
For ancient central Mexicans, sound was a constant and
important part of everyday life. Not only was it used for
enjoyment, but it was a way of passing on culture during ritual
and celebratory performances, as a tool in sonic warfare, and as
a mnemonic device, making connections between people, places,
and events. However, archaeological analysis in this region often
lumps ethnic groups under the umbrella terms “Aztec” and
“Mesoamerican, removing agency from communities that may have
had unique forms of sonic expression. As such, I am interested in
how Late Postclassic to early colonial period (ca. A.D. 1325-1650)
groups from central Mexico negotiated and mediated their
sound. We can see the maintenance of traditions in the
archaeological material record, as well as historical and
pictorial documents. Yet, during the colonial period, there was a
significant change made to traditional ways of life and sound
became more complex in a changing socio-political context and
space. Sound does not have abrupt boundaries or distinctive
thresholds, and the density and physicality of sound became a
force of social transformation. 

The “politics” of sound refers to the processes that seek to promote,
capture, block, or impede sound, to encourage variable sonic identities.
To uncover sonic identities constructed by communities, I consider the
distinctions between production and use of musical instruments and
other sound-related objects by investigating their organology. I also
study how sound is depicted in writing and images, auditory and tactile
sensations, and through bodily gestures while playing an ancient
instrument. 
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According to Bernardino de Sahagún (Spanish chronicler), music
had an essential role in rituals associated with fertility and

the renewal of the calendar round. Some music was restricted
to the elites who used the performance to maintain power and
importance. Through archaeological evidence, it is understood

that everyday peoples used music to contact the Gods and
their deceased ancestors. On a basic corporeal level,

performance encompasses the whole world, and gestures,
posture, position, and movement were nonverbal aspects of

communication. The Tlaxcalteca believed that animated
beings lived inside the body of sound-producing materials (such
as musical instruments). These beings were animated through
the breath-soul (the life force of a musician transferred to

the wind-instrument through breath). Other instruments like
drums communicated through rhythm and sound. 

Before the arrival of the Spanish, Tlaxcala
was home to the Tlaxcaltecas, enemy to

the Triple Alliance (Aztec Empire). The
Tlaxcalteca political system was a republic

that consisted of four señarios. I was
fortunate to be able to analyze the
collections of two of these señarios,

Tepeticpac and Ocotelulco. 

Tlaxcaltecas

Sound-producing Material
The Tlaxcaltecas produced a wide variety of

musical instruments and sound-producing
materials. These include rattles, Whistles,

Ocarinas, Rasps, Drums, Trumpets, Flutes, and
Rattle boards. These materials were used

during childbirth, warfare, dances,
performances, communication, to keep the time

of the day, and for ceremonies. 

Politics of Sound
is an approach to recognize the roles of sound
(and music) within social relations of power,

to demonstrate that the experience of
sound is influenced by gender, sexuality,
class, age, ability, profession, and other

factors (Image to the left is from the Codex
Codex Vindobonensis pl. 24r)



There was no Nahuatl word for music and dance. Instead, music was the ‘art of
song’ (cuicatlamatiliztli) and musicians did not play but ‘sang’ on their

instruments. Music and sound are intertwined with religion and cosmology. For
example, some musical instruments played an important role in myth, such as
huehuetl and teponaztli (who were considered former court singers of the sun).

Likewise, the shell trumpet was used by the god Quetzalcoatl to produce a
primordial blast in the underworld heralding the creation of humankind. 

There were several different contexts in which music was played and performed.
Everyday peoples produced music in the household and in local township

festivities, but also in ceremonies in the heart of the temple precinct. For example,
in the household, rattles were used during childbirth. The huehuetl and teponaztli
were used by the leaders of the local townships (older men). Whistles were used

by hunters to attract game. In a more elite context, music was performed by
priests who cared for the musical worship of the gods. Trumpets were sounded

during sacrifices and to mark the hours of prayer each day, rattling incense
ladles were used in processions, and slit drums were used during nightly rituals

to accompany astronomical observations. Bone rasps and other musical
instruments were used in ceremonies of grief. Priests wore bells as part of ritual
garment and performed sacred chants. These sound practices were restricted. 

Professional musicians and singers resided in the palaces and provided elites
with court music. The court musicians directed the music of large circular dances,
in which often hundreds of dancers took part. In these dances, the public would
have been segregated by class, with elite and elderly forming the inner circle.

Children would dance with their parents. A high-ranking group of court
musicians were responsible for composition and instrumentation of new chants

and dances in honour of the ruler. Noble warriors gathered in the “house of the
song” (cuicacalli), a building near the palace, to practice dance and songs
which were preformed at the temple precinct. Youths of commoners were

carefully trained in musical practice here. 

Musical instruments were highly valued because their sound was the voice of the
gods such as Xochipilli and Macuilxochitl. Priests were the mediators through
whom a god sang. Musical instruments were associated with precious objects

and sometimes stored in temple sanctuaries.

My project was too big, and I have a lot of questions I need answered. I'd like to
explore the Colonial period next.  

the most significant insights I gained from my exploration of sound...



 I wanted to end my chapter at building 21 with some music. Here is a song from the Cantares
Mexicanos, which was a book that held hundreds of Aztec and Tlaxcalteca songs that were
preserved soon after the Spanish conquest. The lyrics are presented in both Nahuatl (the

Indigenous language of the Mexica and Tlaxcaltecas) and English. The lyrics in this manuscript are
described as poems because we have the words, but not the music. Many of them do have drumbeat

patterns transcribed with syllables ti, to, qui, and co. For example, several songs have the
drumbeat coto coto coti ticoti ticoti. The songs would have been accompanied by two different

kinds of drums: the teponzatli, a horizontal log drum with tongues cut into the wood (xylophone),
and the huehuetl, an upright drum with a skin. Ancient Musicians were under great pressure to

follow the rules of producing song exactly and errors in performance were severely punished.

Here are some small
sound clips of musical
instruments from Late

Postclassic to early
Colonial Tlaxcala. 
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