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INTRODUCTION

More and more, the archaeological evidence has supported the oral histories of First Peoples. Indigenous storytellers long have said their ancestors have always been situated on “Turtle Island,” the term eastern cultures have used for Canada and the United States. But, as anthropologists have learned, no culture has remained static. Consequently, only scattered archaeological evidence has documented the full continuity of cultures that have spanned thousands of years, let alone their musical expressions. Sound too has been an elusive expressive form to document, particularly prior to the earliest recordings at the end of the 19th century.

This Encyclopedia introduces musical expressions for most continental North American cultures, excluding Mexico. Because many cultures reserve their sacred musical expressions in many cases, the examples drawn upon come from social music used within a culture. The Encyclopedia would ideally have asked a musician from each culture to present an overview. But, so many cultures have existed that such an approach would be impractical. As of 2004, the U.S. federal government, for example, recognized 562 different cultural groups. Therefore, the authors and informants have often drawn on their own expertise and experience plus available documentation. For selecting highlighted cultures and communities the authors chose those for which they could ascertain at least some of the phenomena English has called “music.”

Much research, as the Historical Overview points out, remains to be done. Also, normally, First Peoples have never organized sound as a goal in itself. Rather, music has intimately related to social, economic, and religious practices that each culture has developed over hundreds of years. Music has been the medium of gift-giving, marriage, and other interactions since long before contact with Europeans and other distant cultures. Elements have remained relatively consistent over time, but as cultures continued to touch other cultures they also interchanged songs, dances, and other ceremonies.

Because of the number of different cultures to be found in North America and the very different geographical conditions to which each culture adapted, there is considerable difference in musical practices from one region to another. A summary of the kinds of music to be found is given in each of the 10 regional essays included in this Encyclopedia. There is still much discussion over the viability of designating regional areas, but to a degree a geographical area based largely on language family and traditional economy seems to provide a helpful general ordering. One must keep in mind that such borders are always fluid.

At the beginning of each of the regional essays will be found a list of the main cultures associated with the region concerned. That listing gives various spellings and terms that have been used over the years for a culture. In recent years many cultures have opted to return to their own term rather than be known by a label that often mistakenly has become attached to them through misunderstandings by explorers and governments. Still the designation used by a person may reflect one of the older usages. Accordingly with individuals, the cultural term given reflects that normally used by the person concerned.

One term used by some musicians in this Encyclopedia is that of Chicano. Chicano has a limited political focus. Latino is a more inclusive term that includes all Spanish descendants who come from Mexico, Central, or South America. Most Latinos come from Indigenous bloodlines too, but many do not claim it.

Latino also covers Mexican Americans who are typically U.S. citizens, but not all born in the United States. Chicanos are different. Generally, they must be Latino people who are U.S. citizens by birth. Chicano is the term used to refer to people born in the United States who have one Latino parent and one Anglo parent.

All Latinos are also Hispanic, which refers to people whose origins include Spain no matter where in the world they were born. Generally, North American, Central American, and South American Hispanic people prefer the term Latino. However, Hispanic peoples who trace their ancestry exclusively to Spain are neither Latinos nor Chicanos unless they happened to have been born into the Latin cultures of the Americas.

The term, Chicano, likely originated in the 1930s and 1940s to refer to farm workers, often Indigenous Latinos, who were imported into the United States. Chicano became a rallying point of the Mexican American Civil Rights Movement championed by Cesar Estrada Chavez in the 1960s. However, not all Chicanos claim Aboriginal heritage. The term mestizo, in contrast, does mean mixed Spanish and Native blood. But, it is generally not used outside of Mexico, Central America, and South America, and to this day carries a negative connotation of lower social status.

This Encyclopedia, therefore, will use the term Indigenous Latinos to refer to Mexican American, Mexican, Central American, and South American persons whose heritage includes Aboriginal cultures and have been or are now involved in the musical activities of First Peoples within North America.

In that listing of cultures preceding each regional essay, some will have their names given in bold. It indicates that at the end of the regional essay, there is a more detailed account of the musical practices of that particular culture. Usually six or seven cultures have been chosen in each region to give an appropriate overview. Hopefully that coverage shows even within the same region, considerable differences in musical practices from one culture to another. When a concept or a person’s name appears in bold, that indicates a specific entry in the A to Z section of the Encyclopedia.

People borrowed and shared aboriginal music and instruments even more after European contact. Also, the colonizers themselves used European music in extending control over the aboriginal population. The alphabetical section of the Encyclopedia includes entries such as “brass bands,” “fiddling,” and “gospel/hymnody” to trace how Europeans imposed their musical genres. Important artists are referred to in entries such as the Blues, Country, Guitar Performers, and Jazz. But, First Peoples have connected to far too many aboriginal and non-aboriginal musical fields to include them all. Instead the Encyclopedia’s entries have focused on key international, national, regional, and upcoming artists who could represent the full range of aboriginal North American music.


HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF NATIVE AMERICANS AND THEIR MUSIC

All cultures worldwide organize sounds into what we call music. Ethnomusicologists have been able to identify common elements among First Peoples’ music, even when those communities split up and moved to different parts of the Earth thousands of years ago.

Music in all cultures is an aural phenomenon that is transmitted from generation to generation by ear. Unfortunately, researchers had no recordings of the original music until the rise of primitive wax cylinder devices in the late 19th century. Consequently, no objective, audible format exists to document a particular musical culture from its beginnings. Nevertheless, musicologists and other scientists can hypothesize information about earlier musical practices through information they have gathered about the settlement, environment, origins, early populations and their descendants in the Americas before and after European contact.

Periods and Regions

The terms scientists use to refer to time periods before Europeans contacted America’s First Peoples varies from source to source. For this overview, the approximate periods are: Paleo-Indian, more than 10,000 years ago; Archaic 10,000 to 2,000 years ago; Late Prehistoric 2,000 years ago to first contact around around 1500 ce.

Scholarly works in different disciplines have used various regional divisions of the North American continent to group cultures of the First Peoples. Cultures in the same regions often developed similar traditional ways to live on the land and to respect the Earth. Sometimes they spoke similar languages, too. In historic times and presumably prehistoric eras, First Peoples’ neighbors often shared with each other, so their music and musical instruments were similar.

This overview uses the 10 North American culture areas that appear in the Handbook of the North American Indians, edited by William Sturtevant. The regions in North America (north to south) include: 1—Arctic; 2—Subarctic; 3—Northwest Coast from southeast Alaska, all of coastal British Columbia, Washington, and Oregon; 4—Plateau including cultures of southeastern British Columbia, eastern Washington, northeast and central Oregon, northern Idaho, western Montana, and a portion of northern California; 5—Plains region includes the First Peoples of the prairie and high plains of the United States and Canada; 6—Northeast region includes those cultures found in Virginia to the St. Lawrence River, the Great Lakes, the Ohio Valley, and Illinois; 7—Southeast includes the peoples of Florida, the southern Appalachians, the Carolina Piedmont through to the southern Mississippi River Valley; 8—Great Basin region consists of the arid area bounded by the Columbia-Snake watershed to the north, the Colorado-Green watershed to the south and east, and the Sacramento-San Joaquin and Klamath rivers on the west; 9—Southwest includes Puebloan Peoples and others of the southwestern United States; and 10—California excepting portions of the north and east of the state.

Skeletal biology, bone chemistry, dental studies, paleopathology, anthropometry, blood groups, and analysis of DNA and Y chromosomes indicate that, as diverse as the First Peoples of the Americas are, they did not evolve on these continents but rather bear close similarities to the indigenous peoples of south-central Siberia and Asia. The Inuit in Canada’s far north (formerly called Eskimos) are directly related to the Alaskan Aleut peoples and to the Yupik who have communities both in Alaska and Siberia.

The best evidence indicates that human beings arrived south of those peoples in more than one migration. A likely point of first entry by land is the Bering land bridge or Beringia, which connected Alaska and southeastern Siberia during an ice age some 25,000 years ago.

Other researchers have suggested another possibility. Pollen studies indicated that parts of the Pacific Northwest coast were ice-free 11,000 to 12,000 years ago. Dr. Knut Fladmark of Simon Fraser University in British Columbia, Canada and others said migrations could have used watercraft to navigate the Pacific Northwest, moving down the ice-free areas like stepping stones along the coast.

In the early 1990s, Parks Canada Geoarchaeologist Daryl Fedje, and a Haida archaeology crew (that included this book’s coauthor, John Kelly) discovered a nearly 10,000-year-old site on Richardson Island on Haida Gwaii (the Queen Charlotte Islands located just south of Alaska). The site contained numerous sophisticated microblade cores and projectile points, a technology that used a single rock core to make many finely formed arrowheads or other sharpened tools. Archaeologists have linked that method directly to Asia.

Around the same time, a Haida archaeologist, Captain Gold, discovered a site, Kilgii Gwaay, near the southern tip of the Haida island chain. Ancient people abandoned the site when melting glaciers worldwide caused the sea to rise to a point about 15 meters higher than today. The site contained stone tools and most importantly, numerous and far rarer wooden artifacts. One tool, a wooden wedge, carbon dated to between 10,500 and 10,690 years ago. Charcoal deposits, other organic objects and shells in the underlying strata indicated the site might have been occupied more than 11,000 years ago.

Likely these peoples were using conch shells as musical instruments and creating rattles by stringing together groups of shells. However, throughout the Northwest, such examples of Paleo-Indian art have remained rare. Archaeologists have found some pebbles and stones that artisans had engraved. Also, at some sites, the First Peoples crafted handmade beads for adornment.

Thus, while ice and harsh conditions covered most of North America, maritime conditions were similar to today. The coastal climate was moderate and livable.

Underwater research has also found extensive evidence of ancient shorelines, lakes, terraces, and forests off the Haida Gwaii coast. These sites were flooded as sea levels rose between 100 and 150 vertical meters. Between 8,000 and 5,000 years ago, the oceans leveled off to where they are today. But, they were much lower 11,000 years ago when the people of Kilgii Gwaii first had to move to avoid the sea.

Indeed, one ancient story is still told among some Haida about another village near Rose Spit on Haida Gwaii’s northern tip. The story says that people had to move inland at least three times due to rising waters. The geological accuracy of this oral history indicates that the contemporary Haidas’ ancestors were there. It also lends credence to their belief that as Pacific islanders they are closely related to the First Peoples of Hawaii. The Haidas’ early presence on these Northwest islands could imply possible movement either to or from Pacific islands further away.

The archaeologists who support a coastal migration have pointed out that the ice-free refugia along the Northwest coast and its islands are the most logical first route into North America. However, so far, archaeologists have not found enough carbon-datable sites to prove this coastal route hypothesis. One problem is that researchers have not found sites older than mainland discoveries further south. However, a logical reason, backed by underwater discoveries, could be that melting glaciers submerged much of the coast, including the sought-after older sites. The answers could be at the bottom of the sea. Regardless, the coastal cultures of today owe their cultural potlatch celebrations and their rich musical heritage to the coast’s abundant food and resources and to those early immigrants, whenever and wherever they first found their way down the ice-free refugia.

Other scientists continue to support the theory that the Bering land bridge provided the first access to North America. A site as far down as South America at Monte Verde in Chile dates to 12,500 years ago. This suggests that for Paleo-Indians to spread themselves south that distance, some people must have entered the Americas soon after the Bering land bridge appeared. Also, archaeologists found bone flaking technology that dated at 23,500 years ago at Blue Fish Cave II in northern Yukon, Canada. The Bering land bridge was then blocked by ice in various glacial periods 20,000 to 11,000 years ago. Most of inland North America was covered at one time by ice at the last glacial maximum. Presumably, that is a major reason why so little evidence of human-made tools prior to 12,500 years ago exists in North America.

The Bering land bridge theory postulates that initial North American immigrants were probably hunters who followed their prey across the bridge. Some of these hunting cultures used the bow and arrow. In many cultures around the world, people discovered that the bow could become a musical instrument. With manipulation and a resonant chamber such as the mouth, different pitches could be produced on the musical bow.

The question remained about how these travelers of the far-northern Bering land bridge got past the huge glacial sheets to the south that covered inland North America. Geoarchaeologists have said that around 12,000 years ago an ice-free corridor appeared just east of the Rocky Mountains between two major receding ice sheets. For the first time in almost 15,000 years, a land route opened up between Alaska and the southern areas of North America. The artifacts archaeologists discovered at North American sites dating around 12,000 years ago are mainly modified bones and stones, none of which seem to have a specific musical connection. Perhaps two stones would be beaten together for percussive rhythmic accompaniment.

Also, archaeologists have found ancient habitation sites that date from 11,500 to 10,900 years ago, mainly in river valleys of the Plains, Southwest, and Southeast regions. Paintings and carvings at rock art sites such as at Nine Mile Canyon, Utah, seem to indicate that singing and dancing played a role in organizing the hunting of mountain sheep and pronghorns among other animals.

Archaic Period

Plant and animal resources directly affected how the people lived. Also, these available materials would determine what people could use to make instruments that musicians could play alone, but more likely would accompany songs. Oral histories often recount the origin of a song or set of songs. One example with ancient roots would be the Haida Crying-Song that describes how the supernatural beings caused the great flood to happen.

On the Northwest Coast today wooden musical instruments often accompany songs. The Haida site of Kilgii Gwaii revealed a sophisticated knowledge of using wood to build structures and to create fishing lines, fiber clothing, and basketry. Rich maritime resources enabled these Northwest Coast peoples to build multilineage villages as permanent settlements. Also, the Haida and other coastal cultures have an oral history that describes how they learned to use cedar bark to make houses and canoes. But, the modern western hemlock and cedar forest did not appear in the Northwest until approximately 5,000 years ago. Presumably, therefore, the forebears of the cedar musical instruments and the cedar accouterments for dancing in historic times likely developed at least 4,000 years ago.

In other regions the appearance of different fauna allowed some cultures to move from a foraging economy to one that included agriculture. Some 7,000 years ago, residents in present-day Florida cultivated cucurbit fruits (gourds, squashes, pumpkins). These crops gradually spread from the Southeast both north and west. The rinds of hard-shelled gourds create many utensils and tools, including a type of musical instrument, the rattle or idiophone.

Late Prehistoric Period

Agriculture diversified during this period as the climate of North America became more moderate. Central and South Americans developed maize (corn) as an important crop. Favorable climatic conditions allowed Southwest societies to develop a sophisticated agricultural system largely based on maize. By 3,000 years ago peoples in southern Arizona and western New Mexico used irrigation systems. Maize cultivation moved north to the southern and central Plains area some 2,000 years ago. Within another 300 to 500 years, maize production had spread into the Northeast and Southeast.

These early farmers added various kinds of beans to agricultural production. Certain cultures, such as the Iroquoian peoples, referred to beans, maize, and squash as the Three Sisters. These peoples developed ceremonies that included songs and dances that played a major role in the proper planting and harvesting of these plants.

As plant and animal resources changed to become similar to that of the historic period, foraging societies adapted to their new realities. For example, in the Northeast the deciduous forest included the sugar maple, so these peoples discovered how to make maple syrup. Once again, as with almost every activity in their lives, songs and possibly dances would be associated with this delicacy. Some groups mastered food production, which gave them abundant time to develop their societies. This led to complex political and social settlements in regions such as the Northwest Coast and the Southwest. In the Colorado Plateau area, the ancient Pueblos people, sometimes referred to as the Anasazi culture, attained their greatest fluorescence between about CE 900 and 1130. They created magnificent examples of pottery and increased their building skills to make apartment-like housing units that could hold up to a thousand people. These carefully laid-out pueblos developed into cliff dwellings and towers such as those at Mesa Verde in Colorado and the Navajo National Monument in Arizona. During the late prehistoric period, many cultural groups were similar to those Europeans described in the early contacts. Certain groups that belonged to the Iroquoian linguistic family established the Iroquois Confederacy, a union of nations in what is now northeastern United States and southeastern Canada. This included a constitution, the Gayanashagowa (or “Great Law of Peace”), which the confederacy has continued to use to this day. The makers documented the constitution through the mnemonic aid of wampun, a belt made of beads that recounted the principles. Controversy continues about the exact date of this momentous event, but some recent research seems to confirm the oral history. This oral tradition claims that it occurred around a solar eclipse, so the date would have to be around August 31, 1142.

Unfortunately, archaeological research has found very little in the late prehistoric period that can enlarge our understanding of musical practices. As indicated before, recording devices did not exist, so songs could not be captured permanently. However, the musical instruments provide some clues. For example, Southwest craftspeople used a long-lost wax process to make copper bells at sites dating after CE 900. These range in size from a half-inch in diameter to one found in southern Arizona that was almost four inches long. Presumably, apart from those made of copper or bone, most musical instruments were wood or hide and with few exceptions failed to survive through hundreds of years. A few whistle-like musical instruments (see aerophones) made of bone with one or two finger holes have been documented from various sites.

Historic Period

The Norse, popularly referred to as Vikings, were likely the first Europeans to enter North America around CE 1000. After that, descriptions in written documents occasionally provide references to aboriginal music. However, the First Peoples of North America used expressions that were very different from European music, both oral and written. Consequently these early explorers rarely had a sympathetic ear for what they heard.

Accounts of Music from the 1500s and 1600s

Music in New Spain

Spanish explorers described the music they heard in Hispaniola in the late 1400s. The areito was a call-and-response Dance Song accompanied by a two-keyed slit drum. From 1528 to 1536, Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca traveled from Florida through Texas and New Mexico to Tenochtitlan, within the present site of Mexico City. He was the first European to describe some music and musical instruments found in North America at that time. To refer to Dance-Songs, he also used the term areito, but did not explain if these were similar to those in Hispaniola. Cabeza de Vaca described how in what is now Texas he observed a percussive accompaniment made when people struck the palms of their hands against their thighs. Also, some groups used powerful rattles for medicinal purposes. Aboriginal peoples made these from gourds they bored with holes and partially filled with pebbles. In present-day New Mexico, residents gave Cabeza de Vaca a prized jingle bell made from copper and engraved with a face that had originally come from much farther north.

In 1540, Viceroy Antonio de Mendoza described Zuñi flutes to King Charles V of Spain. These end-blown flutes came in different sizes and had holes for the fingers. Sometimes five or six Zuñis would play these flutes for dances while others would sing and clap their hands. Some of Francisco Vasquez de Coronado’s expeditions were to pueblos in the Southwest where the Spaniards found a flute that a man would play while the women ground cornmeal, keeping time to the music and singing.

Garcilaso de la Vega (1539–1616) describes the Natchez on the Mississippi who sang various songs as they paddled their beautifully painted canoes. Some rivaled the massive Northwest Haida canoes and were large enough to hold up to 80 people. These songs would be in different tempos depending on how fast or slow the rowers needed to go. The Natchez were known for their worship of the rising sun. According to de la Vega, trumpets, drums, flutes, shells, and other instruments accompanied the songs that rendered thanks to the Sun. The Natchez called their chiefs Suns. The most important chief took the name, the Great Sun.

The Spaniards also referred to how North American aboriginal peoples responded to European music. A Te Deum, a traditional hymn of thanksgiving, joy and praise to God, was sung in a four-hour ceremony held in southeast Arkansas on June 28, 1541. By the early 1600s, the Franciscans had brought to New Mexico, organs, plain chant, and polyphony. They also brought books of European-notated music. At the Zuñi pueblo of Hawikuh, Fray Roque de Figueredo taught organ, bassoon, cornetti, Gregorian chant, and counterpoint in the 1630s.

Music in New France

The French through René de Laudonnière made an unsuccessful attempt to create a settlement in Florida in 1564. The Frenchmen met Saturiba and some 800 of his men. Among these were 20 pipers blowing on instruments like thick reeds with only two openings. Each player blew into the top hole and the sound came out the other end.

Farther north, the French explorers commented occasionally on music. Jacques Cartier voyaged up the St. Lawrence River in 1534 and 1535 and referred to First Peoples’ greetings in song and dance. He also said the natives seemed to enjoy the celebration of Roman Catholic ceremonies with Gregorian chant and trumpets.

The French first attempted a permanent settlement in Acadia. Historian, poet, and lawyer Marc Lescarbot (1570–1642) spent 1606–1607 at Port Royal. During this time, he wrote the first North American French play with musical interludes. The Théãtre de Neptune was first performed on November 14, 1606. At the end, the song, “Vray Neptune,” accompanied Neptune’s arrival in a barque (the French spelling of a term for a small boat) with an entourage of Tritons and Mi’kmaqs. The singers sang one verse in French and another in Mi’kmaq. Frenchmen masquerading as the original residents, Alan Filewood has argued, might have performed the Mi’kmaq roles.

Nevertheless, Lescarbot’s interest in the Mi’kmaq led him to transcribe three Mi’kmaq melodies using solfège syllables (names for pitches such as doh for C, re for D, etc.) without rhythmic indications. He heard these songs sung by the great Mi’kmaq leader and medicine person, Membertou. This is the first time a European used musical notation to document North American native music. Lescarbot also described how Membertou would perform his healings by blowing and sucking on the infected part of the patient, often singing a song. Membertou, when the time came to counsel his people, would make invocations with his head in a pit and then sing a song to which the others would answer in unison and proceed into a dance.

In 1610, Father Jessé Fléché, a Jesuit, negotiated a Concordat between the Grand Council of the Mi’kmaqs and the Pope. This agreement, among other matters, provided for the translation of the Roman Catholic liturgy—including chants—into the Mi’kmaq language. Thereafter, the Mi’kmaq had the right to use their own language in mass and to have priests who could speak, read, and write in Mi’kmaq. To this day Mi’kmaqs use biblical passages and hymn texts that priests (particularly Chretien Le Clerq) prepared before 1689.

The Jesuit Relations were annual reports the superior of the Jesuit missions sent from “New France” (now part of Canada) to the Jesuit overseer in France beginning in the year 1610. Originally, the reports documented Jesuit progress in converting the First Peoples to Christianity. The reports caught the public interest, so they came to describe native life in detail and continued annually between 1632 and 1673.

One report described a percussive instrument that the Mi’kmaq favored to accompany their traditional songs and dances. The instrument was the size of the Basque tambour, or drum, and consisted of a circle three or four finger-lengths (9–12 inches) in diameter, with two skins stretched very tightly over both sides. Often, musicians would place pebbles or stones inside this chichigouan. Paul Le Jeune, a Jesuit missionary, noted that players would not beat the instrument like Europeans would do, but rather the Mi’kmaq would turn and shake it. To make the stones rattle inside, they would strike the instrument on the ground, then on the side and finally, almost flat. Another Mi’kmaq drum consisted of stretching a skin tightly over a cooking pot or kettle. Often a performer would beat upon a dry beaver skin to keep time.

During cold months of 1623–1624, Gabriel Sagard wintered with the Wendat (Huron, Wyandot) in the area of Georgian and Nottawasaca Bay. He described the songs and dances they performed in the largest lodge in which people sat on mats or on benches around the walls. Two chiefs, each with a tortoise shell rattle in his hand, would stand in the middle singing a song that had the vocables, Hè è è è. Only the chiefs would sing the first part until at the end all would join in on the last vocables. The people would repeat the song or another song would commence. Throughout the songs, the people would dance in an oval around the length and breadth of the lodge. None would hold hands. The women would hold their hands straight out from the body with their fists closed. The men would put their closed fists up into the air. All would raise first one leg then the other to stamp the ground in perfect time with the songs. The women would also shake their whole bodies and turn around at the end of every four or five short steps towards the man or woman next to them, then incline their heads in a bow. These dances would occupy a whole afternoon and could go on for two or three days.

Sagard also described public dances in which the whole community would aid in the cure of a sick person. Except for certain people who dressed in bear skins, the others danced without clothes. The sick person would be brought the third afternoon and the dancers would try to help him or her to dance, calling out how that would cure the person by the next day.

The songs emphasized the importance of dreams, one of which Sagard transcribed in European musical notation. Songs could come as the result of a dream. Also, the Wendat often used dreams to guide all important decisions. Paul Le Jeune in the Jesuit Relations noted that the Wendat used few words in singing, only varying the tones. These songs covered numerous purposes and often would be accompanied by a membranophone (a drum with a skin stretched across one or both sides of a frame or a cylinder).

In their religious services, the Jesuits incorporated elaborate processions, spectacles, and music to attract First Nations to the Roman Catholic faith. They underlined their successes in the reports of the Jesuit Relations by indicating after 1639 how the traditional drums were often being destroyed or else used only in hidden areas. As they expanded their missionary efforts, the Jesuits encountered other cultures such as the Nipissing, whose drums had little bells around their frames.

By 1655, the Jesuits had translated the Roman Catholic Gloria and the Credo into Wendat (Huron) using plainchant. The Wendat sang these important parts of the mass in their own language and on occasion were likely accompanied by instrumentalists of their culture.

Pilgrimages to Sainte-Anne-de-Beaupré, according to the Jesuit Relations, began around 1656. These likely included musical performances in Latin, French, and First Nations’ languages. The basilica, dedicated to St. Anne, the patron saint of Quebec, is near the Saint Lawrence River, about 19 miles east of Quebec City. The Roman Catholic Church over the centuries has credited many miracles of curing the sick at the basilica. Currently about 500,000 pilgrims visit the basilica every year.

The First Peoples of New France also learned the Te Deum, which the missionaries sang to celebrate important occasions such as a royal birth, a saint’s day, the signing of peace treaties (including the treaty of 1666 between the French and Iroquois), or the arrival of a new governor.

As the various religious orders continued to work diligently among the First Nations of northeastern North America, Roman Catholic music became a vital part of their culture and observers frequently praised their singing. At the main mission to the Abenaki in Saint-François-de-Sales, the Jesuits introduced two-part singing by 1685. In 1699, Father Vincent Bigot described the singing of the women as more beautiful than one would hear in France. The women would sing in two or three parts while the men sang the lowest part, the bass line. The French also brought European musical instruments to their North American settlements. By 1640, at the settlement now known as Quebec City, Mother Marie de Saint-Joseph, an Ursuline nun, was teaching young First Nations girls to sing and to play a stringed instrument known as a viol. One of her First Nations students, 12-year-old Agnes Chabdikowechich, became especially proficient on the viol and performed during religious services.

The First North American Christmas Carol

Catholic missionaries who came to New France to convert the First Peoples to Christianity discovered cantiques (sacred songs in the vernacular language used for personal devotions) to be a particularly effective tool. The first extant example of a newly created cantique for use with the First Nations—known as Jesous Ahatonia—was in the tradition of the cantique en français sur des timbres, a song based on an existing melody. Jean de Brébeuf (1593–1649) was one of a group of Jesuits who established missions among the Iroquoian-speaking Wendat (Huron) near Georgian Bay. He likely wrote the Iroquois text that retold the Christmas story with imagery relevant to the Wendat experience. The Jesuit then developed the melody, the opening of which resembled the French song Une jeune pucelle.

After the destruction of the Wendat communities (largely due to rivalries between First Nations brought on by the fur trade), a small number of Wendat and some surviving French made their way to Lorette, just north of Quebec City. Those survivors kept the carol alive in the oral tradition for more than a century. Finally the text and tune were written down by Père Jean de Villeneuve, a priest at Lorette from 1747 to 1794.

Ernest Myrand published this version, with a French translation, in 1913. In the Jesuit Relations of 1668 a story is related about a 14-year-old Wendat girl who was gravely ill and kept asking her mother when Christmas would come. The evening before her death, Jesuits came to visit her and sang Jesous Ahatonia. Later this song became known as the Huron Carol. It is considered to be the first North American Christmas carol.

Traditional Music and Singing Feasts

Elsewhere, missionaries’ reports in the Jesuit Relations described some traditional musical practices. Men of Iroquoian cultures had important personal songs or adònwe’, which were used to empower hunting, fishing, council meetings, feasts, and as the last song before death.

Singing feasts—atouronta ochien—occurred at different times throughout the year depending on the purpose and the occasion. These feasts in the communal longhouses might last up to 24 hours. A host who wished to display his goodwill might have a traditional set of dances, accompanied by songs usually led by two chiefs, each carrying a tortoise-shell rattle. Singing feasts were also an important element of the naming of a chief.

Tortoise-shell rattles could be used by shamans in medicine ceremonies. Other idiophones, or instruments that vibrate without strings or membranes, included sticks beaten against pieces of bark or a fist struck on the ground. Idiophones were likely the first kind of musical instruments to be used in any culture.

Claude Dablon (1619–1697) was probably the Jesuit missionary who transcribed the Illinois Song, first heard by a Caucasian in 1670 in what is now Winnebago County, Wisconsin. This transcription has been reproduced numerous times and mistakenly labeled “Song of the Calumet Dance.” The calumet is a sacred pipe smoked during prayer or important events, but not associated with specific music.

Music in the British Colonies

Meanwhile, the British had also been making inroads on North America. Thomas Heriot (1560–1621), a settler at Roanoke Island, North Carolina, noted that by 1586, the chief of the native culture in that area would sometimes pray and sing Biblical psalms with the settlers. In 1590, an illustrator sent by Sir Walter Raleigh published an account of the type of dancing he observed in Virginia. Thirteen male dancers in a circle moved around three young women in the center. Most dancers held a rattle in one hand and a stalk in the other. Musical accompaniment consisted of 10 men and women singing and shaking dried gourds filled with small stones or kernels of grain.

William Strachey (1572–1621) wrote a detailed account of the musical practices for an unnamed culture in Virginia around 1610. He described the inhabi-tants as painting their faces and each carrying a rattle. The rattles were made from gourds or pumpkin shells that varied considerably in size and thus in the tones they produced. A main leader began each song and the others would follow in a call-and-response fashion. The dancers moved in two rings, one went clockwise, and the other counterclockwise, while the participants used their rattles, sang and shouted. Dance guardians kept participants in their proper circles by means of a large switch.

The main priest or shaman would lead ceremonies that could last up to 12 hours. One involved laying down grains of wheat around a fire while the practitioner would sing and shake his rattle. The people present would follow him silently around the fire three times as the shaman would lay down the grains, then the ceremony would continue with a different song performed similarly. The full ceremony involved numerous songs.

Strachey also described the considerable dancing and singing that went on when children were sacrificed for the benefit of the group. He detailed how the different-pitched rattles from high to low blended well with the singing of some 20 to 30 voices.

Another instrument Strachey described was an end-blown flute, somewhat similar to a European recorder. The performer would use the flute to play a type of Love Song. Strachey documented many other types of songs, which he labeled with English terms such as Taunting, or Lament. In their language, he noted that the term for song and dance was the same—cante-cante. In their Welcome Dance the lead singer would have a fur or leather object in his left hand, beating it with his right hand while singing. He would provide a cue for the first dancer who the other dancers gradually would follow until they formed a ring, equidistantly placed from one another. The dancers would vigorously stamp their feet upon the ground and periodically emit shouts.

An energetic dance of the Abenaki of Maine in 1605 has an account given by Owen Griffin. After a verbal signal from their oldest elder, the women fell to the ground. The men meanwhile began stamping around the fire while singing with a loud voice. Some took sticks of fire and then thrust them into the earth. Younger men fetched stones that were brought back and beaten with the fire sticks. The whole dance apparently lasted over two hours.

By 1646, John Eliot had translated Sternhold and Hopkins metrical psalms based on the Bible into an Algonkian dialect so the converted natives in Massachusetts could use them. Five years later John Endecott, the governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, described the results of Eliot’s efforts. He wrote that after one native person had explained a passage from the gospel of Matthew in his own language, the people would sing a psalm in the native language to an English tune with all singing cheerfully.

Accounts of Music in the 1700s

Documentation remains scanty from this period. Missionaries in the 18th century stressed the success of their religious labors so their accounts paid less attention to traditional music-making. Also, European diseases had devastated many cultures to the point of extinction. Nevertheless, writers recorded several interesting observations. Among these are the descriptions of James Adair who traveled the First Peoples’ territories after 1734.

In 1746, he observed a Mississippi-Nachee person playing on a string instrument very similar to the banjo, but much larger. It was five feet long and a foot wide at the head board. Its eight strings were made from the sinews of a large bison. The person held one end of the bow to play the strings with the instrument between his feet and along the side of his chin. Another performer held the other end of the bow. The two performed the music for a dance, the Keetla Ishto Hoallo, to ward off evil spirits. The dancers danced energetically in place for up to half an hour.

A Chickasaw shaman sang one of his most powerful songs for Adair in 1765. The shaman extended his arms north and south, and after bowing, began to sing on a low tone Yo Yo Yo Yo for almost a minute, then He He He He followed by Wa Wa Wa Wa. The shaman varied these with a guttural production and transposed these notes. He then looked upwards and continued thus for some 15 minutes. The shaman said the song would keep Adair’s dwelling safe from the power of the evil spirits.

Adair described the healing ceremonies as consisting of the shaman rattling a calabash, or a gourd rattle, in a bent position over the patient. The shaman would then call to the raven and imitate its croaking voice.

Also Adair described the execution of Chippewa prisoners. He wrote that the prisoner would bravely sing his War Song, trampling his gourd rattle to pieces while women taunted and burnt him with torches.

John Oldmixon’s tome on the British Empire (1741) transcribed a Tabagia, or Festival Song, from a performance perhaps by Mi’kmaq on Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia, Canada. The singing and dancing would occur incessantly, Oldmixon explained, while the First Peoples performed this song. In this particular song, all the people present would repeat the two last notes on the syllables “Hé Hé.” François Picquet (1708–1781), a Sulpician monk, lived with the Iroquois near Ogdensburg, New York, from 1749 until 1760. He transcribed a Dance Song, a War Song, and a Funeral Song for which he gave the original texts and provided detailed notes on each melody. The Dance Song began with heavy, equal-value notes. The dancers would greet each other, carrying in one hand a pebble-filled shell and in the other, two dry feathers. In its second part, the meter would become 3/8 (three short beats in each measure) at a brisk tempo. The dancers’ feet were parallel on beat one, heels together but toes apart on beat two, and heels apart but toes together on beat three. The movement of their feet was similar to that of the English in country-dancing, so perhaps the gestures might have originated after the first contact with Europeans.

The War Song belonged to the Wolf clan as each dancer used his own clan animal as a crest. This song was so old that the meaning of the words was no longer known. The men wore red or blue paint into battle to hide any change of color that fright might cause and they uttered guttural cries. Women were not encouraged to use paint. Unlike the men, their vocal production was from the throat and nose, not the chest and palate. Thus the sound was hollow and strained. Singers kept their lips open for pronunciation but tightly clenched their teeth.

Picquet translated the text in the Funeral Song. In part its translation read: “He is then dead, alas, alas. This man of great renown. This great tree beneath whose delicious shade we sheltered ourselves.” After this song, the deeds of other great chiefs of the Iroquois Confederacy would be similarly recalled.

Francisco Atanasio Dominguez traveled through New Mexico in 1776 and described the dances that he saw. Dancers bathed extensively, he wrote, before they would bedeck themselves with many colors. The dancers whose culture was likely Puebloan would then tie a tortoise shell on one leg plus rings made of little hooves of deer, sheep, or other animals. Also, the dancers might tie more of these on other parts of their bodies to make jingling sounds as they moved. Either 12 or more men would dance, or the same number of women alone.

Sometimes eight men and eight women would dance together in a formation somewhat similar to a version of the European minuet. The musical instrument that accompanied the Dance Songs was a tombé. About the size of a middle-sized barrel and shaped like a hollow log, its ends had skin heads that were played with a small stick. The instrument’s player also led the song while the others would echo him, but generally not sing the words. The strophes, or stanzas, were not of a standard length. These dances occurred on their ceremonial days of the year when a pole would be fixed in the middle of the plaza of the pueblo. The tombé would be placed at the base of the pole where the singers would also gather. Then the dancing would begin and usually would last three days. The most solemn dance connected with war, was a scalp dance in which the women vociferously took part, swinging the scalps.

In the 18th century Europeans were still new to the cultures of the Northwest Coastal region. The French explorer, Jean Françoise de Galaup (1741–1788), was the first to transcribe a Native Alaskan song in 1786. In his note he described Tlingit singers and dancers who came on board the ship at Lituya Bay, Alaska. The chief paraded around the ship with his hands stretched out in the form of a cross. He then acted out a pantomime and, accompanied by his fellows, presented a dance with a pleasing air. Those who had the strongest voices would take the air a third lower while the women sang a third higher. Some women would then sing an octave higher and then take two bars of rests where the melody was in its highest range.

In July 1787, William Beresford notated a song he heard at Norfolk Sound, Alaska. A chief, perhaps of the Tlingit culture, was dressed in a long garment made of tanned elk skin with two rows of dried berries and beaks of birds at its lower part. The chief began to sing and accompanied himself with a rattle. The rattle was circular, about nine inches in diameter, made of three bent sticks. To these were tied birds’ beaks and dried berries that created percussive sounds when the chief shook them.

Such songs were usually strophic, or composed of stanzas, and a chorus would occur at the end of each one. After the chief began the stanza, the men and women would join in and sing an octave apart, beating time with their hands or with paddles. Meanwhile, the chief would continue singing different pitches from the melody the group used so that a two-part texture emerged. Beresford noted that the people had many different songs, but the manner of performance was always the same.

This multipart texture was distinctive from that used by cultural groups in eastern North America, but through the missionaries’ ongoing work those groups were learning how to sing in parts. David Fowler (1735–1807) was a Montauk Indian who worked with the Oneidas from 1761. By 1765 he boasted about how this group near present-day Syracuse, New York, could sing in three parts.

Samson Occom (1723–1792) was a Mohegan Native American man who became a Presbyterian clergyman near New London, Connecticut. Occom was the first Native American person ever to publish in English. This active missionary had great success raising money and preaching in England. Among other accomplishments, Occom compiled and published a volume of hymns, A Choice Collection (1774).

Written Accounts from 1800 to 1880

Following in the footsteps of Occom was another Native American minister, Thomas Commuck (1805–1855), a Narragansett, who not only wrote historical accounts of various native cultures, but composed at least 120 hymn tunes. These were published in 1845 as Indian Melodies. By Thomas Commuck, a Narragansett Indian. Harmonized by Thomas Hastings, Esq.

In 1860, Asher Wright published a tune book, Ga? Na Sh?, which contained 263 hymns Seneca singers used at the Cattaraugus Iroquoian Reservation in western New York
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