
of  a  breathtak ing  drama.  Ca-
hok ia  was  a l so  the  s tage  for 
count le s s  l e s s  dramat i c  r i tua l s , 
f rom chunkey games  to  monu-
menta l  cons t ruc t ions  in  wood 
and ear th .

Large  numbers  o f  people 
moved to  Cahok ia  dur ing  the 
Mis s i s s ipp ian  per iod (A.D. 
1050-1400)  to  be  par t  o f  the 
dynamic  soc ia l  exper iment  that 
took p lace  there ,  but  the  power 
of  Cahok ia  spread fa r  beyond 
the  l imi t s  o f  the  c i ty.  I  th ink 
we can look beyond Cahok ia , 

and see  in  the  fa r-f lung  spread of  Cahok ian-made 
ar t i fac t s  the  spread of  a  Cahok ian  s ta te .  Severa l 
decades  ago,  a rchaeolog i s t  Pa t r i c ia  O ’Br ien  argued 
that  Cahok ia  was  a  s ta te ,  re fe r r ing  to  i t  a s  the  Ramey 
s ta te .  I  am argu ing  that  Cahok ia  was  a  d i f fe rent  k ind 
of  s ta te ,  a  theater  s ta te ,  which  spread i t s  in f luence 
f rom the  Great  Lakes  to  the  Gul f  o f  Mex ico  through 
r i tua l s  ra ther  than war.  G iven the  predominant  ro le 
the  Red Horn cu l t  apparent ly  p layed in  these  r i tu -
a l s ,  I  th ink  a  more  appropr ia te  name than the  Ra-
mey s ta te  might  be  the  Red Horn s ta te .  The  many 
Red Horn r i tua l  ob jec t s  l e f t  beh ind prov ide  tang ib le 
c lues  that  can  be  decoded to  revea l  th i s  forgot ten 
but  magn i f i cent  pas t .  These  beaut i fu l  works  o f  a r t 
were  indeed r i tua l  ob jec t s ,  and those  r i tua l s  c rea ted 
the  threads  in  the  soc ia l  fabr i c  o f  Cahok ia .

Dr.  Ju l i e  Z immermann Hol t  i s  Profe s sor  o f  Anthro -
pology a t  Southern  I l l ino i s  Univer s i ty  Edwardsv i l l e .

Long-nosed god maskette, marine shell, grave good excavated 
from the Yokem Mound Group, Pike County, Illinois, now in 
the collection of the National Museum of the American Indian, 
Smithsonian Institution.


