Aboriginal Musics of Canada

Because of language difficulties and cultural differ-
ences, studying the aboriginal musics of Canada can
pose quite a challenge. Moreover, the cultural geog-
raphy of First Nations in Canada is extremely di-
verse. There are many independent and unique abo-
riginal communities, so many, indeed, that it is im-
possible in short compass to study the music of even
a handful of them.

The first task, therefore, is to survey briefly the
number and variety of Canadian First Nations, which
we do by means of the Canadian Encyclopedia arti-
cle on the subject." We can then move to an over-
view, written for the Encyclopedia of Music in Cana-
da, on “First People’s Music” in Canada.? An alterna-
tive discussion by a well-respected expert in the field
is Beverley Cavanagh’s article in Ethnomusicology
titled “North America: Indian and Inuit Music.”?

While determining that the music of First Na-
tions falls, very broadly speaking, into four main cat-
egories: Inuit, Coastal First Nations, Inland First Na-
tions, and Métis, we must also recognize that within
these broad categories there are many sub-categories,
reflecting the cultural differences between communi-
ties in different regions. Surveying all the different
varieties of aboriginal music in Canada would there-
fore be a formidable task. Necessarily, then, we will
be highly selective as we probe beyond our initial
survey into a few aspects of the musics of First Na-
tions.

How did non-native Canadians come to know
something of these various musical traditions? An
article on research into native music in Canada in
Oxford Music Online (formerly Grove Music Online)
provides some of the answers with a survey of schol-
arly work and collecting.* We can supplement this by
briefly canvassing the fieldwork and publications of
such investigators as Marius Barbeau, Ida Halpern
and Beverley Diamond. An introduction to each of
these major figures can be found in short articles
written for the Encyclopedia of Music in Canada.’

Inuit music is found in two forms: traditional and
contemporary. For a convenient account of traditional
Inuit tales and songs with illustrations, one can con-
sult Franz Boas’s pioneering articles in Journal of
American Folklore, although these of course reflect
the perspective of early scholarship in this area.® We
can use short pieces written for the Encyclopedia of
Music in Canada to obtain an initial orientation to
Inuit throat singing and to Susan Aglukark, a con-
temporary singer-songwriter of Inuit descent who has
successfully blended traditional and Western musical
forms.” Beverley Diamond (formerly Beverley

Cavanagh) is a prominent ethnomusicologist who has
written extensively on aboriginal music, and her arti-
cle in Canadian Folk Music Journal on imagery and
structure in Inuit songs is a classic in the field. It pro-
vides an illustration of the kind of scholarly analysis
that has been done on Inuit vocal music.® This can be
supplemented with three short pieces from Canadian
Folk Music: Mary Piercey’s “Gender Relations in
Inuit Drum Dances,” Jim Hiscott’s “Inuit Accordion
Music — A Better Kept Secret,” and David Gregory’s
“Some Inuit Music on CD.”®

Moving on to the subject of Amerindian musical
culture, the obvious place to begin is on the West
Coast. The aboriginal music of British Columbia and
the far North is usually divided into nine sub-
categories: Athapaskan, Dene, Dogrib, Haida, Bella
Coola, Kawakiutl, Nootka, Salish, and Tsimshian.
Some of these native communities, especially those
on the northwest coast of British Columbia, have
been fairly extensively studied by folklorists and eth-
nomusicologists. Prominent among the pioneers was
Ida Halpern, and her report on their music titled
“Music of the B.C. Northwest Coast Indians” is a
classic.’® We supplement this with a more localized
study of Tsimshian love songs by Ellen Moses, who
drew upon Marius Barbeau’s collecting as well as her
own fieldwork in the Skeena River valley. This was
published in Canadian Folk Music Journal in 1980."
Marius Barbeau was the pioneer in this field and his
short 1957 Canadian Music Journal article on “Indi-
an Songs of the Northwest” is still useful.*? The fruits
of his song-collecting among the Tsimshian were
published in a book that is now unfortunately out of
print, The Tsimshian, Their Arts and Music.** Anoth-
er old out-of-print book that provided a valuable
overview of this general subject was Frances
Densmore’s Music of the Indians of British Colum-
bia.** And still useful is Graham George’s account of
Salish music in his article titled “Songs of the Salish
Indians of British Columbia” in the 1962 issue of the
Journal of the International Folk Music Council.* It
can be supplemented with Wendy Stuart’s “Coast
Salish Gambling Music” in Canadian Folk Music
Journal for 1974,

There are too many other First Nations for us to
do more than notice the music of some of those that
also happen to have been studied by folklorists or
ethnomusicologists. These include the Iroquois, Ojib-
way, Blackfoot, Blood, Cree and Mi’kmag. For ex-
ample, a brief but informative look at some of the
songs and instrumental music of the lroquois is pos-
sible because of the scholarly work of Marius Bar-



beau and Mieczyslaw Kolinski. Barbeau wrote on
“Dragon Myths and Ritual Songs of the Iroquois” in
Journal of the International Folk Music Council,*
while Kolinski’s article on “An Apache Rabbit Dance
Song Cycle as Sung by the Iroquois” is a classic in
the field.™ For the Blackfoot one can consult Bruno
Nettl’s “Studies in Blackfoot Indian Musical Cul-
ture,”*® while Robert Witmer’s studies on the Blood
Indians include “Recent Change in the Musical Cul-
ture of the Blood Indians of Alberta” and “*White’
Music Among the Blood Indians of Alberta.”?® Ac-
counts of Cree musical culture include Frances Wil-
kins” report in Canadian Folk Music “Notes from the
Field: The Cree Fiddlers of James Bay.”?! Similarly,
Janice Tulk has more recently studied Mi’kmaq mu-
sical culture, reporting her findings in an article titled
“Cultural Revitalization and Mi’kmaq Music-Mak-
ing: Three Newfoundland Drum Groups.”*

It is possible to make a closer study of the role of
the powwow in First Nations’ culture and music-
making, since this is a topic that has caught the atten-
tion of several ethnomusicologists. For example, we
can draw on the published work of two ethnomusi-
cologists who have become authorities on the subject,
namely, Lynn Whidden and Anna Hoefnagels.
Whidden’s pioneering article in Canadian Folk Mu-
sic Journal is titled “Ritual Powwow Music: Its Pow-
er and Poetics.”* Hoefnagels’ contribution, “North-
ern Style Powwow Music: Musical Features and
Meanings,” was published in the Canadian Journal
for Traditional Music nearly twenty years later.?

Aboriginal musical traditions in Canada include
the music of the Métis nation. In the history of the fur
trade, the voyageurs were often Métis, and voyageur
songs are a unique form of Canadian folk song, one
with few parallels elsewhere. Marius Barbeau was a
pioneer in the study of voyageur culture, with his
1942 article “Voyageur Songs” and his 1954 piece
drawing attention to “The Ermatinger Collection of
Voyageur Songs (ca. 1830).”% Frangois Brassard
took up the story in 1974 in Canadian Folk Music
Journal with “Le Voyageur,”?® However, there was
(and is) a strong instrumental side to Métis musical
culture, as Anne Lederman points out in “Old Indian
and Métis Fiddling in Manitoba: Origins, Structure,
and Question of Syncretism,” also in Canadian Folk
Music Journal.”” Franceene Watson followed this
with an account of “Red River Valley Fiddler Andy
De Jarlis: His Musical Legacy Touched by New Di-
mensions” in Canadian Folk Music.?® Another expert
researcher on Métis musical culture, Lynn Whidden,
contributed three articles on the subject to Canadian
Folk Music: “A Note on Métis Music,” “Native and
Meétis Songs from the SMEA Project” and “Cowboys
and 2I€§1dians: Putting the Indian into Cowboy Mu-
sic.”

Many First Nations people migrated to Canada’s
cities, and in an urban metropolis such as Toronto
there may be found additional examples of Native
music that reflect the cultural heritage of aboriginal
musicians and singers as well as point to ways in
which that culture has been adapted to an urban (and
often hostile) environment. Several ethnomusicolo-
gists have examined the way of life, including the
songs and instrumental music, of these urbanized
refugees from reservations or other rural communi-
ties. One quite recent study is Klisala Harrison’s
“’Singing My Spirit of Identity’: Aboriginal Music
for Well-being in a Canadian Inner City” in the 2009
issue of MUSICultures.®® A previous analysis along
similar lines was by Wendy Wickwire in her article
titled “Traditional Musical Culture at the Native Ca-
nadian Centre in Toronto” in Canadian Folk Music
Journal.**

In conclusion, we should take notice of two good
articles that analyse First Nations music but do not fit
easily into any of the above categories. They are Da-
vid Pulak’s “Rhythm, Myth, and Spirit” in the 1990
issue of Canadian Folk Music Journal®* and Murray
Smith’s “Learning Through Drum and Dance,” in
one of the following year’s issues of Canadian Folk
Music.®
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