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Introduction 

- The Sensual World - 

 

I have listened to all the sounds of the woods for thirty years, as a man will 

listen whose life and death depend on the quickness of his 

ears. There is no whine of the panther, no whistle of the 

catbird, nor any invention of the devilish Mingoes, that can 

cheat me! I have heard the forest moan like mortal men in 

their affliction; often, and again, have I listened to the 

wind playing its music in the branches of the girdled trees; 

and I have heard the lightning cracking in the air like the 

snapping of blazing brush as it spitted forth sparks and 

forked flames.1  

 

ames Fenimore Cooper had a flair for sound history. He could magically conjure 

up the New World sounds that had - by his generation - been pushed out of 

earshot. Along with his contemporaries, Cooper waxed nostalgic over the sensory 

world modern Anglo-America was taming and muting in its westward expansion. 

Where there had once been a “dark and dreary wood,” there were now “green wheat 

fields…spotted with dark and charred stumps that had, in the preceding season, 

supported some of the proudest trees of the forest. Ploughs were in motion.”2 This 

dark wilderness and its howling Indians seemed to share the one fate: “I am a blazed 

                                                
1 James Fenimore Cooper, Last of the Mohicans: A Narrative of 1757, [1826] James Franklin Beard, 
(ed.) (New York; Penguin Putnam, 1962) p.73. 
2 James Fenimore Cooper, The Pioneers, or the Source of the Susquehanna, A Descriptive Tale 
[1823], James Franklin Beard, (ed.) (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1980), pp.239, 242.  

J 
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pine in a clearing of the palefaces,” said Cooper’s character Chingachgook: “My race 

has gone from the shores of the salt lake, and the hills of the Delawares.”3 For in this 

period, noted one of Cooper’s contemporaries, “[e]verywhere the sound of the axe is 

heard opening the forest to the sun…The busy hum of ten thousand wheels fills our 

seaports, and the sound of the spindle and loom succeeds the yell of the savage or the 

screech of the night owl in the late wilderness of the interior.”4 

By late mid-century, a Cain and Abel battle for control of the Western lands 

silenced what Northerners heard as the equally uncivilised sounds of slavery.5 Not even 

this established institution and way of life could stand in the way of modern progress, 

so the fact that these Western lands were “Indian Territory” was a minor detail. The 

succeeding Indian wars, the westerly extension of the railroad, the mass killing of the 

buffalo and subsequent starvation of many Native Americans all contributed to the 

feeling that the conquest of the New World - in the name of all that was good and 

Godly - was nearing completion.  

Writing in the wake of the Civil War, late nineteenth-century revisionists like 

Frederick Jackson Turner and Theodore Roosevelt would claim that America was 

simply making manifest its long-apparent destiny.6  Turner and Roosevelt would look 

back at American history and find a story of “one long Indian war,” 7 since - from the 

                                                
3 Cooper, Last of the Mohicans, p.414. 
4 Hezekiah Niles, [1815] in Charles Sellers, The Market Revolution: Jacksonian America 1815-1846 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), p.71. 
5 See Mark M. Smith, Listening to Nineteenth-Century America, (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2001). 
6 See Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History, Ray A. Billington, (ed.) (New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1962) and Theodore Roosevelt, The Winning of the West, (New 
York, London: G.P. Putnam's Sons Knickerbocker Press, 1910). For secondary sources that 
deconstruct frontier history and its notion of the vanishing Indian, see Richard Slotkin, Regeneration 
Through Violence: The Mythology of the American Frontier, 1600-1860 (Middletown, Connecticut: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1973); Martin Barker and Roger Sabin, The Lasting of the Mohicans: 
History of an American Myth (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1995). 
7 Philip J. Deloria, “Historiography,” in P.J Deloria and Neal Salisbury (eds.) A Companion to 
American Indian History, (Malden: Blackwell, 2004) p.9.  
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beginning - white settlers had engaged in an epic battle to overwhelm barbarity and 

establish modern civilisation; it was an errand into the wilderness8 that God himself had 

assigned to His chosen people. By the late nineteenth century, the “howling 

wilderness”9 and its whooping Indians were safely cordoned off in national parks and 

reservations respectively. The Indians’ “devilish” sonic inventions would torment the 

“civilised” no more for – like the Indians themselves – indigenous sounds would be 

safely contained for posterity in wax cylinder recordings.10 The locomotive had finished 

what the first British settlers’ axes and ploughs had started: “The first toot of the 

whistle of the…Railroad's first locomotive, speeding through the Indian Territory in 

1875…pronounced sentence of death on the red man's isolation…It was civilization 

marching on.”11 

These nineteenth-century revisionists have composed a soundscape that has all 

the substance of present-day pop songs. It is loud, simple, infectious and, most 

importantly, the melody is “catchy.” “Melody” refers to the tune of a song, the most 

basic element of a musical composition consisting of single notes, which – when 

arranged – form a structured, repetitive and easily identifiable sonic pattern.12 There are 

some types of music that only use a melodic line, creating a texture that has just one 

layer of sound. Musicologists identify such music as “monophonic.”13 In presenting 

only this easily identifiable and familiar layer of the soundscape – thereby excluding 

                                                
8 See Perry Miller, Errand Into the Wilderness, (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 1956). 
9 Mary Rowlandson, Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson,  
(Cambridge: Printed by Samuel Green, 1682) p.20. 
10 Jonathan Sterne, “Preserving Sound in Modern America,” in Mark M. Smith (ed.) Hearing History: 
A Reader, (London: University of Georgia Press, 2004), pp.309-315. See also Thomas Ross Miller, 
Songs from the House of the Dead: Sound, Shamans and Collecting in the North Pacific, 1900 / 2000 
(PhD Thesis: Columbia University, 2004). 
11 Charles M. Harvey, “The Red Man’s Last Roll Call,” Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 97, (New York, 1906): 
323-324. 
12 Don Michael Randal, The Harvard Concise Dictionary of Music and Musicians, (Cambridge: 
Belknap Press, 1999). 
13 Ibid. 
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multiple layers of sound and any potential dissonance that this multiplicity might create 

– the nineteenth-century composers provided their audience with a popular soundscape 

that was monophonic in texture.  

A monophonic colonial American soundscape perpetuates the idea that Native 

Americans lacked agency and independence. The indigenous people were thus 

understood to be the inevitable victims of a “sensory imperialism”14 that forced all 

indigenous sounds to either be altered to mimic the dominant sonic community, or 

eliminated altogether. However, by thinking critically about monophonic soundscapes 

and written historical documents generally, we can conclude that composers can 

choose any instrument to perform their composition. If some sounds have drowned out 

all others in history, it is not because they were louder in reality or performed on a 

superior instrument, but because they have been made to herald the hegemony of the 

presently dominant group.  

We must train our ear to tune into sounds that have been unfairly relegated to 

the accompaniment, or denied acknowledgement altogether. The indigenous 

soundscape was much more than a baseline of primitive drums and blood-curdling shrill 

warwhoops that would be swiftly silenced by the “superior” sounds of white 

civilisation and Christianity. Even so, this mythical monophony has found historical 

validation in recent additions to the history of the American soundscape.  

Though historians are normally suspicious of the grand sweeping narratives that 

characterised nineteenth-century popular history, for some peculiar reason, sound 

historians seem to have lost their immunity to the romanticism of this period. Richard 

                                                
14 Peter Charles Hoffer, Sensory Worlds in Early America, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2003) p.49. 
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Cullen Rath and Peter Charles Hoffer are no exception. 15  Although they have 

provided wonderful insights into the way different sonic communities interpreted and 

shaped the colonial American soundscape, they have, regrettably, slotted these findings 

into the nineteenth-century “howling wilderness” framework. In so doing, Rath and 

Hoffer have perpetuated the popular myth in which warlike savages are inevitably 

silenced by the clever man-made sounds of civilised gentlemen.  

In their work, Rath and Hoffer uncover the developmental continuity that joins 

together the British colonial soundscape and the prevalence of the modern, urban 

United States soundscape. In the colonial era, though, the inhabitants of the New 

World did not hear the introductory notes of a grand opus of Anglo-Americana, 

effortlessly and inevitably drowning out the indigenous soundscape. The world they 

processed through their senses was in a constant state of flux; European imperial 

powers were at war with each other over land that would change hands multiple times. 

At any moment, too, a village could become the target of an Indian raid. Conversely, 

settlers often called upon their indigenous counterparts to learn to survive in a world 

utterly foreign to their motherland, creating what Colin G. Calloway has called a “crop 

of bicultural individuals.” 16 The only guarantee was that no group was in a position to 

imperialistically impose its soundscape upon the New World, however many claims 

were made to a “New England,” “New Spain,” “New Netherlands” or “New France.” 

In truth, the only New World the Europeans could expect was an ideological 

and sonic hybrid. Yet, mixed soundscapes are slippery for the historian because 

imperialistic Europeans composed our source material. Superficially, many of the 

sources do imply, “one culture, or people, or system, or ideology won out over its 

                                                
15 Richard Cullen Rath, How Early America Sounded, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003). 
16 Colin G. Calloway, Dawnland Encounters: Indians and Europeans in Northern New England, 
(Hanover: University Press of New England, 1991) p.216. 
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rivals” thereby succeeding in the “sensory imperialism”17 that creates a simple, 

monophonic soundscape. However, Europeans did not just record what they heard but, 

more often than not, what they wanted to hear. Many deliberately listened for and 

turned up the volume on sounds that indicated successful imperialism, muting – by 

omission – sounds that suggested otherwise.  

Only the rare individuals who transcended their European culture and became 

immersed in the indigenous world acknowledged the compromise of the European 

soundscape.  Such individuals included many white settlers - predominantly British - 

taken captive by various indigenous nations18 and the early French Jesuit missionaries 

who lived among and intimately knew those they tried to convert. It is the primary 

source material produced by the latter group that will be the major source for this 

thesis. 

The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents, is a set of documents compiled by 

French missionaries of the Society of Jesus between 1610 and 1791.19 The Jesuits sent 

these detailed annual reports recording the progress of the Christianising missions to 

their superiors in France. That the purpose of the Relations was to record progress 

meant that the Jesuits’ failures and struggles to gain a foothold in New France were 

likely to have been excluded or downplayed to some extent. If so, indigenous agency 

and resistance to conversion would have been muted, if not by complete omission then 

via the exaggeration of Jesuit influence in situations where they were outnumbered and 

                                                
17 Peter Charles Hoffer, Sensory Worlds, pp.21,49.  
18 See James Axtell, “The White Indians” in James Axtell, The Invasion Within: The Contest of 
Cultures in Colonial North America, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985). See also John 
Demos, The Unredeemed Captive: A Family Story from Early America, (New York: Vintage Books, 
1995). 
19 Reuben Gold Thwaites, (ed.) The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents: Travels and Explorations 
of the Jesuit Missionaries in New France, 1610-1791, (Cleveland: Burrows, 1896). 
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even looked down upon by some indigenous communities.20 This would have been 

exacerbated by the fact that “[n]ot only did the Jesuit superior in Rome read them, but 

so did others in positions of ecclesiastical, political, and financial power who could 

affect the fate of the Jesuit missions in North America.”21  

It is because of the missions’ financial reliance on the Old World that the 

Relations become such an indispensable resource for gaining insight into indigenous 

culture and ideology. Within, we find detailed ethnographic information about the 

indigenous population included to demonstrate the necessity of sustained missionary 

work in the region.22 Part of the Jesuits’ job was to record in print their sensory 

experiences, so that readers in France could receive the shocking sensation of 

barbarous rituals as genuinely as if they were witnessed first hand. If the so-called 

savagery of the population had not been adequately communicated to those who could 

not witness it for themselves, support would have waned and the missions would have 

been abandoned. While conversion numbers remained paltry in the early years of the 

missions, the ethnographic segments were the Jesuits’ greatest resource for extracting 

funding from France - they are our greatest resource too. 

From the Jesuits’ accounts a multi-layered soundscape emerges in which 

indigenous sounds are not inevitably overwhelmed by the French Catholic soundscape. 

Multi-layered textures are identified as “polyphonic” by musicologists. “Polyphony,” 

means the simultaneous sounding of different notes.  Polyphonic music, then, has 

multiple independent layers of melody that are important in their own right:23 

                                                
20 Kenneth M. Morrison, “Discourse and the Accommodation of Values: Toward a Revision of 
Mission History,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, Vol.53, No.3 (Sep., 1985). 
21 John L. Steckley, De Religione: Telling the Seventeenth-Century Jesuit Story in Huron to the 
Iroquois, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2004), p.7. 
22 Victoria Lindsay Levine, Writing American Indian Music: Historic Transcriptions, Notations, and 
Arrangements, (Middleton: A-R Editions Inc, 2002) p.xxi. 
23 Randal, Harvard Concise Dictionary of Music and Musicians.  



 8 

 

 

 

                                                    _______________________ 
Multiple strands of melody         ___________________________ 

                                    ____________________ 
                                                              �o  
            Think horizontally  

 
�o  �o  �o  �o  �o  �o  �o  �o  �o  �o  �o  �o  �o  �o  �o  �o  

                                                           Time 

 

When we transpose this musicological texture into an analysis of historical agency, we 

are left with a polyphonic soundscape to which both European and indigenous sonic 

communities contributed equally and independently in a simultaneous fashion. The end 

result was an entirely new soundscape that was foreign to both cultures. 

This thesis presents early seventeenth-century New France as a model for an 

emerging polyphonic soundscape or “middle sound.” In the early years of the missions 

established in the Eastern Woodlands, the French Jesuits and Indians collaboratively 

composed a new sonic community that, in later decades, would form a communicative 

foundation for Richard White’s middle ground. In that world “between cultures, 

peoples,…empires and…villages,” White notes, “the older worlds of the [Indians] and 

various Europeans overlapped, and their mixture created new systems of meaning and 

of exchange.”24  

Before there was a shared system of meaning between the cultures, however, 

there was a solid wall that stymied harmonious interactions. Though historians have 

frequently acknowledged this obstacle, they have been less inclined to pinpoint 

                                                
24 Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region 
1650 – 1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), p.x. 
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precisely the substance of this solid barrier. Sensory histories offer a solution to 

generically speaking about the obstacle, by teasing out the raw reality of the cultural 

collision that shaped daily interactions between natives and newcomers. This thesis, 

therefore, offers something new to the discussion of cultural conflict by arguing that 

the divide was built on the senses themselves. What looked, sounded, smelt, felt and 

tasted different prevented diverse people from building upon their underlying 

commonality. Out of necessity, both communities devised a way to bring the two 

sensory worlds together. 

Though historians have noted the problem of arguing that middle grounds 

could occur everywhere,25 a middle sound is more widely applicable than the 

historiography of American soundscapes has so far suggested. Whilst the middle 

ground depended on “the need of people to find a means, other than force, to gain the 

cooperation or consent of foreigners,”26 middle sounds have fewer pre-requisites. Due 

to their ability to facilitate understanding between foreign communities, the creation of 

a middle sound is not contingent upon a pre-existing attempt by one party to exert 

power over another. Middle sounds were not just the last resort of conquerors, but also 

developed between foreign sonic communities who came together culturally as equally 

marginalised groups; for example, African American slaves and Native Americans. In 

creating a new interpretative framework with the sensory materials of both cultures, a 

mutually intelligible hybrid sonic community and culture could be born between the 

parent cultures. In short, middle sounds can exist independently of Euro-Indian power 

                                                
25 Susan Sleeper-Smith, “The Middle Ground Revisited: Introduction” William and Mary Quarterly, 
Vol.63, No.1 (Jan., 2006); Richard White, “Creative Misunderstandings and New Understandings,” 
William and Mary Quarterly, Vol.63, No.1 (Jan., 2006)  
26 White, Middle Ground, p.52. 
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relations. Thus, middle sounds remain an untapped area of sonic history that can 

recomplicate the, emphatically, dense polyphonic American soundscape. 

 

Before there were European colonists in the New World there was a complex 

indigenous world. I have, subsequently, consciously refrained from confusing the term 

“colonial America” with “early America.” 27 When the latter temporal designation is 

assigned to the colonial era it implies that American history began with the arrival of 

Europeans.28 The sonic history of the Eastern Woodlands did not begin with the 

establishment of European colonies, so I have considered it necessary to commence 

this history with a reconstruction of the pre-contact indigenous soundscape. Though 

heavily reliant on European descriptions of the traditional indigenous soundscape, the 

information used has been taken from the earliest European accounts of tribes who had 

only just made contact with the missionaries. 

By the same token, many of the sounds that became part of the polyphonic 

New France soundscape had long histories of their own outside the Eastern 

Woodlands. I refer to those sounds transported across the Atlantic and into New 

France by the French. By exploring the principles of Catholicism and the European 

historical context of the Christianising missions to the New World, this thesis will 

explain how Old France sounded, what sound meant to the French Catholics and why 

the French approached foreign soundscapes the way they did. 

Ultimately, this thesis is about what happened when the two worlds and 

associated soundscapes came together. As chapter two’s title “Worlds Collide” 

                                                
27 David Irving,  “Early America and Cuba,” Book Review of Richard Cullen Rath’s How Early 
America Sounded, in Early Music, (May 2004). 
28 Olivia Harris, “The Coming of the White People: Reflections on the Mythologisation of History in 
Latin America,” Bulletin of Latin American Research, Vol.14 No.1 (1995) 9-24. 
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suggests, the first phase of this meeting was characterised by friction, incompatibility 

and incomprehension that frequently descended into a sonic war between the two 

sensory worlds. However, just as White has argued, this collision of “whites and 

Indians creates as well as destroys.”29 Therefore, the second phase of French and 

Indian interactions is explored in chapter three, when the Jesuits and the Indians began 

to build a sonic system that facilitated mutually intelligible communication and satisfied 

the primary needs of both cultures. The emergence of the polyphonic soundscape of 

New France sounded the birth of a truly new world for all concerned.    

My hope is that I provide the reader with an understanding of how and why the 

Eastern Woodlands sounded the way they did; explaining where the sounds originated, 

how they were created, and why some sounds changed over time. Inspired by Cooper’s 

vibrant sonic descriptions and the work of historian John Demos,30 however, I also 

attempt to tell a story that, wherever plausible, brings some immediacy to the sounds. 

This is a controversial aspect of sound history, for historians have questioned the 

extent to which words on a page can capture the full effects of a sound that, once 

heard, is lost forever. Then there is the problem of describing sounds that none of us 

were alive to be ear-witnesses to; how can sounds buried deep in the past be made to 

resonate again when sources written by sonically sensitive people who were present are 

scarce? How can we hear sounds with the ears of those who left no written records at 

all?31  

We can come close to a solution to these problems with a mixture of 

imaginative, but historically sound, close textual analyses that draw on musicological, 

                                                
29 White, Middle Ground, p.ix. 
30 John Demos, The Unredeemed Captive, (New York: Vintage Books, 1995).  
31 Mark M. Smith, “Making Sense of Social History,” Journal of Social History, Vol.37, No.1 (2003) 
174. 
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sociolinguistic, anthropological and historical methodologies. In the course of my 

argument, I make connections between my own musicological understanding of 

indigenous and Catholic music traditions and the historical context of those musical 

productions. I have supplemented my musicological findings with a compact disc of 

historic and modern recordings that demonstrate the common features of the musical 

genres discussed herein. By historical evidentiary standards, the songs are problematic 

sources. They are, subsequently, not offered as evidence in their own right so no 

detailed analyses of the song tracks themselves are offered.    

Wax cylinder recordings made in the late 1800s by the ethnographers Alice 

Cunningham Fletcher and Francis La Flesche of Native American music are featured on 

the compilation. Those tracks are, temporally speaking, the closest we can get to 

actually hearing the traditional indigenous soundscapes of our period. However, the 

music Fletcher and La Flesche collected was that of the Omaha, which - though part of 

a larger tribe that inhabited the Eastern Woodland region around the Ohio and Wabash 

rivers in our period - had migrated West to the Great Plains by the time these 

recordings were made. In using Omaha songs as examples of the sounds I describe, I 

do not wish to imply that there was a Pan-Indian soundscape.32 Even when indigenous 

music shares fundamental sonic features with the music of other indigenous nations, 

there are noticeable tribal variations in modern recordings, as Lynn Whidden has 

asserted.33  

                                                
32 I use the terms “Indian,” “Eastern Woodlander” “Native American” and “indigenous” 
interchangeably throughout this thesis. At other times I refer to specific nations of the Eastern 
Woodlands. I do not mean to suggest that all Eastern Woodland nations were the same, but the nature 
of this thesis requires me to generalise about features that seem to have been fairly common among 
nations of this region. The title of “Savage” is only used in this thesis when quoting the French 
directly. 
33 Lynn Whidden, “North American Native Music,” Journal of American Folklore, Vol.109, No.432, 
(Spring, 1996), 195. 
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The modern recordings of Gregorian chants on the compilation are also not 

without their problems. Like Indian music, the first recordings of Gregorian chant 

served as “a practical demonstration” of how the Benedictines of Solesmes of the late 

nineteenth century “thought the traditional melodies should be sung.”34 Subsequent 

recordings of Gregorian chant have relied upon what the monks of Solesmes 

considered, after analysing thousands of manuscripts, to be the “authentic shape of the 

Gregorian chant and melodies.” Unfortunately, these analyses were performed with an 

“incomplete knowledge” of authentic performance practices and “rhythmic indications 

in the early manuscripts,”35 as the earliest chants were notated with symbols called 

neumes that are related to, but significantly different to the musical notation musicians 

are familiar with today. 36 Despite these problems, when recordings are partnered with 

close analysis of the written record, we can recover the sounds of cultures that were 

“made to be heard.”37 

Written records, then, remain our most direct means for recovering the Eastern 

Woodlands soundscape in the early-seventeenth century. With a touch of Cooper’s 

literary imagination and a generous amount of historical methods, we can indeed 

translate those sounds into print. When the Huron first encountered European writing, 

it appeared magical: “for they could not conceive how, what one of us, being in the 

village, had said to them, and put down at the same time in writing, another, who 

                                                
34 Mary Berry, “Gregorian Chant: The Restoration of the Chant and Seventy-Five Years of 
Recording,” Early Music, Vol.7, No.2 (April, 1979) 197. 
35 Berry, “Gregorian Chant,” 203. 
36 See Craig Wright, “Performance Practices at the Cathedral of Cambrai, 1475-1550,” Musical 
Quarterly, Vol.64, No.3. (Jul.,1978): 295-328, for a discussion of the difficulty of recovering 
performance practices and some solutions to these problems. 
37 Shane White and Graham White, The Sounds of Slavery: Discovering African American History 
Through Songs, Sermons, and Speech, (Boston: Beacon Press, 2005) p.ix. For another influential 
history that argues for the importance of recovering the oral traditions of non-literate oral cultures see 
Lawrence W. Levine, Black Culture Black Consciousness: Afro-American Folk Thought from Slavery 
to Freedom, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977). 
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meanwhile was in a house far away, could say readily on seeing the writing.”38 Sound 

and print are not worlds apart; our belief in the magical power of writing to preserve 

sound has merely – and unnecessarily - dwindled with time. The written word need not 

imprison us in a silent, antisocial world of our own when it has the power to assist us in 

“stepping out off the page, into the sensual world”39 of the past.  

 

                                                
38 JR Vol.8, p.113. 
39 Kate Bush, “The Sensual World,” from the album The Sensual World [Sony, 1993]. 



 

1 

- Worlds Apart - 

“Jacob and Esau” 
 

Whence, then, comes such great diversity? Whence such an unequal division of 

happiness and of misfortune? of garden and of wilderness? of Heaven and of Hell? 

Why do you ask me? Ask him, who from Heaven counsels his people, to consider 

the so opposite division between Esau and Jacob, twin brothers, the former cast 

out to dwell with dragons and wild beasts; the latter in the lap and bosom of the 

earth with the Angels.1 

 

t the age of sixteen, the Cree singer-songwriter Buffy Sainte-Marie began to 

teach herself to play guitar. After a year of this self-instruction, she had 

developed thirty-two non-standard tunings.2 Her “very personal use”3 of modal tunings 

created chords that did not correspond to any standardised fingerings and gave her 

compositions a rich and unique, other-worldly quality. Sainte-Marie had taken a 

common, ordinary string instrument and - with her thirty-two tunings - made it utterly 

foreign to anyone who thought they knew how a guitar sounded.  

In 1617, Robert Fludd’s4 Utriusque Cosmi Historia  included a picture called 

“The Tuning of the World” “in which the earth forms the body of an instrument across 

                                                
1 JR, Vol.3, Preface pp.31-33. See Genesis: 25 in The Holy Bible: Containing the Old and New 
Testaments, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995) for the full story of Jacob and Esau. 
2 Jerry Gilbert, “Buffy Sainte-Marie as a Writer: A View From Britain,” in Peter Greenwood, John 
Marino and Buffy Sainte-Marie (eds.) The Buffy Sainte-Marie Songbook (New York: Grosset and 
Dunlap, 1971), p.8. 
3 Peter Greenwood, “A Note to the Guitarist,” in Buffy Sainte-Marie Songbook, p.11. 
4 A physicist and mystic in the late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth centuries. 

A 
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which strings are stretched and are tuned by a divine hand.”5 [Fig.1] Whilst it is useful 

to think of the earth as an instrument, the idea of a universally recognised divine being 

 

Fig. 1: Image courtesy of Jamie James, The Music of the Spheres: Music, Science, and 
the Natural Order of the Universe, (London: Abacus, 1993). 

 
 
tuning the world to create a harmonious monochord was more of a European ideal 

than a reality, as this thesis will demonstrate. Our world is more like Sainte-Marie’s 

guitar; while the instrument of the earth is as common and familiar to us as the humble 

guitar, each society tunes the space of earth they inhabit in accordance with their 

ideologies. The resultant unique tunings or soundscapes are not always in harmony 

                                                
5 Raymond Murray Schafer, “Soundscapes and Earwitnesses,” in Mark M. Smith, Hearing History: A 
Reader, (London: University of Georgia Press, 2004) p.5. See also R.M. Schafer, The Soundscape: 
Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the World, (New York: Knopf, 1977). 

[Image Removed] 
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with others. Often the identifiable relation of a slightly deviant tuning to that of our 

own can heighten our disgust or, in the case of Sainte-Marie, open our minds to the 

possibility of sounds lingering just beyond the parameters of our “standard” tunings or 

sonic orthodoxy. 

Kenneth M. Morrison has argued that religions inform our “existential and 

normative assumptions about the character of reality.”6 These assumptions about 

reality determine the way we treat the environment and our fellow beings on a daily 

basis, so by listening to the sonic productions of a society you can learn about its belief 

system.  

Religion, then, is the hand that finely tunes our worlds. Since there is no 

universal religion there is no universal soundscape either. Though we inhabit one earth, 

we live in very different worlds with multiple versions of reality. Animism was the 

tuning device of the First Nations of the New World. This chapter will demonstrate the 

ways that the sounds of Eastern Woodland communities are echoes of their belief in 

multiple rulers - heavenly and earthly - multiculturalism and the sacredness and agency 

of the natural world. Conversely, Christianity is the hand that has tuned the Western 

world. The sounds of Western society in the early seventeenth century echo the belief 

in a single heavenly ruler, the desire to establish a single earthly ruler to act on the one 

true god’s behalf, and the assumption that wild Mother Nature must surrender to 

civilised, man-made cultivation. 

 Given the centrality of religion to our soundscapes, the different tunings of the 

world are most audible in sacred sounds. In the conscious composition of sacred music, 

                                                
6 Kenneth M. Morrison, “Discourse and the Accommodation of Values: Toward a Revision of Mission 
History,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, Vol.53, No.3 (Sep., 1985) 378. 
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people sonically articulate the ideal “acoustic design”7 or tuning of their world. This 

ideal may or may not be wholly realised in secular social interactions given the 

difficulty of policing the limits of sonic orthodoxy; some strings are more prone than 

others to fall out of tune. However, sacred sounds offer a sonic paradigm that all 

members of a society can aspire to. When sacred sounds themselves become corrupted 

by sounds beyond the limitations of orthodoxy, however, there is unequivocal evidence 

that the primary religion has buckled under the pressure of outside influences and 

loosened its grip on the earth’s tuning pegs. 

This thesis is interested in exploring what happens when two worlds with 

discordant tunings collide and neither succeeds in sustaining a tight grip on the tuning 

pegs of the contested space. Before we can delve into such a complex analysis of 

entangled, cacophonous sounds, though, we must listen to the two soundscapes in 

isolation, paying particular attention to how and why they tuned their world the way 

they did. To do so, we will go back to the eve of contact when the First Nations of the 

Eastern Woodlands and the French Catholics were physically, ideologically and 

sonically worlds apart. 

 

The Old Eastern Woodlands 
 

When thinking about traditional Eastern Woodland communities, we may 

conjure up images of villages filled with semi-permanent bark long-houses brimming 

with men, women and children going about their daily lives.8 In fact, this image is but a 

fragment of what the indigenous people of the region would have identified as their 

                                                
7 Schafer, “Soundscapes and Earwitnesses,” p.4. 
8 James H. Merrell, Into the American Woods: Negotiators on the Pennsylvania Frontier, (New York: 
W.W. Norton and Company, 1999), p.60. 
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community. This is because Eastern Woodland society was not merely populated by 

humans; everything capable of stimulating the senses was considered an animated, 

“conscious and personal”9 spirited being. Nature, then, was not a passive entity humans 

could impose upon and convert as they saw fit, but full of infinite social beings capable 

of communication and agency. These beings were equal to humans and had to be 

treated respectfully to stop them from negatively acting in the world out of offence and 

defence.10  

Since the spirits lived in nature, the entire natural world became a sacred place 

of worship. The kitchi-manitou 11 and the multiple demigods living within the 

environment were best addressed outside in the open air, where the trees served as 

cathedrals and the earth as pews. Outside, sounds were free to be carried away by the 

wind to the ears of benevolent spirits who would subsequently act in an individual’s 

favour: “Indians believed that almost everything important took place outside the 

artificial space of buildings, in nature, where the spirit world and the everyday world 

came together…There were exceptions,” concedes Hoffer, “mausoleums for the dead, 

sweat lodges for purification, and council fires within the chief’s wigwam – but these 

were exceptions.”12 On the whole, man-made buildings isolated individuals and 

interrupted important sonic messages from beings that lived beyond the walls of the 

long houses. 

                                                
9 James G. Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Comparative Religion, (London: Macmillan, 1890) 
cited in Daniel L. Pals, Seven Theories of Religion, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996) p.16. 
10 For historical and anthropological studies that discuss Animistic beliefs, see Daniel K. Richter, 
Facing East from Indian Country: A Native History of Early America, (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2001), Peter Charles Hoffer, Sensory Worlds in Early America, (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2003) Terry Crowley, “The French Regime to 1760,” in Terence Murphy, 
Roberto Perin, (eds.) A Concise History of Christianity in Canada,  (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1996) and Pals, Seven Theories of Religion. 
11 Trans: Kitchi-Manitou – (Algonquian: meaning “The Great Spirit” or “master spirit”), Terry 
Crowley in Terence Murphy, Roberto Perin (eds.) Christianity in Canada, p.5. 
12 Peter Charles Hoffer, Sensory Worlds in Early America, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2003) p.60. 
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The Woodland Indians’ polytheistic Animism produced a polyphonic 

soundscape that all living beings contributed to in their own unique way. Just as there 

was room for every spirit of nature to exist and be respected, the multiple distinct 

human communities of the Eastern Woodlands were entitled to exist, survive, defend 

and express themselves as they saw fit. The multiple gods and demigods of the spiritual 

realm had logically translated into a human realm consisting of many cultures, chiefs, 

customs, faiths, and languages. As Animists, then, the indigenous nations of the 

Eastern Woodlands were well adjusted to the challenges of multiculturalism. There was 

room for all nations and spirits to have cultural practices, rituals and languages that 

were “especially their own.” 13 However, this pluralism could have potentially impeded 

the Animistic ideal of respectful interactions with all living beings. Without a universal 

language, the potential for offence was high. 

Sound became the ultimate lingua franca of the animated world, for “sound 

was the distinguishing feature of living beings…sound itself was alive.”14 In laymen’s 

terms, sound was the language diverse beings used to converse with each other in a 

mutually intelligible way. Paralinguistic sounds adequately replaced linguistic 

communications by being assigned equally complex meanings via the variation of 

volume, timing, pitch and tone.  

Paralinguistic songs were sung to communicate with spiritual beings. The 

variation of vocal tone, vocal ornamentation and the tune itself were intelligible to the 

spirits – words were of little or no use - so spiritual songs often lacked comprehensible 

                                                
13 JR, Vol. 5, p.151. 
14 Peter Bakker defines lingua francas as “languages used by people who have different mother 
tongues in order to communicate with one another,” in Peter Bakker, A Language of Our Own: The 
Genesis of Michif, the Mixed Cree-French Language of the Canadian Métis, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1997) p.10; Richard Cullen Rath, How Early America Sounded, (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2003), p.30. 
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lyrics. 15 A post-contact description of a song performed by an Algonquian man 

recorded some of these tonal variations: “[The man] began to moan softly, as if 

complaining…he commenced to whistle, in a hollow tone, and as if it came from afar; 

then to talk as if in a bottle; to cry like the owls…then to howl and sing, constantly 

varying the tones; ending by these syllables, ho ho, hi hi, guigui, nioué, and other 

similar sounds…”16 When the spirits were believed to be answering, the audience 

stressed the importance of respectfully listening to the spirits by crying out moa, moa!17  

Among the Montagnais, a tambourine sized drum of animal skins provided an 

organic rhythmic accompaniment to the spiritual conversation. “[T]hey put inside some 

little pebbles or stones, in order to make more noise; the diameter of the largest drums 

is of the size of two palms…they call it chichigouan, and the verb nipagahiman means, 

“I make this drum sound.” They do not strike it…but they turn and shake it, to make 

the stones rattle inside; they strike it upon the ground, sometimes its edge and 

sometimes its face…”18 The organic materials with which the drum was made would 

have aided in communicating with nature’s spirits. If the spirits did not comprehend the 

singer’s tonal variations, they may have understood the speech of the living drum. 

On a daily basis, songs functioned as prayers to nature’s spirits. Hunters “within 

two finger-lengths of death for want of food” 19 sang to ask the animal spirits to offer 

their lives to enrich the grateful hunter’s community. When game subsequently 

appeared and submitted to the hunter’s skill, a sacred feast honouring the animal 

spirit’s sacrifice followed. Sometimes, these were “eat-all” feasts where everyone had 

                                                
15 JR, Vol. 6, p.183 
16 JR, Vol. 6, pp.161-165. 
17 Trans: “listen, listen!” JR, Vol. 6, p.163. 
18 JR, Vol. 6, p.185. 
19 JR, Vol. 6, p.183. 
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to eat everything put before them.20 Failing to do so dishonoured the animal’s sacrifice 

and the spirits would be so offended as to prevent future hunting successes, leaving the 

tribe to perish. Woodland Indians, therefore, made doubly sure their gratitude was 

known by consistently announcing their gratitude for a meal in the following 

expression: taponé nikïspoun, “In truth, I am full.” 21 When the sonic protocols of 

spiritual conversation were thus adhered to, the harmonious, nurturing relationship 

between people and the natural spirits was maintained. 

Woodland Indians also invoked the communicative powers of songs in 

intertribal interactions. Sometimes, when linguistically distinct tribes interacted over a 

long period of time they borrowed words from each other’s vocabularies,22 building a 

mutually intelligible, though basic language. Upon initial interaction, though, peace 

songs helped linguistically diverse tribes of the Woodlands to avoid offending each 

other through miscommunication. In respectfully communicating with nature’s spirits, 

Indians were rewarded with productive hunts. Similarly, by respectfully conversing 

with surrounding tribes via the peace song, Indians could enjoy the benefits of 

intertribal trade. Like the spiritual songs, it was the “genre tune, and timbre”23 of the 

peace songs that was intelligible to foreigners, rather than the lyrical content, which in 

the Eastern Woodlands would have been either of the Algonquian or Iroquoian 

language families.  

Overall, peaceful, respectful paralinguistic and linguistic interactions were 

identifiable by adherence to two major sonic standards revolving around volume and 

timing. Soft to moderate volumes indicated that the individual was not attempting to 

                                                
20 JR, Vol. 7, p.97. 
21 JR, Vol. 5, p.93. 
22 JR, Vol. 5, p.113. 
23 Rath, How Early America Sounded, p.158. 
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impose upon the listener or assume superiority. Periods of silence outwardly 

demonstrated that individuals respected and listened carefully to the valid sonic 

contributions of other sonic participants.24 Communal vocalisations of ho, ho, ho, 

which were drawn from “the depths of their chests” served as a communal 

acknowledgment of the sonic productions of spiritual beings and orators at council.25   

If respect was the central theme shaping the melodic contours and dynamics of 

peaceful interactions, then insult shaped the sounds of war. Whether the war was 

waged upon a malevolent spirit invading an individual’s body or an enemy tribe 

invading a tribal territory, the sonic protocols of war were the same. Instead of being 

respectfully listened to, sound was used to drown the enemy out, to frighten, to expel, 

and to deny them the right to assert their identity and strength. Sound had the power to 

put impetuous beings right back in their place.  

Some malevolent spirits were too powerful, too enraged, or too 

incomprehensible for everyday Indians to converse with. These included the malevolent 

spirits believed to have invaded sick and dying bodies.26 Aoutmoins, or “medicine men” 

were members of the community with an above average capacity to communicate with 

such spirits and perform the rituals that would appease them or, if necessary, drive 

them away “so that [they would] not kill the sick person.” 27 At the bedsides of the ill, 

the sonic amalgamation of the Aoutmoins’ agile voices, rattles, drums and charms 

exorcised the malevolent spirits out of ailing bodies by frightening them with loud, 

assertive paralinguistic sonic commands. Evidently, sound did not merely serve as a 

                                                
24 Pere Chrestien LeClerq, New Relation of Gaspesia with the Customs and Religion of the Gaspesian 
Indians, ed. and trans. William F Ganong (New York: Greenwood Press, 1968), p.311. 
25 See JR, Vol. 6, pp.163, 183 for accounts of this form of vocalisation as a reply to the 
communications of spirits, and see Rath, How Early America Sounded, pp.159-161 for a detailed 
analysis of the use of this vocalisation in council meetings. 
26 JR, Vol. 9, p.113; Gabriel Sagard-Théodat, Sagard’s Long Journey to the Country of the Hurons, 
(Toronto: Champlain Society, 1939) p.115. 
27 JR, Vol. 9, p.119. 
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means of communication, but had the capacity to order the society of animate beings 

back into its harmonious balance.  

When malevolent spirits resisted expulsion from human bodies, communal sonic 

rituals were performed.28 Close textual analyses show that in communal healing rituals, 

every available resource was employed to augment the combined sonic energy of the 

tribe. To this end, dancing bodies of tribe members became percussive instruments via 

the heavy accents of stomping feet, hand strikes to the ground and clapping on thighs. 

Other tribe members used sticks to “strike…upon pieces of wood, or…hatchet handles 

which they ha[d] before them, or…their ouragans, - that is to say, upon their bark 

plates turned upside down. To this din they add[ed] their songs and their cries…[and] 

howls, so much do they exert themselves…”29 The following is an example of a 

performance of communal sonic energy in which an Aoutmoin was sick and set about 

curing himself with the help of his village: 

 

Occasionally this man would enter as if in a fury, singing, crying and howling, 

making his drum rattle with all his might; while the others howled as loudly as he, 

and made a horrible din with their sticks, striking upon whatever was before them; 

they made the little children dance, then the girls, then the women; he lowered his 

head and blew upon his drum, then blew toward the fire; he hissed like a serpent, 

drew his drum under his chin, shaking and turning it about; he struck the ground 

with it with all his might, then turned it upon his stomach; he closed his mouth 

with the back of one hand, and then with the other; you would have said that he 

wanted to break the drum to pieces, he struck it so hard upon the ground; he shook 

it, he turned it from one side to the other, and, running around the fire several 

times, he went out of the cabin, continuing to howl and bellow; he struck a 

thousand attitudes, and all this was done to cure himself. 30   

 

                                                
28 Sagard, Long Journey, p.116. 
29 JR, Vol. 6, p.185. 
30 JR, Vol. 6, p.187. 
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What is most striking about the medicinal sounds, then, was their sheer volume - 

particularly when the whole community was involved. This confirms that where 

conversations between friendly beings were sedate, sonic interactions with malevolent 

spirits had to be loud in order to be effective. Evil spirits had grossly overstepped their 

mark by invading human bodies; only blatantly forceful sounds could drive them out 

again. 

Some malevolent spirits could not be expelled from the body and the individual 

was subsequently deemed by the Aoutmoins to be a “mane or citizen of the other 

world.” 31 The distraught community would commence singing their mourning songs 

over the dying person.32 These songs also functioned as prayers to ensure the safe 

passage of the individual to the other world or to “cheer the spirit on its journey.”33 

[track 1]  The dead man walking attended his own funeral and funerary feast and 

eulogized himself in his death-song and final oration.34 Since Animists believed the 

ability to make sound was tethered to being alive, individuals were participating in the 

sensual world as living beings for the final time with their “last resource,” 35 the death-

song. To die in music was to bravely defy the imposed silence and bodily obliteration 

of death. Ironically, “being [was] declared most immediately as it [was] overwhelmed 

by death.”36 The sound of the death-song made evident the individual’s spiritual 

strength, even as invasive evil spirits succeeded in bodily destruction.  

                                                
31 JR, Vol. 2, p.15. 
32 JR, Vol. 2, p.15. 
33 Alice Cunningham Fletcher and Francis La Flesche, Omaha Indian Music: Historical Recordings 
from the Fletcher/La Flesche Collection (1893) p. 42, cited “Omaha Indian Music” (American 
Memory, 2000), http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/omhhtml/omhhome.html, (accessed August 12, 
2006). 
34 JR, Vol. 2, p.15. 
35 Tim Fulford, Romantic Indians: Native Americans, British Literature, and Transatlantic Culture 
1756-1830, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006) p.145. 
36 Fulford, Romantic Indians, p.146. 
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Aggressive human attacks on foreign tribes were akin to the invasive and 

destructive war malevolent spirits internally waged upon individual bodies. Malicious 

attacks sparked mourning wars that would restore “the power of [the dead person’s] 

lineage, clan, and nation,” which had been “diminished in proportion to his or her 

individual spiritual strength.” 37 Like the communally performed medicinal songs, war 

songs were the sonic manifestation of the combined spiritual and physical strength of 

the tribe and were, thus, a powerful message to the intended audience – the very 

people they were about to meet in battle. 

Women and men alike were part of the sonic expression of tribal strength in 

war. As men prepared to go to war, women sang a rally song to encourage the 

warriors who were about to defend them. These songs simultaneously functioned as 

prayers; for example, Fletcher and La Flesche included with their recording of a rally 

song [track 2] that, at the song’s close, the female singer “gave the cry of the bird-

hawk to evoke the supernatural power of this bird, which was associated with the god 

of war.” 38 As the warriors departed for the battle, they also sang their death songs to 

demonstrate their bravery as they faced death.39 [track 3]   

Physical battles and raids began with a flourish of long, loud, communal war 

whoops, insults and war songs [track 4]. Like the boisterous and assertive sounds of 

communal healing rituals, these sounds were meant to inspire fear in the enemy40 and 

thus put them back in their place. Singing the song of another tribe was very offensive 

                                                
37 Daniel K. Richter, “War and Culture: The Iroquois Experience,” in Peter C. Mancall and James H. 
Merrell, American Encounters: Natives and Newcomers from European Contact to Indian Removal, 
1500-1850, (New York: Routledge, 2000), p.285. 
38 Fletcher and La Flesche, Omaha Indian Music, (1911) pp. 426-427. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Samuel de Champlain, The Voyages and Explorations of Samuel de Champlain, Vol.1 Book III,  
(Toronto: Courier Press, 1911) pp.209-213. 
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because it encroached upon the enemy’s sonic territory:  “for this reason, they 

sometimes strike up a tune that belongs to their enemies, in order to aggravate them.”41  

The greatest insult, though, was to deny the enemy the right to express their 

physical and spiritual strength through song. This insult was most potently played out 

in the theatre of captivity. Captives taken in war were expected to sing their death-song 

while they were slowly tortured to death for days on end [track 5]. Rather than 

respectfully allowing the captive to sing the song, the captors did everything within 

their power to prevent its completion; tearing out fingernails, burning the body, raising 

the scalp and throwing hot sand on the skull, piercing the arms at the wrists with sharp 

sticks and pulling the nerves out through the holes. Throughout, the captors also sang 

loudly to drown out the increasingly feeble sounds of the dying captive’s death-song.42  

If the death-song was successfully broken by the involuntary sounds of pain, the 

captive lacked the spiritual strength to sonically express their existence for the final 

time; this was considered a great dishonour.43 Those who sustained their death-song 

until the moment of expiration were considered to be great warriors by an ironically 

‘captive’ audience; for though their enemies ultimately succeeded in destroying their 

bodies they had sonically proven their warrior spirit could never be overcome.44 The 

captive’s death-song, then, “is both noble in itself and a form of terrible enquiry,” 

argues Tim Fulford, “Indians use [it] to test each other’s resolution, to probe the 

determination with which they maintain their identity.” 45  

After contact, Eastern Woodlanders would continue to assert their identities 

through sound. When diseases imported by Europeans swept through the indigenous 
                                                
41 JR, Vol. 9, p.109. 
42 JR, Vol. 4, pp.197-199;  JR Vol.5, pp.25-31, 51-53; JR Vol.8, pp.21-23; Champlain, Voyages, Vol.1 
Book III, Chapter X, pp.214-216. 
43 Rath, How Early America Sounded, p.156. JR, Vol. 4, p.199. 
44 Ibid; JR, Vol. 9, p.65. 
45 Tim Fulford, Romantic Indians, p.145. 
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communities and left grand scale death in their wake, the sounds of death, healing and 

the sonic performance of indigenous identity and existence would be more important 

than ever before. However, as the importance of these indigenous sounds increased, so 

too did the newcomers’ attempts to drown them out. But who were the newcomers? 

 

Old France 

 

Though the people of the time would not have viewed it as such, the religion of 

medieval France was a blend of Animism and Christianity that fulfilled the needs of 

what was still, by and large, a rural society.46 With a peasant population that relied 

upon the forces of nature for their survival, the polytheistic pagan past was highly 

prevalent even among those who considered themselves good Christians. Such regional 

variations in Christian belief and worship were tolerated47 at a time when the presence 

of rival monotheistic religions – Islam and Judaism – was a more immediate concern.  

In the context of this religious disunity, religion and the state became 

inextricably linked in French minds and was eventually expressed in the ideal, Une foi, 

un loi, un roi – one faith, one law, one king. To this, they might have added “one 

soundscape,” for the potent combination of Christian monotheism and imperialism 

echoed in the efforts to establish a monophonic soundscape in which all sonic 

participants would speak with one voice.  However, the divine monoculture and 

monochord was not meant to be.  

                                                
46 Nicholas P. Cushner, Why Have You Come Here? The Jesuits and the First Evangelization of 
Native America, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006) p.21. 
47 Henry Phillips, Church and Culture in Seventeenth-Century France, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), p.41. See also, Peter Burke, Popular Culture in Early Modern Europe, 
(Kensington: New South Wales University Press: 1979). 
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Early modern Europe was modernising. As cities became central to the lives of 

French people, their reliance on nature decreased. Christianity’s monotheism became 

more rigid and debates about who worshiped the one true God intensified. 

Increasingly, the presence of polytheistic paganism among Christians became 

unacceptable, because it detracted from the argument that the Christian god was the 

true god. This caused internal division among Christians. Protestants modernised 

Christianity by excluding the pagan elements that corrupted a purely monotheistic 

Christian form of worship, while Catholics remained tethered to the past by continuing 

to appeal to a pagan aesthetic. The Wars of Religion had begun and the battle was 

waged on the field of sound. 

When Protestants highlighted the pagan corruption of Catholic worship, 

Catholics were forced to hold the Council of Trent. There they outlined precisely what 

they believed and unified worship practices via the establishment of orthodoxy. 

Worshiping the true god in an unorthodox manner was, henceforth, evidence of deviant 

belief. However, in their fervour, the Council of Trent had tuned Christendom too 

tightly with unrealistically strict rules of orthodoxy that rendered the religion irrelevant 

to the world of men. A frontier was created between the Church and the world it 

wanted to control.48 

The Church building was instrumental in the creation of the frontier between 

the sacred and the profane. In its capacity as the maison Dieu,49 the man-made Church 

demoted the natural world Animists had traditionally considered the dwelling place of 

divinity. The Christian deity was not part of man’s society - as the pagan gods had been 

– but above it, so the only place worthy to house Him on earth was the consecrated 

                                                
48 Phillips,  Church and Culture, p.31  
49 Trans: House of God. 
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ground of the Church. Everything located beyond the holy ground of the Church was 

now considered a secular space that needed to be Christianised.  

The secular world of men was a wild arena in which swearing and the sounds of 

generally licentious behaviour were free to resonate in a cacophonous, disorderly 

fashion. This was particularly true of the tavern,50 in which inner self-control was 

abandoned for the sake of short-term sensory pleasures. By secularising the world of 

men, the clergy found a soundscape against which the sacred sounds of Christianity 

could be defined and - by listening to that secular world - clearly identified the limits of 

their power.  

God’s containment within the space of the cathedral was replicated in the 

limitations placed on sacred sounds. Sounds associated with the worship of God were 

performed inside the Church where they would remain pure and holy rather than 

mingling with the sounds of the corrupt social world. The sonic mixture of the sacred 

and profane was further avoided by denying the participation of the laity in religious 

ceremonies; for example, they could not say prayers with the priest. Instead, the laity 

passively listened to the priests explaining the scriptures.51 Dominique Julia notes that 

priests consciously increased the volume of their voice to make the mass more of a 

“common celebration,”52 but - unlike the medieval Christian rituals - it was a 

celebration that was sonically one-sided.  

The building’s acoustics also helped to amplify the priest’s voice so that each 

individual received the message from a single source. Multiple interpretations could not 

be tolerated in a religion that was determined to establish orthodoxy, so there could be 

                                                
50 Robert Muchembled, L’Invention de L’homme Moderne: Sensibilité, Moeurs et Comportements 
Collectifs Sous L’Ancien Regime, (Paris: Fayard, 1988) p.262. 
51 Phillips, Church and Culture, p.36. 
52 Dominique Julia, “La Réforme Post-Tridentine en France D’après les Procès-Verbaux de Visites 
Pastorales: Ordre et Résistances” in La Societa Religiosa, p.379.  



 31 

nothing ambiguous about the sounds that occurred within the Church. Furthermore, the 

obsession with maintaining the orthodox interpretation of the faith meant masses were 

performed in Latin53 – a language that may have been foreign to many members of the 

laity, if not all. The clergy and the laity must have agreed that the sacred sounds of the 

mass had a redemptive power that was not wholly dependent on the laity 

comprehending linguistic content. 

The sounds individuals and cultures produced were an expression of their 

spiritual status. In fact, during this period, Olivia Bloechl asserts, “the nature of a 

people’s music revealed key information as to their civility or incivility (qualities that 

were tied to religion in this period).” 54 The official music of the Roman Catholic 

Church, Gregorian chant, embodied the ideals of a civilised, solemn, ordered world 

peopled by individuals who suppressed the wild natures paganism had traditionally 

celebrated. For this reason, Gregorian chant was, and is, considered the most suitable 

music for worship. 

Most importantly, Gregorian chant has a monophonic texture, consisting of 

pure melody. Where there are multiple voices used, they all sing in unison. Gregorian 

chant was, therefore, the musical manifestation of the Catholic imperialistic 

soundscape, in that it denied the existence and expressive interpretational variations of 

other vocal layers, preferring to impose a single melody on all participants. This melody 

often employed melisma. Melisma is a vocal ornamentation achieved when multiple 

notes are sung for each syllable of the lyrics [track 6]. Elongating the text in this way 

has the effect of slowing down the sensory experience so that a solemn, controlled 

                                                
53 Phillips, Church and Culture, p.35. 
54 Olivia A. Bloechl, “Protestant Imperialism And The Representation Of Native American Song,” 
Musical Quarterly, Vol.87, No.1 (Spring, 2004) 47-48. 
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effect is produced along with the calm, meditative quality that we typically associate 

with spiritual musical genres.  

Gregorian chant’s minor tonality, its propensity to move in small steps rather 

than wide leaps and its limited range of notes means a lot of vocal movement happens 

within a limited space. Sound is, subsequently, controlled, so that even when the singer 

ascends in pitch it is as though the sound is obstructed from reaching the full climax. 

This is because Gregorian chants do not stretch across a full octave, but fall just short 

of it by reaching only to a seventh, which gives the listener the sense that the sound 

was slightly suppressed by the controlled voice of the singer and, of course, the 

composer. This was replicated in the way the sounds of the choir moved around within 

the sacred space of the church, but were prevented from spilling out by the physical 

boundaries of that sacred space; the walls and ceiling.   

Unlike the wild and raucous sounds of the secular world, Gregorian chant had a 

distinctly solemn mood as a result of its minor tonality and drone effect. In 1630, a 

former student of one of the Jesuit colleges outlined the spiritual effects of the skilfully 

performed chant: “[W]hen it is sung seriously, slowly and tastefully, it weakens the 

sense of the words very little, but rather impresses perfectly upon the ears and souls [of 

the listeners] the meaning of the underlying text, and thus moves to piety of soul those 

who understand and [are] devoutly attentive, and increases remarkably the devotion 

that is felt.” 55  

In sustaining notes of a long duration and retaining a legato56 movement 

between notes, the singer demonstrated the extreme inner and outer control a pious 

                                                
55 As cited in Thomas D. Culley, Jesuits and Music: A Study of the Musicians Connected with the 
German College in Rome During the 17th Century and of Their Activities in Northern Europe, 
(Rome, Jesuit Historical Institute; St. Louis, St. Louis University, 1970),  p.77. 
56 Trans: smooth (Italian). 
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individual could cultivate. This offered a marked contrast to the unchecked explosions 

of loud, emotional sounds in the taverns and the social world generally. Unsurprisingly, 

then, false religions were accused of being plagued with the sounds of superstition, 

which - as we shall see in the course of this thesis - were described as having a 

frenzied, loud, unhinged quality. Catholicism sonically positioned itself within the 

region of cultivated, orderly and controlled sound, whilst the spontaneous, emotive 

sounds of paganism and secular soundscapes were understood to be “din” or “noise.” 

Hence, the sounds Catholics idealised in their discussions and performance of sacred 

music made a sonic demarcation between pious civility and secular or satanical 

savagery. 

At the heart of sacred sounds, then, was a sense of internal control that taught 

uncultivated men of the world how to keep their emotions in check; that is, how to be 

civilised. The Church offered a model for the way a civilised Christian behaved and 

sounded. It was a lesson that was supposed to be applied in society57 so that the sacred 

soundscape could imperialistically Christianise and thereby civilise the secular 

soundscape. However, the expectations of the Church were too strict and virtually 

impossible to reconcile to the lives early modern French people were accustomed to. 

The result was that the would-be imperialists’ sacred soundscape was partially 

conquered by their secular subjects.58 Even more surprising was the way that the 

secular world co-opted members of the clergy to help them reconquer sections of the 

sacred soundscape with a pagan aesthetic.  

Instead of waiting for the tightened strings to break, branches of the Catholic 

Church relaxed the Council of Trent’s tuning of Christendom, amid criticism. The 

                                                
57 Phillips, Church and Culture, p.34. 
58 See Catherine Hall, Civilising Subjects: Metropole and Colony in the English Imagination, 1830-
1867, (Oxford: Polity, 2002). 
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Society of Jesus59 was one such branch that compromised the quality of orthodoxy in 

order to increase the quantity of Christians. Christian humanists saw this compromise 

as mutually beneficial to the Church and its people, for not only would it increase the 

power of the Church but, most importantly, it would offer society a chance at 

salvation. The Jesuits felt strongly that salvation was and should be available to 

everyone – not just a religious elite.60  Compromise, then, was key and can actually be 

heard in the sounds emanating from Old France in the early modern period. The sounds 

we hear are the rise of Christian humanism,61 where the major values of the Church met 

with the values of the world of men, creating a middle sound. 

When the laity entered the Church, they did not leave the sounds of their 

secular social world outside, but succeeded in partially secularising the sacred 

soundscape instead. Henry Phillips has noted that the laity treated the Church as a 

village meeting place, not unlike the tavern. Far from entering the Church in a hushed 

and respectful manner, the laity filled the Church with the sounds of chatter and the 

bustling movements that come with mingling villagers. Priests, too, were guilty of 

making secular announcements from the pulpit.62 The idea of the Church and even 

cemeteries being solemn spaces63 was new to everyone in Post-Tridentine France who, 

prior to the establishment of orthodoxy, had been accustomed to filling these spaces 

with festive sounds. The adjustment was difficult given the amount of mixed sensory 

messages people were receiving.   

The Church building itself was a contradiction. Not only did it insinuate that 

man was more capable of creating a sacred space than God Himself, it also provided 
                                                
59 The Jesuits. 
60 John L. Steckley, De Religione: Telling the Seventeenth-Century Jesuit Story in Huron to the 
Iroquois, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2004), p.10. 
61 Phillips, Church and Culture, p.16. 
62 Phillips,  Church and Culture, p.34. 
63 Phillips,  Church and Culture, p.32. 
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churchgoers with extreme sensory stimulation. Sensory amplification can distort 

information, by crowding the senses. Ornate statues and architecture, and the echoes of 

the priest’s voice and choir caused by “high, acoustically reflective ceilings” enveloped 

and impressed churchgoers “at the cost of clarity.” 64 Even under the strict rules of the 

Council of Trent, then, the medieval traditions of Church architecture65 were relics of a 

pagan aesthetic that corrupted orthodox Catholicism. 

 The echoes of the Church were at least partially disambiguated by a new 

emphasis on the laity. Though Latin had hitherto been the orthodox language of the 

Church, missionaries in rural France learnt the regional dialects in order to convert the 

villagers into orthodox Christians. This was done despite the risk to the purity of the 

one true interpretation of the scriptures via the acts of translation and interpretation.66 

In so doing, the missionaries created a laity that actually comprehended the teachings 

and participated in worship.  

Polyphonic music, or “figured singing” was increasingly used in Church 

services. Protestants attacked this aspect of the Catholic soundscape as being too 

steeped in France’s Animistic pagan past, referring to their highly ritualistic masses as 

“popish enchantments” that drew upon the theatricality and sensory stimulation of 

paganism. Chief among these enchantments was vocally ornate and multi-layered 

sacred music, which – with its “confusedness of voices”67 – allegedly stripped words of 

their meaning. Ornate music was a distraction: the laity’s “ears [were] possessed with 

pleasant tunes,” “tolling and tingling of Belles [and] playing of Organes” 68 when their 

“minds should [have been] occupied with heavenly meditations about Christ’s bitter 
                                                
64 Rath, How Early America Sounded, p.100. 
65 See Arthur Gardner, An Introduction to French Church Architecture, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1938). 
66 Phillips, Church and Culture, p.40. 
67 As cited in Bloechl, “Protestant Imperialism” 54. 
68 As cited in Bloechl, “Protestant Imperialism” 53. 
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Death and Passion, of their own sins, of faith and repentance; of the joys of heaven, 

and the torments of hell.”69 Revealingly, Church organs reportedly included devices 

that could imitate Nature’s soundscape:  

 

The pipes (flutis)  were so twisted, or bent (stortis), that one end was attached to 

the windchest, and the other immersed in water, so that the resultant, gurgling 

sound was an imitation of that made by birds. To this apparatus was added a 

mechanism (tremolantibus) which modified the passage of the air from the 

bellows to the windchest, thus adding a further touch of realism to the imitation of 

the sound of the nightingale. The device for imitating the sounds of birds (with 

tremolo), as well as the tamburi (drums), [was]…a concession to the taste of the 

times.70  

 

It would seem that the Catholics were not wrongfully accused. By appealing to the 

laity’s senses they were drawing upon the pagan aesthetic.71  

Despite accusations by Protestants, the French Catholics did not eliminate the 

pagan sounds from their rituals. The sensory stimulation of ornate sounds had 

indispensable power to attract non-Christians to Catholicism, and maintain the 

members they had - a sentiment articulated in the following justification of their 

inclusion in Catholic services in 1575: 

 

Still, lest it should ever happen that our church, celebrated for a period of so many 

months, be abandoned because of the custom, or the boredom, of only seeing the 

sacred ceremonies, and that the service be performed…in a church without 

spectators, [Michael Lauretano]72 added the other attractions of both Gregorian 

chant [monophonic] and figured singing, [polyphonic] by which he might, at the 

                                                
69 As cited in Bloechl, “Protestant Imperialism” 54. 
70 Culley, Jesuits and Music, p.67. 
71 Phillips, Church and Culture, p.33; See Per Binde, “Nature in Roman Catholic Tradition,” in 
Anthropological Quarterly, Vol.74, No.1. (Jan., 2001): 15-27 for a discussion about the Animistic 
foundation of Christian belief and ritual. 
72 Lauretano was rector of the Jesuits’ German college in Rome from 1573-1587. 
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same time, please the listeners; so that, inasmuch as they had begun, it would 

never bore them to continue coming. He undertook, therefore, the care and 

promotion of each type of singing which the Church has adopted, in order to 

stimulate, by a certain pleasure, the soul, urging [it] to a desire of that which is 

celebrated in song.73 

 

Evidently, when orthodoxy was too strict, churchgoers resisted. The Church reacted by 

bringing the pleasing sounds of figured singing within the limits of orthodoxy. Singers 

had to ensure that figured singing did not “have some profane and flippant association 

(because of levity), or that the sense of the words and the smoothness of the singing 

should be weakened by the crude shouting, unskilled voices, or by complicated 

intricacies of too many rhythmic devices.” Nor should the “nimble and effeminate 

voices of men, and the soft instruments of musicians…disturb the gravity of the divine 

offices. For, although…the flatteries of such singing may be profitably used…to please 

the listeners, and to restore the waning devotion of men of the world,” it was believed 

that propriety could not prevail “if [such abuses] be put in the ecclesiastical offices 

which are to be solemnly performed either by canons, or, even much more, by religious 

orders…74 That such guidelines were recorded suggests that some performances did 

“disturb the gravity of the divine offices,” at times, with sounds that belonged beyond 

the boundaries of orthodoxy. 

Taking control of pagan rituals was also part and parcel of Christian 

humanism’s assimilation policy, as the appropriation of pagan rituals and their sonic 

trappings brought non-Christians into the Church. Bells and figured singing 

accompanied processions of holy relics throughout the villages as an orthodox version 

                                                
73 As cited in Culley, Jesuits and Music, p.76. 
74 Culley, Jesuits and Music, pp.77-78. 



 38 

of theatrical pagan festivals that endowed symbols and objects with magical powers.75 

On a grizzlier note, numerous times throughout the sixteenth century in French cities 

and rural villages, these same bells were vigorously rung by Catholics to announce the 

beginning of brutal, frenzied massacres of thousands of Huguenots.76 The men of the 

world who attended Church had certainly not shown any inner self-control or civility 

on those occasions. 

 

Small wonder that Phillips has asked: “Did the Church control the social world, 

or did the social world ultimately control the Church?” 77 The Catholic Church 

continued to appeal to the pagan aesthetic, particularly those members of the Church 

who were engaged in missionary work in rural France and later, in New France; but 

was it at the cost of the Catholic conquest of space and sound? Some contemporaries 

certainly thought so. Though missionaries initially approached foreign religious 

soundscapes in an imperialistic, war-like manner in order to obtain absolute authority, 

they quickly realised they had underestimated the agency of those they were attempting 

convert. Resistant pagans forced missionaries to creatively compromise orthodoxy. 

The result was a pagan-Christian hybrid. Like butter spread too far over too large a 

space, then, orthodoxy weakened at its peripheries – where the missions were. There, 

in the missions of rural Old France, “the people proved resilient in the defence of their 

own space”78 and continued to fill that space with all manner of Animistic sonic 

delights. The people of New France would do the same 

                                                
75 Phillips, Church and Culture, p.33. 
76 Huguenots: a branch of Protestants in France; Sylvia Lennie England, The Massacre of Saint 
Bartholomew, (London: John Long Limited, 1938), p.103. 
77 Phillips, Church and Culture, p.16. 
78 Phillips, Church and Culture, p.40. 
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. 



 

2 

- Worlds Collide - 

“Jesus Does Not Agree Well With 

Belial” 
 

ith their anchor dropped, the band of Frenchman could do nothing but wait 

for the tide. Whilst sitting there in the middle of the river running through 

Armouchiquois country, the Frenchmen nervously noted the unmistakeable appearance 

of twenty-four Armouchiquois warriors. 1 Fortunately, the warriors approached with 

unexpected caution, going “through a thousand manoeuvres and ceremonies…” like a 

“flock of birds which wanted to go into a hemp-field but feared the scarecrow.” Relief! 

There would be time to arrange the weapons and the pavesade.2 In the meantime, the 

Armouchiquois gingerly came and went, reconnoitred and carefully noted the number 

of Frenchmen, their “cannon, arms, everything.”3 

As night was drawing near, the potential aquatic collision dissolved and the 

warriors made camp on the opposite bank of the river, just beyond the aim of the 

French cannon. [track 7] All night, the wind carried the sounds of the warriors’ 

“continual haranguing, singing and dancing” to the French bank; “such is the kind of 

life all these people lead when they are together,” thought Father Pierre Biard. He had 

                                                
1 Also known as the Penobscots of present-day Maine. 
2 A canvas screen, formerly sometimes extended along the side of a vessel in a naval engagement, to 
conceal from the enemy the operations on board. 
3 Reuben Gold Thwaites, (ed.) The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents: Travels and Explorations 
of the Jesuit Missionaries in New France, 1610-1791, (Cleveland: Burrows, 1896). Vol. 2, pp.33-35. 
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not been in New France long – a mere four months4 – but already the constant din 

emanating from the indigenous communities had made an indelible impression upon his 

senses. Assuming their songs were “invocations to the devil,” Biard - ever the soldier 

of God - encouraged his men to wage a sonic war “to oppose the power of this cursed 

tyrant” by singing “some sacred Hymns, as the Salve, [track 8] the Ave Maris Stella, 

[track 9] and others.”5 

Eventually, the French repertoire was exhausted, but the desire to continue 

singing was insatiable, so “the French, who were natural mimics…began to mimic the 

singing and dancing of the Armouchiquois.” The warriors fell silent, listening as their 

music echoed back from the French bank. When the French stopped, the warriors 

resumed their singing, completing the cycle of call and response;  “It was really very 

comical, for you would have said that they were two choirs which had a thorough 

understanding with each other, and scarcely could you distinguish the real 

Armouchiquois from their imitators.” 6  

Biard’s sonic holy war had descended into what any cleric worth his salt would 

have considered a Witches’ Sabbath; “a regular hubbub and concert of demons.”7 That 

these presumed ballads for Beelzebub had full French participation should have made 

Biard’s blood boil. Instead, the musical conversation was a source of amusement. This 

was New France, after all, where a garden would be made out of the wilderness,8 

where the heathen would be transformed into the most devout of Christians, and the 

trees – Nature’s cathedrals – would make way for man-made houses of the Lord. With 

                                                
4 The Jesuits Father Pierre Biard and Ennemond Massé arrived at Port Royal on June 12, 1611. At 
Acadia, they established the first Jesuit mission. 
5 JR, Vol. 2, pp.33-35. 
6 Ibid.  
7 Gabriel Sagard-Théodat, Sagard’s Long Journey to the Country of the Hurons, (Toronto: Champlain 
Society, 1939) p.65. 
8 JR, Vol. 3, p.33. 



 42 

spiritual conquest a certainty, the conversation between the two religious soundscapes 

would not be a conversation between equals for long. The “rude and untutored”9 

savages would realise the error of their ways and receive the faith wholeheartedly, and 

the sounds of civilised Christianity would soon fill the wild landscape - or so the Jesuits 

thought. 

It did not occur to Biard that the Armouchiquois were waging their own sonic 

war upon the French trespassers, but then, Biard was not well known for 

acknowledging indigenous agency. Instead of interpreting the music from the opposing 

bank as resistance to European presence, Biard automatically heard what he expected 

to hear in a space so far beyond the borders of Christendom; the sounds of an 

indigenous population under the influence of Satan. Thus preoccupied with the cosmic 

battle between God and the Devil, Biard employed sacred sounds to expel the 

warriors’ false god. Conversely, the warriors were engaged in a more pressing, 

terrestrial battle between themselves and the presumptuous invaders and set about 

sonically expelling the French from their country. The expulsion became increasingly 

necessary for, in imitating the Armouchiquois war song, the French had not only 

encroached upon the Armouchiquois’s physical territory, but upon their sonic territory 

too.10 It would not be for the last time either. 

In the previous chapter, we learnt about how the soundscapes of the Eastern 

Woodlands and Old France sounded and why. This chapter applies that information to 

the period of first contact to show what happened when the two soundscapes met for 

the first time in the early seventeenth-century. What we will discover is that the sounds 

of Catholic imperialism were irreconcilable to Animistic multiculturalism. With 

                                                
9 JR, Vol. 2, p.9. 
10 See Samuel de Champlain, The Voyages and Explorations of Samuel de Champlain, Vol.1 Book III,  
(Toronto: Courier Press, 1911) for a similar description of an intertribal sonic war.  
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missionaries attempting to drown out the indigenous soundscape and the Indians 

expecting their sonic contributions to be respected by foreigners, the stage was set for 

a sonic war. 

 

Conversation Versus Conversion 

 

The people of rural France, though tethered to their Animistic past, often came to 

Catholic missions with an inbuilt knowledge of and belief in Christianity. Though 

different regions of rural France had regional dialects, these dialects belonged to the 

Indo-European language family along with the Romance languages French and Latin. 

Moreover, people would have increasingly moved between the rural villages and cities 

during the early modern period, creating a population of bilingual people capable of 

interpreting between linguistic communities or providing resources with which non-

speakers could study the regional dialects. In short, there was a ready-made foundation 

upon which to extend orthodox Catholicism. Consequently, even those missionaries 

who had experience converting pagans in various areas of the known world could not 

have anticipated the unique challenges of converting an entirely new world of non-

Christians. 

Certain that they had the one true God on their side and that they were carrying out 

His wishes, missionaries approached the New World as invincible conquerors of 

spiritual terrain. However, not long after Biard’s encounter with the Armouchiquois, it 

would become increasingly apparent that conquest was all but certain. The New World 

was populated by people, “who live[d] with no knowledge of the [Catholic’s] true 
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God,”11 speaking languages without linguistic relations elsewhere in the known world 

and with no existing dictionaries and grammars available for the purpose of a quick 

study.12 

Biard and L’Allemant expected the Indians and their languages to surrender to the 

concepts of Christianity, and were quickly repulsed when the languages themselves 

seemingly resisted Christian ideas. In an excessively harsh judgement of the Eastern 

Woodland societies, Biard noted: “as these Savages have no formulated Religion, 

government, towns, nor trades, so the words and proper phrases for all those things are 

lacking; Holy, Blessed, Angel, Grace, Mystery, Sacrament, Temptation, Faith, Law, 

Prudence, Subjection, Authority, etc. Where will you get all these things that they lack? 

Or, how will you do without them? O God, with what ease we make our plans in 

France!”13 Father Charles L’Allemant assumed this was due to a deficiency in 

indigenous spirituality; “the scarcity of words they have to explain our mysteries, never 

having had any form of divine worship, will tax our wits.” 14  There seemed to be no 

foundation of any kind that could support the great edifice of Christianity. 

In 1633, only a year since his arrival a frustrated le Jeune wrote about the linguistic 

challenges he faced: “Some are astonished that they hear nothing about the conversion 

of Savages during the many years that we have been in New France…Who of the 

Religious who have been here have ever known perfectly the language of any tribe in 

these countries? Fides ex auditu, faith enters by the ear. How can a mute preach the 

Gospel?”15 Linguistically ill equipped to leave any sonic impression on the indigenous 

soundscape, the Jesuits had, indeed, been literally mute since their arrival. It is easy to 
                                                
11 Champlain, Voyages and Explorations, Vol. I, p.9.  
12 JR, Vol. 5, p.111. 
13 JR, Vol. 3, pp.193-195. 
14 JR, Vol. 4, p.217. 
15 JR, Vol. 5, p.189. 
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forget this when reading the early Relations since detailed discussions with the 

indigenous people are often recorded, only to be followed by the revelation that the 

Jesuits and Indians “speak almost entirely by [their] hands…by signs,”16  “making each 

other understand more through [their] eyes and hands than through [their] lips.”17 

Hence, a middle sound could not have been audible in New France until approximately 

1634, at which time, le Jeune records he was beginning to make some headway in 

“learn[ing] to talk.” 18  

The inability to comprehend the indigenous languages made Christian ears more 

sensitive to the sonic component of indigenous speech and song. When missionaries 

listened to the indigenous soundscape, then, they heard sounds that were as wild as the 

landscape itself. The vocalisations Indians frequently made were spontaneous, abrupt, 

emotional, frenzied and loud, contrasting sharply with the controlled, smooth sacred 

sounds of Christianity. Some of the indigenous sounds included: crying out at the top 

of their voices and “suddenly stop[ping] short, as if frightened; pretend[ing] to cry, and 

then burst[ing] into laughter like a wanton devil; sing[ing] without rules and without 

measure, hiss[ing] like a serpent, howl[ing] like a wolf, or like a dog,” and 

“screech[ing] like an owl or a night hawk.” 19 This “noise and uproar”20 of the 

indigenous communities provided the most blatant evidence of Satan’s power over 

them. 

Overall, what indigenous sounds were lacking was control and containment. The 

Indians sang anywhere at anytime, and usually outside, for there were “no temples [or] 

                                                
16 JR, Vol. 6, p.223. 
17 JR, Vol. 7, p.87. 
18 JR, Vol. 7, p.91. 
19 JR, Vol. 6, p.117. 
20 JR, Vol. 6, p.185. 
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sacred edifices,”21 to contain, regulate, or maintain the purity of sacred sounds. In 

France, churches were central to providing an example of how to tame the naturally 

wild and emotive behaviour of human beings. How could Indians learn to internally 

control their sonic productions like civilised Christians when they had no holy places to 

house those sounds? By thus looking and sounding like a spiritual wilderness,22 it was 

clear to the Jesuits that God was entirely absent. In His place, Satan made himself 

master of the New World, and evidence of his tyranny was everywhere – particularly in 

the “incantations”23 of indigenous worship. 

The missionaries concluded that all obstacles and resistance were the work of the 

Devil. With this realisation, the missionaries’ religious and sensory imperialism became 

more forceful, since the world had to be reconquered for God via the expulsion of 

Satan: war is not only necessary,” Champlain argued, “but just and holy, since the 

safety of Christianity, the glory of God and the defence of the faith are at stake.”24  

The indigenous inhabitants, of course, did not share the missionaries’ conviction 

that they worshiped the Devil. Had a mutual language been available, the Jesuits and 

Indians would have discovered that they both used sounds to expel evil from the world. 

Without such a language, however, Jesuits remained convinced that indigenous sonic 

productions were invocations to the Devil, rather than sounds that appeased or 

frightened evil beings away.25 By drowning out demonic sounds with the sacred sounds 

of Christianity – as Biard had done - missionaries believed they were exorcising the 

                                                
21 JR, Vol. 2, p.73. 
22 JR, Vol. 3, “Preface,” p.31. 
23 JR, Vol. 2, p.73. 
24 Champlain, Voyages and Explorations, Vol. I p.9. For a discussion about the French militaristic 
approach to conversion see James Axtell, “Harvest of Souls,” in James Axtell, The Invasion Within: 
The Contest of Cultures in Colonial North America, ((Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985). 
25 Richard Cullen Rath, How Early America Sounded, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003) p.28. 
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Devil from New France. In actuality, missionaries were merely succeeding in insulting 

those they wished to convert.  

As the previous chapter demonstrated, respect for the sonic contributions of other 

living beings was paramount among Eastern Woodlanders. Denying an individual or a 

community the opportunity to sonically assert their identity was an insult reserved for 

tortured enemies. Even then, enemies were not wholly denied the right, but simply 

prevented from doing it easily. So when the missionaries’ imperial policy toward the 

indigenous soundscape began to permeate even the most mundane sonic interactions, 

Indians lost respect for the very people who were trying to amaze them with Christian 

superiority. For example, at the everyday level of cross-cultural communication, the 

French desired to monopolise conversation in order to change indigenous ideas; that is, 

to convert them. Members of the Micmac and the Montagnais were noted on separate 

occasions to criticise French conversational standards: “Indians never interrupt the one 

who is speaking, and they condemn, with reason, those dialogues and those indiscreet 

and irregular conversations where each one of the company wishes to give his ideas 

without having the patience to listen to those of the others,” noted Chrestian Le Clerq. 

“It is, accordingly, for this reason that they compare us to ducks and geese, which cry 

out, say they, and which talk all together like the French.”26  

Belonging to a polytheistic, polyphonic world that valued and respected the 

sonic contributions of others, the Eastern Woodlanders resisted the Jesuits’ attempts to 

impose a monophonic Christian soundscape. Though the Indians were usually willing 

to stop, listen, and even honour some of the Jesuits’ sonic requests throughout this 

period, their polytheism predisposed them to embrace the new, without discarding the 

                                                
26 Pere Chrestien LeClerq, New Relation of Gaspesia with the Customs and Religion of the Gaspesian 
Indians, ed. and trans. William F Ganong (New York: Greenwood Press, 1968), See also JR, Vol. 6 
p.289; JR, Vol.5, p.25. 
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old. However, nothing less than a complete ideological, spiritual and sonic 

transformation could be called an orthodox conversion. Consequently, Father Paul le 

Jeune was forced to remind people in France - who were impatient for news of 

converts - that, “it is virtue that is necessary, not only to build a Church of stones, but 

still more for a celestial Jerusalem. The souls which must be the materials of this edifice 

are not like the stones of which the Temple of Solomon was built, which were cut and 

placed in position without noise,” le Jeune complained, “these cry out only too much, 

they resist, and with two kinds of resistance, natural and acquired.”27  

Instead of being converted to monotheistic Christianity and its accompanying 

monophonic soundscape, Indians added the Christian god to their pantheon and 

combined the rituals of both religions. In accordance with their polytheism, Indians 

often conversed with the Christian soundscape, but to the Jesuits’ dismay, were rarely 

– if ever - wholly converted by it. The result was a hybrid religious soundscape that 

was extremely offensive to Jesuit ears, because it fell short of the ideal that they would 

be able to impose the Christian soundscape completely.  

To those who listened to the mission for sonic evidence of Indian conversion 

and the conquest of Satan, the sound of Christian and indigenous rituals resonating in 

unison was worse than rejecting Christianity altogether. Rather than hearing the 

religious soundscapes in harmonious dialogue, the Jesuits heard the religious 

soundscapes engaged in a cacophonous war whenever a full commitment to the 

Christian soundscape was lacking: “They acted exactly like the Philistines who wished 

to join together the Ark and Dagon,” le Jeune protested, “JESUS does not agree well 

                                                
27 JR, Vol. 9, p.89. 
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with Belial.” 28 Bringing what Jesuits believed were the sounds of Satanism into the 

sacred soundscape of God was a sacrilege akin to bringing the Devil himself right into 

God’s house.  

Evidently, Indians and Jesuits alike felt disrespected by each other’s 

encroachments upon their respective sonic territories. Never was the claim to 

traditional sonic territory more important, or more apparent than in the conflict over 

bodies and souls.  

 

“Two Persons Are Not Too Many to Cure So Bad a Disease” 

 

The Jesuits went to the New World to save souls. Due to their proximity to 

death, sick and dying Indians were necessarily at the top of the Jesuits’ agenda, for 

- now that the Black Robes29 were in New France - not a single Indian soul could 

be permitted to slip into eternity without the Jesuits trying their utmost to prepare 

the Indian for Heaven.  

Sound was as integral to this preparatory process as the powerful baptismal 

waters. Jesuits encouraged their neophytes to recite prayers and hymns, believing that 

the practice of uttering the sounds without fully comprehending their meaning was an 

important step towards conversion: “they listen to us so willingly concerning the 

mysteries of our Faith, and repeat after us, whether they understand it or not, all that 

we declare to them…I am very willing that they should do all these things in the 

beginning from a natural simplicity,” wrote Father Julïen Perrault, “which causes them 
                                                
28 JR, Vol.9, p.51. The Ark le Jeune refers to is the Ark of the Covenant, which housed the Ten 
Commandments. When the Philistines captured the Ark, they placed it in the temple of Dagon, who 
was a Semitic god of grain and agriculture. As a false god, Dagon was considered a demon. 
29 “Black Robes” was what many of the Eastern Woodland Indians called the Jesuit missionaries, 
because the Jesuits wore black robes. 
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to imitate all they see, rather than from any greater consideration; because in time they 

may be helped by it, and they will not be the first, who come to practice by choice that 

to which by casual encounter they have become accustomed.”30 

However, the soul mattered little to the Animistic Indians of the Woodlands. 

Animism had raised the value of the body by celebrating all that was animate and raised 

the status of the Aoutmoin with it. The powerful healing sounds of the Aoutmoins that 

helped to sustain the life of the body, therefore, proved to be the greatest impediment 

to the Jesuits’ soul saving plans. Indian souls could not be saved without baptism, but 

baptism was withheld until the Indian had proven that they had forsaken the flesh and 

begun to think only of the health of their soul.31 However, when the Indians sickened 

they were not willing to risk death to prove their faith in the Christian god. Instead, the 

polytheistic Indians were always willing to combine the rituals of both religions, as long 

as one of the gods chose to spare them. It did not make sense to them that the new god 

expected them to give up their bodies to save their souls.  

Predictably, the conflict over whether to save bodies or souls manifested itself 

in the interactions between Jesuits and the Aoutmoins, variously - and revealingly - 

referred to by the Jesuits as sorcerers, jugglers, charlatans, manitousiou and medicine 

men. This conflict had a pronounced sonic component, because what the Indians 

believed to be the healing properties of sound contrasted sharply with the tranquillity 

Jesuits expected of sacred sounds. Like Biard before them, the Jesuits maintained that 

the noises issuing from the Aoutmoins were hymns to the body-saving Devil to be 

offset by hymns to the soul-saving Creator.  

                                                
30 JR, Vol. 8, p.161. 
31 JR, Vol. 9, p.251. 



 51 

 When Father Chastellain approached the bark cabin of one his sick pupils, then, 

he was disappointed to hear the racket of the village juggler. He could plainly hear a 

great deal of the usual blowing, crying, howling and drum striking. Previously, the sick 

man had lost hope of recovery: “Nikanis,” he said, “my good friend, let us think of the 

soul; baptize me; as to the body, I see clearly that it must die.”  Such a concern for the 

soul had previously made Chastellain sure the faith had taken root in the Indian’s soul, 

but he withheld the blessing so the sick man would desire it more ardently.  

Time, however, was something the sick man felt he lacked. The deferral of his 

baptism instead turned the dying man’s attention from eternal life back to earthly life. 

Reason suggested that he would need the healing powers of the medicine man to bring 

him back from the brink of death long enough to receive the soul-saving blessing. So, 

the “patient allowed himself to be blown upon, to follow the custom of his Ancestors.”  

However, the combination of Christianity and indigenous rituals was not to be 

tolerated in one who had hitherto shown such dedication to the faith: “[Chastellain] 

reproached both of them very severely, the sick man for having had recourse to any 

one else but God, the Charlatan for having intruded with his drumming upon a person 

who already believed in Jesus Christ.”32 

To the Indians present, Chastellain’s anger at the Aoutmoin’s efforts to restore 

the sick man’s body was nonsensical. “Thou hast no sense; thou dost what thou canst 

to cure this sick man, thou canst not succeed; the other wishes to aid thee, and thou art 

angry thereat.  Two persons are not too many to cure so bad a disease.  Do thy part, 

and let him do his; thus the matter must be arranged.”  It was unfathomable to the 

Indians that anyone could oppose attempts to restore a good man to health and 

prolong his life. Even Chastellain’s patient, who had exhibited a good grasp of the 

                                                
32 JR, Vol. 9, pp.49-53. 
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principles of the faith, failed to comprehend the origin of the Jesuit’s disapproval: 

“Nikanis, why art thou angry? This man came to treat me according to the custom of 

our Nation; if there is any harm in it, it must be stopped, for we do not do these things 

with bad intentions.” 33  

Indeed, the combination of the two religious rituals had been innocently 

accomplished. Even the Aoutmoin withdrew in silence after being scolded by 

Chastellain, uncertain about the reason for the conflict and, no doubt, offended that his 

healing works had not been valued. What began as a ritualistic conversation between 

two healers had suddenly descended into a one-sided argument. The Black Robes 

clearly disdained collaboration with the Aoutmoins, but - unaware of the Jesuits’ 

conversion criteria - the reason for the Jesuits’ disdain remained unclear to the Indians 

who had always found two heads to be better than one.  

Evidently, the Black Robes were looked upon as French Aoutmoins, for the 

Jesuits, too, made it their occupation to administer to the sick and the dead. In the true 

spirit of Animistic respect for multiple sonic contributions, the office of Aoutmoin was 

not exclusive to one individual. Healing would be achieved by any means available, be 

it through the collaboration of multiple Aoutmoins or the combined efforts of the entire 

tribe. So the attempt to monopolise a patient - even when the Black Robed Aoutmoin’s 

medicine did not appear to be working - was viewed by the sick man’s kindred as 

absurd and foolhardy.  

The Jesuits seemed to confirm their affiliation with the work of the Aoutmoins 

in their recitation of Christian hymns and prayers over the bodies of the sick. This made 

the resistance to the Aoutmoin’s medicines all the more perplexing. On a separate 

occasion, the Jesuits recited the hymn Veni Creator [track 10]  over the body of a sick 

                                                
33 JR, Vol. 9, pp.49-53. 
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infant. Returning to view the child’s progress, one of the Jesuits found a howling 

Aoutmoin “beating upon and whirling around an instrument full of little stones made 

exactly like a tambourine…He beat the tambourine in the child’s ears,” writes le Jeune, 

“during which there was great silence among the other Savages who were in the same 

cabin…he and his companion, in order to cure this little boy of a fever, made enough 

noise to give one to a healthy man.”34  

In the spirit of collaboration, the Aoutmoin told le Jeune to inspect the child and 

give his opinion about what ailed the boy: “as to him, he believed that the child had 

something or other black in his body, and it was that which made him sick. Behold the 

result of this great noise…” wrote le Jeune, “I discover a raging fever; and I tell him 

that he has a sickness which we call fever, that he must be left to rest, and not be killed 

by this great noise which makes him worse; that recently I had an attack of fever, and 

that rest had cured me. The sorcerer replied: “That is very good for you people; but, 

for us, it is thus that we cure our sick.”35 Arguably, the beating of a tambourine or the 

recitation of Veni Creator might have been equally irritating to those in a feverish 

condition.  However, that both parties shared a belief in the power of sacred sounds to 

save either the body or the soul is apparent.  

In truth, the Aoutmoin’s medicines were not so different to the soul saving 

rituals of the Jesuits, making the Indians’ conflation of the two religious practices 

logical. The similarity is even more apparent when we consider that, when one Indian’s 

symptoms became so serious that death seemed imminent, the Jesuits placed upon him 

“a bone taken from the precious relics of the glorified Saint Lawrence archbishop of 

Dublin in Ireland.” Combining these sacred charms with the power of spoken vows 

                                                
34 JR, Vol. 5, pp.231-237. 
35 Ibid. 
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over the diseased body facilitated a miraculous recovery: “Monsieur Hébert, of Paris, a 

well-known master in Pharmacy, who attended the said patient, often assured me [this] 

was a genuine miracle.”36 Small wonder that the miraculous bones, vows, prayers and 

hymns of the Black Robes were mistaken for the songs, drums, and charms used by the 

Aoutmoins to exorcise the evil darkness residing in sick bodies.  

 

“I Will Play the Swan and Die in Music”  

 

Donning his “beautiful otter robe,” Membertou began, “like the 

swan…chanting his own death-song” [track 11]. The Aoutmoins had just diagnosed 

Membertou - the elderly Sagamore of all seven districts of Mi’kma’ki 37 - with a “mortal 

malady.” According to custom, Membertou ceased to be fed by his kindred and began 

to fulfil the sonic requirements of the terminally ill. In the event of a sick person thus 

lingering on, Biard observed, “a great many pails of water are thrown over him to 

hasten his death, and sometimes he is buried half alive…”38 This was not to be 

Membertou’s fate. If Membertou was to die, he was to die like the Christian he had 

previously been baptised to be.  

Membertou and his family were “the first fruit of this heathen nation” 39 baptised 

over a year earlier on June twenty-fourth, 1610 by Jessé Fléché, a priest invited by 

Monsieur de Poutrincourt to accompany the first colony to Acadia. When the Jesuits 

took over such duties and met these converts in 1611, they were surprised to find them 
                                                
36 “I will play the swan / And die in music,” from William Shakespeare, Othello, The Moor of Venice, 
Act V, Scene II, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p.211. JR, Vol. 2, pp.17-19. 
37Unama’kik (Cape Breton and Newfoundland), Eski’kewaq, Sipekne’katik’ik and Kespukwitk 
(collectively most of Nova Scotia), Sikniktewaq (New Brunswick), Epekwitk and Piktukewaq (Prince 
Edward Island and part of Mainland Nova Scotia) and Kespe’kewaq (Gaspe Peninsula of Quebec). 
38 JR, Vol. 1, p.165. 
39 Ibid. 
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no more trained in the principles of the faith than the unconverted: “There is scarcely 

any change in them after their baptism. The same savagery and the same manners, or 

but little different, the same customs, ceremonies, usages, fashions, and vices remain, at 

least as far as can be learned,” wrote Biard, “no attention being paid to any distinction 

of time, days, offices, exercises, prayers, duties, virtues, or spiritual remedies.”40 Chief 

among the objectionable heathen customs prevailing amongst these neophytes were the 

sonic rituals that traditionally accompanied death. 

To Christian ears, the uninhibited and excessive mourning exhibited at Indian 

funerals accentuated the supposed savagery of the Indians. “Having banqueted they 

begin to express their sympathy and sorrowful Farewells…They go on in this way until 

the dying man expires and then they utter horrible cries; and a terrible thing are their 

Nænias [funeral dirges] which continue day and night, sometimes lasting a whole week, 

according to how great the deceased is, and to the amount of provisions for the 

mourners.”41 Subsequently, the louder sonic practices surrounding death came under 

attack, for they were incongruous to the more sedate and unemotional sounds 

produced by “civilised” Christians.  

The bodies of sick and dying natives again became caught in a tug of war, as 

Indians continued to perform their funerary rituals and the missionaries attempted to 

establish some of their own. When Membertou’s son sickened, Biard “denounced [the 

indigenous] way of doing things…” telling Membertou that “the farewells and a 

moderate display of mourning, and even the tabagie, would be permitted, but that the 

slaughter of the dogs, and the songs and dances over a dying person, and what was 

much worse leaving [Membertou’s son] to die alone,” displeased him. Here, Biard 

                                                
40 JR, Vol. 1, p.163. 
41 JR, Vol. 3, p.127. 
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feigned to compromise with the Indians by “permitting” them to salvage from their 

traditional funerary rituals the aspects that overlapped with Christian burial customs; 

for example, the eulogy (oration), “moderate mourning,” and solemn feast (the 

tabagie). The exclusively traditional elements, such as the excessive lamentations, were 

to be muted and the singing and dancing were to cease altogether. In short, Biard 

desired to impose a quiet, sombre, Christian ceremony upon native burials. 

It is evident in Biard’s account that the Christianised Indians respectfully 

listened to his concerns and even partially honoured his wishes. Biard told them, “It 

would be better, according to their promise to Monsieur de Poutrincourt, to have [the 

dying man] brought to the settlement, that, with the help of God, he might yet recover. 

They gave me their word that they would do all that I wished; nevertheless,” Biard 

concedes, “the dying man was not brought until two days afterward.42 From this 

closing sentence, it is implicit that the neophytes continued to perform their traditional 

funerary customs and suffered no inner conflict when relinquishing the dying man to be 

exposed to Christian customs. The Indians sensed no religious compromise in listening 

to the Jesuits or even in adopting Christian rituals, but they did refuse, through their 

actions, to wholly discard what the missionaries considered to be their inferior 

traditional practices. Thus, the indigenous approach of utilising both sonic rituals 

established a conversation between the religious soundscapes that the Jesuits had not 

bargained on and certainly did not desire. 

On another occasion, the French war on Indian sonic funerary rituals would 

become literal. Preparing to bury one of their recently departed Christianised relations 

“in their way” the Indians gathered the belongings of the deceased, burnt them all, and 

commenced “howling and shouting certain cries, sorceries, and invocations to the evil 

                                                
42 JR, Vol. 2, p.17. 
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spirit.” As governor of the Acadian settlement, Monsieur de Poutrincourt “firmly 

resolved to oppose these ceremonies…arm[ing] all his men, and going to the Savages 

in force,” to retrieve the body so it could be buried “according to Christian customs.” 

Revealingly, Biard states, “This act, inasmuch as it could not be prevented by the 

Savages, was and still is, greatly praised by them.”43 Even in this victory for the 

Christian sonic protocols, the deceased had been previously farewelled in the manner of 

his Indian kin. Having already completed their traditional sonic protocols over the 

dead, it would not have upset the polytheistic Indians that the deceased was also given 

a Christian burial.  

The pattern emerging in Indian behaviour suggests that Christian rituals were 

always viewed as an addition, rather than a substitute. By listening for the success of 

Christian conversions in the indigenous funerary sounds, then, the missionaries were 

bound to be disappointed. Since sound was integral to the manner in which Indians 

ordered their world and society - as chapter one attests - the changes the Jesuits 

proposed would have rendered the indigenous culture incoherent. The Indians avoided 

this cultural calamity by politely accepting the sonic practices the missionaries offered 

whilst maintaining the continuity of their own.  

In 1634, the sounds of Christian burials were still a novelty in New France, as le 

Jeune’s comments demonstrate: “These simple people were enchanted, seeing five 

Priests in surplices honoring this little Canadian angel, chanting what is ordained by the 

Church, covering the coffin with a beautiful pall, and strewing it with flowers. We 

buried him with all possible solemnity.” 44 The emphasis on chanting a Christian brand 

                                                
43 JR, Vol. 1, p.167. 
44 JR, Vol. 6, p.129. 
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of a funeral chant “ordained by the Church” suggests that, typically, Indian funerals of 

this period continued to resonate with sounds that were not considered orthodox.  

In France, people who were supporting the missions were getting increasingly 

impatient for news of converts. They valued quantity over quality, so when conversions 

were not forthcoming there was a very real risk that the conversion of a whole world 

would prove implausible after all, and support would be withdrawn. As time rolled on, 

how could the Jesuits provide detailed reports of the missions without betraying the 

inefficacy of their conversions? In this the Jesuits had a hard task, as so many Indians 

continued to leave this world with the songs of their ancestors still ringing in their ears. 

 

The missionaries believed they could thoroughly impose their soundscape upon 

the New World, whilst the indigenous inhabitants were accustomed to maintaining their 

own soundscape amidst multiple foreign nations. Both soundscapes had, in fact, been 

taken out of their traditional contexts, but neither community recognised this 

development immediately. Instead of adapting to what was going to be a permanently 

new world for all concerned, both communities did the only thing they felt they could 

do; they interpreted foreign sonic data as though it was resonating within their 

traditional soundscapes. In reality, Jesus and Belial were in more agreement than the 

Jesuits cared to acknowledge at this point.45 However, if the worlds were ever going to 

be able to coexist harmoniously, the Jesuits would have to stop fighting the cultural 

similarities, consciously expand the boundaries of Catholic orthodoxy and concede that 

they could not monopolise the tuning pegs of the New World. 

                                                
45 See Per Binde, “Nature in Roman Catholic Tradition,” in Anthropological Quarterly, Vol.74, No.1. 
(Jan., 2001): 15-27 for a discussion about the similarities between Animism and Christianity and the 
misguided belief that these two religions were fundamentally opposed to one another as extreme 
opposites. 



 

3 

- A New World -  

“Neither French Nor Savage” 

 

On the middle ground diverse people adjust their differences through what 

amounts to a process of creative, and often expedient, misunderstandings. People 

try to persuade others who are different from themselves by appealing to what they 

perceive to be the values and practices of those others. They often misinterpret and 

distort both the values and practices of those they deal with, but from these 

misunderstandings arise new meanings and through them new practices – the 

shared meanings and practices of the middle ground.1 

 

n the night of October twenty-second, 1633, it seemed as if the tempest that 

was raging would uproot the island of Atisaoucanich etagoukhi.2 The howling 

wind imprisoned some travellers on the island for eight days after it broke the cable of 

their anchor and carried away their Shallop. One night during their confinement, a 

woman in the camp cried out in terror that she had heard the Manitou. The camp was 

sent into a state of alarm “and every one, filled with fear, maintained a profound 

silence.” One of the travellers broke this silence, questioning the cause of the immense 

fright. His utterance was greeted with “Eca titou, eca titou, Manitou.” 3 

The traveller laughed heartily at this, rose to his feet, and in the “Savage” 

tongue “called…the Manitou, crying in a loud voice that [he] was not afraid,” and that 

                                                
1 Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region 
1650 – 1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991) p.x 
2 Trans: “Place where dyes are found.” 
3 Trans: “Keep still, keep still, it is the Devil.” Elsewhere in the same volume, Eca Titou has been 
translated as “Shut up” rather than “Keep still.” 

O 
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the Manitou “would not dare come where [he] was.” This sonic assault upon the evil 

spirit was clearly the work of a great Aoutmoin whose powers had - from all 

appearances - driven the Manitou away. Astonished at the Aoutmoin’s performance, 

they asked him if he was not afraid of the Manitou at all, to which he responded that he 

was not afraid of a hundred of them. Fear and silence gave way to the laughter that 

accompanies relief and the villagers, according to their custom, proceeded to throw 

some eels on the fire to feed and thus appease the angry Manitou.  

The Sagamore, who had temporarily left his village, thanked the traveller upon 

his return for giving courage to his people in his absence. He, too, asked the traveller if 

he really had no fear of the Manitou and if he knew him very well, for the people of 

Atisaoucanich etagoukhi feared the Manitou more than a thunderbolt. The traveller 

demystified the origin of his powers, explaining that, if these people would simply 

“believe and obey him who had made all, the Manitou would have no power over 

[them]…if you believe in God, the Devil will flee from you.” This was no Aoutmoin. 

This was Father Paul le Jeune on one of his winter expeditions to acquire the 

Montagnais language.4 

Hearing le Jeune’s grand scale exorcism of the Manitou with Indian ears reveals 

a significant shift in the Jesuits’ approach to the indigenous soundscape. Though the 

Indians had from the outset interpreted the Black Robes’ sonic practices as Aoutmoin 

“medicine,” the Jesuits had maintained the purity of their rituals by directing their 

prayers and hymns to the Christian god alone. Everything changed on this tempestuous 

October night. The impurity of le Jeune’s performance did not merely occur as a result 

                                                
4 Reuben Gold Thwaites, (ed.) The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents: Travels and Explorations 
of the Jesuit Missionaries in New France, 1610-1791, (Cleveland: Burrows, 1896). Vol. 7, pp.79-87. 
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of Indian misinterpretation, but from le Jeune’s unequivocal appropriation of the 

Aoutmoin’s role.  

In a moment of inspiration, le Jeune realised that if the mission were to succeed, 
cultural similarities would have to be exploited. Thus, le Jeune broke free of the 
mind-forged manacles preventing previous Jesuits, like Biard, from even beginning 
to achieve their missionary goal. Biard and L’Allemant had expressed the need for 
a foundation for Christendom in New France,5 but - from this night on - le Jeune 
understood that the foundation capable of supporting Christianity was not 
necessarily French, or entirely Christian for that matter. 

As the previous chapter demonstrated, the Jesuits had hitherto been 

preoccupied with the sonic differences between the two worlds. The sonic otherness of 

the Indians seemed to prove the superiority of civilised Christians and, hence, justified 

the Jesuits’ attempts to conquer their souls and their soundscape. Unable to recognise 

the Animistic brand of civility, the missionaries concluded that indigenous culture 

contained nothing useful to the establishment of Christianity. Such assumptions 

produced the unsuccessful attempts to create a foundation for the society of New 

France entirely out of French materials. Strict adherence to religious and sonic 

orthodoxy excluded Indians from the opportunity to actively make Christianity relevant 

to their lives and thus stunted the growth of a Catholic population. 

Unique sensory experiences in New France had convinced le Jeune that those 

who arbitrarily determined the limits of Catholic orthodoxy did not know best when it 

came to “convert[ing] a world.” 6 He wanted quality converts, but he could no longer 

justify losing countless worthy souls while waiting for the ideal Christian foundation 

that would, in all likelihood, never come. 7 Besides, civility might have looked and 

                                                
5 JR, Vol. 4, p.83. 
6 JR, Vol. 8, p.179. 
7 According to John L. Steckley, Jesuits in Chinese missions in the same period also built upon the 
pagan rituals and beliefs of those they wished to convert. Steckley, De Religione: Telling the 
Seventeenth-Century Jesuit Story in Huron to the Iroquois, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
2004). See also Rachel Attwater, Adam Schall: A Jesuit at the Court of China, 1592-1666,(London: 
Geoffrey Chapman, 1963); Cornelius Wessels, Early Jesuit Travellers in Central Asia, 1603-1721 
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sounded different in New France, but beneath the seemingly wild soundscape were 

Christian values. These people, who never allowed themselves to get angry over trifling 

matters, who selflessly shared everything among the tribe were maybe even – in some 

respects - more Christian than the Christians!8 What good was a strict and pure religion 

if it excluded so many inherently good people who superficially seemed savage to the 

eyes and ears of missionaries?  

Le Jeune had learnt that “it is an enemy from whom one wins almost more by 

holding out one’s hands to him than by waging a cruel war upon him.”9 Thus, by 

replacing the ineffectual policy of religious and sonic imperialism with the indigenous 

assimilation policy, the Jesuits and Eastern Woodlanders were free to tune the 

soundscape of New France together. What began as a war between two religious 

soundscapes became a polyphonic soundscape to which all participants contributed 

equally. This was the middle sound.10 

 

 

 

 

“Learning to Talk” 
 

When we hear people speak, the words they utter convey multiple layers of 

meaning simultaneously. We do not merely hear and interpret the information 

contained in the words; we also interpret the way those words sound when they are 

                                                                                                                                       
(New Delhi: Asian Educational Services, 1992); Steven Kaplan, Indigenous Responses to Western 
Christianity, (New York: New York University Press, 1995).   
8 Gabriel Sagard-Théodat, Sagard’s Long Journey to the Country of the Hurons, (Toronto: Champlain 
Society, 1939) p.119. 
9 JR, Vol. 10, p.99. 
10 From Richard White’s, Middle Ground. 
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delivered to our ears. This is because our use of language is “indexical of [our] social 

class, status, region of origin, gender, age group and so on.”11 Something as simple as 

an accent, therefore, can communicate our membership in a particular sonic 

community. When an outsider attempts to cultivate a foreign linguistic and sonic 

vocabulary, then, they convey their desire to become a legitimate member of that 

community.  

The French Jesuits and the indigenous people of the missions were clearly two 

distinct sonic communities. Despite the cultural differences, however, the missionaries 

were eventually considered members of the indigenous communities. For their part, the 

Jesuits also thought of the indigenous people as future members of the Catholic 

Church. With this increasing sense of belonging to a single community, the two groups 

were impelled to fuse together. However, a common, mutually intelligible means of 

communication was lacking.  

In their daily interactions, it became apparent that neither group was in the 

position to impose their language and associated sonic vocabulary upon the other. The 

middle sound occurred because, though the Jesuits and Indians often worked hard to 

acquire the foreign languages, they could never replicate the sounds exactly; it was 

“repetition with a difference,” 12 and both soundscapes were altered in the process. A 

hybrid sonic vocabulary was, therefore, consciously and unconsciously made from the 

sonic materials of both sides to express membership in the new hybrid community.  

                                                
11 Rajend Mesthrie et.al, Introducing Sociolinguistics , (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000)  
p.6. 
12 Jacques Derrida, in Peter Brunette and David Wills, Screen/Play: Derrida and Film Theory  
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989) p.68. 
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The attempt to create a single community via sonic hybridity was first noticed on 

the level of pronunciation. Le Jeune’s reflections on language in the mission 

demonstrate clearly that the separate sound systems of the Indo-European and 

Algonquian/Iroquoian languages impeded the continuity of either of the traditional 

soundscapes:  

The Montagnais have not so many letters in their Alphabet as we have in ours; 

they confound B and P, and also C, G, and K…They do not have the letters F, L, 

consonant V, X, and Z. They use R instead of L, saying Monsieur du Pressi for 

Monsieur du Plessi, they utter the sound of P instead of consonant V, Monsieur 

Olipier instead of Monsieur Olivier… Father Brébeuf tells me that the Hurons 

have no M, at which I am astonished, for this letter seems to me almost natural, so 

extensively is it used.13  

 

Similarly, when the Montagnais asked le Jeune to make a speech in Montagnese he 

notes that they did so, “as they wanted to laugh; for I pronounce the Savage as a 

German pronounces French.  Wishing to please them, I began to talk, and they burst 

out laughing, well pleased to make sport of me, while I was very glad to learn to talk. I 

said to them…that I was a child, and that children made their fathers laugh with their 

stammering.”14 Instead of finding his European soundscape superior – as Biard and 

L’Allemant had - le Jeune bemoaned his imprisonment within it. Becoming a member 

of their linguistic and sonic community depended on “composing often, in learning a 

great many words, in acquiring their accent; and [le Jeune’s] occupations [did] not 

permit it.” 15 However, through these imperfect interactions both communities were 

becoming skilled at comprehending the improper pronunciation of their languages.  

                                                
13 JR, Vol. 7, pp.27-29. 
14 JR, Vol. 7, pp.91-93. 
15 JR, Vol. 5, p.111. 
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Mispronunciations and improper learning would begin to take on a complex 

and meaningful order of their own in a process known as pidginisation. Sounds 

connected people as social beings, after all, so any incompatibilities were naturally and 

unconsciously worked out to facilitate communication. Nothing could embody the 

middle sound better than a Franco-Algonquian pidgin. Sharing many characteristics 

with White’s middle ground, sociolinguists characterise a pidgin as a “social 

solution.” 16 Pidgins tend to be rapidly created to provide a means of simple 

communication between mutually incomprehensible linguistic communities in contact 

situations.17 Unlike second-language acquisition - where one culture’s language is 

gradually learnt by the other 18 - neither culture could be labelled entirely “dominant” in 

the pidginisation process.  This is so because, “in terms of structure,” writes Rajend 

Mesthrie, “[pidgins] do not bear close resemblance to any of the languages in contact, 

though they draw vocabulary items from these languages.”19  

It is true that the quantity of words a pidgin draws from each language can 

vary, thus allowing the potential dominance of one group over another. However, the 

impartiality of the pidgin is restored by the following fundamental criteria; by 

definition, pidgins do not have native speakers. Consequently, sociolinguists conclude 

that pidgins are partially, if not entirely, non-targeted20 second languages. All pidgin 

speakers are equally required to learn the second language, and all surrender their 

mother tongues to contamination in the name of cross-cultural communication. 

Linguistic and sonic purity gives way to the primary concern of constructing a means 

of understanding and exchange between cultures. 

                                                
16 Peter Mühlhausler, Pidgin and Creole Linguistics, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986) p.5. 
17 Mesthrie, Introducing Sociolinguistics, p.280. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Mühlhausler, Pidgin and Creole Linguistics, p.5. 
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In the course of his unparalleled examinations into the indigenous languages, le 

Jeune became the first to record the existence of a hybrid language in the early stages 

of its development. “I have noticed in the study of their language,” he wrote in 1634, 

“that there is a certain jargon between the French and the Savages, which is neither 

French nor Savage; and yet when the French use it, they think they are speaking the 

Savage Tongue, and the Savages, in using it, think they are speaking good French.”21  

This is apparent in the following episode, in which le Jeune details some specific 

examples of the pidgin language developing between the Jesuits and the Montagnais; 

“one of them approached me and said: Ania Kir Capitana?  “My brother, art thou 

Captain?”…They call their Captain “Sagamore,”  but by associating with the 

Europeans they have come to use the word Capitana. Our Brother answered them, 

eoco; that is to say, “yes.”22 Here the middle sound is evident, because in the one 

conversation we see an Indian using the words ania and Capitana - both of which le 

Jeune later assures us are not indigenous words but newly coined - and a Jesuit 

missionary answering in a native tongue, eoco. 

According to Keith Whinnom, the genesis of pidginisation is dependent upon 

contact between speakers of three or more mutually unintelligible languages, rather 

than a mere two.23 This is because the third language reinforces the neutrality of the 

pidgin by containing words and sounds that are equally foreign to the two major 

linguistic communities. The intertribal trading network that existed prior to European 

contact had been a breeding ground for linguistic exchange between Algonquian 

dialects. Le Jeune seems to have captured this phenomenon in the following account:  

                                                
21 JR, Vol. 5, pp.111-113. 
22 JR, Vol. 5, pp.57-59. 
23 Keith Whinnom, “Linguistic Hybridisation and the “Special Case” of Pidgins and Creoles,” in D 
Hymes (ed.) Pidginization and Creolization of Languages, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1971) pp.91-115. 
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I wrote a few words…last year that I characterized as Savage24 words, believing 

them to be so. For example, the word, Ania,…is an alien word, the Savages 

making use of it on every occasion in speaking to the French, and the French in 

speaking to the Savages, and all use it to say  “my brother;” but in the real Savage 

Tongue of the Montagnaits, Nichtais means “my eldest brother,” Nichim “my 

youngest;” the word Sagamo is used by only a few here to say “Captain.” The 

correct word is Oukhimau; I believe this word, Sagamo, comes from Acadia; there 

are many others like it. 25 

  

Despite the existence of multiple equivalent words in Montagnese, le Jeune does not 

ponder over the Montagnais motivation for borrowing an alien word for “brother” 

when speaking to the French. Assuming for a moment that this word was consciously 

borrowed, we can argue that it was the equivalence the Montagnais were attempting to 

undermine. By utilising a foreign noun to signify a foreign people, the Montagnais 

differentiated Montagnais brothers from French brothers whilst expressing the affable 

relationship that nevertheless existed between the foreign peoples. Conceivably, the 

coining or intertribal borrowing of the word ania demonstrates the indigenous 

response to the explanatory requirements of the proto-middle ground.26 An altogether 

new word was needed to describe the unprecedented relationship between the French 

and the Montagnais and, with its simultaneous emphasis on brotherhood and cultural 

difference, ania quite likely fulfilled this requirement.   

Realising creative extensions to the indigenous vocabulary were the key to 

establishing a cohesive Christian community in New France, le Jeune coined words that 

slotted into the indigenous soundscape and articulated Christian concepts. 

                                                
24 In this context, “Savage” refers to Montagnais. 
25JR, Vol. 5, p.113. 
26 According to the time frame of White’s Middle Ground, he puts the genesis of the middle ground at 
1650. 
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Understanding that such innovations would be best received by young, supple minds, le 

Jeune turned his focus to the instruction of indigenous children:  

Taking my paper in hand, I began to call a few children by ringing a little bell. 

At first I had six, then twelve, then fifteen, then twenty, and more. I have them 

say the Pater, the Ave, and the Credo, in their language. I explain to them, 

very crudely, the mysteries of the Holy Trinity and of the Incarnation, and at 

every few words I ask them if I speak well, if they can understand perfectly; 

they all answer me: eoco, eoco, ninisitoutenan, “yes, yes, we understand.” 

Afterwards I ask them whether there are several Gods, and which of the three 

persons became man. I coin words approximating to their language, which I 

make them understand. We begin the Catechism by this prayer, after having 

made the sign of the Cross: Noukhimami Jesus, ïagoua Khistinohimaonitou 

Khik hitouina caié Khiteritamouïn. Ca cataouachichien Maria  ouccaonia 

Jesu, cacataouachichien Joseph aïamihitouinan. “My Lord, or Captain, 

Jesus, teach me your words and your will! Oh, good Mary, Mother of God! 

Oh, good Joseph, pray for us!” We finish with a Pater noster that I have 

composed almost in rhyme, in their language, which I have them sing.27 

 

Note le Jeune’s use of the Montagnais word for ‘captain,’ Oukhimau as a translation of 

‘Lord’ in Noukhimami Jesus. By appealing to the prestigious and vocally empowered 

title of “captain,” le Jeune sought to indoctrinate the children into hearing God’s voice 

as they would hear the powerful eloquent voice of their earthly Oukhimau: who, in the 

Eastern Woodlands, was “powerful in so far as he [was] eloquent.”28 Such inroads 

meant that their parents would be the last generation of Eastern Woodland Indians to 

laugh at the childish stammering of God’s Jesuit mouthpiece.  

In France, Christian principles and European cultural traits had become 

indistinguishable.  Things had to be different in the New France; it was not the 

                                                
27 JR, Vol. 5, pp.185-187. 
28 JR, Vol. 6, p.241. 
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European soundscape the Jesuits were fighting to establish, but an ideally universal 

soundscape of Christendom. Whether God’s teachings were heard in a non-European 

accent actually mattered little, so long as His truths were heard and understood. Le 

Jeune’s separation of the Christian soundscape and the European soundscape meant 

that the missionaries were now willing to adapt Christianity to the unique context of 

New France by embracing the Indians’ collaborative impulse. Le Jeune was not 

transporting, but translating Christianity into the New World context. As with all 

translations, the exact original meaning would get slightly lost along the way, but it is 

in the corruption of meaning that the new hybrid world was found. 

 
“Give Us This Day Our Daily Bread, Moose-Meat and Fish” 

 

From the outset, the Jesuits understood they would need to surrender the 

teachings of their faith – normally sung and recited in the smooth sounds29 of their 

Indo-European languages – to the guttural sounds of the Algonquian and Iroquoian 

languages.30 Without doing so, they would never have been able to make the 

indigenous people understand Christian ideas. As we discovered in chapter one - it was 

not commonplace in Old France for the gospel to be translated into the language of the 

people, because it risked creating multiple interpretations of the “truth.” However, the 

Jesuits knew polytheistic people were accustomed to participating directly in religious 

worship and applying their beliefs to the challenges of daily life. The rural French 

villagers would not have accepted sitting in a Church, being encased by sacred sounds 

that were devoid of meaning – neither would Amerindians. Too many basic necessities 

                                                
29 James Axtell, After Columbus: Essays in the Ethnohistory of Colonial North America, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1988) p.110. 
30 These were the two main language families of the Eastern Woodlands. All of the indigenous nations 
discussed in this thesis spoke either Algonquian or Iroquoian dialects. 
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of life depended on their ability to worship the forces of the world that could grant or 

withhold food, shelter and good health. What the Jesuits had underestimated, however, 

was the lack of equivalence between the linguistic and sonic vocabularies of Indo-

European languages and Amerindian languages.31  

Translation is not an exact science, because there is never a strict equivalence 

of ideas or meanings across languages. Our native languages “force us into habitual 

grooves of thinking,” turning up the volume on “some aspects of the physical and 

mental world” and turning down the volume on others.32 Translators construct a 

hitherto non-existent communicative and ideological isthmus between languages that 

keeps intact as much of the original, intended meaning as possible, but often they have 

to settle for a rough equivalence. In the space between exact and rough equivalence, a 

distinctly indigenous Christian soundscape was created in New France. 

When the French Catholic soundscape was translated into the New World, 

therefore, the traditional meanings French Catholics associated with sounds were 

partially lost. Even when the Jesuits literally translated prayers and hymns into the 

indigenous languages, they could not control the indigenous interpretation of those 

translations. Though the Jesuits had used indigenous sounds to express Christian 

concepts, the indigenous people continued to use Animistic concepts to process what 

they heard. The reason this misunderstanding occurred even though indigenous people 

learnt about Christianity in their own language, was because the Jesuits had to appeal 

to the similarities between the two religions. By and large, those similarities were the 

result of Catholicism’s latent paganism. In the end, then, the neophytes found that 

hardly anything was actually new about Catholicism. They were happy to learn some 

                                                
31 See Lydia H. Liu (ed.) Tokens of Exchange: The Problem of Translation in Global Circulations, 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1999). 
32 Mesthrie, Introducing Sociolinguistics, p.7. 
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new chants that might help them to converse with the spiritual realm. As always, any 

sonic resource that could help them survive the harsh conditions of the Eastern 

Woodlands would be utilised. 

The Pater Noster33 [track 12] was easily assimilated into existing indigenous 

prayers, but the translation of this prayer from the Christian soundscape to the 

indigenous soundscape amplified the Animistic content beyond that of the original text. 

Catholic prayers began with: In nomine Patris, et Filli, et Spiritus Sancti, 34 which – to 

polytheistic people – would have seemingly addressed multiple gods. These gods, 

according to the prayer, had the power to provide sustenance:  Panem nostrum 

quotidianum da nobis hodie.35  This was especially important to Animists who, as we 

have seen, valued the nourishment of the body above that of the soul. When 

Membertou was being taught a translation of the Pater, “according to the translation 

made of it by M. de Biancourt,”  he gave his Jesuit teacher “a witty answer.” In reciting 

“Nui en caraco nae iquein esmoi ciscoi; that is, “Give us this day our daily bread,” 

Membertou protested:  “if [he] did not ask him for  anything but bread, [he] would be 

without moose-meat or fish.”36  

Samuel de Champlain’s later publication of a Montagnais translation of the 

Pater by R. P Massé [Fig.2] was less specific, perhaps to appeal to the indigenous need 

to be more general in their requests to the gods for food. This is apparent in the  

                                                
33 Trans: Our Father, aka: The Lord’s Prayer. 
34 Trans: In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
35 Trans: Give us this day our daily bread. 
36 JR, Vol. 1, pp.163-165.  
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Fig 2: The Pater Noster in Montagnais, with French translation underneath. Courtesy of 
Samuel de Champlain, Oeuvres de Champlain, Charles-Honoré Laverdière (ed.) 
(Quebec, 1870), Tome VI.  
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French translation beneath the Montagnais Pater: Donne nous aujourd’huy nostre 

nourriture comme tousiours.37 The Indians interpretation of the Pater was a constant 

frustration to the Jesuits. When le Jeune asked a pupil which prayer he preferred, he 

answered: “this prayer has seemed to me the best of all: Mirinan oukachigakhi 

nimitchiminan, ‘Give us to-day our food, give us something to eat.’ This is an excellent 

Prayer,” he said. I am not surprised at this Philosophy,” wrote le Jeune. “Animalis 

homo, non perci .pit ea qua sunt Spiritus Dei. He who has never been at any school 

but that of the flesh, cannot speak the language of the spirit.”38 The Indian 

prioritisation of the body over the spirit consistently corrupted Christian worship in this 

way, adding a whole new meaning to “and the word was made flesh.”39 The Pater 

would not be the only prayer to be misinterpreted as a hunting prayer.40 

In wintering with the Montagnais, le Jeune was made as reliant upon the whims 

of nature as his Animistic companions. When the entire band was suffering from severe 

starvation after having no successful hunts, le Jeune told them that because it was 

Christmas Day, “God was generally very bountiful on these days; and if [they] had 

recourse to him, he would surely help [them].”41 After hurriedly composing and 

translating a prayer, [Fig.3] le Jeune was ready to amaze them with the power of the 

true God: 

  

                                                
37 Trans: Give us today our food, as always. 
38 JR, Vol. 8, p.37. 
39 John 1:14 in The Holy Bible: Containing the Old and New Testaments, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1995). 
40 See Steckley, De Religione, for a thorough and insightful examination of indigenous 
misinterpretations of translated Christian prayers and teachings. See also, Louise M. Burkhart, The 
Slippery Earth: Nahua-Christian Moral Dialogue in Sixteenth Century Mexico,  (Tucson: University 
of Arizona Press, 1989); John Thornton, “African Religions and Christianity in the Atlantic World,” 
Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic World, 1400-1680, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992); Ida Altman and Reginald Butler, “The Contact of Cultures: Perspectives on 
the Quincentenary,” American Historical Review, Vol.99, No.2. (Apr., 1994) 478-503. 
41 JR, Vol. 7, pp.145-147. 
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Now as these poor people had no more hope in their bows or arrows, they showed 

much gladness that I had thus called them together, assuring me they would do all 

I commanded them… all of them with hands joined, heads bare, and knees upon 

the ground, as I have observed, repeated the following, which I pronounced to 

them with great solemnity. “Great Lord, you who have made heaven and earth, 

you know all, you can do all.  I promise you with all my heart (I could not lie to 

you) I promise you wholly, that, if it pleases you to give us food, I will obey you 

cheerfully, that I will surely believe in you.  I promise you without deceit that I 

will do all that I shall be told ought to be done for love of you.  Help us, for you 

can do it; I will certainly do what they shall teach me ought to be done for your 

sake.  I promise it without pretence, I am not lying, I could not lie to you; help us 

to believe in you perfectly, for you have died for us.  Amen”… After this I told 

them that they should go to the chase with confidence, as they did, the greater part 

showing by their faces and words that they had taken pleasure in this act. 42 

 

When the Montagnais proceeded to have success in the hunt, they had a traditional eat-

all feast to show the divine beings that had helped them how grateful they were for the 

sustenance that had been provided. Christianity was being assimilated into indigenous 

Animism at the same rate as indigenes were assimilated into the Church; so even 

though it sounded like Christianity was taking hold of New France, the Christian 

sounds were still being heard by the majority of the inhabitants of New France as the 

sacred sounds of Animism. The Society of Jesus was, consequently, criticised in France 

for “accommodating itself with worldly or even pagan ways in order to bring converts 

into the space of the Church.”43 With orthodoxy thus compromised, Catholicism’s 

latent paganism – which the Council of Trent had specifically tried to eliminate – was 

rearing its ugly head again in New France. 

 

                                                
42 JR, Vol. 7, pp.145-151. 
43 Henry Phillips, Church and Culture in Seventeenth-Century France, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997) p.5. 
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Fig.3: Facsimile of the translated prayer le Jeune composed for the starving Montagnais. 
Courtesy of Reuben Gold Thwaites, (ed.) The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents: 
Travels and Explorations of the Jesuit Missionaries in New France, 1610-1791, Vol. 7 
(Cleveland: Burrows, 1896). 
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European paralinguistic sounds were also “translated” into New France. Not 

only were Catholic hymns and prayers translated into the indigenous languages, but - 

more often than not – the sacred sounds were translated into the Indians’ sacred space 

of nature. Due to the fact that the missionaries were, by this stage, pleased to hear any 

sign of Christianity taking hold, the pagan-Christian hybridity of this worship was 

overlooked: “It is a pleasure to hear them sing in the woods what they have learned,”44 

wrote le Jeune in 1635. For these Indians, nature was still the most sacred place and 

the ideal location to vocalise their prayers, for it was outside that the divine beings of 

the world could hear them, not in the cabins. 

The Indians were not the only ones to perform sacred sounds outside in the 

open air in this period. Jean de Brebeuf tells how the Jesuits, too, often ended up 

outside saying their prayers, despite having converted part of their cabin into a crude 

sort of chapel: “the almost continual noise [the Indians] make usually hinders us…and 

compels us to go outside to say our prayers.”45 The quiet, contained solemnity of the 

post-Tridentine church services in Old France was nowhere to be found in New France. 

Out of the “civilised” context of French churches, however, Catholic worship was in 

danger of blatantly overlapping with Animism. For example, when the Jesuits lifted 

their heads and offered prayers to God, “it seem[ed] to the Indians that [the 

missionaries] address[ed] their prayers to the sun as they [did],” so they began to call 

the sun Jesus.46 

European technological sounds were also translated into the New World context. 

The French accommodated paganism, for example, by doing nothing to dissuade 

                                                
44 JR, Vol. 5, p.187. See Terence J. O’Grady, “The Singing Societies of Oneida,” American Music, 
Vol.9, No.1. (Spring, 1991) 67-91 for an alternative view of indigenous hymnody and assimilation.  
45 JR,Vol. 8, p.107. 
46 JR, Vol. 4, pp.199-201. 
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Indians from thinking of a clock brought to the Huron mission village Ihonatiria as 

“some living thing.” Its ability to produce sound on its own was unequivocal evidence 

that a spirit lived within it, since Animistic Indians considered sound to be the 

distinguishing feature of living beings. 

 

They think it hears, especially when, for a joke, some one of our Frenchmen calls 

out at the last stroke of the hammer, “That's enough,” and then it immediately 

becomes silent.” “They call it the Captain of the day. When it strikes, they say it is 

speaking; and they ask when they come to see us how many times the Captain has 

already spoken. They ask us about its food…They used to ask at first what it said. 

We told them two things that they have remembered very well; one, that when it 

sounded four o’clock of the afternoon, during winter, it was saying, “Go out, go 

away that we may close the door,” for immediately they arose, and went out. The 

other, that at midday it said, yo eiouahaoua, that is, “Come, put on the kettle;” 

and this speech is better remembered than the other, for some of these spongers 

never fail to come at that hour, to get a share of our Sagamité.47  

 

The survival of Animistic beliefs and practices also meant that le Jeune realistically 

feared that the sonic power of the French cannons would be used for something other 

than war: “I fear that one of these days they will come and beg us to shoot off our 

cannons in order to cure them.”48 His fears were reasonable. The French were, after all, 

now members of the hybrid sonic community, and as members they were obliged to 

contribute as much as possible to the combined sonic energy of the mission whenever 

an evil Manitou required expulsion. 

  

 

“Beyond the Danger of Falling” 

                                                
47 JR, Vol. 8, pp.109-111. 
48 JR, Vol. 9, p.119. 
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Approximately three years after playing the Aoutmoin at Atisaoucanich 

etagoukhi, le Jeune’s ongoing creative adjustments to the normally strict rules of 

orthodoxy weighed heavily on his mind. Even with the progress he had made, he was 

uncertain about whether he had done the right thing. His religiosity was never in 

question, but his commitment to orthodox worship certainly was. What distinguished 

him now from the rural French villagers and their deviant belief and worship? Had he 

been converted by the people he had come to convert? Was it even possible to live for 

years on end so far beyond the realm of Christendom without falling from grace?  

One report particularly betrayed le Jeune’s anxiety about the inherent dangers 

of being enveloped by the sensory data of the Animistic world. However, it was not 

just the sensory data le Jeune was exposed to that caused him to push the limits of 

Christian orthodoxy; it was the New World’s lack of Christian sensory data that 

ordinarily reinforced the values of the faith: 

 

In France the great multitude and the good example of Christians, the solemnity of 

the Feasts, the majesty of the Churches so magnificently adorned, preach piety to 

you; and in the Houses of our order the fervor of our brethren, their modesty, and 

all the noble virtues which shine forth in all their actions, are so many powerful 

voices which cry to you without ceasing, respice, et fac similiter.49 You have the 

consolation of celebrating every day the holy Mass; in a word, you are almost 

beyond the danger of falling, at least, the falls are insignificant, and you have help 

immediately at hand. Here we have nothing, it seems, which incites towards good; 

we are among Peoples who are astonished when you speak to them of God, and 

who often have only horrible blasphemies in their mouths. Often you are 

compelled to deprive yourself of the holy Sacrifice of the Mass; and, when you 

have the opportunity to say it, a little corner of your Cabin will serve you for a 

                                                
49 Translation unknown. 
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Chapel, which the smoke, the snow, or the rain hinders you from ornamenting and 

embellishing, even if you had the means. I pass over the small chance of seclusion 

there is among Barbarians, who scarcely ever leave you, who hardly know what it 

is to speak in a low tone. Especially I would not dare to speak of the danger there 

is of ruining oneself among their impurities, in the case of any one whose heart is 

not sufficiently full of God to firmly resist this poison. But enough of this; the rest 

can only be known by experience.50 

 

As conflicted as le Jeune evidently was when composing this report, only a paragraph 

later, he was also able to rejoice in some aspects of his newfound religious freedom.  

Just outside his cabin, Heaven was open to him; for “those great buildings which lift 

their heads to the clouds, in large cities, do not conceal it from our view; so that we 

can say our prayers in full liberty before the noble Oratory that saint Francois Xavier 

loved better than any other.”51  

The ceiling of the earth was as worthy of catching the sacred sounds of 

Christianity as that of any French cathedral, since the Christian God was here too - far 

beyond the space of the Church building. The people of the Eastern Woodlands had 

not been so wrong in hearing divinity in nature, for the Holy Bible  itself preached In 

Omnibus Christus.52 The Christian god could hear and be heard everywhere, in 

everything. 

                                                
50 JR, Vol. 10, pp.93-95. 
51 JR, Vol. 10, p.105. 
52 Trans: In all things, Christ. Colossians, 1:18 in The Holy Bible: Containing the Old and New 
Testaments, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995). 



 

Conclusion 

- Forgotten Worlds - 

 

hen the Montagnais first saw a French ship, they beheld a moving island.1 

Indeed, the French themselves had rather fancied that France - soundscape 

and all - could be transported across the Atlantic in the bowels of a ship.2  As time 

passed, the Montagnais would come to see that this was not a floating land, but merely 

an oversized canoe. Henceforth, the French would be known simply as 

ouemichtigouchiou, “men in a wooden canoe or boat.”3 For their part, the French were 

also forced to concede that they had overestimated European power. Gradually, it 

became clear that the transatlantic voyage was by no means the full extent of their 

journey to the New World; for - though they had traversed the Atlantic Ocean - they 

had remained anchored to the orthodox soundscape of Old France all the while. It was 

not until they pulled up anchor and allowed themselves to float upon the indigenous 

soundwaves that they found themselves in a truly New World. 

Once there, the Jesuits and French explorers, such as Samuel de Champlain and 

Marc Lescarbot, set about “capturing and preserving exotic sensory experiences”4 in 

print. Printed words elaborately described the paralinguistic sounds of rituals and the 

                                                
1 James Axtell, “Through Another Glass Darkly: Early Indian Views of Europeans,” After Columbus: 
Essays in the Ethnohistory of Colonial North America, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988) 
p.129. 
2 JR, Vol. 9, pp.145-147. 
3 Axtell, After Columbus, p.130. 
4 Victoria Lindsay Levine, Writing American Indian Music: Historic Transcriptions, Notations, and 
Arrangements, (Middleton: AR-R Editions, Inc, 2002) p.xxi. 
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singularity of indigenous languages, while European musical notation tamed the wild 

music of the Eastern Woodlands. The Jesuits and explorers trusted that these printed 

sound recordings had the power to make the unique sounds resonate again in the 

domestic spaces of their French readership.5 Some printed sound recordings had more 

power to do this than others. When Gabriel Sagard-Théodat notated Lescarbot’s 

solfège transcriptions of Mi’kma’ki melodies and arranged them into four-part 

harmony, the indigenous music was translated into the French musical tradition and 

could be repeated – with a difference – in the parlours of “civilised” French Christians.  

The middle sound continued to develop and is arguably still developing in 

indigenous communities today. White’s middle ground dissolved after approximately 

two centuries and the Indian, he argues, became an “exotic other” once more,6 but the 

middle sound proved to have more longevity. This is because middle sounds are not 

contingent upon sustained contact between two communities; that is how they begin. 

The genesis of a middle sound marks the birth of a new cohesive cultural community, 

which has a more complex, densely textured soundscape than others because of its 

mixed origins. 

The middle sound described in this thesis, was merely the first example of a 

French-Indian hybrid soundscape and by no means was it the most complex. Around 

the time White’s middle ground dissolved - in the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-

centuries - the bilingual offspring of French fur traders and Algonquian women, the 

Métis, became the permanent inhabitants of the space between French and indigenous 

cultures. By the 1800s approximately, the Métis were considered by the French, the 

indigenous communities, and by themselves as neither French nor indigenous and 

                                                
5 Levine, American Indian Music, p.xxi. 
6 Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region 
1650 – 1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991),p.x. 
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subsequently formed a unique sonic community of their own.7  Their language, Michif, 8 

still fascinates linguists who have described it as “an impossible language.”9 As an 

“intertwined” or mixed language it is extremely rare with its two separate sound 

systems and its propensity to draw – equally10 – from French and the Algonquian 

language Cree. Even more perplexing is the way it draws “lexical morphemes from one 

language and grammatical morphemes from another.”11 Psycholinguists, Peter Bakker 

asserts, would be at a loss to explain how this even works in the brain.  

Métis music, too, is a fusion of indigenous and European styles and 

instrumentation. “Their most important instrument is the violin,” asserts Bakker, but 

“there are a number of underlying Indian patterns in Métis fiddle music, such as a 

musical signature before starting the tune, variations in phrase lengths, and descending 

musical contours.”12 The Métis’ richly textured, polyphonic soundscape is one of many 

still to be analysed in detail by aural historians, since the New World - as virtually any 

musician would testify - was a veritable sonic melting pot, in which soundscapes from 

all over the world would eventually converge.13  

The most famous of those sonic fusions in the New World is the Blues 

tradition. Nevertheless, there are sonic elements of the Blues tradition that aural 

                                                
7 Peter Bakker, A Language of Our Own: The Genesis of Michif, the Mixed Cree-French Language of 
the Canadian Métis, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). See also Laura J. Murray, 
“Vocabularies of Native American Languages: A Literary and Historical Approach to an Elusive 
Genre,” American Quarterly, Vol.53, No.4 (Dec. 2001); Laura J. Murray, “Fur Traders in 
Conversation,” Ethnohistory, Vol.50, No.2 (Spring, 2003). 
8 Trans: Métis and Michif  both mean “mixed,” see Bakker, A Language of Our Own, p.52. 
9 Bakker, A Language of Our Own, p.4. 
10 Bakker, A Language of Our Own, p.6 
11 Peter Bakker and Muysken, “Mixed Languages and Language Intertwining,” in Jacques Arends, 
Pieter Muysken and Norval Smith (eds.) Pidgins and Creoles, (Amsterdam; John Benjamin’s 
Publishing Company, 1995) p.42. 
12 Bakker, A Language of Our Own, p.67. See also Anne Lederman, “Métis,” in Ellen Koskoff (ed) 
The United States and Canada: Garland Encyclopedia of World Music, Vol.3, (New York:Garland, 
2001) pp.404-411.  
13 See Ellen Koskoff. (ed) The United States and Canada: Garland Encyclopedia of World Music 
Vol.3, (New York:Garland, 2001) 
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historians have not yet fully explored. This thesis has proven that cultures are never as 

clearly demarcated as they often believed, and it is as true for the Slaves as it was for 

the masters. When the Slave soundscape and European soundscape fused, they did not 

fuse as two pure soundscapes. In some areas, for example, Slaves were involved in 

peaceful cultural and sonic exchanges with Native Americans. 

Present day musicians of mixed African American and Native American 

heritage, such as Pura Fé, Cyril Neville and Taj Mahal, have recently drawn attention 

to the history of their mixed culture and the sonic consequences of that mixture. “It 

goes back hundreds of years,” explains Neville, “Africans and Natives had similar ways 

of worshiping and playing music, and they were thrown together by racism and 

slavery,” in places like New Orleans’ Congo Square14 – a place of trade and cross 

cultural festivity. “[I]n the beginning, Africans were going out there to worship and 

play music with the Native people and they [would] all cook and play music together 

and eventually it attracted the Europeans.” In time, the sonic effects of this mixture 

would leave their mark on the Blues tradition: “The call and response thing in blues and 

gospel and its modulation is what Indians call Stomp Dance…The blues shuffle rhythm 

is a Round Dance, the heartbeat of Native music,” explains Pura Fé. “People forget 

Charley Patton was Choctaw, Scrapper Blackwell was Cherokee, all the early jazz and 

blues people were mixed; it was like another race that gave birth to this rich musical 

culture, a race that [has] largely been forgotten about.” 15 Mahal adds:  “It’s an 

                                                
14 See Joseph Roach, Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance, (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1996) pp.63-67. 
15 J. Poet, “American Music’s Native Roots: Native Americans Shaped the Various Sounds and Styles 
of American Music,” in Grammy Magazine, (April 22, 2005). 
http://musicmaker.org/zart04222005grammymag.html, (accessed August, 10, 2006). 
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untapped history and when people start investigating it, they’re going to be 

surprised.”16  

 

It is because of sound’s capacity to connect people as social beings that middle 

sounds are easily forgotten. Sounds, which were once distinct and even foreign, 

become completely naturalised. It is this process of naturalisation that makes the 

historical recovery of sonic origins so surprising and so necessary. Inevitably, people 

born into mixed communities increasingly identify themselves as members of - what 

they imagine to be - a single community. They cease to identify themselves as people 

who deliberately build their identities from the materials of two distinct cultures. They 

stop emphasising and hearing plurality and create a myth of unity.17 Over time, the 

myth becomes so powerful, that people cannot even imagine hearing the soundscape as 

polyphonic because of the seeming “indivisibility” of the sounds and “the simultaneity 

of the times of their generation.”18 The task falls to aural historians to ask, as Aristotle 

once did: “Which is it that ‘sounds’, the striking body or the struck? Is not the answer 

‘it is both, but each in a different way’?” 19 

                                                
16 Ibid. 
17 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 
(London: Verso, 1991). 
18 Roger Bacon, Liber de Sensu et Sensato, in Robert Steele (ed.) Opera Hactenus Inedita, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1937), XIV, p.129. 
19 Aristotle, De Anima, trans. J.A Smith, (University of Pennsylvania CCAT,  2006) 
http://ccat.sas.upenn.edu/jod/texts/aristotle.soul.html, (accessed October 2, 2006). 
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- Discography - 

 

Track 1: “Funeral Song,” performed by George Miller (I nke'tonga (Big Shoulder) and 

Joseph Merrick (Gion'zethinge) (None to teach him). Recorded by Francis La Flesche 

Jr [circa. 1895]. 

 

Track 2: “Rally Song,” performed by Mattie White (Mi'gthi ntonin). Recordist not cited. 

[circa. 1895]. 

 

Track 3: “Death Song Composed by Ka-hi-gi-un,” performed by Gilbert Morris 

(Kaxe'giun) (Flying Crow). Recordist not cited. [circa. 1895]. 

 

Track 4: “Mi’kachi Song,” performed by Joseph Merrick (Gio n'zethinge) (None to 

teach him) Charles Wells (Ki'baxthagthithon) (Elk who comes back) Ardent Saunsoci. 

Recorded by Francis La Flesche Jr, [circa. 1895]. 

 

Track 5: “Na'gthewaan Song,” performed by Gilbert Morris, (Kaxe'giu n) (Flying Crow). 

Recordist not cited. [1896]. 

 

Track 6: “Ave Regina Caelorum: Antiphon in Mode 6” Gregorian Chant, performed by 

Chanticleer, from the album Mysteria, [Teldec, 1995]. 
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Track 7: “Mi’kachi Song,” performed by Joseph Merrick (Gio n'zethinge) (None to 

teach him) Charles Wells (Ki'baxthagthithon) (Elk who comes back suddenly and meets 

hunter face to face) and Ardent Saunsoci. Recorded by Francis La Flesche Jr, 

[circa.1895]. 

 

Track 8: “Salve Regina, antiphon in mode 1,” Gregorian Chant performed by 

Chanticleer, from the album Mysteria, [Teldec, 1995]. 

 

Track 9: “Ave Maris Stella, hymn,” Gregorian Chant performed by Chanticleer, from 

the album Magnificat: A Capella Words by Josquin, Palestrina, Titov, Victoria, and 

Others, [Teldec, 2000] 

 

Track 10: “Veni Creator,” performed by the Monastic Choir of St. Peter’s Abbey, 

Solesmes, from the album Gregorian Melodies, [Paraclete Press, 2002]. 

 

Track 11: “Funeral Song,” Performed by John Turner at the Tribal Administration 

Building, Macy, Nebraska. Recorder by Alan Jabbour, [February 24, 1983]. 

 

Track 12: “Pater Noster,” performed by the Monastic Choir of St. Peter’s Abbey, 

Solesmes, from the album Gregorian Melodies, [Paraclete Press, 2002]. 

 
 


