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MODERN MAYAN 
The Indian Music of Chiapas, Mexico 
Recorded & Edited by RICHARD ANDERSON 
Side One 
!JJ!Il.d 1: 

ILan~t 1: 

!2.a!}d 5 : 

ll.a!l<i. 6 : 

Side flvo 
~~nd 1: 

~b: 

San Juan Chamul a , Nov . 1972 
Chamul a guitar music for the fiesta 
of fodos Santos and young Chamula 
woman praying over the grave of her 
dead husband. 

Fiesta of San Bartol o , Venustiano 
Carranza 1972. 
Husic for " f rumpet Choir". rhree 
l arge valveless trumpe t s , and l arge 
and smal l drum. 

Fiesta of San Bartol o . Venus tiano 
Carranza. August 197 2 . 
St ring Quar t et. Cwo guitars. violin. 
and l arge harp. 

Fi esta of San Sebes t ian. Zinnacantan. 
Jan. 197 3 . . 
St ring t rio and three part ha rmony . 
"Rea l Sonl'; " or "Lit t l e Haria " . 

Fi esta of San Sebas tian. Zinnacantan. 
Jan .• 1973 . 
Large ~ui tar , violin. log drum. and 
ra tt l e . "L'iger Stone Song ". 

Cha l chiui t an . Carneva l. Feb . 1974. 
Small violin and gui t ar . wi t h chan t . 
I' Song of Peac e ". 

Cha l chiui t an. Carneval. Feb . 1974. 
Two man prayer . "Nelv Year ' sPrayer" . 

Huis t an , Fies t a of San Miguel. 1974 . 
Three drums and small f l u te . 

Tene japa Center. Fi es ta of San Al onzo 1972. 
Violin and l a r ge bas s guitar . "Ladies 
Dance". 

Ma jos ie. rene japa. Carneval. 
Feb. 1972. 
LarGe gui car . harp. and vio l in. 
"Catrina Sone." 

Ma josic. Tenejapa . Carneva l. Feb.1972 
Larg e f,u i tar . harp. violin . two drums 
flu t e. and voices. "Bull Dance " . 

Tenan00 . AuI'; . 1974. 
Guitai . violin. and voice . "Kosh. 
Kos h .-I vakan Kanan Chi ". 

Guaci t epec' Sept. 1974. 
Large f lute. drum. mando lin and gui t ar. 

~'illd 5: 

Band 6a: 

Petalcingo, 1972. 
Cwo gui tars and violin. 

f ila, 1971. 
Large flute and drum. 
services. 

Iilaj 197!. 

"Hajestic·". 

Good Friday 

Two drums and large flute. Carneval 
music. 

!2.a.nd 7: Fiesta of "El Senor de fila" 1971. 
l wo gui tars and violin. 

All sel ect ions recorded live at actua l 
fiestas in indian communities . 

This music was recorded by Richard Alder son . 
a Ne-,v York City recording eng ineer Ivho lived 
in Chiapas for six years. During thi s time he 
befriended many groups of local indians and 
s tudied and recorded their music. I'lr. t\ldersen 
also plays indian music on severa l instruments. 
Frequen t broadcas t s of his recordinf, s on local 
f,overnment radio are greatly apprec i ated by 
the indian themsel ves . Mr. Alderson wishes to 
thank the following persons for t heir aid in 
makin.3 these recordings: 

F l ora Edwards 
Lic. Angel Robl es 
Dr. Deni s Breedlove 
Dr . John Attinassi 
Dr. Francesco Pellizi 
Dr. Ulrich Koehler 
Antun Osil of Majos i c . f enejapa 
And a ll t he indi genous musicians and 
peopl e of Chia pa s . 

ttodern tti!.Y_an Mus i c 

The mus ic of the indif, enous peopl e of 
the southern Mex i can s tate of Ch i apas reflects 
many va ried influences. past and present. 

lhese people are subsistence farmers. 
with s heepherding . catt l e raising . hunting . 
and handicraft s as secondary occupa t ions. 
Their diet c onsists of maize (mostly in the 
form of t ort illas ) and beans. Vegetabl es . 
fruit . and meat are occasional suppl ements . 
Hot chile peppers are eaten Ivi th every meal. 
Coffee. sugarcane beer (chica). and homemade 
rum are consumed regularl y. Rum or "pos h" 
drinking i s an integral part of a ll cel ebra 
tions. 

Because of t he rugged. mountainous ter
rain and l ack of roads and communication. 
each community, even Ivithin the same l anguage 
group. has its own discinct out look . fhey 
refer t o t he ir mus i c as the "Rea l Song " and 
t heir l anguage as t he "Real Speech". Anyone 
who wears different clothing or who speaks 
different l y is regarded as a foreigner no mat
t er wha t his origin. 

The four languages s poken .here ; Tzoztil, 
Tzeltal. Chol. and [ojolabal. all share their 
basic Mayan roots with both Aztec and Spanish 
borrowings. A song may expres s the pan
theistic catholicism peculiar to these people. 
with many loan words from the Spanish . or it 
may be a modern version of an ancient Mayan 
incantat ion. mysterious and obscure today. 

Ri tual . social. and r el i g ious expression 
are viewed as one concept by t hese people. [his 
is the "custumbre" or custom. Busic is always 
performed in the context of "custumbre .. .. never 
for its own sake. Many members of the commun
ity spend much time and expense practicing 
"custumbre u

• 

The musician may be any member of the com
munity who can attain t he skill to practice' 
(:ustumbre' through music . fhe musician may 
enjoy his work. but a l ways it i s an obliga
tion or duty. He is pai d in food and dri nk 
when performing . otherwise he mus t support 
himself with other work. 

Music is played on instruments either f ab
ricated by the musician himself or by a s pec i a l 
craf t sman within his communi ty or from a ne i gh 
boring one_ fhe double-skinned drum . 3-hole 
f lu t e . and a ll string i nstruments are a ll based 
on 16th century European models as none of t hem 
are knOl,-n to have exi s ted in the '1merica s be 
fore the arriva l of the Spaniards . Other i nst 
ruments of cheap commercia l manufacture are pur 
cha sed in "Ladino" or non·indiGenous towns . Only 
tlvO instruments played t oday are of pre -co lumbian 
a nces t ry. the ratt l e or "Sonaja" and t he log 
drum or "fepona zt l e ", 

[he Chamula s are a fzozti l speaking 
group living in the cool a l titudes near San 
Cri stoba l las Casas _ They make harps. guitars. 
a nd v iolins of various s izes. [hey are used 
by themse l ves and s old to o t her ~roups. [hese 
ins truments are made ent ire l y by hand with 
the mo s t primi t i ve of too l s. Pine and cherry 
wood found in c l ose proximity to their village 
i s u sed. They are so l d for approxiinate l y 60 
pesos or $5.00 apiece . As they are f limsi ly 
cons t ruc t ed and unvarnished. they l ast on l y 
a f eh' years a nd are repl aced _ fhe sound 
produced i s h'eak but pleasant . and they re
quire grea t skill and patience in t unin ~ . 
Of Len when an instrument i s beinr initially 
tuned for the day. the musician cake s a 
mouthful of liquor and sprays the entire 
gui t ar or harp. thereby ti ~htening joints 
or pegs . Whi l e t he Chamul a s are importan t 
a s instrument makers. their own mu s ic is 
rich in melody and poetry. The Chamul as 
are considered by other groups to have in
ven t ed mu s ic. fhe Chamula song . "Bo l on Chon" 
i s the bes t knOlvn ind igenous me l ady amongs t 
other indians and "Ladinos" throughout Ch i apas . 
I t is often heard. s lightly changed . play-
e d by other ~;roups. [he Chamu l a women are 
adept at vo i cing prayers in a sty l e a ge l ess 
and unaffected by recent cul ture. Band One . 



Ba .. Gui'ar from rfNfJAPA 

[he Izoztil speakinG people of Venus 
tiano Carranzo are unique in that they live 
entirel y within the confines of a "Ladino " 
town , while maintaining their indigenous 
culture. Iheir music is unlike any other 
in the region. [he larGe drum which ac 
companies the trumpet choir is said by them 
to have been made by the "Holy Father" himself. 
[he guitars, harp , and violin were all made in 
Carranza and are of excellent craftsmanship. 
One can easi l y sense a close relationship be 
tween this trumpet music and the trumpeteers 
in the famou's murals of Bonampak. 

Bands 2 and 3 . 

Ihe Zinnacantecos, a Izoztil speaking 
tribe living near San Cristobal, maintain a 
rich set of "custumbres " and their music re
fl ects this. fhey are the only group to prac
tice part singing or harmony. They also em
ploy the log drum, [ ' en T ' e n, or [eponat z le, 
an instrument of pre-columbian origin. [hi s 
instrument i s regarded by t hem to be ,an actua l 
god and is kept well guarded and tended in 
its own house. In recent years the Zinna
cantecos have been making t heir own hardwood 
violins, improved over the Chamula model. 
Bands 4 and 5. 

[he fzoztil speakers of San Pablo , Chal
chiuitan have remained l es s influenced by 
Spanish and Mestizo culture than perhaps any 
o t her group heard on this recording . [hey 
are conservative and proud. [he ritual chant 
and prayer heard on bands 6 and 7 are typical 
exampl es of prac t ices common amongst all modern 
Mayans. 

[he fzoztiles of Huistan are t he on l y t ribe 
in the area who continue to wear a large dia 
per-like garment of ancient origin instead of 
European style trousers . fheir drumming is 
unusually syncopated and incisive for the area 

and exceptional three -holed flute arti s try is 
heard here. Band 8. 

Ihe fzeltales of Ienejapa are indigenous 
farmers , growing a great varie ty of fruits, veg 
etables, and grains . [hey are strong walkers 
and runners. A unique inst rument, the "kin" , 
a large bass guitar, is heard here. fhey cel
ebrate their version of the Carneval Fiesta 
with great abandon and vulgar humor . Band 1 
and 2, Side 2. 

[he remaining [zeltal s peaking groups of 
Chiapas are repres ented by mus icians from fenans o 
performing a mysterious she pherds dance (band 3) 
by a haunting solo on the large seven-holed flute 
from Guacitepec (band 4), a nd by an unusually 
refined instrumental group from Petalcingo play
ing a dance of recent origin . Bands 3 , 4, and 5. 

[he Choles speak a language clos e. to ancient 
~layan roots. [he' l arge, three-holed flute song 
heard here is t ypical of music played in ind -
ian communities on Good Friday. [ he Chol t own, 
Iila, houses a famous, miraculous black Christ , 
"El Senor de [ila" . Ihe f:0mplex and formal 
violin sel ection which ends this recording is 

his special music. ~ands 6 and 7. 

Lis t ening to modern Mayan music poses 
severa l problems. ["his mus ic grew out of 16th 
century European founda t ions on one ha nd, and 
on the othe r it is unlike any o t her mus ic any
\o/here. The European influence has been \"ork -
ing continuously in indigenous life and cons
ciousness from conquest times up to the present, 
yet there i s a s trong pre sence of t he a ncient 
~iayan spirit surfacing in t he style and rhy t hms 
of this music today. rhus the t onal modulations 
in t his music are simple and repeti t ive, a nd 
the harmonies are rudiment ary. [he rhy t hms, 
however , are complex and unrelated to European 
model s or greatly transformed from them. fhe 
intonation, while based on t he diatonic sca l e 
and peculiarly close to fix~d western pitches , 
i s subtley different from \o/hat any western mus-
ician would play . 2. 

Harpis, from MAJOSle, rfNfJAPA 

(Perhaps church bell s , heard 
in every community,maintain the regularity of 
pi t ch). Finally the context of t his music is 
completely different from t he world a s we know 
it, necessitating the opening of our ears to 
anocher place and time. Hm"ever, t he rewards 
are great when the borders are crossed music 
ally into t hi s l a nd of original American art . 

Proc ... ion wi,h Musicians , rlLA eHIAPAS 

LITHO IN U.S.A. ~I'" 
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