
Learning About Pre-Columbian Musicians
Through Their Instruments: MAPI Research
Music has always been an integral part of human cultures, serving as a
means of expression, communication, and social cohesion. The pre-
Columbian era, which encompasses the period before European
colonization of the Americas, was no exception. Pre-Columbian musicians
played a vital role in their societies, accompanying religious ceremonies,
political events, and everyday life. Their instruments, which were often
intricately crafted and highly decorated, provide valuable insights into their
musical practices, cultural traditions, and the significance of music in their
world.
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The Musical Archaeology of Pre-Columbian Instruments (MAPI) research
project is a groundbreaking initiative that has revolutionized our
understanding of pre-Columbian music. Led by Dr. Juan Pablo Caceres, an
ethnomusicologist and archaeologist at the University of California,
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Berkeley, the MAPI project has meticulously studied and documented
hundreds of pre-Columbian instruments from across the Americas. This
research has shed new light on the diversity and sophistication of pre-
Columbian musical traditions and has helped to reconstruct the vibrant
musical landscape of the pre-Columbian world.

Pre-Columbian Musical Instruments

The pre-Columbian Americas were home to a wide variety of musical
instruments, each with its own unique sound and function. These
instruments can be broadly classified into three main categories:
percussion, wind, and string. Percussion instruments were the most
common, and included drums, rattles, and bells. Wind instruments included
flutes, panpipes, and trumpets. String instruments were less common, but
included guitars, harps, and lutes.

Pre-Columbian musical instruments were often made from natural
materials such as wood, bone, and shell. They were often intricately carved
and decorated with symbols and motifs that reflected the cultural beliefs
and traditions of their makers. In some cases, instruments were also
adorned with precious metals and gemstones, indicating their importance
and value.

Percussion Instruments

Percussion instruments were the backbone of pre-Columbian music.
Drums were the most common type of percussion instrument, and were
used in a wide variety of musical contexts. Drums were made from a
variety of materials, including wood, hide, and ceramic. They were often
played with sticks or hands, and could produce a wide range of sounds.



Rattles were another common type of percussion instrument. Rattles were
made from a variety of materials, including gourds, turtle shells, and animal
bones. They were often filled with seeds or pebbles, and were shaken to
produce a rhythmic sound. Rattles were often used in religious ceremonies
and rituals.

Bells were also used in pre-Columbian music. Bells were made from a
variety of metals, including copper, bronze, and gold. They were often cast
in intricate shapes and decorated with symbols and designs. Bells were
used in a variety of musical contexts, including religious ceremonies,
political events, and everyday life.

Wind Instruments

Wind instruments were also an important part of pre-Columbian music.
Flutes were the most common type of wind instrument, and were made
from a variety of materials, including wood, bone, and ceramic. Flutes were
often played in ensembles, and could produce a wide range of melodies
and harmonies.

Panpipes were another common type of wind instrument. Panpipes were
made from a series of graduated tubes, each of which produced a different
note. Panpipes were often played in ensembles, and could produce
complex and beautiful melodies.

Trumpets were also used in pre-Columbian music. Trumpets were made
from a variety of materials, including wood, bone, and metal. They were
often used in military and ceremonial contexts.

String Instruments



String instruments were less common in pre-Columbian music, but they
were still an important part of the musical landscape. Guitars were the most
common type of string instrument, and were made from a variety of
materials, including wood, bone, and gourd. Guitars were often played with
a pick or a bow, and could produce a wide range of melodies and
harmonies.

Harps were also used in pre-Columbian music. Harps were made from a
variety of materials, including wood, bone, and metal. They were often
played with the fingers, and could produce a wide range of melodies and
harmonies.

Lutes were also used in pre-Columbian music. Lutes were made from a
variety of materials, including wood, bone, and gourd. They were often
played with a pick or a bow, and could produce a wide range of melodies
and harmonies.

The MAPI Research Project

The MAPI research project has made a significant contribution to our
understanding of pre-Columbian music. The project has documented
hundreds of pre-Columbian instruments from across the Americas, and has
provided detailed information about their construction, materials, and
playing techniques. This research has helped to reconstruct the vibrant
musical landscape of the pre-Columbian world, and has shed new light on
the diversity and sophistication of pre-Columbian musical traditions.

The MAPI project has also helped to identify the role that music played in
pre-Columbian societies. Music was an integral part of religious
ceremonies, political events, and everyday life. It was used to communicate



with the gods, to celebrate victories, and to mourn the dead. Music also
played an important role in social cohesion, and helped to bring people
together in a shared experience.

The MAPI research project has revolutionized our understanding of pre-
Columbian music. The project has documented hundreds
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