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Native Americans & American Popular Music
The influence of Native American Music on popular songs. 
(excerpted from http://parlorsongs.com)

The music of the early 20th century produced a number of songs that were represented as "Indian" songs or implied that the music was "an Indian lament, rhapsody" or some other Indian song. Of course, the music was not at all Native American music or even based on the same. In fact, it is very likely that none of the composers or publishers had ever even heard a true Native American song or even seen a real "Indian".
      One question that this brings to mind is, exactly how was Native American music assimilated into American popular music and what influence did it have on the music of those times and on the music of today. The answer to that question can only be found in an understanding of the music and the historic events that shaped the Native American culture's assimilation into our society.
      According to the New Grove, American popular music was influenced by three primary continental traditions. To quote them; "Although...the USA is a distinct political unit, it is not a distinct cultural unit.". Our nation is one that has been created out of homogeny, the bringing together of many cultures to create a new and unique one. In many cases, much of what we have is unoriginal; borrowed from others. In terms of the continental traditions that have formed our culture and music, The New Grove goes on to state; "The distinctions are based on ..three main continental traditions, Amerindian, Euro-American and Afro-American."
      If that is the case, then we should see these three traditions clearly reflected in our music. In the case of the European influence, I think we can readily see the influence. The same goes for the African influence. In both cases, the links are firmly established.  But what of the Amerindian traditions? Aside from some creative rock music, can anyone identify the Amerindian influences on our music? Exactly what influence has it had?

Is the song, Golden Arrow a true reflection of Indian culture and music? Listen to it and see. (ctrl+click to hear)


Much of the music published by Tin Pan Alley carried Indian themes similar to "Golden Arrow". This song published in 1909 is typical of the popular songs that were supposed Indian songs.
      The music from all of the Tin Pan Alley songs were deeply rooted in the Euro-American tradition. Aside from the cover and lyrics, there is absolutely no true link to Amerindian culture or musical tradition. Well, what exactly does Amerindian music sound like? To quote Bob Maine who has spent time in direct contact with Amerindian culture in the Northwest; 

"Drums, everybody had a drum or pounded on something. In a Pacific Northwest Big House you could have more than a hundred people banging on drums or the wooden seating/living platforms. The sound is deafining, frightening, impressive and hypnotic." 

Aside from percussion, what constitutes an Amerindian song? Lets listen to a MIDI transcription of a genuine Native American song. This transcription is taken from an actual song, documented in 1954 by a researcher named McAllester. Listen to the Navaho War Chant. Now, for comparison, listen to this Comanche Peyote Song (documented by McAllester, 1949). Though you will hear differences from area to area and tribe to tribe, both of these songs encapsulate all of the basic elements of Amerindian music.
      From those examples, you can see that Amerindian music is simple.  The scales may sound almost Asian to you, there is reason for that. Amerindian music used primarily pentatonic (five note) scale, the same as many Asian cultures. In fact, some Korean songs sound very similar to Native American songs. 

Though much Amerindian music is vocal and simple, that does not mean there were not instruments used as illustrated in this photo of an Apache "fiddler" from around 1882
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Basically, we have a musical style that is heavy on percussion and that uses a scale and musical patterns that sound very different from the Euro and African American styles. How can one possibly merge or combine an eight note system with a five note system? How did Amerindian music influence American popular music and what influence did it have on popular musical development in the USA.
      Sadly, the answer seems to be that it was not assimilated nor has there been any discernable influence. Amerindian music seems to have been incompatible with the other musical traditions and has found its own separate way.  There seem to be three main reasons for the lack of Amerindian music style in American popular music.
      First is the musical conflict, the styles are so dissimilar, they just don’t work together. Composers would be hard pressed to create a work based on the Amerindian style that would sell. Whenever you hear a pentatonic work, "foreign" images almost immediately come to mind. Second, we do need to look at what happened to the culture. The Amerindians were systematically prosecuted and persecuted and ultimately ended up isolated on reservations with virtually no contact with the rest of us. As a result, no one was interested in them or their culture. It was virtually cast aside as unimportant and not useful. Third, the exposure of their music was limited to very, very few people outside of themselves. Almost all of the Amerindian tribes were virtually imprisoned on remote tribal reservations. As a result, there was no opportunity to influence music during the critical period from ca. 1880 - 1920, when American popular music developed its primary style. 
      
Some photos displayed in this essay are from the Museum of American Indian. Major sources for much of the text discussion is from The new Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians and Bob Maine's personal experience and contact with Native Americans in the Northwest.
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