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Resumen 
Este estudio se concentra en la música de los Awajún, un grupo indígeno en la Amazonía Peruana. Su 
objectivo principal es investigar la música tradicional Awajún, y analizar las posibilidades de los niños y 
jóvenes Awajún para aprender ese estilo musical. Con la música tradicional, se refiere a los instrumentos 
y estilos musicales que se usaba entre los Awajún antes de que las influencias occidentales se volvían 
considerables. 
 
El estudio se basa en un trabajo de campo realizado por el autor en el Norte del Perú. Fue realizado desde 
el 8 de enero hasta el 1 de Abril de 2016 en la comunidad nativa Awajún de Supayaku y en la ciudad de 
Jaén. Las principales técnicas de investigación eran entrevistas, observación participativa y conversaciones 
informales. Para este estudio, tanto entrevistas con 21 habitantes de Supayaku como los apuntes del diario 
de campo están usados. Todos los inhabitantes de Supayaku, excepto del médico, enfermero, matrona, 
professores de la escuela secundaria y algunas otras personas pertenecen al grupo étnico Awajún. 
 
Los Awajún viven en el Norte del Perú, cerca de la frontera con Ecuador. Igual a otros grupos de la selva 
Amazónica, existen muy pocas investigación sobre la música de los Awajún. Su música se puede dividir 
en dos estilos principales: las canciónes profanas llamadas nampeg y los cantos mágicos llamados anen. 
Mayor parte de la música Awajún es vocal, pero algunos instrumentos músicales están usados también. 
 
Durante las últimas décadas, la vida de las sociedades en la Amazonía ha cambiado mucho. Por ejemplo 
un mayor contacto con otras culturas y el desarrollo tecnológico tienen un impacto en casi todos los 
aspectos de la vida, por ejemplo estilo de vida, los valores y la música. Cambio musical se ha investigado 
en muchas partes del mundo, pero muy poco en la Amazonía. Cuando una sociedad cambia, algunas 
culturas musicales sobreviven, otras cambian y otras desaparecen. Parece que la música tradicional de los 
Awajún no ha desaparecido, pero se usa mucho menos que antes. Además, el uso y la importancia de la 
música han cambiado. 
 
Los niños y los jóvenes juegan un rol importante en la transmisión cultural. Tradicionalmente, la música 
Awajún se aprendía de los relativos del mismo sexo. Ahora hay más maneras de aprender la música, y la 
tecnología es muchas veces un instrumento importante en el aprendizaje. También la sistema escolar y la 
iglesia cristiana afectan la enseñanza y el aprendizaje de música. Parece que la música tradicional no se ha 
adaptado totalmente a los cambios sociales. A la luz de este estudio, se puede decir que en Supayaku, los 
niños y los jóvenes tienen la oportunidad de aprender la música tradicional Awajún, pero muchas veces 
requiere esfuerzo personal. 
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 Música tradicional, transmisión musical, música de los niños, cambio cultural, Amazonía 
Lugar de depósito 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Society and its music are in a constant dialogue. Changes in society can trigger changes 

in music, and vice versa. In order to survive, music styles have to adapt to new 

environments. Musical change has been studied extensively by ethnomusicologists. 

However, in the case of Amazon rainforest this kind of study is new. The Amazonian 

societies are in flux, but thus far only a few studies indicate the fundamental changes that 

have recently taken place in the Amazon area. Like in many other parts of the world, new 

phenomena such as youth migration, modern technology, and increased possibilities of 

communication have had a strong impact on music as well. Despite enormous changes in 

Amazonian cultures, it seems that the people living there still conserve some 

characteristics of their traditional culture. Music can play an important role in the process 

of cultural conservation. Thus, transmitting traditional music to a new generation is also 

a means and an end of the process. 

 

Besides the music itself, the ways of musical transmission are flexible and ever changing. 

Patricia Shehan Campbell (2001: 215) defines musical transmission as ‘the delivery and 

acquisition (or teaching and learning) of music’. In this research at hand, musical 

transmission refers to any communication of musical knowledge. Transmission can be 

conscious or unconscious, and it can be realized by a teacher, family members or friends, 

for example. It can also happen via television or recordings. According to music 

education scholar Huib Schippers (2010: 180), systems of learning music are crucial for 

sustainability of a musical culture, and through them variety of knowledge can be 

transmitted. 

 

I will analyze the transmission of traditional music based on an ethnographic fieldwork 

realized in Supayaku, an Awajún community in Northern Peru, in the beginning of 2016. 

The Awajún people, also called Aguaruna or Aents, are the second largest indigenous 

group in the Peruvian Amazon (Regan 2007: 4). In this research, only the word Awajún 

will be used, as it is the term that the members of the group use of themselves. It is also 

the most used term in today’s literature. The Awajún, with the neighboring Shiwiar, 



2 
	

Shuar, Achuar and Wampis groups, comprise the Jivaroan peoples living in specific 

regions both in Peru and in Ecuador. (Regan 2007: 4.)  

 

My main objective is to analyze children and adolescents’ possibilities to learn traditional 

Awajún music in Supayaku. By the state of traditional music in the title of the thesis, I 

mean the role and the position of traditional Awajún music in the life of children and 

adolescents in Supayaku. I will analyze it by describing different situations where 

children and adolescents play, sing or hear music, in attempt to see if they have 

opportunities to learn traditional music in some of these. Additionally, I will discuss if 

the villagers find it important that the children and the adolescents learn traditional 

Awajún music. With children and adolescents, I refer to initial, primary and secondary 

school pupils, which in Peru means about 3–16-year-old persons. However, it must be 

remembered that cultural patterns are learned also before that age through the process of 

enculturation (see for example Campbell 2011: 64–65). 

 

Traditional music is a complex concept, and its definition varies. Music is in constant 

change, and thus it is not possible to draw a clear line between tradition and modernity. 

In the village of Supayaku, people use the Spanish term canto típico, typical singing, 

when talking about Awajún music which has very little or no influences from Western 

cultures. The Spanish word música, music, is not used to refer to traditional music. I was 

many times told: ‘Antes no teníamos música’, ‘Before we didn’t have music’. Music for 

many people in Supayaku means popular music from other parts of Peru and the world. 

Term música Awajún, Awajún music, is used to refer to a broader variety of music styles, 

such as popular music styles sung in Awajún language or by Awajún people. Since the 

Awajún themselves draw a line between canto típico and música Awajún, I find it 

justifiable to do that as well. In this thesis, the term traditional music refers to canto típico.  

 

Traditional Awajún music can be divided into two main genres, powerful songs called 

anen and profane songs called nampeg. Anen can be used to create changes in the 

surrounding world, and they are played or sung in private situations. Instead, nampeg are 

mostly performed at celebrations. Besides music, the word nampeg refers to drinking and 

dancing (Greene 2009: 130). When speaking with non-Awajún speakers, the villagers of 
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Supayaku use Spanish words bailar (to dance) or cantar (to sing) to refer to combination 

of dancing, singing and drinking typical for nampeg. Words dance and music are often 

used almost as synonyms, to refer to traditional Awajún music and dance.  

 

Children’s musical cultures have not been studied much in ethnomusicology. As Finnish 

musicologist Taru Leppänen (2010: 12–13) states, most of the studies about children and 

music have an educational aim. The focus has been on intentional music education in 

formal situations, such as music education at schools and music schools, and much of 

children’s everyday musical experiences have been left unexamined. However, there are 

some studies focusing on children’s everyday music. The most famous ethnomusical 

study on the subject has been realized by John Blacking (1995 [1967]). Blacking analyzes 

the songs of Venda children in South Africa, and the social and cultural meaning of these 

songs. In the Amazon area, no such studies have been realized. 

 

Similarly to children’s musical cultures, musical transmission has only seldom been the 

major focus in ethnomusicological studies, although it is a more common research subject 

in music education. In the research at hand, systems of learning music are analyzed 

mainly in the light of theories by Patricia Shehan Campbell (1998, 2001, 2011). In her 

studies, Campbell combines her expertice in ethnomusicology and music education, thus 

increasing the understanding of music education and learning around the world. 

 

According to Dan Lundberg, Krister Malm and Owe Ronström (2003: 62–63), musical 

cultures of today are often filled with contradictory tendencies, fields of tension. In their 

study, Lundberg et al. (2003) focus on diversity and multiculturalism in Sweden, but 

many of their results are easily applicable to other parts of the world as well. In this thesis, 

different tension fields that have an impact on children and adolescents’ musical cultures 

in Supayaku are being analyzed. In Supayaku, I will study the field of tension between 

Christianity and other beliefs. Other tension fields to be studied are for example 

homogenization and diversification, and indigeneity and nationalism. 

 

Shane Greene (2009: 26) points out that besides being Awajún, the Awajún identify 

themselves as Jivaroans and as Amazonians. According to Lundberg et al. (2003: 16–17) 
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music can both embody and give rise to new identities. They also emphasize that music 

is a way to differentiate oneself from the others and to gain visibility. Through visibility, 

a group can also gain recognition and power. (Ibid.: 31.) However, music can have 

various meanings to different people, and not everything can be explained through the 

search for visibility. Additionally to the changes in music and its transmission, meanings 

and the importance of music styles are ever changing. I will study if the rise of indigenous 

awareness and new kinds of indigenous identification can be detected in Supayaku, and 

if these have an impact on people’s opinions on traditional Awajún music. 

 

The second chapter of this thesis is an introduction to the village of Supayaku, as well as 

to the methods used for this research. After that, in chapter three, I will introduce, on the 

basis of existing research literature, the musical styles and instruments traditionally used 

amongst the Awajún, and the ways music has traditionally been taught, learned and used. 

I will compile the available descriptions of traditional Awajún music and compare them 

with the observations and the interviews I made during the fieldwork in Supayaku village. 

Since music cannot be separated from its surroundings, it is also important to analyze 

Awajún culture and life in a broader sense, both as it was before strong Western 

influences and as it is now. This description of traditional Awajún music in English is one 

of a kind. However, more research on the topic would be necessary. 

 

In chapter four, I will describe the music of children and adolescents as it was in Supayaku 

at the time of the fieldwork. Later on, in chapter five, I will describe the changes in music 

cultures in Supayaku as well as the changes in the significance of traditional Awajún 

music. I will analyze different musical learning processes in Supayaku, in order to see if 

traditional music is being transmitted through some of these processes. One important 

factor in music learning is motivation. However, young people’s motivation to learn 

traditional Awajún music will be discussed only briefly. Many of the themes of this thesis, 

such as children’s musical cultures, musical transmission, and Amazonian music, have 

not been discussed much in ethnomusicology. Thus, literature from several other fields, 

including music education, anthropology and indigenous studies are being used.  
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In the discussion, I will propose some possible ways for strengthening the transmission 

processes of traditional Awajún music in Supayaku. Here, this research steps briefly into 

the field of applied ethnomusicology as well, since it aims to solve concrete problems 

outside academic context (see Harrison & Pettan 2010: 1). Besides these suggestions, I 

believe that my presence in the village, the interest I showed towards traditional Awajún 

music and my questions about musical transmission might have made the villagers think 

about the importance and the state of traditional music.  

 

My interest in Amazonian music began in 2014, when I, inspired by my lecturer, decided 

to write a literature review of the subject as my Bachelor’s thesis. The lack of studies 

addressing the music of this enormous and culturally diverse area was evident. My student 

exchange in the School of Anthropology in the Catholic University of Peru (Pontificia 

Universidad Católica del Perú) in Lima in 2015 offered me a great opportunity to study 

the wide variety of cultures in Peru, to improve my Spanish, and to establish contacts 

with local students and researchers. After the student exchange, I moved to the village of 

Supayaku to gather material for this Master’s thesis. My former education in music 

pedagogy led me to focus especially on the processes of learning and teaching music. The 

main techniques used during the fieldwork were participant observation, informal 

conversations and interviews. 
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2 NATIVE COMMUNITY OF SUPAYAKU 

  

The fieldwork took place in Cajamarca, Northern Peru, from January 8th until April 1st 

of 2016. I spent the first twelve days in the city of Jaén, where I got to meet young Awajún 

people studying temporarily in there. From January 20th on I resided in the native 

community of Supayaku (Comunidad Nativa Awajún de Supayaku). This community was 

chosen for the fieldwork both for practical and academic reasons. I was able to find 

research contacts from the community and thus organize and further plan the fieldwork. 

Also, due to some recent changes in the community, Supayaku is a good place to observe 

musical change.  

 

In the following chapter, I will introduce the community, explain and evaluate the 

methods used during the fieldwork, and finally describe the soundscape of the village as 

I experienced it. Kay Kaufman Shelemay (2001: 359) defines soundscape as ‘the 

distinctive settings, sounds, and significances of a musical culture’. According to her, 

soundscape does not only consist of different musics, but also of time, place and 

significances given to them. Shelemay (ibid.: 8, 19) also emphasizes the transformative 

nature of soundscapes, stating that they are flexible and ever changing. For example, 

migration has had an important role in formation of many soundscapes (ibid.).  

 

Shelemay’s (ibid.) concept of soundscape can be useful in Supayaku, where sounds with 

different origins, for example popular music styles, traditional Awajún music and church 

music, intertwine and together compose the soundscape of the village. However, besides 

music, many other sounds are significant for people as well. When Shelemay (ibid.) 

writes only about music, Uimonen (2013: 239–241) states that soundscape is a 

combination of any culturally significant sounds, their interpretation and understanding. 

In subchapter 2.3, I will base my description on a complex collection of sounds, both 

music and other sounds.  
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2.1 Supayaku 

  

In Peru, there are 55 different indigenous groups, all with their own languages (Ministerio 

de Cultura n.d. a). Awajún is one of these groups. According to the latest information by 

Ministry of Culture of Peru (Ministerio de Cultura n.d. b), there are 83 732 people 

belonging to the Awajún group. According to various people in Supayaku, the Awajún 

traditionally had a nomadic lifestyle. They used to go from one place to another in search 

of prey and lands. Some of the oldest living members of Supayaku have founded the 

community. 

 

Today, the Awajún reside in Northern Peru, close to the border with Ecuador, in the 

geographical regions of Loreto, Amazonas, San Martín and Cajamarca. The following 

map introducing the indigenous languages has been generated by the author from a 

nation-wide map by Sistema Nacional de Información Ambiental (2010). Jivaro 

languages are marked with sky blue color, and Awajún language is number 29. 

  
Picture 1. Ethnolinguistic map of the region (Sistema Nacional de Información Ambiental 

2010).  
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The community of Supayaku is located in Cajamarca region. It has approximately 690 

inhabitants, 76% of which are 30 years of age or under (Comunidad Nativa Awajún de 

Supayaku, CNAS 2015: 4). All of the inhabitants except for the secondary school 

teachers, the doctor, the nurse and the midwife and a few people who have moved there 

through marriage, are of Awajún ethnicity. In Supayaku, the words mestizo (masc.) and 

mestiza (fem.) are used to refer to non-indigenous people. In this thesis, the words mestizo 

and mestiza are used the same way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pictures 2 and 3. Location of the native community of Supayaku (Google Maps). 

 

Supayaku is divided between the main village, in which I resided during my fieldwork, 

and eight smaller units. The main village has about 150 inhabitants. There is an 

evangelical church and three educative institutes: initial (3–5-year-old children), primary 

(6–11) and secondary (12–16). In Supayaku, as well as in other parts of the country, the 

school year starts in March and ends in December. 

 

A road between Supayaku and the city of Huarango was built a few years ago. This makes 

it considerably easier to visit nearby villages and cities. The journey between the smaller 

units and the main village still has to be made by foot. Some villagers keep shops in their 

homes that carry a variety of products from the city, such as rice, eggs, cookies and 

chicken. Some years ago, the main village was connected to the power grid, and the use 

of electric devices such as televisions and cellphones has increased considerably since 
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then. Battery operated radios and cassette recorders have however been used in the village 

for decades. Also, there were some cellphones before electricity. One national cellphone 

operator finds a signal in some parts of the main village. 

 

In Supayaku, the most listened musical genres today are cumbia sanjuanera and the 

religious music genres favored by the evangelical church. Cumbia sanjuanera is 

discussed very little in literature. According to my interviewees, it is a mixture of cumbia 

and sanjuanero musics, a hybrid style combining elements from Peruvian and Ecuadorian 

musics. The roots of cumbia are in Colombia, but Raúl Romero (2007: 21–23) points out 

that Peruvian cumbia has got influences from rock, pop and Caribbean music as well.  

 

According to anthropologist Michael Brown (1986: 43), the main political authority of 

Awajún villages is called apu or kakájam. Apu represents the village and works as a 

conciliator in conflictive situations both within the community and with external actors 

(ibid.). In Supayaku, this traditional system of leadership is still used, and apu is selected 

every two years. Each part of Supayaku, including the main village and the smaller units, 

have their own apu. Besides apu, a great number of regional, national and international 

organizations working in the Awajún regions affect the village life and decision making 

nowadays.  

 

In 2015, a document aiming to construct a basis for tajimat pujut, good living, in 

Supayaku was published. The document, called Plan de Vida de la Comunidad Nativa 

Awajún de Supayaku al 2024 (Comunidad Nativa Awajún de Supayaku, CNAS 2015), 

was created by apus of each part of Supayaku and ORFAC (Organización Regional 

Fronteriza Awajún de Cajamarca), a non-govermental organization of Awajún people in 

Cajamarca region. It has also got support from other organizations and regional and local 

governments. 

 

The document consists of two parts. First, there is a presentation of the village, including 

population, economy, education and nature, amongst others. The second part consists of 

goals, problems and developmental visions. The document is meant to be used both 

within the community for internal decision making, and when working with public and 
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private institutions (CNAS 2015: 1). The document is very important for this research at 

hand, since it discusses relevant developmental issues and cultural change in Supayaku 

from the viewpoint of the locals. 

 

The native language of almost all the inhabitants of Supayaku, and the most commonly 

used language in everyday life is Awajún. However, some Awajún words are being 

replaced by the Spanish ones. Young people learn Spanish through music, television and 

school, and also while visiting cities with their parents or other relatives. Nevertheless, 

most of the children were not able to communicate with me in Spanish. In general, 

secondary school pupils can speak more Spanish. Unfortunately I arrived in Supayaku in 

the beginning of the year, during the summer holidays, and many young people were 

living and working in the cities. In March, when the school began again, they gradually 

started to return to Supayaku. 

 

Young people of Supayaku have previously been studied by José Carlos Ortega. He 

realized his fieldwork in 2015 in Supayaku and in two closeby cities, Jaén and San 

Ignacio. In his licentiate thesis (tesis de licenciatura) in anthropology, Ortega (2015) 

focuses on temporary youth migration to cities. Similar to myself, Ortega was introduced 

to Supayaku by Peruvian anthropologist Erik Pozo Buleje, who has been conducting 

fieldwork in Supayaku for years, and has also visited the village with groups of students 

from the Catholic University of Peru.  

 

Due to these previous studies, most people in Supayaku were at least somewhat familiar 

with the concept of fieldwork before my arrival, making it easier for me to explain them 

my interest in the community. On the other hand, the fieldwork conducted by scholars 

and students in Supayaku before me might have impacted the answers that the villagers 

gave to me. Some villagers had been interviewed various times before, and they wanted 

to tell me the same stories that they had told the other scholars as well. Leading the 

conversation to other subjects was sometimes challenging. 
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2.2 Fieldwork 

 

I went to Supayaku together with Erik Pozo Buleje, who introduced me to some of the 

families in the village. During my stay in Supayaku, I lived with three local families, and 

got to know them especially well. Thus, most of my key informants are members of these 

families. I will refer to these three families as Families A, B and C. In this chapter, the 

situations of these families are presented as they were during my fieldwork.  

 

When we arrived in Supayaku, both me and Erik went to live with one family (Family 

A). Family A has three children: 5-year-old son and 8- and 13-year-old daughters. The 

father is originally from Supayaku, and is working at the primary school of Supayaku. 

The mother of the family is mestiza. She is a secondary school teacher, but at the time 

she was not working. Since the mother does not speak Awajún, the language used at home 

is Spanish.  

 

The family keeps a small shop at their home, selling products that they have brought from 

the city. Due to the shop and the father having a job, the family has stable incomes. Thus, 

they can afford visits to the cities, also together with their children. Besides the work at 

school, the family, similarly to all families in Supayaku, has a cultivation called chacra 

in Spanish. A few years ago, the father of the family joined the evangelical church of 

Supayaku. Now the whole family participates in the church activities, and religion affects 

their daily life in many ways.  

 

When I had lived with Family A for 10 days, the father of the family returned from a few 

days trip to Jaén. Apu of the village was studying in Jaén at that time. In Jaén, apu had 

requested the father of Family A to ask Erik and I go to Jaén to discuss my stay in the 

community with him. We left next morning. When we had arrived in Jaén, Erik first 

discussed with apu, explaining him the reasons we were in Supayaku. The next day, I met 

apu as well. Apparently, there had been some misunderstanding considering my stay in 

Supayaku, and apu was worried that I was going to benefit economically from being in 

there, and that I was not going to benefit the village in any way.  
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Some villagers in Supayaku had already told me that they are worried of losing their 

traditional music, and also that they would like to start tourism at the village at some 

point. Thus, I proposed to write a document about traditional Awajún instruments to be 

used at schools and with future tourists. Apu seemed content with this proposal. The 

document can be found from Annex 1 of this thesis. Also, I promised to educate people 

in Supayaku about Europe, which seemed to be of much interest to many people in the 

village. Besides, we supported apu and the village economically by buying a microphone 

and other supplies to the communal house and to apus office. According to Erik, these 

kinds of negotiations with researchers had been done with the villagers of Supayaku also 

before. 

 

After a few days of negotiation, I was able to return to Supayaku, whilst Erik had to return 

to Lima for his work. However, the father of Family A did not feel comfortable with me 

staying with his family anymore. Apparently, he was afraid of getting into a conflict with 

apu. Apparently he had had problems with him recently. The father was not convinced 

when I told him that everything had been agreed with apu. Subsequently, I stayed with 

two more families without problems for about four weeks each. Luckily, my relationship 

with Family A remained close, and I visited them daily during the entire fieldwork.  

 

Extended family members such as aunts, uncles, and adult children are more present in 

everyday life with the second family (Family B) than with the first. When I first went to 

live with them, there was an older couple with three children (7- and 15-year-old sons 

and a 4-year-old daughter) and two grandchildren (5- and 10-year-old girls) living 

together. The mother of the grandchildren was temporarily studying in Jaén, and had left 

her children to her own parents. This extended family has two houses right next to each 

other, and a separate kitchen building behind the houses.  

 

I went to live into the house where the grandchildren were living. During my stay, the 

mother of these children returned to the village, and lived with me and her two children. 

Besides these people living in the two houses, other children of the older couple regularly 

visited us, often arriving early in the morning and leaving in the evening. Two of them 

have children of their own, and another one of them sometimes spends a night or two at 
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her parents house with her 1-year-old son. Thus, in this family, I had the change to observe 

children from all ages, from toddlers to teenagers.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Picture 4. Kitchen of Family B, built in a traditional style.  

 

Family B and their relatives are highly respected in Supayaku for being one of the biggest 

and most influential families in the village. The old couple is working on their chacra, 

hunting and fishing, and do not have other income. The mother of their grandchildren is 

working as an assistant at the secondary school. However, the family does not have much 

money. The children understand some Spanish, but are not able to speak it. They have 

visited cities at least a few times. All the members of Family B are of Awajún ethnicity. 

The family does not belong to the evangelical church, even though the children sometimes 

participate in the Sunday school or the services. 

 

I enjoyed staying with Family B, but also felt that I was a burden on them. Especially the 

older couple was constantly worried about my nourishment, even though I did my best to 

convince her that I was fine. Besides, I felt that it would be good for my research to get 

acquainted with one more family. The family I was staying with was not Christian, and I 

wanted to see how would it be like to live with a Christian family, especially since my 

stay with Family A had been short. Thus, I moved to the third family in the beginning of 

March. 
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The third family (Family C) has five children. The boys are 1-, 5- and 10-years old, and 

the girls are 3- and 7-years-old. Additionally, the mother was pregnant with their sixth 

child during my stay with them. Similarly to the second family, all the members of this 

family are of Awajún ethnicity. The father is a self-learned carpenter, but has work only 

sporadically. Mostly the family works on their chacra. The family participates actively 

in the church, and the father is a musician there. This family does not visit cities regularly, 

and none of their children have been in cities. The children do not speak Spanish, and 

only the oldest one of them somewhat understands it. 

 

I was very fortunate to live with these three families. The families have very diverse 

economical situations, religious views and statuses in the community. The families also 

have children of all ages, which was highly important for my research. In Supayaku, it is 

common to visit ones relatives often. Thus, besides the three families that I lived with, I 

got to know at least seven more families through them. I tried to help the three families 

as much as possible for example by buying rice, eggs or chicken once in a while, by 

working with them on chacras, and by helping with domestic work.  

 

This thesis is mostly based on my experiences with these families, schools and the church. 

Obviously, there are many families that I did not get to know during my fieldwork. Even 

though the three families differed greatly from each other, there might be families very 

different from each one of them as well. It is possible that I did not happen to see some 

children and adolescents’ music-making situations during the fieldwork. Because of my 

active participation in the church activities, some people in Supayaku considered me a 

devoted Christian. This might be one reason why I was not always invited to celebrations. 

Also, sometimes there were parties for men only. Despite this, I got familiar with profane 

music and parties thanks to Family B. 

 

Interviews, recordings, videos, musical transcriptions, observations and informal 

conversations were the main techniques used during the fieldwork. Together they form 

the primary source of this research. In the first month, participant observation and 

informal conversations where the techniques that I mostly used. As Myers (1992: 29) 
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states, participant observation gives the researcher important information about the 

culture, and helps to formulate meaningful questions.  

 

Observation as a technique was also extremely important when getting to know the life 

of the children, since interviews were difficult to conduct with them. I observed village 

life in general, participated in work on chacras and at home, observed services and 

Sunday school at the church, and observed classes in all three schools of Supayaku. 

According to Angrosino (2007: 17), this technique can be called participant observation, 

since I actively took part in village life in order to be accepted there as a person, not only 

as a researcher. I wrote my observations to a notebook. 

 

School year was supposed to start in the beginning of March. In February, I was told that 

the school starts one week later, on the 7th of March. I was waiting for that eagerly, since 

I knew that observation at schools would be highly important for my research. When 

March 7th came, I was ready to go to school with my notebook, recorder and video 

camera. Also the children of Family C, with whom I lived at the moment, were preparing 

to go to school. However, soon we found out that the start of the school year had been 

postponed.  

 

During the following week, I heard various explanations for that. Father of Family B 

stated that the school did not start because the parents had not bought notebooks and other 

important supplies for their children yet. Another villager said that school did not start, 

because the grass around the schools had not been cut yet, and there might be poisonous 

snakes hidden in the long grass. The last explanation that I was told was that the secondary 

school pupils who had gone to work in cities for the holidays had not returned yet. Finally, 

the school started in March 14th. I was able to observe classes in the initial school and the 

primary school for one week each. I spent only two days observing classes in the 

secondary school. 

 

Besides observation, I interviewed people from many different age-groups and 

professions, with varying roles in the community and diverse relationships with 

traditional music, to ensure the validity of the information. A full list of interviews can 
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be found at the end of this thesis. For information concerning traditional Awajún music, 

interviews with the elderly were important. On the other hand, interviews with parents, 

teachers and church members helped me understand the actual situation of traditional 

music. The interviews were conducted during the second half of my stay in Supayaku, 

when I already knew more about everyday life in the village. All the interviews were 

semi-structured. 

 

Fieldwork can raise all kinds of feelings from the most negative ones to extremely 

positive ones, sometimes during the same day. As described below by Atkinson, Coffey 

and Delamont (2003: 55), fieldwork is also a journey to oneself. This journey, I believe, 

is lifelong. 

 
 The actual lived experience of conducting fieldwork confronts, disrupts, 
 and troubles the self. - - Thus fieldwork can reconstruct, restore, or rewrite 
 identity and sense of self; fragment or challenge the self; and provide new 
 and different ways of understanding the self. Prolonged fieldwork has 
 emotional connectedness. (Atkinson et al. 2003: 55.) 
 

As a young researcher, it took me time to get used to the everyday life and work of an 

ethnographer, and to adapt to my varying roles in the community. Also, it was difficult 

to find a balance between professionality and personal relationships. Friendship and close 

relationships are crucial for successful fieldwork. However, a researcher should keep his 

or her feelings, emotions and expressions in control at all times. Thus, one has to be 

genuine, but shall not forget his or her role and responsibility as a researcher, and not to 

reveal all sides of his or her personality. (See for example Beaudry 1997: 83.) 

 
Like Nicole Beaudry (1997: 65) puts it in Shadows in the Field, fieldwork can make the 

researcher understand the variety and richness of human behaviours more deeply, 

including his or her own behavior. I was prepared to face the emotional commitment 

required for a successful fieldwork, but its intensity was still astonishing. Self-reflection 

of these feelings is an important part of the fieldwork, since they can affect the research. 

Thus, besides the notebook for observations, I daily wrote another, more personal diary 

to process my feelings. Since my feelings were related to what was happening in the 

village, there is a dialogue between the diary and the notebook. 
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In Supayaku, almost all of the adults, except for the elders, can speak Spanish. However, 

most of them are not very confident in speaking it. Thus, one of the biggest challenges 

during my fieldwork was finding a common language with the people. I had to convince 

people that their language skills were good enough, and in some cases I had to rely on an 

interpreter. Understanding and being understood was an issue in some of the interviews I 

made. Working with an interpreter was sometimes the best option, even though these 

interviews had to be inspected with special care.  

 

There were no professional interpreters in Supayaku, so I mostly worked with a few 

young people who spoke both Awajún and Spanish fluently. My main interpreter was a 

member of Family B, the mother of two girls. She had good knowledge on Awajún 

culture, but also on urban culture and Spanish. Thus, it was easy for me to communicate 

with her. However, working with her was not without frustration and uncertainty, for 

example due to her everchanging schedule. Putting my own priorities aside and adapting 

to those of my interpreter was not always comfortable. Mostly due to these difficulties, a 

couple of interviews have been realized with other interpreters.  

 

Besides scheduling problems, there was another problem with interviews with an 

interpreter. The conversations between my interpreter and the interviewee were often 

long, and only a small part of that was translated for me. I share the experience with 

Beaudry (1997: 75), and probably many other field researchers, admitting that the 

direction of a conversation was often out of my control. Beaudry (ibid.: 76) mentions that 

ideally, all her interviews would be retranslated afterwards together with the interpreter. 

This would have been good for my interviews too, but for the lack of time (mostly lack 

of time from my interpreter), it was only possible for those parts of the interviews that I 

found the most crucial.  

 

Talking with children was difficult in Supayaku. When I first arrived, children were shy 

but curious to see a blond woman from a faraway country. After a few weeks, they got 

used to me, and enjoyed playing with me. However, as we did not share a common 

language except for my basics in Awajún, all the conversations had to be made with an 

interpreter. The presence of an interpreter, even if he or she was familiar with the child, 
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always made the children extremely shy and quiet. However, by observing the children 

and speaking with adults I was able to formulate an image of a child’s life in Supayaku. 

Nevertheless, for future research it would be highly important for me to learn Awajún 

language. 

 

In exchange for participating in this research, the key families will receive some 

photographs taken of the family during the fieldwork. A copy of the final product of the 

research, the Master’s thesis, together with an abstract in Spanish and the document about 

traditional Awajún musical instruments, will be given to the community. I also taught a 

few classes concerning Europe and Finland at the initial school and the primary school. 

 

For this Master’s thesis, interviews with 21 people living in the community of Supayaku 

are used. The collected data, including the interviews, notebooks and diaries, was first 

analyzed through descriptive analysis, breaking it into parts in order to detect patterns, 

regularities and themes that emerge in it. After that, in theoretical analysis phase, these 

findings were compared with literature. (See Angrosino 2007: 67, 73–74.) 

 

All the pictures in this thesis have been taken by me. Permission for the use of these 

pictures has been asked from those who appear in them and, in the case of children, from 

their parents. The citations and research literature originally in Spanish have been 

translated into English by me. The citations originally in Awajún I translated with help 

from my interpreters. The musical transcriptions have been written by me. In direct quotes 

from interviews, I use gender or profession of the interviewed, followed by his or her age. 

Names of the interviewees are not used since some people in Supayaku wanted to be 

presented anonymously. In order to keep the system unified, I made sure that all the 

interviewees accept this style. Additional information on the interviews can be found at 

the end of the thesis.  
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2.3 Supayaku soundscape 

 

Supayaku wakes up early. At two or three in the morning, roosters start to crow, 

awakening a few dogs, and during my first nights on the field, also me. Quickly I get used 

to the sound and sleep tight despite the animals. Every few nights the sound of the animals 

is accompanied by another one. It is the driver of a pick-up truck, combi or camioneta, 

honking to wake up his passengers. The driver wants to get back to Supayaku by the 

evening, so the 5-hour journey to Puerto Ciruelo or 7-hour journey to the city of Jaén by 

the bumpy and curvy road must be started early. 

 

After these interruptions, the village stays asleep for a few more hours. By six o’clock 

most of the people are already up. Some begin the day by listening to cumbia from their 

cellphones or singing or listening to Christian praise songs. The women light up fire to 

candelas (fireplaces) and start cooking manioc and banana. The children play together or 

help their mothers. Sometimes men go hunting or fishing early in the morning, and come 

back home for breakfast. After the breakfast, at eight o’clock, children and adolescents 

go to school. Others head up to chacras situated in the mountain slopes, 10–40 minutes 

walk away from the village. Some listen to music from portable radios or cellphones on 

their way. During the weekends and holidays, many children join their parents to chacras 

in the morning.  

 

Usually there is a lunch for pupils at school. Mothers take turns in cooking for the entire 

school. If the mother whose turn it is to cook does not show up, there is no lunch that day. 

The youngest children get back home from school before mid-day, primary school pupils 

at one, and the secondary school pupils at half past one. After that, many children and 

adolescents join their parents to chacras. Some stay in the village, and one can hear 

children playing, crying and laughing. Older siblings, mostly girls, take care of the 

younger ones when their parents are working. It is not uncommon that an 8-year-old girl 

takes care of her 1-year-old sister or brother for hours. 
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People return to their homes before the dark and the women start to prepare dinner. Like 

breakfast, dinner also includes manioc and often bananas. Sometimes there is also fish, 

meat, worms, ants or crayfish. On special occasions, there might be commercial products 

such as chicken, tuna or rice. However, very often the food consists only of manioc and 

bananas. Children usually stay home playing or helping their mother. Some days they go 

out to play volleyball or other games with their friends and siblings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 5. Supayaku football field and modern houses. 

 

On sunny days, young men play football in the field, often listening to cumbia or other 

Latin American hits from a loud speaker situated at the communal house next to the field. 

Besides these hits, every now and then a traditional song in Awajún language can be heard 

from the loud speaker as well. No one can avoid listening to the music as it reaches every 

corner of the village. Besides music from the communal house, many people listen to 

music in their homes from cellphones, televisions or DVD-players. In Supayaku, there 

are both traditional houses made of reed and modern wooden houses. The houses are far 

from being soundproof, and often one can hear music from many houses at the same time.  

It is basically impossible to spend a day in Supayaku without hearing songs of popular 

cumbia groups such as Corazón Serrano and Sonido 2000 or some hits by artists often 

listened to in Lima as well, such as Nicky Jam.  

 

Children, adolescents and adults all listen to the same artists, but for example Nicky Jam 

seems to be especially popular amongst the youth. Nearly all of the popular music listened 

to in Supayaku is in Spanish. Some children also sing these songs at home. Since most of 

the children speak fluently only their mother tongue Awajún, their versions of the lyrics 
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are often somewhat interesting. Besides the popular songs, children sometimes sing 

Christian songs that they have learned at church, or children’s songs that they have 

learned at school. When the pick-up truck from the city arrives, children run to see who 

came to the village this time.  

 

In the evening people stay at home or visit their relatives. From each yard one can hear 

conversations in Awajún, often accompanied by cumbia listened from a cellphone. An 

exception of this are Christian families, who do not listen to profane music voluntarily. 

Three days a week, the evening conversations are interrupted by the sound of the 

keyboard and playback track from the church, inviting everyone to culto (service). The 

culto gatheres a varying amount of people, including many children. Thanks to a fairly 

new sound system, also those who choose not to attend the culto hear at least the praise 

songs played and sung by the church musician. Other parts of the culto, such as preach, 

prayers or songs without accompaniment, can only be heard at the nearby houses.  

 

When going to bed, one can still hear distant sound of cumbia. What follows afterwards 

is not silence. The sounds of the rainforest seem to get more intensive in the night. Sounds 

of frogs and insects, for example, are amazingly loud. It is time to give space for the 

sounds of the nature, before starting another day full of sounds of play, domestic animals, 

and of course, cumbia.  
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3 TRADITIONAL AWAJÚN MUSIC 

 

In Awajún language, traditional Awajún music is divided into two main categories. These 

are powerful songs called anen and profane songs called nampeg. According to my 

interviewees, both genders can sing both types of songs, but there is a difference between 

men’s songs and women’s songs. Nasality in singing voice and use of high pitch 

characterize traditional singing. Music has traditionally been used in everyday situations 

both for pleasure and for practical reasons. 

 

Literature on Awajún music is very limited, and so are my own observations. However, 

in order to understand transmission and importance of traditional music today, it is 

necessary to explain what traditional Awajún music is about. In this chapter, traditional 

Awajún musical styles and instruments, as well as traditional ways of transmitting 

musical knowledge, are being introduced. Additionally, I will describe how traditional 

Awajún music and musical transmission are related to the traditional lifestyle and 

cosmology of the Awajún people. Information in this chapter is based on literature, and 

compared with the interviews and the observations that I made in the village of Supayaku. 

 

Only very few elderly people in Supayaku know how to play traditional musical 

instruments. There is one man who can play various traditional instruments. In the 

beginning of my fieldwork this man promised to tell me about traditional Awajún music. 

However, soon it became clear that he was not willing to talk about these issues very 

much. He stated that he had converted into Christianity, and thus does not practice 

traditional music anymore. For the same reason, he has not taught that music for his 

children or grandchildren. When questioned about traditional music, he first answered 

me, but after a short while always changed the topic. However, I was able to get some 

valuable information from him, and had an opportunity to observe and play an Awajún 

instrument called tumag. 

 

Besides him, there was one other man who instructed me about one traditional instrument, 

pinkui. He also played to me and taught me how to play a little bit. He is not a Christian, 

so religion does not keep him from practicing traditional Awajún music. However, he 
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often refused to have longer conversations with me, telling that he had too much work to 

do on his chacra. Besides these two men, some people told me about traditional musical 

instruments based on what their parents or grandparents had told them. Compared with 

traditional instruments, traditional songs are known by more people, including a few 

adolescents, as will be discussed in chapters four and five. 

 

However, the information that I got considering traditional music and instruments is 

mostly based on memory of my interviewees. As ethnomusicologist Philip V. Bohlman 

(1997: 147) states, people remember things through their own experiences and in 

selective ways. What is remembered does not only depend on memory, but also on 

decisions about what to remember (ibid.). Also, the interviews were not as profund as I 

had hoped. However, my interviews and observations seem to be in line with those made 

by other scholars. 

 

Many well-known researchers who have worked with the Jivaro indigenous peoples 

mention Awajún music in their studies, some more profoundly than others. However, 

virtually all descriptions of Awajún music are mere side notes in studies whose main 

focus is on other aspects of society, like human relationships, gender, cosmology or 

traditional medicine. In these studies, only the aspects of Awajún music that are relevant 

to the (non-musical) research questions are being studied.  

 

One of the first researchers to enter the Jivaro region was Rafael Karsten (1935), a Finnish 

scholar of religion and philosophy, whose description of Jivaro culture and life is based 

on four years of travels in Eastern Ecuador and Northern Peru. Karsten usually spent only 

a few days or weeks in one village before moving to another, but still makes 

generalizations of the Jivaroan people. He can also be critiziced for ethnocentrist 

language and research methods common for ethnography of his era. However, Karsten’s 

work The Head-hunters of Western Amazonas (1935) draws an interesting picture of life 

of the Jivaroan people like it was almost 100 years ago. Karsten describes Jivaro life and 

culture very broadly, also introducing some musical instruments and their use. There are 

several Jivaro groups in the region, but for example in the explanation of Jivaro music 
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(ibid.: 496–502), Karsten puts them all together, without differenciating between the 

groups. 

 

Anthropologist Michael Brown (1986, 2014) has studied the belief system of the Awajún, 

taking the function of music into consideration. In Tsewa’s Gift: Magic and Meaning in 

an Amazonian Society (1986), Brown discusses anen, since these songs are directly linked 

to the beliefs, but only mentions the word nampeg in comparison to anen. He does not 

write about musical instruments, but rather concentrates on uses of anen and their lyrics. 

In Upriver (2014), anen are mentioned only briefly on two occasions. Similarly, Glend 

Martin Seitz Lozada (2013) discusses lyrics and uses of anen in his Master’s thesis, whose 

focus is on changes in three Awajún communities in Imaza district during the last three 

decades.  

 

More information on Awajún music has been gathered by other anthropologists. Shane 

Greene (2009) analyzes Awajún history and traditions in the light of changes in 

indigeneity. Greene has been working in at least two Awajún communities in Peru. The 

first one, Bajo Naranjillo, is located in the department of San Martín, around 300–400 

kilometres South-East from Supayaku. According to Greene (2009: 1–2), Bajo Naranjillo 

is almost indistinguishable from mestizo villages close to it. The other community, 

Cachiyacu, is deeper in the forest and most of its inhabitants only speak Awajún language. 

Similar to Brown (1986, 2014), Greene discusses lyrics and uses of music in relation to 

spiritual and social life, and does not analyze musical elements of the songs nor musical 

instruments used. 

 

Besides Rafael Karsten, Awajún instruments are being discussed in a brief entry written 

by anthropologist Raúl Riol (2010). It formed a part of a recording project, whose main 

product is the CD ‘Musique des Awajún et des Wampis. Amazonie, vallée du Cenepa’. In 

addition to musical instruments, Riol (2010) describes traditional musical styles of the 

Awajún. When it comes to musical instruments, the work of the Summer Institute of 

Linguistics (Chávez, Leach, Shanks & Young 2008 [1976]) should also be mentioned, 

since they gathered information about the musical instruments of various Amazonian 

indigenous groups, including the Awajún, in the 1970s. 
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Other studies on Jivaroan peoples and their music have been realized for example by 

Michael J. Harner (1973) and Emanuela Napolitano (1988). However, these studies do 

not discuss the Awajún, but one of its neighbouring groups, the Shuar. Thus, these studies 

are not going to be used in this thesis. 

 

 

3.1 Awajún music and cosmology 

 

Not unlike many other Amazonian cultures, the Awajún traditionally have a deep respect 

towards nature, and they believe in spirits of plants, animals, forest, lakes, stones, and so 

on (Riol 2010). Anthropologist Jaime Regan (2007) has worked with many indigenous 

groups in the Amazon rainforest, including the Awajún. According to him, the Awajún 

believe that spirits can protect nature and help cure sick people, for example (ibid.: 16). 

In Awajún villages, where agriculture, hunting, fishing and gathering of forest products 

form the base of the subsistence, especially spirits of the forest, animals and plants are 

significant (see for example Regan 2007 and Comunidad Nativa Awajún de Supayaku, 

CNAS 2015).  

 

According to Regan (2007: 15), an Awajún myth states that originally all the animals and 

plants used to be human beings. These animals and plants still retain some of their 

‘humanity’, and it is possible to communicate with them during visions (ibid.). Pedro 

Mayor Aparicio and Richard Bodmer (2009: 83–85) point out that this kind of belief in 

shared origins of human beings, animals and plant life is common in other Amazonian 

cultures as well. Here the division between nature and culture or human beings and 

animals is much less clear than in many Western societies (ibid.).  

 

Regan (2007: 16) states that for the Awajún, a good life includes a deep understanding of 

the spiritual world and ways of communicating with it and managing it. The close 

relationship with the spiritual world can be seen in music as well, especially in the case 

of anen. According to Riol (2010) a deep knowledge about magic and a fertile 

relationship with spirits is necessary in order to have a powerful anen. This kind of 

relationship can only be adquired by adults. Thus, children are not able to have powerful 
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anen. Anen often include communication between animals and human beings as well, as 

will be stated later. 

 

Similarly to other Jivaroan peoples, the Awajún give a strong importance to powerful 

visions, as described for example by Brown (1986, 2014) and Greene (2009). These 

visions have an impact on well-being, both for men and for women (Brown 2014: 117–

118). According to Brown (ibid.) young men traditionally fast, sleep in special beds and 

consume mind-altering plant substances such as tobacco or ayahuasca to get a vision. 

With some luck, ancient warrior spirits, ajútap, will then visit them making the young 

men good warriors. Women have similar visions but instead of becoming warriors, they 

can see their future during them. (Ibid.) According to an Awajún man interviewed by 

Brown (ibid.: 256), nowadays a person can also see his or her future education through a 

vision.  

 

Both Brown (ibid.: 117) and Greene (2009: 86–92) state that the search for a vision also 

includes singing. Instead my interviewees, many of whom had had visions themselves, 

claimed that music is not part of the process of getting a vision. It is possible that the 

vision seeking ceremonies in Supayaku have previously been similar to those explained 

by Brown and Greene. Other explanation might be the geographical distance between 

Supayaku and the communities studied by Brown and Greene. 

 

Be it part of vision seeking or not, Riol (2010) argues that traditional Awajún music is 

strongly related to the spirits and the nature. According to Aparicio and Bodmer (2009: 

16), relationship between nature and music is common in many Amazonian cultures. The 

sounds of nature are imitated with musical instruments, and the lyrics often address 

aspects of daily life and their relationship with nature (ibid.). Brown (1986: 72–73) 

mentions that hunting songs of the Awajún often use esoteric synonyms of common 

animals and birds. These words are usually borrowed from another Jivaroan language, 

Shuar, or from Spanish or jungle Quechua. They are not used in speech or in profane 

songs called nampeg. (Ibid.)  
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In Supayaku one of my interviewees, a 25-year-old woman stated that the lyrics of 

traditional songs are sometimes difficult to understand, since they might include Awajún 

words that are not used anymore. Additionally, they might include words that are only 

used in other Awajún regions. The woman had received a recording of traditional Awajún 

music from her friend, and the songs were originally not from Supayaku or nearby 

regions. In one song, there was a word foreign to the woman. From the context, she 

supposed that the word was a name of a bird that does not inhabit in Supayaku, but 

possibly in other Awajún regions. Technology has made it possible to listen to Awajún 

music from other regions, but that does not mean that the music is universally understood 

by all Awajún people. 

 

Regan (2007: 19) states that in addition to the lyrics related to nature, Awajún songs can 

include stories of love, jokes about the opposite sex and descriptions of important events. 

Seitz Lozada (2013: 108) adds that the lyrics often make references to the Awajún 

mythology. According to Riol (2010), the repertoire of Awajún songs is huge, and there 

are songs for every possible situation at home or in public events. He proposes that the 

Awajún are also creating new songs all the time to fit into the modern life style (ibid.). 

However, my observations from Supayaku do not confirm this latter argument. 

 

Besides the themes mentioned above, Brown (1986: 73) states that in nampeg, certain 

conventional refrains are being used. For women’s songs, these are ja and je, and in men’s 

songs janu yamai yanu. These refrains do not have a strict translation. (Ibid.) According 

to Greene (2009: 101), men’s refrain is yama yajanu. Greene (ibid.: 77) also discusses 

the use of the refrain jajajai amongst the Awajún, but not in the context of singing. 

According to her, it is a female form of laughter, used in public social occasions (ibid.). 

Karsten (1935: 497–498) has transcribed a women’s song which uses ‘a ha ha ha a ha 

hei’ in its lyrics. However, he does not discuss this part of the lyrics. 

 

In Supayaku, I did not hear the men’s refrains janu yamai yanu or yama yajanu. However, 

in almost all the women’s nampeg that were sung for me, syllables ja (pronounced ha) 

and je (pronounced he) are repeated in the beginning, middle and the end of the song as 

an intro, interlude and outro, or in some of these. According to my interviewees, the 
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syllables ja and je do not have a specific meaning. Interestingly, in literature these 

syllables are often not discussed much, and for profound understanding of the lyrics, more 

research would be needed. 

 

 

3.2 Anen and nampeg 

 

Anen of the Awajún are powerful songs that can be used to guide thoughts and feelings 

of other people (Regan 2007: 15). Brown (1986: 75, 107) points out that they are also 

used for example in hunting to attract prey and in farming to ensure that the crops grow 

well. According to Regan (2007: 15–16), an Awajún myth states that feminine divinity 

Nugkui brought civilization to the Awajún people and taught the women to cultivate 

manioc and nuts, among other skills exclusive to women. In contrast, the sun, Etsa, taught 

the men to perform masculine activities. Seitz Lozada (2013: 108) mentions that women 

sing anen to the feminine divinity Nugkui at the cultivations. 

 

Greene (2009: 86) states that anen create real specific changes in the surrounding world 

in favor of the person using them. In a way, anen can be considered tools. Anen is not to 

be sung publically, but only in private places and situations. In order to learn anen, certain 

rituals are needed, as will be stated in subchapter 3.4. According to Brown (1986: 73) 

using tobacco during anen will strengthen it. He also mentions that anen can be sung 

either aloud or silently in one’s thoughts.  

 

One specific category of anen are songs used for love life. In Supayaku, my interviewees 

referred to these songs with Spanish term canto amoroso, love song. According to them, 

an Awajún man can use these songs for example to communicate with his wife while 

away from her. One elder told me that these songs can be used to ‘hacerla sentir’ (‘make 

her feel’). In other words, they ensure that the woman will not forget him and will still 

love him when he returns. Women can use canto amoroso to manipulate men’s feelings 

instead. According to Brown (2014: 134), women can for example prevent their husband 

from falling in love with another woman or to calm him down when he suspects her of 

adultery. 
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The use of powerful songs is very common in other Amazonian societies as well. These 

songs are commonly called icaro, which is a word that the people of Supayaku also know 

and use when discussing with non-Awajún speakers. Learning and singing magical songs 

often involves consuming mind-altering plants such as ayahuasca, toé or tabacco, both 

amongst the Awajún and many other indigenous groups in the Amazon rainforest. (See 

for example Regan 1983: 23, 29 and Luna 1986: 97.) The use of powerful songs for love 

life and other practical reasons such as gardening or warfare seems to be more common 

amongst the Awajún that in other Amazonian groups, even though Luna (1986: 104, 108–

109) mentions that also other groups sometimes use icaros for hunting or fishing. Anen 

of the Awajún are songs with highly magical character, but the uses of these songs are 

extremely practical and related to everyday activities (Riol 2010).  

 

In comparision with very personal anen performed in private situations, nampeg or 

nampet are songs with a strong social meaning, and they are performed in public. 

According to Greene (2009: 130), nampeg does not refer only to music, but also to 

dancing and drinking. Anyone can sing these songs, and all the men can also use certain 

musical instruments to play them. Many of these songs are created spontaneously in 

situ by the person playing or singing them. A really catchy nampeg might stay in the 

repertoire for some time, and in some cases they can even be passed down to other family 

members. (Ibid.) Nampeg are sung most often during masateos (celebrations where 

fermented yuca drink called masato is drunk) or important events (Riol 2010). 

 

Riol (2010) lists three reasons for using nampeg. The first use is to express feelings or 

tell stories at home, in the garden or in the forest. The things narrated in this type 

of nampeg can be emotional memories or spontaneous expressions. The second use 

consists of performances during celebrations. These types of nampeg usually deal with 

themes of community. These songs include improvised conversations, in which all the 

singers have to keep the same rhythm, intonation and structure. In this type of nampeg, 

the singer brings his or her thoughts into the public, usually as a joke. The third category 

of nampeg consists of songs performed together with a dance called namsemamu. In these 

performances, both the singers and the dancers tend to use traditional dress. (Ibid.) Regan 
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(2007: 20) states that the lyrics of a nampeg are important, since singing is a way to show 

literary talent. 

 

It seems that nampeg has been studied considerably less than anen. It might be that anen 

as a music style is more rooted in Awajún mythology and beliefs, and thus it is more 

crucial for the studies that focus on non-musical aspects of Awajún culture and life. 

 

 

3.3 Awajún instruments 

 

As in many other Amazonian musical cultures (see for example Lucas 1971 and Weich-

Shahak 1997), traditional Awajún music is mostly vocal. However, musical instruments 

are sometimes used. (Riol 2010.) Also in my experience, it seems that the most commonly 

known forms of traditional music are sung without accompaniment. In Awajún culture, 

only men are allowed to play musical instruments. As stated before, I have been able to 

find only three literary sources describing Awajún instruments (Riol 2010, Chávez et al. 

2008 and Karlsten 1935). None of these describe the music instruments systematically, 

but rather mention some features of them. Due to the lack of knowledge, time or interest 

of people in Supayaku, I was not able to collect information systematically either. In this 

subchapter, I will bring together the available descriptions and compare them with my 

own findings. 

 

Riol (2010) lists seven Awajún instruments, consisting of two flutes: pinkui and pijug; 

two string instruments: tumag and kitag; and two percussion instruments: tampug and 

tuntui. Except for kugki, the same instruments are mentioned by Chávez et al. (2008) as 

well. There are some differences in spelling the names of the instruments, since Chávez 

et al. (ibid.) use the word pigkui instead of pinkui, and tumág instead of tumag. However, 

it is clear that they are writing about the same instruments, since both the names and the 

descriptions are very similar one to another. In this thesis, the words are spelled as my 

interviewees and interpreters in Supayaku taught me to write them. Besides the 

instruments mentioned above, one interviewee in Supayaku told me about a flute called 

peem. None of the literary sources mention this instrument. 
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As mentioned before, Karsten’s (1935) study puts together all Jivaro groups. He mentions 

some flutes not mentioned in other literary sources nor by my interviewees. It is possible 

that these do not belong to the Awajún at all, but to other Jivaro groups. However, Karsten 

mentions an instrument called pingúi, which, according to a short explanation, sounds 

very similar to pinkui (ibid.: 424). What is important in Karsten’s study, however, are his 

descriptions of tuntui, or in his words tundúi. He describes construction, structure and use 

of tuntui more profoundly than Riol (2010) or Chávez et al. (2008). 

 

During my fieldwork, I got to see only two traditional instruments, pinkui and tumag. 

Pinkui is a transverse flute made of a reed called kugki. The structure of pinkui is very 

simple, with one embouchure hole on one end, and two finger holes on the other. The 

holes are burnt to the reed with a hot nail. Pinkui is used in every-day situations, for 

example at home for personal pleasure or in celebrations to accompany traditional 

dancing. During the 1970s, when the study of the Summer Institute of Linguistics was 

realized, pinkui was the most commonly used instrument amongst the Awajún (Chávez 

et al. 2008: 6). In my experience, this seems to be true in Supayaku also today, as will be 

discussed in chapter five. 

 

According to Riol (2010), the second type of flute, pijun, is an animal bone with two 

holes. My interviewees told me that it is made of deer bone and that it has three holes. 

Chávez et al. (2008: 7) mention that both deer bone and crab pincers are used for pijun. 

They mention that pijun is usually not played in public events, but a man can play it with 

his family or close friends (ibid.). The third flute, mentioned by an interviewee in 

Supayaku, is peem. According to the interviewee, peem is an instrument similar to pinkui, 

but its use is different. Peem is used at home. By playing peem, a man can communicate 

with his wife. A husband can play peem to ask his wife if the dinner is ready or not. 

Without any words used, the wife understands the question.  

 

According to my interviewees, all the flutes are used especially for nampeg. Also Riol 

(2010) writes about them in the context of nampeg. The flutes can be played any time and 
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in several situations. All the men are allowed to play them, and the user usually constructs 

his own instruments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 6. An Awajún man playing tumag. 

 

When I entered the village of Supayaku, no one had a tumag. During my stay, one tumag 

was built to show me the instrument. Tumag is a plucked instrument with one string 

tightened between two ends of a flexible wooden stick. Riol (2010), as well as my 

interviewees, states that the string is traditionally made from a fiber of a certain palm tree, 

but nowadays also a nylon string can be used. In the picture above, the string of tumag is 

made of nylon. The musician apologized me various times, because according to him, the 

sound of the instrument is much better when traditional palm tree string is being used. 

However, he had not been able acquire the palm tree needed for a better string. The 

musician has put bee vax to the string to make it last longer and to make the sound better. 

According to him, the same technique is used with a traditional string as well. 

 

When playing tumag, the player puts one end of the instrument into his mouth, with the 

mouth only touching the wooden part. The string is plucked with the index finger. The 

pitch can be changed by varying the posture of the mouth. According to the man above, 

the player sings the song silently in his mind while playing tumag. Chávez et al. (2008: 

9) state that tumag is used for romantic and comic songs. However, they do not explain 

what these music styles are. Both according to Riol (2010) and several people in 

Supayaku, tumag is used exclusively for anen. According to an elder in Supayaku, tumag 
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is used to send messages or communicate emotions to people who are far away, mostly 

to a wife or to one’s enemies. A man gives a message to an animal, for example to a bird 

or a monkey, in the form of a song. When the person receiving the message hears that 

particular type of bird singing or monkey howling, he or she will feel the thoughts sent 

by the man. Tumag cannot be played in celebrations or other public events. 

 

The other string instrument, kitag, is also traditionally used for anen. According to Riol 

(2010), kitag is an instrument remotely similar to the violin. It has two strings, and it is 

played with a bow (ibid.). Chávez et al. (2008: 5) state that kitag is used to tell stories, or 

for funny or romantic songs. A man plays kitag at home for family members or for his 

own pleasure (ibid.). There is very little information about kitag in literature. In 

Supayaku, some elders remember kitag, but none are left. 

 

According to what I was told, tampug is a small drum used at celebrations to accompany 

singing and dancing. It is made of wood and animal skin. The other percussion 

instrument, tuntui or tundui, is a big drum made of a tree trunk. Karsten (1935: 110) states 

that to build a tuntui that is strong and sonorous enough, the builder must diet and live in 

solitude for several days. According to Riol (2010), tuntui is used to send messages to 

faraway places such as neighboring villages. For each occasion, there is a particular 

rhythm: one to announce the death of a person, one for preparing ayahuasca, one for war 

or conflict, and so on (ibid). Karsten (1935: 110, 434) mentions that tuntui can also be 

used in celebrations to invite spirits to participate. Thus, it is not merely a signalling 

instrument, but it also offers a way to communicate with the spiritual world (ibid.). 

 
Picture 7. An Awajún woman with rattles around her arms. 
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Even though the musical instruments are played by men only, women do use rattles 

around their arms and waist in order to create a rhythmic sound when they are dancing. 

According to my interviewees in Supayaku, the rattles are made of snail shells. Riol 

(2010) agrees with this, and mentions that men use rattles made of seeds in their ankles. 

 

 

3.4 Traditional ways of learning and teaching music 

 

The traditional ways of learning Awajún music depend much on the music style. Greene 

(2009: 130) states that there is a ‘ritualized method of transmission’ used for anen, but 

not for nampeg. In order to learn nampeg, no specific preparations are required. 

According to Riol (2010), nampeg is learned from other people for example at parties. 

One man in Supayaku explained that traditionally young people used to listen to the adults 

singing and playing nampeg, imitated them and created their own songs. Children can 

sing nampeg as well, whereas anen is only for adults. 

 

When nampeg can be learned from any member of the community, anen is usually 

learned from close relatives of the same sex. According to Greene (2009: 86) one can also 

learn anen from people from outside the family. In this case, there might be some 

compensation in the form of money or goods (ibid.). Also Brown (1986: 72) states that 

anen can be bought from elders who are willing to share their knowledge. In Supayaku, 

all the people who knew anen had learned them from their relatives. 

 

In many Amazonian cultures, it is believed that the spirit of a plant, mineral or stone can 

teach a powerful song, icaro, to a shaman. Usually the shaman takes some hallucinogenic 

drink, for example toé or ayahuasca, and during the trance the spirit teaches an icaro to 

him or her (Chaumeil & Chaumeil 1979: 57). The shaman can later communicate with 

the spirit by singing or whistling the icaro and use the strength of the spirit healing his 

patients (Luna 1986: 103–105). Riol (2010) mentions that also anen of the Awajún can 

be learned directly from a spirit during a sleep or a trance caused by hallucinogenic drink. 

One of my interviewees stated that in ancient times, the persons who had an extremely 
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close relationship with the spirits learned anen this way. However, it seems that the most 

common way to learn anen is from relatives. 

 

Amongst the Awajún, similar to many other Amazonian cultures, use of mind-altering 

substances, especially tobacco, is important for learning anen. According to Brown 

(1986: 72), the instructor prepares tobacco juice, which is then drank or inhaled by the 

pupil. In some cases, tobacco smoke is used instead of the juice. After using tobacco, the 

instructor sings anen repeatedly until the pupil has learned it. (Ibid.) My interviewee in 

Supayaku stated that both men and woman use tobacco in order to learn anen. Besides 

tobacco, Brown (1986: 72) mentions that the learning process of anen requires isolation, 

a restricted diet and sexual abstinence both before, during and after the actual learning 

situation. Additionally, Riol (2010) states that one cannot have a powerful anen without 

having a good relationship with the spiritual world.  

 

As stated before, only adults are able to have this kind of relationship with the spiritual 

world. Also, considering the practical uses of anen as described above, anen are probably 

not as necessary for the children as they are for the adults. My interviewees stated that 

children do not sing or play anen, and that the children indeed do not usually need them. 

Anen are used for problems of adult life, such as love life, warfare or subsistence. In case 

a child would need help with something, his or her parent could sing or play anen on 

behalf of the child. 

 

In the following citation, the father of Family B in Supayaku explains the learning of anen 

compared with learning popular music. He knows traditional songs and can play pinkui, 

but he does not know how to play instruments used for anen. Most of his children are not 

familiar with traditional Awajún music. The man refers to popular music with the word 

canción (song) or música (music). He does not use these words for the traditional Awajún 

music. When speaking about traditional ways of doing things he uses the Spanish word 

costumbre. Costumbre can be translated as tradition, habit or custom. 

 
 Because more easily they [the young people] practice the [popular] songs. 
 They learn straight away. Yes, straight away. They listen to the sound, 
 boom! But ours, the tradition (costumbre), for example canto amoroso. 
 They have to practice for three days. With tobacco so that it sticks. If it 
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 doesn’t stick, you will forget. It’s a gift that it sticks and that you have it in 
 your mind, in your heart. For example, to have effect, you have to diet. 
 Because music [non-traditional] sometimes doesn’t have an effect. But with 
 this canto, before it had an effect. But for that one has to 
 practice for many days, diet, to learn. In change music is not like that. 
 Quickly. So the tradition was more difficult. (Man A, 51.) 
 

Here, the interviewee points out important things about anen. According to him, use of 

tobacco is important especially because without it one can easily forget the song. The diet 

is important as well, since without it the song might not have effect. Also Brown (1986: 

72–73) states that, according to the beliefs, without tobacco one would forget the songs 

or the songs would have no power. According to him, tobacco is often used also when 

singing a song that the singer has learned before (ibid.). 

 

Like the man cited above states, many people consider singing or playing popular music 

easier than singing or playing anen. Learning anen is a time-consuming process, 

something which young people often prefer not to do. In my interviews, it became clear 

that nowadays young people tend to concentrate on their studies and on learning Spanish 

and, therefore, they do not have time to learn anen. Also Brown (1986: 74) points out that 

young people have less time to learn anen because of school. Besides, he discusses the 

role of Christianity, which will be analyzed in the following chapters of this thesis. 

 

In the light of this chapter, it seems that traditional music can play an important role in 

the process of cultural transmission. As stated before, music is closely related to the nature 

and the spiritual world, and through it one can communicate with other-than-human 

beings. Also, music is related to everyday activities such as hunting and cultivating. 

Besides the songs themselves, children and adolescents can learn important skills and 

broaden their vocabulary through music. However, it seems that the role of traditional 

music in Supayaku has changed in the past decades. From now on, the focus of this thesis 

will be on children and adolescents’ musical culture as it is today, as well as on the role 

of traditional Awajún music in it. 
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4 MUSIC OF CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS IN SUPAYAKU 

  

I went to Supayaku in search of music that is made or listened to especially by children, 

as opposed to music that is mostly listened to by adults. In this thesis, I refer to these 

kinds of music styles with the term children’s music. I had imagined something like 

Venda children’s songs as described by Blacking (1995). According to Blacking (ibid.: 

29), in Venda culture each social group has its own music styles, and children do not 

perform adult music. In Supayaku, however, children and adolescents mostly sing and 

listen to the same music as adults.  

 

I arrived in Supayaku in January, during summer holidays. Before the middle of March, 

I had heard music that can be categorized as children’s music only a few times. That 

music was from short fragments of children’s television programs in Spanish, 

downloaded to a cellphone during a visit to a nearby city. When the school year started, 

I heard a few more songs for children. However, the amount of these songs remained 

small. Also, most of the children have never played a musical instrument. In the following 

chapter, I will introduce the main situations and places where children in Supayaku hear 

and learn music. Besides family and village life, these include church and school. 

 

 

4.1 Music in family and village life 

 

In Supayaku, children and adolescents spend their free time with their relatives and 

friends, helping in cultivations, taking care of younger members of extended family, 

swimming in the river, playing volleyball or participating in the church, for example. 

Music is part of many of these activities.  

 

The electrification of the village in Supayaku a few years ago has brought new ways of 

listening to and performing music. Today, the most common way to listen to music in 

Supayaku is from a cellphone. People download music to their cellphones when visiting 

cities, and then pass the music to others via Bluetooth or memory cards. Thus, when 

seeing my cellphone, the first question of many children was if my phone has Bluetooth 
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or not. Many people do not know how to use the Internet, but for example in the city of 

Jaén there are several shops where one can ask the staff to download music and music 

videos to a memory card or a USB stick for a small fee. People listen to music from their 

cellphones during various daily activities, for example at home or on their way to the 

chacras. 

 

The children usually do not have their own cellphones, but they listen to whatever their 

parents want to listen to. There is a clear dichotomy between the musical preferences of 

the Christian and the non-Christian families. Members of the church do not listen to any 

profane music, nor do they want their children to do so, as will be discussed in the 

following subchapter. Children of non-Christian families, instead, are allowed to listen to 

any kind of music. Despite these differences, the ways of listening to music are very 

similar in both types of families. As a primary school teacher states below, children and 

adolescents learn music mostly from cellphones, even though some songs are learned at 

school as well. Music in schools will be discussed in the subchapter 4.3. 

 
 There are educative songs in the schools also. We also teach a little. Yes. 
 But mostly the music they [children and adolescents] listen to is from their 
 cellphone, the pupils, well, listening to them they sing. That way they learn. 
 (Primary school teacher B, 42.) 
 

As mentioned before, temporal youth migration is a common phenomenon in Supayaku. 

During the summer holidays, many young people go to the cities to work there for a few 

months. Ortega (2015: 84–85) states that the youth buy commodities such as clothes, 

cellphones and memory cards, with this money or with money earned by working in the 

cultivations in Supayaku. According to my observations, it seems that on their own 

cellphones, the adolescents have mostly the same kind of music as the adults do, such as 

cumbia. They may, however, have more international hits in their phones than their 

parents do. Many adolescents are familiar with artists often listened to in Lima as well, 

and with some hits known all over Latin America and the world. 

 

In my experience, parents sometimes help their adolescent children to get a cellphone. 

The father of Family A gave his old cellphone to his 13-year-old daughter during my 

fieldwork. The girl had only a few songs on her cellphone, maybe because she had 
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recently got the phone. The girl had recorded three popular music songs from radio to her 

cellphone when visiting Jaén. Besides, her father had previously downloaded some 

Christian praise songs to it. The mother of Family A knows that her daughter has non-

Christian music on her cellphone, and has not asked her to delete these songs. Her father, 

instead, does not know about the profane music. Also, the oldest son of Family B has a 

cellphone, and he has downloaded a lot of music, mostly cumbia, to his cellphone when 

visiting cities. Children of family C do not have cellphones. In Families A and C, there is 

one cellphone used by all family members. In Family B, the father and his adult daughters 

all have their own cellphones. 

 

Many people have music videos on their cellphones as well, mostly by cumbia groups or 

Christian groups. In family A, the family cellphone is mostly used for calling or sending 

messages, not for listening to music or for watching music videos. However, once the 

children were watching a music video where Kokama children and adolescents, another 

indigenous group in Peruvian Amazon, sing about the importance of their own indigenous 

language. The song combines Kokama language with Spanish and mixes different 

popular music styles. All the three children watched the video, and the oldest one of them 

asked their father if the Awajún youth could do something similar. According to the 

father, everything is possible. In other families I did not see the same video. 

 

In Family B, cumbia music videos are often watched for example when the family is 

gathered together in the kitchen. Their 7-year-old son sometimes imitates musicians of 

cumbia groups by playing air guitar or air drums. One of the family’s daughters lives in 

another house together with her husband and two children. The husband has a short 

fragment from a children’s television program in Spanish on his cellphone. This family 

visits Family B often, and sometimes the children watch the television program from the 

phone. All the children of the extended family, except for the 15-year-old and the 1-year-

old, watch it intensively singing along the theme song. 

 

Family C has one cellphone with Christian music and music videos in it. The father often 

listens to music in the morning or in the evening, and the mother for example when she 

is cooking. Also the children sometimes get to use the cellphone, and listen to their 
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favourite songs. The father of the family has not downloaded music to the cellphone, but 

other church members have sent music to him via Bluetooth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 8. Father of Family C and his children gathered around a cellphone to watch a 

Christian music video. 

 

Besides cellphones, many people in Supayaku also have radios, and some have CD- or 

DVD-players. During the last couple of years, some families have bought televisions. For 

example Family A has a television. The father does not allow his children to watch 

profane music videos, but the children sometimes watch them when the father is away. 

The television is mostly used for watching Christian music videos from a DVD, or for 

watching football. Besides this, the children sometimes watch children’s television 

programs. Also Family C has a television, but it is usually at the church, so that all church 

members can gather there to watch Christian music videos and biblical movies. Just 

before I left Supayaku, Family B also bought a television. 

 

In non-Christian families, such as Family B, most of the music listened to is popular 

music from the Andes or in some cases from the Amazon. Especially cumbia sanjuanera 

(see page 9) is popular. The children learn songs by listening to them for example at home 

or when visiting their friends. The children of Family B often sang at home as well, for 

example when playing together. Besides cumbia, they sang praise songs from the church. 

The lyrics are usually in Spanish. Since most of the children do not speak Spanish, they 
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often have their own versions of the lyrics. However, it seems that the older the children 

get, the better is their Spanish. Also the children of Family C often sing at home, but 

mostly Christian music. Only once I heard the two oldest children singing cumbia. 

 

There are also some groups formed by the Awajún people who sing cumbia in the Awajún 

language, for example Los Amazonenses and Los Awasen. Some people have cumbia 

Awajún or traditional Awajún music, such as canto típico, on their cellphones. They have 

downloaded these songs to their cellphones in the city, or recorded them with a cellphone 

in performances. However, in Supayaku this kind of music is listened to considerably less 

than music in Spanish. For example, Families A and C have on their cellphones music 

mostly in Spanish, and very few Christian songs in Awajún. Because of their religious 

views, they do not have traditional Awajún music or popular music in Awajún language 

on their cellphones. The daughter of Family A does not have any music in Awajún 

language on her personal cellphone. The father of Family B, has cumbia in Awajún 

language, however I only heard him listen to that music once, when I asked if he had any 

music in Awajún or not.  

 

The men playing football may sometimes plug a cellphone to the loud speaker in the 

communal house. The music is often so loud, that everyone in the village can hear 

cumbias, other popular musics and occasionally traditional Awajún music. Some church 

members expressed their irritation about this to me, since in Supayaku, everyone is forced 

to hear profane music whether they want to or not.  

 

Once I was home with the oldest daughter of Family A, and we heard a traditional Awajún 

song from the loud speakers. I had previously discussed with her about traditional music. 

The girl told me that she can only sing in Spanish, not in Awajún, and that she is not very 

interested in learning traditional music either. Nevertheless, when the song began, the girl 

said to me ‘Listen, this is how the women sing here!’. This caught my attention, since I 

had not heard any women singing traditional songs in Supayaku. I had only heard 

traditional Awajún music a few times from recordings. In the following months, I got to 

hear some traditional songs sung by the people, but only when I specifically asked them 

to sing for me.  
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Only a few families in Supayaku have musical instruments. During my stay, I met two 

persons who have a guitar, one who has his own keyboard, and a few people who have a 

pinkui. Out of the three families with whom I lived, the first one has a guitar. However, 

only the father was learning to play it. In Families B and C there are no musical 

instruments, but the father of the Family C plays the keyboard of the church. 

  

Small amount of music-making in Supayaku is notable. Musicking (see Small 1998: 9) 

consists mostly of listening, and people do not sing, play or compose much. During my 

fieldwork, I heard adults singing outside the church or the schools only a few times. In 

my three families, I never heard parents singing for their children. In my experience, the 

children sing more than the adults. One reason for the small amount of music-making can 

be that the people are not familiar with traditional Awajún music anymore, or because it 

is against their religious views. At the same time, there are no resources to buy musical 

instruments from the cities nor anyone to teach them how to play those instruments. 

 

 

4.2 Church music 

 

In Supayaku, church is an important place for children to hear and to learn music. Many 

children participate weekly in church activities, and these activities always include music. 

The church of Nazarene was founded in the beginning of the 20th century in North 

America (Church of the Nazarene 2017). Due to active missionary work, today it is 

known in many countries around the world (ibid.), having an important role in many 

Awajún communities as well. In Supayaku, Iglesia del Nazareno was founded in 1989. 

There were some evangelical and adventist churches before that, but none of them lasted 

very long.  

 

Now Iglesia del Nazareno is the only church in the village. The church has one pastor 

and one musician. There are services four times a week. Evening services are on 

Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays, and the morning service is on Sundays. On Sundays, 

there are approximately 30 adults and 20 children at the church and the Sunday school. 

In a village of 150 inhabitants the amount is considerable. In my estimation, almost half 
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of the population regularly participates in church activities. Previously there has been also 

an active group of adolescents participating in the church activities, but during my 

fieldwork only very few adolescents participated. 

 

Many people who do not go to the church anymore, have previously been members of it. 

It is common that people, both Christians and others, refer to God in daily speech, for 

example saying that God knows everything or that everything is in His hands. They also 

know what a good Christian should or should not do. For these reasons, I argue that 

Christianity has an important role in Supayaku, and has an impact on each member of the 

community. Also according to Plan de Vida de la Comunidad Nativa Awajún de 

Supayaku al 2024 (CNAS 2015: 4) the evangelical church excercises influence over the 

village. 

 

According to the church doctrine, a person who wants to be a Christian and to save his or 

her soul, should not listen to profane music, to which they refer with the Spanish 

expressions música mundanal (worldly music) or música del mundo (music from the 

world). If the lyrics of a song are not based on the Bible, it belongs to música mundanal. 

Thus, also traditional Awajún music is prohibited. 

 
 Here in the church we use only what is evangelical. What can be used to 
 praise our Lord Jesus. We use that and nothing else. Not the Awajún 
 dancing songs, those we don’t use here. Look, sister. Música del mundo is 
 what they dance. It confuses the people. They are not able to have just one 
 way of thinking. They think about the world. About the world, you know? 
 It’s a sin. A sin… I don’t care if I lose the traditional Awajún music. It is 
 better to think and to prepare ourselves from the Bible. (Pastor of the 
 Evangelical Church of Supayaku.) 
  
Like the pastor of the church states above, all música mundanal is seen to affect one’s 

thoughts making it impossible to follow Christ. A Christian, be it a child or an adult, 

should only listen to religious music. This opinion seems to be shared by all the members 

of the church. However, the opinions about the conservation of traditional music vary. 

The pastor states that it would be desirable to forget traditional Awajún music completely. 

On the other hand, the father of Family C, who is the musician of the church, thinks that 

traditional music should be conserved. However, he states that he cannot do that because 
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of the religion. According to him, non-Christian villagers should practice traditional 

music and teach it to their children as well. 

 

When speaking with Christians, música mundanal is almost always related to drinking 

and dancing, both prohibited by the church. It seems that many people find it difficult to 

imagine traditional Awajún music without the context of dancing, drinking or using 

tobacco. Usually traditional music and dancing are considered sinful even without the use 

of alcohol. However, one of the initial school teachers, who is also a member of the 

church, thinks that children and adolescents can practice traditional music and dance as 

long as they are not drunk. Most of the church members also let their children participate 

in school performances, even though the music there is profane. The school performances 

are being described in the following subchapter. 

Pictures 9 and 10. Iglesia del Nazareno. 

 

The music used in the services is mostly hymns, coros (in English, choruses) and praise 

songs, both in Awajún and in Spanish. In addition to these songs, some people say that 

they have learned songs directly from God during dreams. All the hymns are in Awajún. 

There is a hymnal, and the melodies of the songs are often of English or other European 

origin. One can find familiar melodies such as ‘Hark! The Herald Angels Sing’ composed 

by Charles Wesley, ‘Amazing Grace’ by John Newton and ‘Holy, holy, holy’ by John 

Bacchus Dykes in the hymnal. The lyrics, however, are different from the original ones. 

There are no mentions about original composers in the hymnal, and people in Supayaku 

are surprised to know that someone might have heard these melodies before in a different 
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language and context. In the hymnal, the melodies are written down with staff notation, 

and the chords with solfège syllables. 

 

Since no one in Supayaku can read written music, the melodies are learned during visits 

to other villages or cities, or when a pastor from another place visits Supayaku. Thus, 

only a small part of the songs from the hymnal are in use. There is a section for children’s 

hymns in the hymnal. Nevertheless, the church musician and his friend with whom I 

spoke had not realized this kind of section exists before I mentioned it to them. Those 

songs are used as any other hymns. 

 

Coros are short songs both in Spanish and Awajún. Unlike choruses in many other 

cultures, coros are performed solo by adults at the services. At every service, there is an 

alloted segment, which I have named ‘open stage’, when the church members can perform 

coros and other Christian songs. According to my observations, children do not perform 

at the church. In the Sunday school the children sing the same coros in a group. Many 

people have small notebooks where they write down the lyrics, the Spanish ones often 

being very poorly spelled. A few children and adolescents have notebooks for the lyrics 

as well. There is no music especially for the children used in the church or the Sunday 

school. The children sing the same songs with the adults. According to the pastor of the 

church, it is easier for the children to join the adult’s services later on if they already know 

the songs. 

 

In the services, the hymns and the coros are sung without accompaniment, but the praise 

songs are usually accompanied by a keyboard and a playback track from it. During the 

praise songs, everyone except for the youngest children and mothers with babies has to 

stand (Picture 9). The playback usually has totally different timing (and sometimes also 

a different time signature) than the melody. The chord progressions can also be very 

different from the ones in the Western tradition. The church musician has rehearsed 

various praise songs, but it is not uncommon for him to sometimes play the melody a 

second higher or lower, the chords remaining the same. However, these harmonic and 

rhythmic peculiarities do not seem to bother anyone in the church.  
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The children enjoy the praise songs. They often stand up and clap their hands, and some 

of them sing along too. For example, 5-, 7- and 10-year-old children of Family B know 

the lyrics really well compared with any other songs in Spanish. As mentioned before, 

their parents do not go to the church. However, the children sometimes go there by 

themselves. During the hymns, many children play together or sleep. I suppose that the 

lyrics of the hymns are too long and complicated for them to remember, and the hymns 

are not usually sung in the Sunday school. The praise songs are much shorter than the 

hymns, and they are repeated various times. Also, the keyboard and the playback track 

might motivate the children to participate. 

 

Most of the songs used in the church are stylistically Western, but there are clear 

influences from traditional Awajún music in some people’s ways of singing. Nasality in 

singing voice and the use of high pitch are common especially amongst the elders. The 

songs people claim to have learned in dreams have clear influences from Western style 

music normally used in the church, but some of them have more traditional elements as 

well. For example, they can be rhytmically more complex than other Christian songs. One 

example of the songs learned in a dream is ‘Apajui kantamjuamita’ (Example 1).  

 
Example 1. Apajui kantamjuamita. 
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Apajui kantamjuamita.   Let’s praise God.  
Ima nigki emematmi.   Only Him we worship. 
Nii uchiji mantamdauwai.  Because His son was killed. 
Jutii tudaujin nii waittsauwai.  He suffered for our sins. 
Tsawantak ashi jegawai.   The end of this world is close. 
Kristu untsugmaktina nu.   Christ will call us. 
Nugkanmaya uyumatsuk.   Don’t you be worried of worldly things. 
Ame wetin umintsata.   Prepare yourself to leave. 
 

‘Apajui kantamjuamita’ is used a lot in the services. It is a very popular song amongst the 

children as well, often sung also at school or at home.  

 

The Sunday school is held every Sunday morning at the same time with the service in 

two buildings on the church court yard. There are two groups in the Sunday school: one 

for 4–8-year-old children, and another for 9–13-year-old children. The groups get mixed 

easily when children want to be in the same group with their siblings. Sometimes they 

also bring their siblings younger than 4-year-old to the Sunday school. Sunday school 

activities include drawing or coloring, playing, Bible study, prayer and singing.  

 

The songs used in the Sunday school are mostly coros, and the children like to sing along. 

In the group for the older children, the teacher sometimes writes down the lyrics to a 

cardboard. Sometimes the Sunday school teachers sing hymns as well, but the children 

do not participate much in these. According to my observations, they listen to the teacher 

singing, but quickly lose their interest (Picture 11). The children learn songs by listening 

and imitating. There are no musical instruments used at the Sunday school. 

Picture 11. Children at the Sunday school. 
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According to the pastor and some parents, the Sunday school is organized for two reasons. 

Firstly, children have to have a place of their own, so that they will not disturb the service 

of the adults with their games. This can be seen from the following citation. Secondly, at 

the Sunday school children can grow up to be good Christians. 

 
 Because here, here [in the church] when they [children] come, they play 
 quite much. The children can’t sit calmly, sit and listen, right? Well, they 
 want to play quite much. That’s why we have a class for them to work in, 
 right? And here we are working calmly. (Man B, 32.) 
 

Sometimes people gather to the church to watch music videos of Christian singer-

songwriters singing in Spanish, such as Josué Cristóbal or Maximo Paitan. Church 

members have bought these in DVD during their visits to cities. The children, as well as 

the adults, enjoy watching these videos, and the video evenings seem to also attract 

children from non-Christian families. Many children still talk about the visit of Josué 

Cristóbal in Supayaku from a few years ago. 

 

In the church, there is a keyboard and a drum pad, but the drum pad was not used during 

my time in Supayaku. Many people would like to have more musical instruments at the 

church, but because of the lack of economic resources it is difficult to put this into 

practice. Besides, there are no people who knows how to play those instruments. The 

church members have not considered using traditional Awajún instruments in the 

services. When suggesting that, some people tell that those instruments are for profane 

music only and cannot be used in the church in any way. Others think that it might be 

possible to use traditional Awajún instruments. However, they add that people are not 

used to do so, and do not know how to play those.  

 

 

4.3 Music in the context of school 

 

The role of school in music education, and in education in general, varies a lot between 

cultures. In Supayaku, there have been schools for the past 40 years. According to my 

interviewee, the first school to be founded in Supayaku was the primary school in the late 

1970s. The secondary school and the initial school were founded later. In 40 years, the 
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school has got a significant role in the village, and many of my interviewees emphasized 

the importance of the school in education. One of my interviewees even stated that the 

parents have left the educational responsibility to the teachers and do not take care of that 

by themselves anymore. 

 

Music education in schools of Supayaku depends highly on interests and expertise of each 

teacher. The national curriculum sets very loose boundaries to the art education in 

general, and the way the curriculum is applied varies. In the curriculum, music is 

mentioned together with other arts, such as dance, theatre and visual arts, not as a subject 

of its own. According to the curriculum, different art forms are important for example as 

a way of self expression. (Ministerio de Educación 2016.) In the secondary school, there 

is a subject called arte (art). In Supayaku, one of the teachers of the secondary school 

stated that in arts, the curriculum gives much more freedom to the teachers than in other 

subjects. In the initial and the primary schools, there are no separate art or music classes. 

 

In general, music is used in the initial and the primary school mostly to reestablish order 

in classroom, to increase concentration and to motivate pupils. During my visits to the 

schools, music was not listened to from any electronic device, but only sung by pupils 

and teacher. Music is almost entirely sung without accompaniment. In the secondary 

school, the use of music is limited to school performances together with pupils from other 

schools. 

 

 

4.3.1 Initial school and primary school 

 

There are two teachers in the initial school of Supayaku and three in the primary school. 

All of them are originally from Supayaku or other Awajún communities, and their mother 

tongue is Awajún. However, all of them have studied education in cities in Spanish. Thus, 

their Spanish is understandable, yet not always grammatically correct. This can be seen 

in the music as well. When singing in Spanish, the lyrics are often grammatically 

incorrect, as we can see in ‘Bandera del Perú’ (example 3). Officially, the schools should 
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be bilingual, and there are some classes in Spanish. However, most of the teaching in 

these schools is in Awajún.  

 

According to the Plan de Vida de la Comunidad Nativa Awajún de Supayaku al 2024 

(CNAS 2015: 5), the quality of education in Supayaku is poor. Besides the language 

problems mentioned before, there is not enough teaching material available in Awajún 

language (ibid.), even though some books used in the initial school and the primary school 

are in Awajún. The teachers admit that also the music education in schools could be 

improved. According to them, their studies did not include much music. For example, in 

educational institute ‘Instituto de Educación Superior Pedagógico Pública “Víctor Andrés 

Belaunde”’ in Jaén, where most of the teachers have studied, the teachers have learned 

some songs and dances. However, most of them stated that there was only very little 

music in their studies. Besides the deficiency in education, the teachers often talk about 

the lack of resources, such as musical instruments and other teaching materials. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 12. Girls going to the initial school. 

 

In the initial and the primary schools, music is used mostly to make the pupils concentrate. 

Below, one of the primary school teachers explains why he uses music in the classroom. 

The reasons are really practical. 

 
 It helps them, motivates them. Why? Because when you enter the 
 classroom,  you cannot enter just like that. If you enter just like that, 
 sometimes the children, I mean, they are tired, sometimes they come 
 without eating. So sometimes the children come like that, and to wake up 
 their interest we have to make them all sing. So when they sing, they are 
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 content, happy. Then we go to the theme that we are going to work with. 
 Then, when we work, the children sometimes get tired. They get tired really 
 quickly. So we have to make them sing again. (Primary school teacher A, 
 37.) 
 
Songs can also be used to teach manners to the children, for example to teach them to 

respect one’s parents and not to fight with their classmates. According to the teachers, 

singing helps the children learn manners and practical things. Besides this, several 

teachers mention that music education is important for those children who want to 

become professional singers. Ortega (2015: 148) states that musician is one of the most 

desirable professions amongst the youth in Supayaku. According to a teacher interviewed 

by Ortega (ibid.: 79), young people especially want to be members of cumbia sanjuanera 

groups. 

 

Repetition seems to be the only technique that the teachers use to teach a song to their 

pupils. One primary school teachers describes his teaching method like this:  

  
 First I have to sing three times. I will sing three times. After that, I have to 
 sing together with them [the pupils] three times. Then, after that, I let them 
 sing alone three times. - - Aha. This is how I have to teach. Usually they 
 learn. (Primary school teacher A, 37.) 
 

According to my observations, methods used by the other teachers are similar, even 

though not always as structured and intentional than those explained above. 

 

I did not see any musical instruments used during my visits to the schools. One of the 

initial school teachers told me that she had built traditional Awajún drums with her pupils 

last year. I was also told that sometimes children play with wooden sticks or shakers built 

out of materials from nature. These are the only instruments used. 

 

Many songs used in the initial and the primary school are composed or improvised by the 

teachers or their colleagues or translated from Spanish to Awajún by them. Some songs 

are composed together with children. Often the melodies are borrowed from other 

children’s songs. Both of the initial school teachers highlight the importance of the lyrics. 

The lyrics have to deal with everyday life of the Awajún children. The teachers mention 

that it is very difficult to find songs that would refer to themes that the children are 
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familiar with. That is why they have to create their own songs, especially when working 

with young children.  

 
 They are Awajún children. I can sing about an apple, a watermelon from 
 the city, but my children from here, from the Awajún community, they don’t 
 know what is an apple. They don’t know. You see? I have to teach a song 
 that they are  familiar with. (Initial school teacher A, 39.) 
 
The songs are very short, and they are based on Western melody and harmony structures. 

For example, ‘Atashu uchuchiji’ (example 2), has been translated from Spanish to 

Awajún by one of the teachers. It is amongst the most used songs both in the initial school 

and the primary school, and I heard the children of Families B and C sing it at home as 

well. Different variations of this song are known in many Spanish-speaking countries. 

The melody is based on the notes of three major thriads: the tonic, subdominant and 

dominant. Also the rhythm of this song is similar to children’s songs in many Western 

cultures.  

 

Example 2. Atashu uchuchiji. 

 
Awajún: Atashu uchuchiji chio chio tawai.  
Yapajamu ajam tsetsemamu ajam.  
 
Spanish: Los pollitos dicen pio pio pio.  
Cuando tienen hambre, cuando tienen frio.  
 
English (my translation): Little chicks say: pio pio pio. 
When they are hungry, when they are feeling cold.  
 

Most of the songs used in the initial school are in Awajún. However, the teachers 

highlight the importance of learning Spanish and learning about urban lifestyle. Children 
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will need Spanish later on, when they go visit or work in cities. Music is one way to teach 

children the basics of Spanish. For example, ‘Atashu uchuchiji’ (example 2) is sung both 

in Awajún and Spanish. In the primary school, Spanish is used more than in the initial 

school. Many songs are sung both in the initial and the primary school. However, when 

the children get older, the use of music in school decreases gradually. 

 

Additionally to the themes relating to everyday life of the children, some songs can be 

clearly categorized as nationalistic. They refer to themes such as living in Peru, or to 

Peruvian national symbols. One example of these is the song ‘Bandera del Perú’ 

(Example 3). During my fieldwork, it was sung by the second initial class (4-5 year-old 

children). The song is in Spanish, but it has only a few words. The pupils knew the words 

very well except for the colors, which they always kept forgetting. However, the melody 

varied from child to child, and the teacher was not singing together with the pupils. My 

transcription is a combination of different melodies, but gives an image of the melody. 

Similar to ‘Atashu uchuchiji’, the song is stylistically Western, both in its melody and 

rhythm. 

 

Example 3. Bandera del Perú. 

 
Banderita, banderita, bandera del Perú. Little flag, little flag, Peruvian flag. 
Los colores, los colores blanco, rojo es. The colors, the colors white, red is.[sic] 
 

Religious education, referring to Christian songs and prayers, is always part of school 

days both in the initial and the primary school, but the amount of it depends on each 

teacher. Those teachers who are active members of the church, often teach their students 
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to differentiate worldly music from Christian music. Out of the four initial and primary 

school teachers interviewed for this thesis, two are active members of the church. 

 

One teacher explained to me that if she hears her pupils singing for example cumbia or 

other popular music, she will admonish them. Her pupils know the difference between 

‘choruses from God’ and ‘music from Satan’. Another teacher told me that before 

converting into Christianity, he taught his pupils what was his favorite music, huaynos. 

Now, after becoming a Christian, he uses only Christian songs and what he calls 

canciones educativas (educative songs). With these he refers to songs used to learn 

numbers or names of fingers, for example. Nevertheless, he mentions that it is good for 

children to learn a little bit of everything.  

 
 Well, I believe that at least they have to know something about everything, 
 no? That’s why I say, they have to know which one is music from the world, 
 then evangelical music. They have to know something. But not to practice. 
 Know, yes, they can know many things. But not to practice these things, no. 
 (Primary school teacher B, 42.) 
 
Similarly to the Christian teacher citated above, also some Christian parents think that 

children should know about different music styles, but they should not practice any of the 

profane styles. Besides the Christian teachers, also non-religious teachers use Christian 

songs and prayers on daily basis, as stated in the following extract from an interview with 

an initial school teacher.  

 
Interviewer:  Are you evangelical? 
Interviewee:  Hmm. No. 
Interviewer:  Are you part of a specific religion? 
Interviewee:  Yes, but I swear you, I don’t go to church. I would like to go to the Church 
 of the Nazarene. But I’m still thinking. 
Interviewer:  But here with the children you use religious songs and prayers? 
Interviewee:  Yes, sometimes I use because I have to. Even if I’m not part of the church, 
 I have to teach the children. 
Interviewer:  Aa, who tells you so?  
Interviewee:  The professor always tells us so. 
Interviewer: The professors from Victor André? 
Interviewee: The professors who teach us. We have to teach the children that God is 
 alive, and that God gives us life. We have to teach them to pray since they 
 are young. Small prayers, right? 
 
Extract from an interview (Initial school teacher B, 27). 
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This behaviour ensures that all the children of Supayaku know various Christian songs 

no matter if they or their parents participate in the church or not. At school, there are some 

Christian songs especially for children. These are very short and simple songs in Spanish. 

Besides these, songs used in the church, such as ‘Apajui kantamjuamita’ (see chapter 4.2) 

are also used in the classes. 

 
 

4.3.2 Secondary school 

 

In the secondary school, all the teachers are mestizos. The teachers have been sent to 

Supayaku to teach there for one year. They arrived in Supayaku in March, when I had 

been there almost for two months already. Various teachers told me that it feels difficult 

to get used to the life in the village. Also, they found their pupils’ Spanish skills and the 

level of skills and knowledge in general very low, and were struggling to adapt their 

teaching materials and the national curriculum into the situation. The principal of the 

secondary school is a mestizo as well, but he has been living and working in Supayaku 

already for 12 years and is married with an Awajún woman. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 13. The secondary school of Supayaku. 

 

All teaching in the secondary school is in Spanish. Especially in their first years in there, 

many pupils have difficulties in understanding what the teachers are saying, as well as in 

understanding the textbooks. Also those children who understand Spanish without 

problems are often too shy to speak. In the secondary school, all grades have art classes. 



56 
	

However, due to the lack of resources, there are no teachers specializing in arts. Instead, 

two teachers from different specialities, one from communication and the other one from 

Educación para el trabajo (Education for work), have to take care of art education besides 

their own subjects. Below, one of the art teachers explains that she has no choice but to 

teach the subjects she has been given. 

 
 I am from the communication. It’s my speciality. But when we came here 
 they gave us arts. Also they gave me English. I know very little English. - - 
 But what can I do? I won’t say no, right? (Art teacher A, 40.) 
 
The art teachers and the principal of the school all think that it would be important for the 

pupils to learn music. However, according to the principal of the secondary school the 

school cannot hire enough teachers, because there are too few pupils. 

 
 It would be important to have music as well, but sometimes there are no 
 music teachers. It’s also one need. That there are no music teachers. They 
 don’t give us a professor from the field because we don’t have enough 
 students. - - It’s because of that they give us a few professors. We would 
 still need one more professor, but they don’t give us because we have a few 
 students. (Principal of the secondary school.)  
 
According to the principal and the art teachers, the situation is better in other schools in 

Peru. They state that there are almost always teachers specializing in arts, and often 

teachers specializing particularly in music. The principal of the secondary school of 

Supayaku mentioned that when he was in secondary school in the village of Pucará in the 

Andes, he had classes of music, and learned to play the flute and the guitar, for example. 

 

For the lack of knowledge, the teachers in Supayaku simply have to cope and be creative. 

The principal describes the work of teachers taking care of the art education like this: ‘So 

they try to do something at least’. One of the art teachers is planning to do drawing and 

painting with the pupils during the first semester, jewelry during the second one and 

traditional Awajún baskets with the help of the pupils during the third one. The other 

teacher has similar plans. She is going to do crafts from recycled materials. Music is not 

part of their plans, as can be seen from the following citation. However, both of them 

think about the possibility of teaching the students some dances. 
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 Because teaching them music, it would be deceiving. I cannot. And I’m not 
 near the city. If I were near the city, I would hire someone to come and teach 
 them in my place. But we are not near, no? It’s not possible. (Art teacher A, 
 40.) 
 
The contents of art classes depend on the skills of each professor. In one interview, a 

young Awajún woman from Supayaku told me that when she was in the secondary school, 

for one year there was a teacher specialized in mathematics, but who also knew about 

music and was teaching art. However, in the lack of resources, for example musical 

instruments, the teaching methods were poor. Before and after him there were no 

professors who would know about music. 

 
 There was a professor for some time who worked, well, in arts. He taught 
 us to play, how is it called, quena, right? Or zampoña. But well, only the 
 theory he taught us, nothing else. Like that he explained us everything but 
 we didn’t have materials to use, to practice. - - There were no instruments, 
 yes. But we were only drawing, nothing else. But well, one doesn’t learn by 
 drawing. You have to have the instruments and then you learn. Yes. But no, 
 they didn’t have. (Woman A, 25.) 
 

If it would be possible to have music education in the school, the art teachers would start 

with traditional Awajún music, and after that familiarize the pupils to other musical styles 

from Peru. Instead, the principal of the secondary school would make the pupils study 

first what he calls ‘Music of the Peruvians’, referring to musical styles such as huayno 

and marinera. Nevertheless, he thinks it is important to teach the pupils the music of their 

own culture as well. 

 

 

4.3.3 Performances 

 

A few times a year, all schools in Supayaku perform in the communal house. These 

performances take place for example on Mother’s Day, Peru’s Independency Day, and 

school anniversaries. Occasionally there are also performances at important community 

meetings, or when an outsider comes visit the village. Many different styles from all over 

Peru and Latin America are performed, including huyanos, marineras, cumbias, ballads 

and traditional Awajún music. During my stay in Supayaku there were no performances 
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like this, so the information in this chapter has been collected from interviews and 

informal conversations. 

 

In the initial and the primary school, the children practice their performances during the 

classes. In the secondary school, the performances are practiced in the afternoon, after 

the classes. Participation in the performances is not obligatory, and especially in the 

secondary school only few pupils participate. Nevertheless, also the teachers of the 

secondary school find it important for the pupils to participate, and thus try to encourage 

them. 

 

Several teachers, both from the primary school and the secondary school, told me that the 

pupils are mostly interested in performing music styles from the city, especially cumbias 

or ballads. For example, the principal of the secondary school told me that last year it was 

very difficult to find pupils who would willingly perform traditional Awajún music or 

dances, but there were several who wanted to sing cumbias. Also, a young woman who 

recently graduated from the secondary school has noticed the same. She has performed 

both traditional Awajún music and other music styles, but according to her there are some 

pupils who do not want to sing in Awajún language.  

 
 I like the most to sing in my language and also in Spanish. When I 
 participate [in the performances], I participate with my language, [and] with 
 Spanish. Some young people don’t like to sing in those two languages. - - 
 They are ashamed. ‘Why would we sing [in Awajún] if we know songs of 
 mestizos?’ That’s why they don’t like it. (Woman B, 17.) 
 
The teachers from all the schools try to motivate the children to perform traditional 

Awajún music. In the initial and the primary school the teachers know at least some basics 

about Awajún music. However, not all of them feel capable of teaching traditional music 

to their pupils. In the secondary school, where all the teachers are mestizos, a local 

assistant is the only member of the staff with knowledge about Awajún music. When 

preparing for the performances, traditional music is sometimes taught to pupils by family 

members, as stated in the following citation.  

 
 Well, traditional music they [the children] practice only a little. Only when 
 they go to the performances, only then some mothers, some aunts, teach 
 them a little bit, nothing else. After that, mostly what I have heard, what I 
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 have seen, they listen to the music from the city. (Primary school teacher 
 B, 42.) 
 
Sometimes children and adolescents who know traditional music or dances also teach 

them to their friends. Other music styles, such as dances from the Andean region, are 

sometimes taught to the secondary school pupils by their mestizo teachers. Except for 

tambors used in the traditional Awajún dance, no traditional instruments are used in the 

performances.  

 

Parents often come to see the performances, and many of them proudly told me that their 

children had performed in school performances. However, teachers from all the schools 

report that there have sometimes been conflicts between a teacher and parents when it 

comes to the performances. The reason for these conflicts is that some Christian parents 

do not want their children to perform any kind of worldy music. However, all of these 

situations have been solved by conversing with the parents and the pupils. According to 

the principal of the secondary school, the school nowadays always ask a permission from 

parents before a performance to avoid conflicts. 
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5 MUSICAL TRANSMISSION AND CHANGE 

 

Society has a strong impact on music of children and adolescents. Through the process 

of enculturation, each member of a society becomes ‘literate’ in the cultural idiom of his 

or her society. A society creates limitations and shapes values of its members. Music is 

also important for expressions of identity (see Lundberg et al. 2003: 17). I argue that 

together with broader changes in society, contexts and functions of traditional Awajún 

music have changed, and traditional music is not systematically transmitted from one 

generation to another anymore. This is not to say that music of the Awajún would have 

been stable and unchanging before. As Nettl (2005: 275) states, every musical system 

needs a certain amount of constant change to hold the system intact. Thus, change is ever 

present in ethnomusicological research (ibid.). However, the changes in the music 

cultures of Supayaku have been enormous in the past decades. 

 

This chapter begins with an analysis of the changes in music cultures and their 

implications in Supayaku. I will discuss the changes in the use of traditional Awajún 

music in Supayaku and the importance of those music styles, in comparison with other 

changes in the village. After that, the focus will be on musical transmission and learning. 

I argue that music learning processes in Supayaku are mostly enculturative and 

nonformal, and they are realized through aural and oral transmission. The possibilities of 

the children and the adolescents to learn traditional Awajún music through these 

processes are analyzed as well. 

 

 

5.1 Traditional music in a changing world 

 

The life of the indigenous peoples in the Amazon rainforest has changed enormously in 

the past decades. According to Plan de Vida de la Comunidad Nativa Awajún de 

Supayaku al 2024 (CNAS 2015: 4–5), the people of Supayaku want to conserve their 

cultural identity, including the language, mythology, cosmology and traditions. However, 

they admit that there are some changes in this area (ibid.). According to my interviews, 

some cultural practices have already been lost in Supayaku. This is true in other 
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communities as well. In his study about three Awajún communities in Imaza district, East 

from Supayaku, Seitz Lozada (2013: 221) indicates that young people are not familiar 

with several varieties of manioc, do not know how to use many medicinal plants and do 

not know traditional music, for example.  

 

The change in the musical system in Supayaku has been enormous. Musical styles from 

the outside, especially religious music and popular music, have almost completely 

replaced the former musical system, as stated in the previous chapter. However, 

continuity can be seen for example in nasal singing style of some people. In Supayaku, 

the most common of the traditional instruments is pinkui. During my time in Supayaku I 

met a couple of people who can play pinkui, pijun and tampug, but only one man who 

told me he can play tumag, kitag and peem. Many people, including some young people, 

have played tampug in performances of traditional Awajún dance. Playing musical 

instruments is still considered masculine, and all the people I met who had played an 

instrument, including Western instruments such as keyboard or guitar, were men. This 

mindset is rooted in the people. For example, the 13-year-old daughter of Family A told 

me that she would like to play the guitar, but she was not sure if it is even possible for a 

girl to play. 

 

When asking adolescents to name traditional Awajún instruments, most of them mention 

tampug and pinkui. They also recognize pijun, tumag and kitag by name, but are not 

always able to describe these instruments in detail. However, there is a lot of variation of 

course. Some teenagers know several traditional instruments, whilst others can barely 

remember the name of one. A logical explanation for the situation is that, as mentioned 

before, there are not many musical instruments in the village, and most of the families do 

not have any kind of instruments in their homes. Also, since traditional Awajún music is 

mostly vocal and instruments are not used very much, it is understandable that not 

everyone is familiar with those. When talking about traditional Awajún music, most 

people think of singing, not the musical instruments. Many people know canto amoroso 

and nampeg at least by name, but are not aware of other styles of anen, for example those 

used for hunting or cultivating. 
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Nettl (2005: 287) divides musical change into two categories, internal change and 

external change, the latter being a result of intercultural contact. In Supayaku the change 

seems to be external more than internal. Under the impact of external influences and new 

possibilities, traditional music has lost its conventional role in the society, and until now 

has not truly found a new place in it. Seitz Lozada (2013: 175–202) emphasized the role 

of external factors in cultural change of Awajún villages as well. According to him, some 

of the external factors that have had an impact on Awajún culture are churches and 

schools, colonizing politics, market economy, and health care. Also in my experience 

these factors are crucial. However, it must be remembered that change is a result of 

individual decisions. Besides the changes forced from the outside, values and aesthetic 

views of the people themselves seem to have changed. 

 

Also apu of Supayaku (see page 9) emphasizes the role of external factors in musical 

change, stating that music in Supayaku is changing because the community has now 

become a part of civilization, and thus adopted music from the cities. The word 

civilization is a direct translation from Spanish word civilización. Apu, as well as other 

people in Supayaku, use this word to refer to the changes caused by the contact with urban 

culture. According to apu, civilization is the reason why the young people do not like to 

make or to listen to traditional Awajún music anymore. Also, according to one primary 

school teacher, his pupils tell him that now that they are becoming a part of civilization, 

they have to speak Spanish and sing songs that mestizos sing.  

 

In Plan de Vida de la Comunidad Nativa Awajún de Supayaku al 2024 (CNAS 2015: 4), 

especially the role of Christianity has been taken into account. According to the 

document, ‘it can be seen, that the religion (in this case Christian) has an important 

influence in the cultural change of the people of the community, and thus in the loss of 

traditions in their diverse expressions (music, stories, legends, myths, etc.)’. Besides 

Christianity, the document states that other external factors have had an impact on the 

way of life as well. (Ibid.) However, these other factors are not being specified in the 

document. 
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In Supayaku, hunting and fishing have become difficult due to pollution of the river, 

deforestation and closeness to the roads, amongst other factors. As Supayaku has been 

settled in leau of a nomadic way of living, over time the surrounding forest of the village 

has become deserted by game. Because of the reasons above, the people concentrate more 

on cultivating, and do not hunt as much as before. Seitz Lozada (2013: 221, 229–230) 

points out that this is one reason for the decrease in the practice of anen, since anen that 

have been used for hunting are not used anymore. However, most young members of 

Awajún communities are not familiar with other kinds of anen either (ibid.). 

 

According to my observations and interviews, shortage of game and fish has led to 

changes in diet. Because of the lack of meat and fish, some food products from the cities, 

such as eggs, chicken, tuna, rice and pasta, are consumed. However, money is needed to 

buy these products, and many families have begun to cultivate coffee. It is not consumed 

in the household, but sold to the cities. Besides cultivation of coffee, many people work 

in cities. As stated by Ortega (2015), many young people of Supayaku work in cities for 

limited periods, usually for a few months, to make money. Money is used for food, but 

also for other commodities such as clothes and cellphones. In addition to work, an 

increasing amount of the youth go to cities to study after finishing secondary school. Also, 

those people who do not visit cities that much or work there, for example many children, 

have experiences with other cultures, since corporations, researchers and governmental 

agencies often visit the community. 

 

In this multicultural environment, new skills and knowledge are required. During my 

research, it became clear that both teachers and parents find it highly important for 

children and adolescents to learn about urban lifestyle and learn Spanish. Many parents 

visit cities together with their children. However, economical situation of the family, 

together with decisions about how the money is used, sets limits to the amount and length 

of these visits. As mentioned earlier, the children of Family A and Family B had visited 

cities, and knew considerably more Spanish than the children of Family C. 

 

Closer connection with other cultures is common in other parts of the Amazon rainforest 

as well. As anthropologist Pirjo Kristiina Virtanen (2012: 1–2) points out, many 
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Amazonian indigenous young people live in areas with lot of contact with other cultures 

and they have more opportunities than previous generations. Not only do young people 

move to the cities or travel, but there is also a large amount of people from other cultures 

in their territories (ibid.). Virtanen has realized her research in Brazilian Amazonia. She 

states that today in the Amazonia the transition from childhood to adulthood is much less 

ruled by different actors than in the past. The young people themselves have an active 

role in this process, and the interaction between the rural and the urban world is an integral 

part of this transition. The social, cultural and political situation of the young Amazonian 

people are negotiated by the actors themselves. (Ibid.: 15–17.)  

 

This negotiation is visible also in the music used or produced by indigenous youth of the 

Amazon rainforest. Lundberg, Malm and Ronström (2003: 62–63) analyze contradictory 

tendencies common in many music cultures today using the term fields of tension. As an 

example, Lundberg et al. (ibid.) list six tension fields between twelve poles. These are 

homogenous – diversified, pure – mixed, global – local, great tradition – little tradition, 

collective – individual and mediated – live.  

 

According to my observations, the first three poles are the most visible in children and 

adolescents’ music cultures in Supayaku. Music cultures are becoming more 

homogenous, since the same music styles are being listened to in Supayaku and in other 

parts of the country and Latin America. On the other hand, there are more music styles 

available in the village than ever before. Most of the music styles listened to, for example 

cumbia and church music, are stylistically mixed. On the other hand, there is a will to 

conserve local music styles. Local music styles are important at least for identity, as will 

be stated in the following subchapter. However, global styles seem to play a bigger role 

in everyday life. For me, it often seemed that in speech the villagers emphasize the poles 

‘diversified’, ‘pure’ and ‘local’, highlighting the importance of traditional Awajún music. 

However, in practice the music culture seems to be closer to ‘mixed’, ‘global’ and 

‘homogenous’. Nevertheless, as Lundberg et al. (2003: 65) remind, also the global styles 

get local meanings, significance and function. 
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According to Lundberg et al. (ibid.), there are many other tension fields as well. In my 

experience, some other tension fields in Supayaku are for example Christian – non-

Christian and indigenous – nationalistic. The tension between Christian and non-Christian 

views and lifestyle came up in almost all of my interviews. It seems to be one of the 

biggest tension fields in Supayaku, also determining music cultures of the children and 

the adolescents, as analyzed in chapter four. The latter field, indigeneity and nationalism, 

will be discussed in the following subchapter. 

 

 

5.2 Indigenous identification and traditional music 

 

Changes in society and closer connection to other cultures have led to changes in 

expressions of identity as well. Shane Greene (2009: 26) states that there is a new kind of 

indigenous identification amongst the Awajún, which can be divided into three layers. 

Firstly, the Awajún are part of the Peruvian Amazon, and thus share a pan-Amazonian 

identity (ibid.). In Supayaku, one example of pan-Amazonian identity could be the 

interest of the children of Family A towards the music video made by Kokama youth, as 

described in chapter 4.1. It seems that these Awajún children identified themselves with 

the Kokama youth, both being part of indigenous groups in the Amazonia. 

 

According to Greene (2009: 26), the second layer of identification is belonging to Jivaro 

group and the third layer is being an Awajún. According to Greene (ibid.), this last layer 

includes the strongest feelings of social belonging, emotional attachment and political 

commitment. Everyday life in Supayaku confirms Greene’s theory. People in Supayaku 

identify themselves as Amazonians and as Jivaros, but still the most important 

identification comes from being an Awajún. For example, when discussing about the 

differences between them and others, people in Supayaku tend to compare the Awajún 

with the mestizos, not the Jivaros or the Amazonians with mestizos. However, it must be 

remembered that being an Awajún is not a stable condition. Instead, there is a constant 

negotiation about what does it mean to be an Awajún.  

 



66 
	

Blacking (1977: 22–23) states that music can be used to adapt to a new environment. 

According to him, the study of musical change can show how people change both their 

music and themselves through the medium of music (ibid.). Similarly, Lundberg et al. 

(2003: 17) point out that ‘Music does not simply represent attitude, values and identities 

of various kinds, music embodies and gives rise to them.’ According to Lundberg et al. 

(ibid.: 16), music is one of the most commonly used ways of expression. When there are 

more music styles available, also the expressions of identity, values, social situation and 

status through music can be more nuanced (ibid.). 

 

Through music, people in Supayaku can express various identities, such as indigeneity 

and nationalism. The field of tension between nationalism and indigeneity can also be 

seen in music. Through music, the Awajún can express both their identity as the Awajún, 

and their identity as Peruvians. One example of this in Supayaku are the nationalistic 

songs at school, described in chapter four. These songs clearly reflect identity as 

Peruvians, and can strengthen it as well. It could be discussed if this field of tension also 

includes other poles, such as being part of Jivaro group, being Amazonian or being Latin 

American. I argue that the layers of indigenous identification by Greene (2009), as well 

as other elements of identity, can be both expressed and transformed through music. 

 

New music styles in Supayaku give opportunities for new ways of expression, and at the 

same time can transform the identities of the villagers. As stated in chapter 4.1, especially 

the adolescents listen to popular music from other Latin American countries, and many 

artists that are commonly listened to in Lima, for example. Often, they also have more 

contact with other cultures than the previous generations. It might be that the adolescents 

also identify themselves as Peruvians or Latin Americans stronger than their parents or 

grandparents do, and music both embodies these identities and gives rise to them (see 

Lundberg et al. 2003: 17). On the other hand, some young people also make or listen to 

traditional Awajún music, and express their indigenous identity through it. 

 

In Supayaku, traditional music seems to have gotten new significance. When asked why 

it is important to conserve traditional music, in almost all the cases the first answer is 

‘porque es nuestro costumbre’, ‘because it is our tradition’. The Awajún consider it as 
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something of their own, and as something that differentiates them from other people. In 

Supayaku, traditional music is now played or sung mostly in ritual or festive contexts 

such as school performances, not in everyday life. In the following citation the principal 

of the secondary school explains that the adolescents use traditional music for example 

when they are invited to cities, for example to San Ignacio or Cajamarca, to perform. 

Otherwise they do not practice it. 

 
 Yes, the adolescents use it [traditional music], but already in cases… In a 
 special way. For example, when they get an invitation to San Ignacio. 
 Maybe an invitation to Cajamarca. Then the youth go with their [traditional] 
 outfit to participate. But only in special cases. Yes. Not daily. (Principal of 
 the secondary school.) 
 
Below, a young Awajún woman describes her relationship with traditional singing, canto 

típico. Traditional music has got a new use and, as stated below, use of this music in a 

different context can create confusion. The woman herself can sing traditional Awajún 

songs, but her mother who is from a Christian family does not. 

 
 Only when they tell me to participate, I sing. But when I’m alone, I don’t. I 
 don’t sing in my language. - - Also, I know more songs in Spanish. - - 
 Sometimes when I sing they tell me, well, my mother also asks me why am 
 I singing [traditional songs]. Because I have never sung. Only when I 
 participate there [in the performances] I sing. (Woman B, 17.) 
 
Traditional music has a new function when the Awajún people go to the cities, or when 

non-Awajún people visit the village. Currently there is no tourism in Supayaku, but many 

people think of tourism as something desirable and see it as a possible way to improve 

their living conditions. According to apu and some other villagers, in order to create a 

successful tourism economy, it is important not to forget the traditional music. It is 

interesting to note that the will to conserve traditional music is often related to external 

factors. According to many people with whom I spoke, traditional Awajún music has to 

be conserved so that visitors, government and other external actors will consider them as 

Awajún.  

 

I was told that if there were no traditions, the Awajún would become mestizos, or at least 

they would be just like mestizos. Also Regan (2007: 19–20) states that amongst the 

Awajún traditional music works as a way to show their cultural legacy to people coming 
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from other cultures. Below, a primary school teacher explains that children must learn 

traditional music in order to be able to perform it for non-Awajún people. 

 
 Our ancestors were like that. And our ancestors sang that. We have to 
 maintain it always, because it’s our tradition. - - So if we lose it all, we are 
 going to be equal [like mestizos]. And they are not going to consider us as 
 Awajún. Because of that we cannot forget. - - At any moment they [the 
 Awajún children] are going to be leaders, some of them, and go to the city. 
 And they will learn there. There people will say them: ´Let’s see, Awajún, 
 dance your traditional dance’. If we don’t teach them, how can they dance? 
 (Primary school teacher A, 37.) 
 

Expressions of indigeneity seem to be especially relevant when there is more contact with 

other groups. Lundberg et al. (2003: 31) emphasize that in order to be noticed and to get 

recognition, a group has to have visibility. In order to be visible, the group needs to 

distinguish itself from the others, for example by using cultural expressions such as dance, 

music or clothes. The distinction between the group and others has to be recognized not 

only by the members of the group, but by others as well. By getting visibility, a group 

can gain more power. On the other hand, this kind of cultural representations carry the 

risk of objectification and fixation the culture. (Ibid.: 27–28, 46.) These themes: visibility, 

distinctiveness and recognition, are the ones mentioned by my interviewees as well. It 

also seems that some forms of traditional music, such as canto amoroso, are the ones 

representing the culture, whereas some other forms have been put aside.  

 

In Supayaku, especially those who have been in regular contact with non-Awajún people 

or hold an important political role in the community, such as apu, have clearly given a 

thought to why and how to conserve traditional music. When speaking with them, they 

answer these questions straight away. On the other hand, some people, especially those 

who have not been in much contact with non-Awajún people or those who belong to the 

church, sometimes seem to get confused when asked if traditional Awajún music should 

be conserved, or how should the conservation be realized. For them the question does not 

seem to have such validity as for those with more contact with people from other 

ethnicities. 
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Although the Awajún language and many traditions are still alive and well in Supayaku, 

people are concerned that these might be lost in the future (CNAS 2015: 4–5, 17). Below, 

an Awajún women describes her experiences on cultural loss. She has a lot of experience 

on studying and living in cities, and she has seen that in some other regions the traditions 

have been lost already. 

 
 Even though we, let’s say, even though we teach them [children and 
 adolescents]  but sometimes they go to the city, and we don’t know what 
 happens. - - We don’t know, yes. I think that that way we are going to lose 
 the traditions. That is what we are worried about, right? Because in other 
 regions, also  there, they don’t speak the [native] language, the children 
 have totally forgot the traditions, they don’t know. That’s what has 
 happened in other regions also. Seeing that, here also I’m seeing, right? And 
 I believe it can happen. (Woman A, 25.) 
 

The woman links the loss of the traditions to young people moving to cities. She is 

worried that they go to the cities, might get married with mestizos, and forget their 

traditions. Despite this, she is considering to move to the city with her two children, in 

order to get a better education for them. She is afraid that if she stays in Supayaku, her 

daughters will get married young and are not going to study. As stated above, she can 

already see things changing in Supayaku as well, and she is afraid that the situation might 

get worse in the future. 

 

In Supayaku many people think that it is extremely important to conserve the traditional 

Awajún music, and to make sure that children and adolescents also learn these music 

styles. I was told that there have been some initiatives to improve the state of traditional 

Awajún music in the village. According to one primary school teacher, for example, the 

theme of musical conservation has been discussed in a meeting in the communal house. 

In the meeting, it was discussed how traditional Awajún music could better be transmitted 

to children and adolescents. According to the teacher, one proposals was to organize 

music workshops for the pupils, for example. There is an interest to combine traditional 

Awajún music with other musical styles, and to use traditional music more in everyday 

life. However, fairly little has been done to ensure the vitality of traditional Awajún 

music. 
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5.3 Musical transmission 

 

Musical transmission refers to culturally specific ways in which music and musical 

practices are passed on. These processes can be both formal and informal (see Campbell 

2001: 215). As Schippers (2010: 61–62) points out, the way music is taught and learned 

depends on the music tradition that is being transmitted, as well as on its contexts and 

value systems. Through musical transmission, one does not only learn musical material, 

but one also learns about the genre and musical style in a broader sense (ibid.). Schippers 

(ibid.: 65) divides elements that are being transmitted into five domains. These are 

technical skills, repertoire and performance practice, theory, creativity and expression, 

and culture and values. Importance of each domain varies between different musical 

traditions. (Ibid.) It can be seen that through musical transmission, a lot of non-musical 

knowledge, such as things related to creativity, culture and values, is transmitted as well. 

 

According to Nettl (2005: 292), ‘to all kinds of music scholars, one of the most important 

things about a musical culture is how it, as it were, transmits itself’. Despite its crucial 

role for any music culture, Szego (2002: 710) states that musical transmission is 

mentioned in most ethnomusicological accounts only very briefly and generally. The 

same has been noticed by Nettl (2005: 292). Many ethnomusicologists learn to play or 

sing the music styles they are working with, and thus have first hand experience on the 

processes of transmission. However, it seems that the focus of research is usually in other 

inquiries.  

 

It seems that the word ‘transmission’ is often used, but usually not defined. For example, 

Nettl (2005: 293) mentions that there are ‘many types of transmission available in various 

cultures and periods’. He writes about aural and oral transmission, and aural, oral and 

written traditions (ibid.: 292–294), but does not define these concepts. Merriam (1964) 

writes about learning, but not about different ways of transmission. 

 

Besides ethnomusicology, processes of musical transmission have been studied in music 

education. However, Szego (2002: 717) states that these studies often aim to evaluate the 

transmission processes or to create changes. Studies by music education scholars Huib 
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Schippers (2010) and Patricia Shehan Campbell (1998, 2001, 2011) form the bases for 

my analysis on music learning and teaching, since ethnomusicological references on the 

topic are highly insufficient.  

 

In Supayaku, both traditional Awajún music and other musical styles are mostly 

transmitted orally. However, in church music, also written transmission is used. In my 

experience, musical transmission in Supayaku is realized entirely aurally, meaning that 

music is learned directly from music, without verbal explanations. According to Nettl 

(2005: 293), aural transmission can happen either from live performances and from 

recordings. For example, the method explained by Primary school teacher A in chapter 

4.3.1 is an archetype of aural transmission. Children learn by listening and imitating, not 

through verbal instructions. Also learning anen is aural, as stated in chapter 3.4.  

 

In Supayaku, it is notable that despite the radical change in musical system, there are 

many similarities in the ways of musical transmission. Music is transmitted aurally, with 

little or no notation. However, besides learning by imitating a teacher or a facilitator, 

music can now be learned by imitating recordings or videos. The approach to musical 

transmission is holistic, meaning for example that music theory is implicit and there is no 

curriculum that would guide the transmission (see Schippers 2010: 120–121).  

 

However, the relationship between the teacher and student is usually not as intimate as 

before, and the situations where transmission is realized have changed. At the time when 

there were no schools in Supayaku, musical transmission happened mostly between close 

relatives in private situations, or in celebrations through observation and imitation. Now 

most of the musical transmission takes place in a bigger group at school or church, or at 

home through recordings. 

 

According to Schippers (2010: 134), musical change can be connected to the changes in 

the system of transmission. He states that transmission of a musical tradition ‘is mostly 

achieved through well-developed protocols and processes, including a formalized 

relationship with a senior bearer of the tradition, long apprenticeship, and mechanisms 

such as rote learning, imitation, and modeling.’ (Ibid.: 46.) Despite the similarities in the 
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techniques of transmission, those ‘well-developed protocols and processes’ that were 

used for centuries to transmit traditional Awajún music from one generation to another 

are no longer part of everyday life in Supayaku. This can be one reason for the decrease 

in the practice of traditional Awajún music. 

 

According to Borea (2008: 80), informal education is the principal way to transmit local 

knowledge to the new generations. Family has a crucial role in this process of cultural 

transmission, even though sometimes the school might also participate in it. The children 

learn traditional music and other cultural aspects for example playing, participating and 

observing local rituals and parties. (Ibid.: 85–86, 91.) Nevertheless, many studies confirm 

that in new circumstances, new ways of transmission are often required to maintain a 

certain musical genre vivid. As an example of these new ways of transmission, Catherine 

Grant (2014: 31–33) mentions community based projects, changes in national curriculum 

and foundation of music schools. However, when new ways of transmission are 

established for traditional music styles, there are often changes in the style as well.  

 

One aspect of cultural transmission today is that in addition to the transmission from old 

people to young, it occurs also from young people to old. Besides, influences go both 

from city to the village and vise versa. (Virtanen 2012: 164.) Schippers (2010: 67–68) 

emphasized the importance of technology in this process, and in musical transmission in 

general. Recordings offer one possibility to preserve and transmit musical traditions. 

Even though the phenomenon is fairly new, learning from recordings is already a 

significant part of musical transmission. (Ibid.) Also Grant (2014: 118) emphasizes the 

importance of mass media and music industry, stating that they can affect the vitality of 

a music genre.  

 

My own experiences from Supayaku confirm the importance of technology in musical 

transmission, since mayor part of music is learned through recordings. Technology can 

be important also in transmission of traditional Awajún music. Once I was in the kitchen 

of Family B, and an older relative of the family had come to introduce pinkui for me. 

When he played a traditional song, the 15-year-old son of the family recorded it with his 

cellphone. Other children of the family gathered around the man as well to listen to him 
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play. This showed me that at least some young people have interest in traditional music, 

even though they do not usually practice it themselves. Some other villagers have 

traditional Awajún music recorded on their cellphones as well. However, people usually 

choose to listen to other music styles, not traditional Awajún music. 

 

Due to technological development and closer connections to other cultures, children and 

adolescents in Supayaku take influences from a variety of sources, including popular 

music. In her studies about children’s playground games in an Australian school, Kathryn 

Marsh (1997, 1999) highlights the role of popular music in children’s life. Children learn 

popular music through adult sources, for example from media and from their parents and 

teachers. However, children are not passive receivers of this material, but reappropriate 

and creatively use elements from these styles for their own purposes. (Marsh 1997: 38.) 

Marsh (1999: 6) states that children ‘control their use of popular music, rather than being 

controlled by it’.  

 

The situation in Supayaku is remarkably different from the one described by Marsh (1997, 

1999), since the music culture of children in Supayaku is highly defined by adults. The 

children mostly listen to the same music as their parents do. However, also the children 

in Supayaku have their favorite groups, songs and styles, and they sing their own versions 

of these. Music learning in Supayaku concides with Marsh’s (1999: 7) description of 

‘self-regulated teaching and learning behaviours’. Children learn music in their own time 

and pace by listening, observing and gradually participating in entire songs (Marsh 1997: 

283).  

 

Musical transmission can be divided into three main categories. According to Campbell 

(1998: 178–180), these are enculturation, partly guided learning and highly structured 

learning. Enculturation refers to intuitive and unintentional learning. Partly guided 

teaching, instead, includes intentional teaching and learning. It takes place in nonformal 

situations such as at home. Partly guided learning is not necessarily systematic, but aims 

to the acquisition of a particular skill or knowledge. (Ibid.) Schippers (2010: 90) calls this 

category nonformal learning, and emphasizes that many nonformal learning practices are 

quite formalized. Thus, he considers it more like a subcategory of formal learning. As an 
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example of nonformal teaching he gives private music teachers. Here, I use the term 

nonformal learning for all consciously organized learning and teaching situations outside 

the school system. 

 

The third music learning category by Campbell (1998: 178–180), highly structured 

learning, is a well-planned sequential learning process that is usually based on a 

curriculum. According to Schippers (2010: 90), highly structured or formal music 

learning takes place at schools, music schools and conservatories. However, there are also 

enculturation and nonformal learning processes in all of these institutes. 

 

These theories by Schippers (2010) and Campbell (1998) seem to be based on Western 

educational system. In many indigenous cultures, formal education as described by them 

is a fairly new phenomenon, and there might not be this kind of formal music education 

at all. Nevertheless, it is possible that the people themselves consider some of their 

traditional transmission methods formal. Despite these conceptual differences, the 

division between informal, nonformal and formal learning processes as described by 

Schippers (2010) and Campbell (1998) can be useful when analyzing differences in 

learning and teaching music in Supayaku. 

 

 

5.4 Enculturation and nonformal music education 

 

Children learn cultural patterns naturally. This kind of learning is necessary because 

through it an individual becomes a member of a society. Herskovits (1950: 39–40) has 

first suggested the term enculturation for learning of one’s own culture, and states that 

enculturation is a lifelong process. Enculturation happens intuitively, without direct 

guidance (Campbell 1998: 179). According to Merriam (1964: 146), enculturation 

process takes place in both formal and informal situations. Campbell (2011: 64–65) 

specifies this by making a difference between enculturation and formal education. 

According to her, enculturation occurs in informal and unplanned ways (ibid.). However, 

also teachers enculturate the children, together with parents, siblings, other relatives, 

friends and the media (Campbell 1998: 179).  
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Merriam (1964: 150) states that children start their musical training through imitation. 

However, more formal musical education is usually needed if a person wants to become 

a specialist in some form of music (ibid.). Before, in a more traditional Awajún culture, 

this distinction was clear. The children learned traditional music, especially nampeg, at 

home or parties by imitating. However, for example to be able to have a powerful anen, 

a longer period of apprenticeship was required. Learning nampeg was enculturative or 

nonformal, since children learned them at home or at parties naturally, but also sometimes 

through guidance from their parents. Learning anen required personal devotion, guidance 

and conscious effort, and thus goes to the category of nonformal learning. 

 

Nowadays, the situations where children and adolescents in Supayaku learn music can be 

divided into three main categories, like has been done in chapter four. Music learning at 

home and at church is not systematic, but in some cases, it has clear objectives. For 

example, at the church the aim can be to teach Christian songs to the children and thus 

teach them to praise God. However, it must be noted that the aim is actually not to learn 

music itself, but to learn to praise God through it. In most cases music learning at home 

and at church is completely enculturative or informal, and there is no guidance nor 

objectives in it. The repertory consists of the same songs that the adults are singing or 

listening to. Since only very few people in Supayaku make or listen to traditional Awajún 

music in their everyday life, most children and adolescents do not learn it this way. 

 

In Plan de vida de la comunidad nativa Awajún de Supayaku al 2024 (2015: 5) it is 

mentioned that the situations where the elders transmit their knowledge to the new 

generations have become more unfrequent. In the following citation, the father of Family 

B explains that there is a lack of traditional music in their daily life because of changes 

in their entire way of life. Before, people had more time for music-making and teaching. 

Now that the young people go to school and the adults work to make money, there is no 

time to teach and learn traditional music. 

 
 In those times they [the Awajún people] were dedicated, and it was not 
 important for them to have money, but it was important to have a chacra, 
 nothing else, and enough manioc. And to have a good house of straw, 
 recently built. Period. - - So they dedicated only to hunting and 
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 teaching. But now not. Now education. They have to study. They have to 
 work. And the father has to go to the chacra. So now there is almost no 
 time. (Man A, 51.)  
 

Campbell (2011: 64) emphasizes the role of family and extended family in the 

enculturation process, and mentions various factors that are important for children’s 

musical development. Two of these factors, religious views and presence of elders, seem 

to be especially important in the case of Supayaku. According to Campbell (ibid.) 

religious views of the family can have a strong impact on enculturation process. In 

Supayaku, where the evangelical church highly controls musical practices of its members, 

this factor is surely important for children’s musical development. Children of Christian 

families are most likely to hear only Christian music in their home, and are usually not 

allowed to make or to listen to profane music, including traditional Awajún music. One 

example of this is given by Initial school teacher A, who in the citation below explains 

how she raises her own children. The teacher is an active member of the evangelical 

church, and wants her two children to be good Christians as well. 

 
Interviewee: My children? My children don’t practice [traditional music] - - Only when 
 I bring them  recorded choruses, my children listen to those. And they, 
 when they go to sleep, when they wake up, when they eat, they know how 
 to pray already. Our little children. 
Interviewer: And haven’t they learned not even here in the village? 
Interviewee: They don’t learn. Not at all. My daughter doesn’t sing in my home. I advice 
 them quite a lot.  
Interviewer: Aa. Do you tell her not to sing? 
Interviewee: Yes. Do not sing those. Do not learn that. This is this. I advice her 
 everything. My daughter hasn’t learned [profane] songs, music, no. She 
 only learns choruses, texts from the church.  
 
Extract from an interview (Initial school teacher A, 39). 
 

Of course, parent’s views do not always stop children from listening to popular music. 

For example, the daughters of Family A told me that they watch music videos of cumbia 

groups from television when their father is not home. Their 13-year-old daughter also 

listens to profane music from her cellphone with headphones. Besides, children hear 

profane music when visiting their friends from non-Christian families. All the children 

have also heard profane music from the loudspeakers located at the communal house. The 

children of Family A knew various songs from popular music groups, despite their 
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parent’s religious views, and were sometimes singing these songs when their father was 

away.  

 

Besides religious views, Campbell (2011: 64) states that the presence of elders, especially 

grandparents, in the family life is an important factor in children’s musical development. 

All the young people that I met Supayaku and who knew traditional Awajún music, had 

learned it from elders of their family, mostly from their grandparents. For example, one 

girl told me that she had asked her grandmother to teach her traditional songs and dances 

when she started the secondary school. Her mother is from a Christian family, and thus 

does not know traditional music. However, her fathers mother was able to teach her. This 

way the girl learned to sing both anen and nampeg. The learning process did not include 

the rituals described in chapter 3.4, such as use of tobacco or isolation. During my 

fieldwork, I did not meet any young people who had used tobacco or isolated themselves 

in order to learn traditional music. However, some young people have participated in 

ceremonies with ayahuasca or toé, in order to get a vision (see page 26). As mentioned 

before, according to the villagers, these ceremonies do not include music. 

 

In Supayaku, where family relations are close, most people have elderly people in their 

lives. However, not all the elders are keen to teach traditional music for younger 

generations, mostly because of religious views or lack of time. A child or an adolescent 

who has elderly people in his or her family willing to teach them traditional music 

naturally has much more possibilities to learn this music. Below, and old man from 

Supayaku explains how he had to stop playing traditional music after becoming a member 

of the church. 

 
 When I was young, I sang, but now when I’m part of the church I have 
 stopped playing. Also, everything is prohibited in the church. Those who 
 attend have to stop playing tumag, pinkui and other instruments. They 
 should not continue to practice it. (Old man, age not known.) 
 
The man later added that he has not taught traditional Awajún music for his children or 

grandchildren either. Besides the religious views, it must be mentioned that not all old 

people have enough knowledge in order to teach traditional music to younger generations. 

In Families A and C, neither of the parents can play or sing traditional Awajún music. 
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However, some of their older relatives do. In Family B, both parents claim to be able to 

practice traditional music. However, during my fieldwork, traditional music was not 

played, sung or listened to in any of these families. In Families A and C, other types of 

profane music were not used either. In Family B, profane music styles from cities, 

especially cumbia, were part of everyday life, as stated in chapter 4.1. 

 

According to Demorest, Morrison and Stambaugh (2008: 125–126), the music that 

children hear in the early years of their life has a strong impact on their musical 

understanding in future. Besides, it can affect their musical preferences as well. These 

early musical learning processes can have life-long influences. For example, Demorest et 

al. (ibid.) suggest that ‘Non-Western children may not be able to process Western music, 

at least initially, as successfully as they can process music from their home culture’. 

According to their study, children, as well as adults, remember and understand music 

from their own culture better than other musical styles (ibid.).  

 

But what is ‘own music’ for the children in Supayaku? What do they learn in the 

enculturation process? In the light of chapter four of this thesis, it seems that it is not 

traditional Awajún music, but more likely cumbia or Christian music. That would make 

traditional Awajún music foreign for them and thus, more difficult to learn. In the light 

of the theory by Demorest et al. (2008: 125–126), it might also partly explain why 

children and adolescents prefer popular music over the traditional one. 

 

 

5.5 Formal music education 

 

According to Campbell (1998: 179), highly structured or formal music learning is ‘a 

carefully laid out instructional plan that proceeds sequentially from one step to the next 

to ensure learning’. As mentioned before, Schippers (2010: 90) states that formal music 

education takes place in schools, music schools and conservatories. Out of these three, 

there are only schools in Supayaku. Music at the schools of Supayaku is mostly used for 

non-musical purposes, such as concentration or because it makes the pupils content, as 

indicated in chapter four. It can be said that music is used as a tool to acquire non-musical 
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goals. Additionally, there are no clear objectives when it comes to the development of 

musical skills.  

 

As stated before, according to Merriam (1964: 150) formal education can be used in order 

to become a professional in music. However, without some other musical education 

provided, formal music teaching and learning in Supayaku, referring to music education 

at schools, hardly gives the pupils possibility to become professional musicians in any 

musical genre. For these reasons, I argue that music teaching at the schools of Supayaku 

cannot be categorized as formal, even though school system itself is clearly part of formal 

learning. 

 

Be it formal or not, it is important to analyze the role of traditional Awajún music at 

schools. The consensus of all the schools of Supayaku is that young people should learn 

traditional Awajún music. Also, some other people in the village are worried about the 

state of traditional music, and find it important that the children learn traditional music 

styles at school. However, some teachers commented that traditional Awajún music 

should not be taught to the youngest children. According to them, the songs might be too 

long and complicated, and the lyrics are not suitable for small children, since they often 

deal with themes such as love life. For example, one primary school teacher told me that 

canto típico can be taught for children that are at least 10 years old. 

 

In the following citation, the principal of the secondary school expresses his opinion on 

the importance of teaching traditional Awajún music. According to him, school must 

make children and adolescents learn their traditional music even if the children and the 

adolescents do not always want that. He finds it important to conserve Awajún traditions, 

even though he is not an Awajún himself.  

 
 Well, someone has to teach them. So that’s why we also, so that they 
 wouldn’t forget [their traditions], we here demand that a student participates 
 with his dances sometimes, with his songs. It’s so that some of them don’t 
 almost want to do it. - - Almost no one voluntarily. - - So we also here, here 
 from the school, even though we are mestizos, we cannot allow them to 
 ignore their tradition. They can keep advancing, progressing, but they 
 should not leave their culture. - - So, well, also to teach them to 
 appreciate it. (Principal of the secondary school) 
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When talking about the importance of teaching traditional music, the teachers often refer 

to the ministry of education as well. According to them, the ministry requires that the 

pupils learn about traditional Awajún culture.  

 

Despite the lack of knowledge, time and musical instruments, some people in Supayaku 

still think that home should be the principal place where children and adolescents learn 

traditional music. One of the secondary school art teachers adds that even though home 

is the principal place for teaching traditions, school should also support the education.  

 
 Well, primarily I believe that everything comes from the family - - We as 
 teachers, like they well say, we are the ‘second home’. So we also have to 
 inculcate, right? Their traditions, so that it wouldn’t die. So that it continues. 
 So that it would always continue. And no matter how small it is, I mean, to 
 expand it. Give more, more validity to everything or every tradition that 
 they have in the communities. (Art teacher B, 47.) 
 

According to other teachers as well, the best possible option would be that the children 

and the adolescents learned traditional music both at home and at school. However, the 

teachers are aware that most of the children do not learn traditional music in their homes 

anymore. That is why both teachers and parents usually think that school should be the 

principal place to learn traditional music. Below, primary school teacher A explains the 

situation using his family as an example. 

 
Interviewer: According to what I have been told, before the traditions and the music were 
 learned at home. From parents and so on. Do you think that also now 
 children could learn at home? 
Interviewee: No. Not now. Well, not even my wife, my wife doesn’t know Awajún songs. 
 She doesn’t know. 
Interviewer:  Yes. 
Interviewee: And how is she going to teach her daughter? How is she going to teach her 
 children? Before our parents, my mother taught me myths, stories, legends. 
 - - My mother taught me. My father also taught me. But now my wife cannot 
 teach my child. 
 
Extract from an interview (Primary school teacher A, 37). 
 

According to one man in Supayaku, people trust that the teachers will take care of their 

children’s education nowadays. He states that people have left responsibility of education 

for teachers, and have not kept teaching their children themselves. However, teachers 
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have not taught their pupils Awajún traditions. According to him, that is why he does not 

know how to play or sing traditional music. 

 
 Awajún music, or others, well, to play pinkui, tumag, also tambors. I cannot 
 do that. Because, because, my father also told me, well, now you are going 
 to study in the education [system]. The professors are going to teach you. - 
 - As I say, all the old men have already left their children so that the 
 professors would teach them. (Man C, 36.) 
 
At schools, traditional music is used only in special occasions, as can be seen from chapter 

four. Also, considering the following citation for example, it seems that those who already 

know traditional music, will sing, but it is not taught much to the others. 

 
 They [primary school pupils] are interested. Sometimes when we say: 
 ‘Pupils, who  wants to sing?’ There are pupils that come, start to sing. I 
 mean, traditional music. When a girl sung to a young man. - - So they start 
 to sing that. But it’s what sometimes their mothers or aunts, a family 
 member, teach them. (Primary school teacher B, 42.) 
 

Here, the teacher states that the pupils are interested in traditional music. In my 

experience, many young people find popular music, especially cumbias or ballads more 

appealing. This can also be seen in the music they prefer to perform, as described in the 

context of school performances. Many children and adolescents mentioned that they do 

not like the voice that is used for singing traditional music or the lyrics of canto amoroso, 

for example. Nevertheless, there are few young people who told me that they enjoy 

singing or listening to traditional Awajún music. However, when speaking with the 

children and the adolescents about music education in schools, most of them told me that 

they would like to have more music at school, including traditional music. 

 

One of the biggest problems in using traditional music at school is that the teachers do 

not have enough knowledge and skills themselves. It is clear that at least in the secondary 

school teaching traditional Awajún music would require new kind of arrangements. Since 

the professors are mestizos and unfamiliar with Awajún music and language, the teaching 

should be realized by someone else. However, also in the initial school and the primary 

school the teachers are struggling with the same problem. 
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 As teachers we haven’t used, not even once tried, this kind of instruments 
 [traditional Awajún musical instruments]. We only know like that, asking 
 from someone who knows, and he explains us, nothing else. And we haven’t 
 tried either. (Primary school teacher B, 42.) 
 

The same teacher told me that he had interviewed the elders of Supayaku in order to learn 

more about traditions, and thus to be able to teach his pupils. Many people, including 

teachers, also think that it would be good to have elders at school teaching the children 

and the adolescents traditional music. However, there are not many knowledge bearers 

anymore. Additionally, nowadays money is valued in Supayaku, and at least some old 

people would like to get paid for giving music lessons to the children. According to the 

teachers, the schools do not have the funds for that. 

 

Besides the lack of knowledge, the teachers would find it important to have traditional 

instruments at school. Surprisingly, economical situation came across also when talking 

about traditional instruments, as can be seen from the following citation from an interview 

with apu. 

 
 We need, we need, but to make, how is it called, [traditional music] 
 instrument, right? What are we going to buy it with? It is so that we find it 
 difficult to teach the pupil, so that they would know, I mean, to understand, 
 to learn, right? So we don’t have economic resources. That’s why there are 
 no instruments, so that the children would practice, right? So we don’t have 
 it. That’s why. (Apu of Supayaku.) 
 

Apu is here talking about traditional Awajún instruments, such as pinkui or tumag. These 

instruments are made of materials that can be found from the area, and there are still 

people in Supayaku who know how to build the instruments. However, apu is not the 

only person who mentioned lack of money as the reason for the lack of traditional 

instruments. Reasons for this way of thinking are not entirely clear to me. It might be that 

elders want to get paid if they construct instruments for the schools, or that teachers think 

they would want to get paid. It might also be that people are so used to say that they do 

not have money, that they use it as an excuse also in irrelevant situations. 

 

In this chapter, we have seen that teachers in Supayaku think that students should learn 

traditional music at school. After a short conversation, they admit that the musical 
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instruments could be acquired. In informal conversations, many pupils expressed their 

will to have music classes, including traditional Awajún music, at school. Also, there are 

elders who have the knowledge to teach. For some reason, there is still very little teaching 

of traditional music in the schools of Supayaku. Two primary school teachers told me that 

it is mostly because of the lack of organization. According to them, someone should be 

in charge of acquiring traditional instruments to the schools and of negotiating with 

elders.  

 

Besides the challenges mentioned in this chapter, the dichotomy between Christian and 

non-Christian families and teachers can be seen at schools. There is a big variation in 

religious people’s opinions about conserving traditional music. The most conservative 

members of the church would like traditional music to be forgotten. They, of course, 

would not want traditional music to be part of their children’s education either. Others 

think that the children should know about the traditional music but not to practice it. The 

most liberal church members would allow their children to practice traditional Awajún 

music as long as it is based on pure imitation, and does not include use of tobacco, alcohol 

and such.  

 

Traditional music is used only sporadically at school. However, the role of the schools in 

the transmission of traditional music should not be underestimated. For many children 

and youth, school performances are one of the very few situations where they hear or 

make traditional Awajún music. In any case, it seems clear that inclusion of traditional 

music in formal education leads to changes in these music styles. Traditional ways of 

transmitting anen with tobacco and isolation cannot be used at school, and anen is most 

probably not be used to have an impact on other people like before. The performance 

context of nampeg is different as well. It can still include dancing, but not drinking.  
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6 DISCUSSION 

 

During the past few decades, Amazonian societies have been changing fast. For example, 

increased contact with other cultures and technological development have had an impact 

on almost all aspects of life including values, cultural practices and ways of subsistence. 

In this research, I have inquired into traditional Awajún music and its state amongst 

children and adolescents, focusing on their opportunities to learn traditional music. Now, 

I will bring up the main points of this thesis and discuss its results. 

 

Change is necessary for any musical system. When a society changes, so do meaning, use 

and ways of transmission of traditional music. Many people in the native community of 

Supayaku highlight the importance of external factors in cultural change. For example, 

hunting and fishing have become difficult, and in order to have a well-balanced meal, 

products from the city are necessary. Other products from the cities such as cloths and 

cellphones are highly valued as well. To buy these, one needs money. When the 

traditional way of living does not provide incomes, new ways are being discovered. The 

most popular one of these is cultivation of coffee. Also, many young people go 

temporarily to the cities to work. In these new circumstances education and mastery of 

urban lifestyle and Spanish are important.  

 

Work in cultivations and in the cities, as well as studies, take a lot of time, meaning that 

there is less time for anything else. For example, in the case of powerful songs, anen, the 

learning process requires a lot of personal commitment and time. To learn anen, one must 

fast, go to isolation, and use tobacco and other mind-altering substances. It is clear that 

today, when young people attend school and often spend their holidays working in cities, 

there is no time for these kinds of activities. Also, parents and grandparents, who 

traditionally took care of musical transmission, must work to earn money, and thus do not 

have much time for teaching.  

 

Besides time, knowledge about the spiritual world and a good relationship with it is 

needed to have a powerful anen. Both Christianity and other influences from the outside 

have diminished the importance of the traditional belief system in daily life. Of course, 
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there might be some people also in Supayaku for whom the traditional beliefs are still 

important. However, it is not visible in everyday life, at least not for me. What is more 

visible is the tension field between different contradictory tendencies, such as Christianity 

and other beliefs and indigeneity and nationalism. 

 

Traditional Awajún music is strongly related to nature and to a traditional cosmology. 

Anen have been used in hunting and cultivating and to solve various social conflicts, such 

as problems in love life or with relatives. The profane songs, nampeg, have been used at 

celebrations. Traditionally, children and adolescents heard nampeg at parties, and learned 

by observing, imitating and improvising. Today, the music that the people listen to at 

parties is almost completely popular music from other parts of Peru, such as cumbia 

sanjuanera. However, there might be parties with traditional Awajún music as well, but 

I was not able to participate in those due to the limited time of my fieldwork or my 

assumed commitment with the evangelical church. Also, some parties were for men only, 

and I did not participate in those. 

 

The state of Awajún language is strong in Supayaku. People use Spanish only when 

speaking with non-Awajún people, even though some words in Spanish are used as well. 

For me, language issues were one of the biggest challenges during the fieldwork. Even 

though most of the adults in Supayaku can speak Spanish, many of them do not feel 

comfortable with it. Except for Family A, where language spoken at home is Spanish, I 

was not able to understand everyday conversations in families. If I wanted to speak with 

elders or children, I had to rely on an interpreter. For these reasons, it is possible that I 

did not manage to understand some aspects of daily life. I understood only the things that 

people wanted me to understand. If there was something that they wanted to keep secret 

or did not find relevant for me to hear, they could speak in Awajún. Thus, for future 

research, it would be highly important for me to learn Awajún language. 

 

The small amount of music-making is very notable in Supayaku. People listen to music a 

lot, but do not sing or play much. The only exception for this are the services at the church. 

According to my observations, children sometimes sing cumbia songs, Christian music 

or songs from the school at home as well, but adults usually do not make music outside 
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the church. During my time in Supayaku, I saw five people play musical instruments, and 

only a few adults singing in their free time outside the church. Most of the villagers do 

not know how to play traditional musical instruments. Additionally, the people of 

Supayaku do not have money to buy musical instruments that are used in for example 

cumbia, nor would anyone be able to teach instruments such as guitar, drums or bass.  

 

Music in Supayaku is learned completely aurally, and mostly through oral transmission, 

as stated in chapter five. It is interesting to note that despite the significant changes in the 

community and in musical genres, the ways of transmission used for traditional Awajún 

music and for more recent music styles have many similarities. However, the situations 

where the transmission takes place have changed, and the major part of musical 

transmission happens today through recorded music. If people in Supayaku want to 

conserve their musical traditions, new ways of musical transmission should be 

implemented to traditional Awajún music as well. There are some recordings of 

traditional Awajún music available, and some people have recorded traditional music 

with their cellphones. However, these music styles are listened to considerably less than 

other music styles. 

 

It is highly important to analyze what kind of music children and adolescents hear in the 

village, because enculturation process has a strong impact on musical understanding. In 

the previous chapters, I have argued that currently traditional Awajún music is not often 

made or listened to in Supayaku. Since traditional music is not part of family life, village 

life or services, children do not systematically learn it through enculturation process or 

nonformal education. Traditional Awajún music must be learned separately, through 

conscious effort. Even then it remains foreign to the young people of Supayaku, compared 

with popular music or church music. 

 

Formal music education can take place for example at schools, music schools and 

conservatories. Out of these three, there are only schools in Supayaku. Music teaching in 

the schools of Supayaku is not well-planned nor sequential. It is mostly used for non-

musical reasons, such as to increase concentration, and does not proceed from easier 

things to more complicated things. The use of traditional Awajún music is limited to 
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special cases, such as school performances, and even then, there is not always much 

guidance. In my experience, children and adolescents can learn traditional Awajún music 

for the school performances only if they actively seek information themselves, for 

example by asking their grandparents to teach them. Others will get only very basic 

knowledge about this music style and no practical skills. However, for many children and 

adolescents, school is one of the very few places where they learn about traditional 

Awajún music. Thus, its role in musical transmission should not be underestimated. 

 

There are several factors that complicate music teaching at schools. One of these is the 

teachers’ lack of knowledge. In the initial and the primary schools, where the teachers are 

of Awajún ethnicity, this could be solved by improving teachers’ education for example 

in Instituto de Educación Superior Pedagógico Pública ‘Víctor Andrés Belaunde’ in Jaén, 

where the majority of the teachers have studied or study. However, this would require 

considerable changes on an institutional level outside the community.  

 

Another option could be to organize trainings for teachers on a local level. This could 

also be useful for the secondary school teachers, who could combine their knowledge of 

other cultures with knowledge of Awajún culture and traditions. Also, all the teachers 

should be encouraged to use the knowledge that they already have more actively in their 

work. The third option would be to have elders or other knowledge bearers at schools to 

teach the children and the adolescents. Music workshops could be organized both for 

adults and for children as well. 

 

The absence of planning strongly affects music education at schools. The national 

curriculum does not give clear objectives for musical education or practical advices for 

the teachers. The teachers think that it would be good to teach the students traditional 

Awajún music, but they have not put that into practice. I assume that by creating a realistic 

plan and goals for music education, and by actively seeking ways to put it into practice, 

traditional Awajún music could be transmitted to the new generation at school much more 

effectively than now. Cooperation between teachers and elders would definitely help 

individual teachers in this task. 
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However, there is one factor that would surely make creating this kind of plan for musical 

education more difficult to carry out. As stated many times in this thesis, there are big 

differences in people’s opinions on traditional Awajún music. Some Christian parents do 

not want their children to learn traditional music, and some teachers do not want to 

practice this kind of music either. Since more than one third of the inhabitants of the main 

village of Supayaku are active members of the evangelical church, creating a common 

plan for music education that would be accepted by everyone in the community would 

require a lot of negotiation and compromises. 

 

Young people in Supayaku get their information on traditional Awajún music in 

fragments from various sources. Both the amount of this information and its content vary 

much depending on the family, teachers and personal interest, for example. In general, it 

can be said that some parts of traditional music are remembered better than the others. 

For most young people, traditional Awajún music refers to canto amoroso. Knowledge 

about traditional instruments, especially those used for anen, seem to be disappearing 

faster than some other knowledge. 

 

Changes in the community and the deficiency in formal music education clearly affect 

children and the adolescents’ possibilities to learn traditional Awajún music in Supayaku. 

However, I want to emphasize the importance of individual decisions as well. There are 

still some people who can sing and play traditional music, and a few elders can even build 

some of the traditional instruments. Thus, it is possible to learn traditional music, or at 

least some aspects of it, in Supayaku. It may not always be easy, and it definitely requires 

personal effort and initiative. Still, there are a few young people in the community who 

have learned canto típico.  

 

Since families have a crucial role in the process of enculturation, the choices of the parents 

have an impact on the musical development of a child. If parents really wished that their 

children learned traditional Awajún music, they could play, sing or listen to it at home. 

Many parents tell that they want their children to learn traditional Awajún music, but in 

practice they choose only to listen to cumbia or Christian music. However, various people 

in Supayaku expressed their concern about the future of traditional Awajún music, and, 
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as mentioned in chapter five, some strategies have been devised to increase young 

people’s knowledge about this music genre. It is possible that my interest in traditional 

Awajún music, as well as my inquiry into the subject also made the villagers think about 

the importance of traditional music and musical transmission more than they did before. 

 

In a changed society, the situations where traditional music was used before have changed 

as well. For example, new means of communication are an important factor here. If a 

husband wants to make sure that his wife is not cheating on him when he is away, he can 

take his cellphone and call his wife. Therefore, there is no need to isolate oneself, chew 

tabacco and play anen to an animal who can then carry the message to the wife. This is 

not to say that traditional Awajún music would necessarily be lost in the future. However, 

the performance contexts have changed, and the music must adapt to the new environment 

to be able to survive. 

 

The title of this thesis, ‘If we don’t teach them, how can they dance’, reflects a will to 

transmit traditional music to the new generations. However, it also shows that the function 

of traditional Awajún music has changed. It is important for children and adolescents to 

learn traditional music, so that they can differentiate themselves from the others and show 

their indigenous identity to others. Without traditional music, the Awajún would be just 

like mestizos, or even become mestizos. In a new multicultural environment, music is a 

way to differentiate oneself from the others and to get visibility. When there is more 

contact with other cultures, visibility becomes important, since it is also a way to gain 

recognition and power. Of course, traditional music can be important for many other 

reasons as well. However, most of my interviewees referred to visibility and 

differentiation when talking about the importance of traditional Awajún music. 

 

Traditionally, Awajún music had very specific functions in people’s lives, and the songs 

were an inseparable element in other activities, such as hunting and cultivating. The 

Awajún themselves make a clear difference between traditional Awajún music and other 

music styles. The Spanish word música is not even used for traditional Awajún music, 

but only for other music styles. As some of the villagers clearly state, before the Awajún 

did not have music (see page 2). It would be interesting to discuss whether traditional 
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Awajún music could still be used as an inseparable element in modern daily activities. 

For example, would it be possible to integrate anen into new ways of subsistence, such 

as the cultivation of coffee? Would this mean that at least some elements of the traditional 

belief system of the Awajún ought to be a part of the modern life style? Is this even 

conceivable today? 

 

Today, young people in the Amazon rainforest live in a world full of possibilities. The 

ways of learning music and the musical styles available are more diverse than before. 

Educational and recreational opportunities have increased. The children and the 

adolescents express their identities, both indigenous and others, in new ways. When there 

are more music styles available, also the expressions of identity can be more diverse. 

Also, music can give rise to new identities. It remains to be seen what it means to be an 

Awajún in the future. 
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RESEARCH MATERIALS 
 
Apu of Supayaku. Father. Interviewed 6.3.2016. 
 
Art teacher A, 40. Mestiza. Specialized in communication. Interviewed 31.3.2016. 
 
Art teacher B, 47. Mestiza. Specialized in education for work. Interviewed 30.3.2016. 
 
Girl A, 13. Member of a Christian family. Awajún father, mestiza mother. Interviewed 
11.3.2016. 
 
Girl B, 8. Member of a Christian family. Awajún father, mestiza mother. Interviewed 
25.3.2016. 
 
Google maps. 
https://www.google.fi/maps/place/4%C2%B049'58.5%22S+78%C2%B040'20.4%22W/
@-5.5413583,-79.419409,9z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x0:0x0!8m2!3d-4.8329167!4d-
78.6723333. Accessed 15.12.2016. 
 
Initial school teacher A, 39. Mother. Member of the Evangelical Church. Interviewed 
22.3.2016. 
 
Initial school teacher B, 27. Mother. Studies education in Jaén. Interviewed 17.3.2016. 
 
Man A, 51. Father and grandfather. Interviewed 20.3.2016. 
 
Man B, 32. Father. Member of the Evangelical Church. Interviewed 3.3. and 7.3.2016. 
 
Man C, 36. Father. Interviewed 19.3.2016. 
 
Man D, 69. Interviewed 31.3.2016. 
 
Man E, 37. Sunday school teacher. Interviewed 29.2.2016. 
 
Old man, age not known. Interviewed 24.1., 27.2. and 2.3.2016. 
 
Pastor of the Evangelical Church of Supayaku. 60 years old. Father and grandfather. 
Interviewed 20.2.2016. 
 
Primary school teacher A, 37. Father. Interviewed 21.3.2016. 
 
Primary school teacher B, 42. Father. Member of the Evangelical Church. Interviewed 
8.3.2016. 
 
Principal of the secondary school. Mestizo. Interviewed 29.3.2016. 
 
Woman A, 25. Mother. Interviewed 29.3.2016. 
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Woman B, 17. Interviewed 22.3. and 23.3.2016. 
 
Woman C, 35. Initial school teacher at one smaller unit of Supayaku. Interviewed 
19.3.2016. 
 
Woman D, 67. Interviewed 30.3.2016. 
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Annex 1. Instrumentos musicales de los Awajún 
	

	

INSTRUMENTOS	MUSICALES	

DE	LOS	AWAJÚN	

	
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

		Elaborado	por	Anni	Latva-Pukkila	

		Universidad	de	Helsinki,	Finlandia	
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La	música	tradicional	Awajún	se	consiste	en	dos	estilos	principales:	los	anen	y	los	nampeg.	Los	

anen	son	canciones	de	carácter	mágico,	con	las	cuales	se	puede	influenciar	en	el	mundo	y	los	

sentimientos	de	los	otros,	por	ejemplo.	Los	nampeg	son	canciones	profanas	usadas	en	la	fiesta.	

En	la	lengua	Awajún,	nampeg	significa	música,	baile	y	fiesta.		

	

Los	instrumentos	musicales	se	usan	tanto	para	los	anen	como	los	nampeg.	Sin	embargo,	algunos	

instrumentos	 se	 usan	 únicamente	 para	 los	 anen,	 otros	 únicamente	 para	 los	 nampeg.	 Para	

aprender	a	tocar	los	instrumentos	usados	para	los	anen,	uno	tiene	que	vivir	aislado,	ayunar,	usar	

tabaco	 y	mantener	 abstinencia	 sexual.	 Los	nampeg	 se	 aprende	observando	e	 imitando	a	 las	

personas	mayores,	por	ejemplo	en	las	fiestas.	Tradicionalmente	solamente	los	hombres	tocaban	

los	instrumentos	musicales.		

	

	

INSTRUMENTOS	DE	VIENTO	
	
	

	

	
	
	

PINKUI	
	
El	 pinkui	 es	 una	 flauta	 traversa.	 Se	 construye	
utilizando	una	caña	llamada	kugki.	Con	un	clavo	se	
queman	tres	huecos	al	kugki:	uno	para	soplar	y	dos	
para	cambiar	el	tono.		
	
En	 la	 página	 anterior	 se	 puede	 ver	 a	 un	 hombre	
Awajún	 de	 la	 comunidad	 nativa	 Awajún	 de	
Supayaku	tocando	pinkui.	
	
Todos	los	hombres	pueden	tocar	el	pinkui	si	desean.	
Se	puede	tocar	el	pinkui	en	casa	o	en	las	fiestas,	por	
ejemplo.	
	
Con	el	pinkui,	se	 toca	mayormente	los	nampeg.	El	
pinkui	 se	 usa	 también	 para	 acompañar	 el	 baile	
típico.	
	
Hoy	día,	el	pinkui	es	uno	de	 los	 instrumentos	más	
usados	entre	los	Awajún.	
	

PIJUN	
	
El	pijun	se	construye	del	hueso	de	
un	venado	u	otro	animal.	
	
Como	el	pinkui,	el	pijun	también	se	
usa	para	los	nampeg.	Sin	embargo,	
no	se	toca	en	los	eventos	públicos,	
sino	con	la	familia	o	en	la	
compañía	de	los	buenos	amigos.	

PEEM		
	
El	peem	es	una	flauta	parecida	al	
pinkui.	Tocando	el	peem	un	
hombre	puede,	por	ejemplo,	
comunicarse	con	su	esposa	para	
saber	si	la	cena	ya	está	lista.		
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INSTRUMENTOS	DE	CUERDA	
	

	
	

	
	

	

	
KITAG	
	
El	kitag	es	un	instrumento	de	
cuerda	semejante	al	violín.	Tiene	
dos	cuerdas	y	se	toca	con	un	arco.	
Su	cuerpo	está	hecho	de	la	corteza	
de	palmera	y	sus	cuerdas	de	fibra	
de	la	palmera	chambira.	
	
El	kitag	se	toca	para	contar	
cuentos	y	para	ejecutar	canciones	
románticas	y	cómicas.	

TUMAG		
	
El	tumag	es	un	instrumento	que	se	usa	únicamente	para	los	anen.	Está	hecho	de	una	pieza	
de	madera	flexible	con	una	cuerda.	Tradicionalmente,	la	cuerda	era	de	fibra	de	una	palmera.	
Actualmente	se	usa	cuerda	de	nylon	también.	
	
Para	tocar	el	tumag,	el	hombre	pone	un	extremo	del	instrumento	a	su	boca,	punteando	la	
cuerda	con	el	dedo	índice.	 
	
El	 tumag	 se	 usa,	 por	 ejemplo,	 para	 enviar	 mensajes	 a	 las	 personas	 que	 están	 lejos,	
normalmente	para	 la	esposa	o	para	los	enemigos.	El	hombre	toca	una	canción	para	algún	
animal,	por	ejemplo,	a	un	mono	o	a	un	pájaro.	Cuando	el	destinatario	oye	un	mono	gritando	
o	un	pájaro	cantando,	el	o	ella	va	a	sentir	los	pensamientos	mandados	por	el	hombre.	
	
Debido	a	su	carácter	mágico,	el	tumag	es	un	instrumento	para	hombres	adultos,	no	para	los	
niños	o	los	jóvenes.	
	
En	la	foto	abajo	aparece	un	hombre	de	la	comunidad	de	Supayaku	tocando	tumag.	
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INSTRUMENTOS	DE	PERCUSIÓN	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	
	
	

	
	

TAMPUG	
	
El	 tampug	 es	 un	 tambor	 pequeño	
que	 se	 usa	 en	 las	 fiestas	 para	
acompañar	el	canto	y	el	baile	típico.	
Se	 usa	 especialmente	 para	 los	
nampeg.	
	
Aunque	el	tampug,	tanto	como	los	
otros	 instrumentos	 musicales,	 es	
normalmente	 tocado	 por	 los	
hombres,	a	veces	acercándose	el	fin	
de	una	fiesta	las	mujeres	toman	los	
tambores	 de	 los	 hombres	 y	
empiezan	a	tocar.	

TUNTUI	
	
El	 tuntui	 es	 un	 tambor	 grande,	 con	
aproximadamente	160	 centímetros	de	 longitud.	
Está	hecho	de	un	tronco	de	árbol.	Para	construir	
un	 tuntui,	 la	 persona	 tiene	 que	 ayunar	 y	 vivir	
aislada	durante	varios	días.	
	
El	 sonido	 de	 un	 tuntui	 es	 fuerte.	 Por	 eso,	 se	
puede	 usar	 para	 mandar	 mensajes	 a	 lugares	
lejanos,	por	ejemplo	a	otras	comunidades.		
	
Para	 cada	 tipo	 de	 mensaje	 hay	 un	 ritmo	
particular:	uno	para	anunciar	el	fallecimiento	de	
una	 persona,	 uno	 para	 la	 preparación	 de	
ayahuasca,	uno	para	un	conflicto	o	una	 guerra,	
etcétera.		

SONAJEROS	
	
A	pesar	de	que	tradicionalmente	las	
mujeres	 Awajún	 no	 toquen	 los	
instrumentos	 musicales,	 pueden	
usar	 sonajeros	 en	 sus	 brazos	 y	
cinturas.	Los	hombres	Awajún	usan	
sonajeros	en	sus	tobillos.	
	
Los	 sonajeros	 están	 hechos	 de	
conchas	o	semillas	de	la	región.	
	
En	 la	 foto	 a	 la	 izquierda	 está	 una	
mujer	 de	 la	 comunidad	 de	
Supayaku	 con	 sonajeros	 en	 sus	
brazos.	
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Este	documente	se	basa	tanto	en	la	información	colectada	por	el	autor	durante	un	trabajo	de	
campo	de	10	semanas	en	la	comunidad	nativa	Awajún	de	Supayaku	en	el	inicio	del	año	2016,	
como	en	los	estudios	realizados	por	otros	investigadores.	
	
	
	
	
FUENTES:	
	
Chávez,	Margarethe;	Leach,	Ilo;	Shanks,	Ann;	&	Young,	Carolyn	2008	[1976].	Instrumentos	
Musicales	Tradicionales	de	Varios	Grupos	de	la	Selva	Peruana.	
	
Civallero,	Edgardo	2014.	Arcos	musicales	de	América	del	Sur.		
	
Karsten,	Rafael	1935.	The	Head-Hunters	of	Western	Amazonas.	The	Life	and	Culture	of	the	
Jíbaro	Indians	of	Eastern	Ecuador	and	Peru.		
	
Latva-Pukkila,	Anni	2016.	Music	of	one	Awajún	community	in	the	light	of	previous	research.	
Musiikin	suunta	3	(38).	http://musiikinsuunta.fi/2016/03/music-of-one-awajun-community-in-
the-light-of-previous-research.	
	
Riol,	Raúl	2010.	La	música	en	la	cultura	Awajún.	
https://colectivoirradia.wordpress.com/2010/06/27/la-musica-en-la-cultura-awajun/		
	
	


