
Objective:  The student will learn about the Native American practice of writing stories on buffalo skins 
using pictographs.

Materials:
• Brown paper grocery bag or tan colored paper
• Scissors
• Markers, crayons, or paint

Introduction:
Buffalo played an important part in the Plains Indians lives. Not only was it a good source of food, it also 
provided a number of other everyday items like clothing, tools, and even coverings for their tepees. 
They would also use scraps of buffalo hide to illustrate their stories. Plains Indians did not have a 
written language or use letters like most of our languages do today. Instead, their stories would be 
passed down orally from generation to generation, and sometimes drawn out using pictographs. A 
pictograph is basically a symbol that would represent something in their lives. Some examples include a 
lightning bolt for a storm, a triangle for a tepee, or a spear to represent hunting or war.

Process:
Take your brown paper bag and cut it open. You will want to use one smooth side of the bag. Trace a 
buffalo hide design on one side of the bag. Use your scissors to cut out the buffalo hide.

Research different pictographs the Plains Indians would have used in their story telling. 

Write a story on your buffalo hide. Your story can be short and simple. For instance, “Three warriors 
went hunting for buffalo” or “Grandma made this tepee”.

When the Plains Indians would write a story, they would start in the middle and spiral outward. If this is 
too difficult, the students can write in the regular left to right fashion.

Extension:
Have the students create their own symbols. Native American's pictographs were based on what was in 
their everyday life – family, food, nature, geography, etc. Ask the students to think about what a modern 
day pictograph might look like and create their own symbols to tell a story with. 

Not having an arts and crafts store nearby meant the Plains Indians had to make their own paint. Paints 
were made by crushing berries, eggshells, flowers, clay and soil, and grinding shells to get a variety of 
colors they needed. Go for a hike to look for different flowers and berries to paint with, or buy berries 
from the grocery store to use. Crush them in a bowl and use them to paint on your buffalo skin. 
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