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Abstract

Louisiana is home to a variety of popular musical styles recognized by an international public. Less widely known is the extent of
indigenous influence on these regional musical traditions. This paper focuses on the roots of zydeco music, presenting evidence for
underlying Atakapa-Ishak origins. Understanding the complex history of this musical tradition involves reexamining local notions of
“Creole,” a term which plays a large role in shaping cultural identities and creating perceptual categories that define both language
and music in Louisiana. Recognizing Atakapa-Ishak contributions to popular music can, in turn, catalyze efforts to revitalize the
Atakapa language, as indigenous lyrics are incorporated into new musical compositions in a variety of styles, including traditional
Christian music as well as songs associated with Native American spiritual ceremonies, intertwining the sacred with everyday

experience.

Introduction

Most academic and popular publications on Louisiana
history neglect to include indigenous perspectives. In
addition to this general historiographical segregation,
most accounts of musical traditions are shorn of Native
American influence. This arises from a variety of
factors: methodological biases, dominant cultural
paradigms, and widespread ignorance. In our paper, we
not only set forth evidence for the longstanding musical
traditions of indigenous Louisianans but also show how
these traditions are intertwined with other cultural
practices that are often identified as African or
European in origin. We hope to restore a proper
recognition of native influences on the popular music
styles that are associated with the region of the Lower
Mississippi River Valley.

In particular, the zydeco style, which is
recognized as a regionally distinct musical genre, can be
traced to Atakapa-Ishak traditions. This vibrant musical
idiom—which resonates with many Louisianans, yet
embodies indigenous cultural practices—can act as a
catalyst for revitalizing the Atakapa language. We
simultaneously aim to promote greater awareness of
how different cultural groups have interacted during the
past several centuries in Louisiana and how native

! Please address correspondence to this author.

languages can be maintained and revitalized specifically
through music.

Historical Background

During the early years of the French colony of
Louisiana, and especially beginning in the third decade
of the 18th century, when a great number of enslaved
Africans were brought to the Lower Mississippi River
Valley, a process of transcultural exchange started that
has often been characterized as primarily, if not
exclusively, emerging from contact between Europeans
and Africans (Sublette, 2008). Similar readings of
history have led to a ‘bichromatic’ tendency in the study
of popular music in the Gulf South—as well as other
regions in North America—a longstanding bias which
obscures a wide range of indigenous traditions and how
these have impacted the music we hear today. A few
recent works in music history have made strides towards
a greater recognition of indigenous cultures and their
enduring impact on Louisiana, and as simple and
obvious as it may seem, such recognition is a necessary
antidote to the inherited trope of the ‘vanishing Indian’:
“Although their political presence waned, Native
Americans never disappeared from the region”
(Ostendorf 2011: 56).



The Complications of “Creole”

In addition to a legal system that superimposed racial
categories which bureaucratically erased people’s
complex family origins, the contested notion of
“Creole” has often played a significant role in obscuring
Native American identity. Throughout the Americas, the
concept of “Creole” manifests in many different ways,
hinging on the historical context of each region,
emerging from each unique articulation of interacting
communities. In Louisiana, it is often used as a
linguistic and cultural contrast to “Cajun” although
there is widespread disagreement about how meaningful
this contrast is (Klingler, 2003; Brasseaux, 2005). If one
asks people who identify themselves as “Creole,” the
term is likely to indicate people “who have roots in
Louisiana and who self-identify as Creoles of Color—
meaning they identify as being a racial mixture of
Indigenous, African, French, and Spanish, with the
possibility of other ethnic heritages™ (Jolivétte 2007: 9).
Nonetheless, as pointed out by Janet Ravare-Colson,
Assistant Director of the Louisiana Creole Heritage
Center,

Creoles have been misrepresented, especially in
books that have focused on New Orleans Creoles,
[and] the media images that most Americans have of
Creoles are very stereotypic and do not reflect the
diversity of Creole experiences especially in rural
southwestern and northwestern Louisiana. As
Creoles begin to move outside of the New Orleans
Creole hegemony, so too do they begin to shift away
from the black-white Creole identity dichotomy
which is much stronger in the major urban areas
because of political and legal structures that
maintain state regulations around race and ethnicity
(Jolivétte 2007: 97)

In the realm of cultural expression and systems of
cultural production, the black-white dichotomy has been
conspicuous, particularly in discussions of music
history. For example, the genre of “Country” music has
often been cast as a “White” style of music, contrasted
with the Black blues tradition, even though some of its
traits (e.g., the use of flatted thirds and sevenths, as well
as note bending in instrumental solos) clearly draw upon
the latter. Maintaining such strict boundaries between
musical genres along racial classification lines ignores
the very long history of transcultural exchanges (Miller
2010).

The Earliest Music of Louisiana

Of course, people living in the region were singing and
dancing long before Europeans arrived and began to
write about their experiences in the Lower Mississippi
River Valley. In any case, the very first documented
instances of public musical performances that appear in
historical records are the elaborate calumet ceremonies
which formed part of an “international protocol” of
greeting between different groups of Native Americans,

and which later played a key role in meetings and
negotiations between indigenous people and Europeans
(Brown, 1989; Lankford, 2008). Soon after the city of
New Orleans was established in 1718, as part of a
riverside ceremony with several colonists as their
audience, a delegation of Chitimachas sang and danced
in a single-file line, keeping time by shaking a
chichikois, or gourd rattle; this is the first documented
musical event in New Orleans (Lief, 2015). Other
calumet ceremonies and diplomatic processions
involving singing and marching in the streets of the city
took place in the decades that followed, indelibly
shaping ideas of musical performance in the context of
public events.

Popular Music of the Past Century

In the first couple of decades of the 20™ century, the
musical idiom which would later be called “jazz” was
germinating in New Orleans and the surrounding region.
Although jazz is widely recognized as having its center
of gravity within the African American experience,
several famous jazz players from the New Orleans area
identified as “Creole,” and some had native ancestry—
without any of these aspects of cultural identity being
mutually exclusive. One such musician was George
Lewis, the celebrated jazz clarinetist who grew up
speaking “Creole,” with maternal ancestors from
Senegal, and whose paternal grandmother was Choctaw
(Bethell, 1977).

Throughout the 20th century and up until the
present, Louisiana musicians of indigenous ancestry
have played a variety of instruments in a number of
different styles associated with the region, including
jazz and Cajun music. For example, Harry Broussard
(Tunica-Biloxi) was active during the mid-20th century,
playing saxophone and other instruments in many jazz
bands that toured Louisiana as well as other parts of the
United States. One of his favorite maneuvers to do was
to sing songs in the Tunica language during
performances, much to the delight of his audiences
(Kniffen et al., 1987). Pete Jeansonne, who still tours
the state playing music for different events, remembers
Broussard joining his band (Pete Jeansonne and the
Crowns), back in the 1960s; over the years, they played
in many different styles, including “jazz and swamp pop
blues” (Jeansonne, 2015). Wesley Martinez (Choctaw-
Apache) played fiddle and recorded “house dance
tunes” with a neighbor, Tommy Parrie, at a festival at
Zwolle and Ebarb, La. Henry Garcie (Mississippi
Choctaw) also played fiddle, though in a different style.
He played a song called “Baja’ el Conejo” which
resembled the well-known song “Arkansas Traveler”
(Gregory, personal communication). The instruments
and song styles of these and other musicians
demonstrate how both African and European musical
practices have become blended with those of various
indigenous communities, in a process of cultural
exchange which began more than two centuries ago.



Music, Language, and the Atakapa-Ishak

In addition to jazz and Cajun music, there is also a
relatively unexplored connection between Louisiana
First Nations and zydeco, particularly the Ishak
(Atakapa)’, whose traditional lands extend from
Southwest Louisiana into Southeast Texas (Newcomb,
2002). The most prominent Ishak activist of the last 100
years, Hubert D. Singleton (1926-2009), of Lake
Charles, Louisiana, even titled his magnum opus on the
Ishak, one of several volumes he published on the tribe,
The Indians Who Gave Us Zydeco: the Atakapa-Ishak of
Southwest Louisiana and Southeast Texas. A glance at
the areas from which zydeco originated in both Texas
and Louisiana show a close overlay with traditional
Ishak areas, yet discussions of zydeco, even when
ethnicity is mentioned, often have little if any mention
of First Nations. This is likely due to a general failure to
recognize the Native aspects of Louisiana Creole
ethnicity and culture, as discussed above. A tendency
among some to see those who are of African and Native
heritage solely as black, disregarding their Native roots,
is on display in the way such characters are viewed in
American culture generally. James Earl Jones, Jimi
Hendrix, Mildred Loving, and Crispus Attucks are just a
few such people, people whose Native heritage is often
ignored.?

A description of the residents of the
Frenchtown neighborhood in Houston in mid-century, a
zydeco hotbed, refers to its residents thus: “Some were
as black as a black shoe with curly hair. Some looked
like Indians. Some looked Spanish. Some looked white”
(Wood and Fraher, 2006: 76). Some zydeco
performers—Brandon Ledet, of lowa, Louisiana, would
be an example—know of their Indian heritage and
discuss and celebrate it. In an interview, Ledet
mentioned that he simply assumed that all zydeco
performers he knew had Ishak heritage. Social dancing
among Ishak was mentioned by Louisson Huntington in
an 1885 interview conducted by Albert Gatschet in Lake
Charles (Gatschet and Swanton, 1932: 9-11), something
often mentioned by Singleton, correctly or not, as an
influence on zydeco. One of the authors of this paper is
a member of the tribe, and can testify to a marked
preference for zydeco dancing as a social activity
among the Ishak in the Lake Charles area to this day.

2 “Atakapa,” from the Choctaw language meaning ‘cannibal’,
is an ethnic slur applied to a group of people who have
historically referred to themselves as “Ishak,” meaning simply
‘human beings’. “Ishak” is the preferred term for the people.
However, for consistency with previous historical and
linguistic scholarship, the term “Atakapa” is applied to the
language.

® For a detailed understanding of the history and cultural
perceptions of people of both African and Native heritage,
please see Forbes (1993) and Tayac (2009).

The Atakapa language is currently “asleep”
(Leonard 2008). There are no known speakers among
Ishak in Louisiana or Texas, at least none that anyone
from tribal groups seems to know. There do not seem to
be any amongst the neighboring and related Akokissa of
Texas either®, though in both groups a few words here
and there are used, and an occasional name or
nickname, such as “Konesh,” meaning a hackberry tree,
for rough-and-tumble Ishak men in Lake Charles. Based
on numerous Ishak people who remember ancestors that
spoke the language, one can conclude the last fluent
speakers passed around 1970 or so. However, a
considerable amount of the language has been
documented. What remains of the language is a
dictionary (Gatschet and Swanton, 1932) and various
treatments from the standpoint of academic linguistic
analysis.

In addition to producing an abridgement of
Swanton and Gatschet’s work, Singleton (2005) also
produced translations of Christian religious texts into
Atakapa, including the Pater Noster, Ave Maria, and
Christmas songs such as “Away in a Manger” and
“Silent Night,” e.g.,

Elan itish / tol tol itish
Mon elansh / mon yilish

Silent night / holy night
All is calm / all is bright (Singleton 2005: 86)

Most of his translations are of songs, and exclusively
religious ones. They add significantly to the corpus of
the language, and were the first texts published in the
language since the 1930s.

Additionally, Tanner Menard (b. 1978), who
grew up in Erath, Louisiana, and currently resides in
Santa Fe, New Mexico, an Ishak musician, has
composed peyote songs in Atakapa for use in Native
American Church ceremonies. His songs are in the
Atakapa language, and based on Caddo songs, a
neighboring tribe to the Ishak historically. Menard’s
music is used during ceremonies in the Four Corners
region when he is present. Here are the words of a song
that expresses how it is good here on earth:

wo'nnan to' wo'nnan to', wo'nnan to' (hey ney ney)
cukte'-i a-mu (eenah ha wena eenah hey ney ney)
ne' (ha weena hoey no hahnah)

ne' (ha wenna hoey nah hey ney oway)

to'l'a to'l'a (hey ney ney)

wo'nnan to' = ‘a good road’
cukte'-1 a-mu = ‘I take medicine’
ne’ = ‘earth’

to'l'a = ‘it is good’

* Information on contemporary Akokissa culture was
gleaned from an email exchange with Akokissa elder
Mary LeBlanc, of Porter, Texas, in July 2015.



Singing is accompanied by the water drum, which is
made from a cast iron pot or kettle containing some
water and covered by an animal hide. Various
percussion instruments such as the gourd rattle are also
played. Low-quality recordings of these exist and plans
are underway for more professional recording. Several
tribal members have expressed an interest in using these
songs for ceremonial purposes closer to the Ishak
homelands.

Currently, there is a lack of Ishak songs of a
more social nature. Work is ongoing for producing
Atakapa lyrics for use in zydeco, given its popularity
and connection with Ishak people. Having texts that can
accompany dancing, especially favorite dancing of the
contemporary tribe, it is hoped, will further spread
knowledge and interest in the language as a way of
preserving tribal culture.

The Future Sounds of Louisiana

As many people of all cultural backgrounds can attest,
music has a special ability to generate a social space
where traditions come alive and sleeping languages can
awaken. The Lower Mississippi River Valley is an
especially fecund region for musical styles, and if we
listen carefully to these, we can hear the indigenous
influences that are now being remembered and
recognized. The connections between zydeco and the
Atakapa-Ishak are just the tantalizing beginning of what
can become a more widespread understanding of how
indigenous groups have played a role in developing the
various musical styles associated with Louisiana. In
terms of language revitalization, music is an
indispensable vehicle for expressing cultural identity
and engaging in linguistic creativity. For languages to
awaken, people need opportunities to express new
experiences in their heritage languages. By drawing
upon the impressive range of popular musical styles in
the region, indigenous groups of Louisiana can sing
their languages back into everyday life.
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