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Introduction

Turtle shells have long been used all around the world
for building different types of musical instruments: from
the gbdld gbolo of the Vai people in Liberia to the kanhi
of the Cham people in Indochina, the rattles of the Hopi
people in the USA and the drums of the Dan people in
Ivory Coast. South and Central America have not beenan
exception: used especially as idiophones —but also as
components of certain membranophones and aero-
phones—, the shells, obtained from different species of
turtles and tortoises, have been part of the indigenous
music since ancient times; in fact, archaeological evi-
denceindicate their use among the Mexica, the different
Maya-speaking societies and other peoples of Classical
Mesoamerica. After the European invasion and con-
guest of America and the introduction of new cultural



patterns, shells were also used as the sound box of some

string instruments.

The turtle shell consists of two halves —the upper one,
or carapace, and the lower one, or plastron— naturally
joined together. When the shell is used for building an
idiophone (one of its most common applications), both
parts are left together. The resulting musical instrument
canbeoneof three types:

(a) Directly struck idiophone: the shell is struck with a
stick made of wood, horn or bone, or with a mallet pro-
vided with awooden or rubber head.

(b) Indirectly struck idiophone: the shell becomes the
body of a rattle (which can be used as an anklet). Several
small shells can be tied together in bundles, making a
single rattle.

© Friction idiophone: a small section of the shell is
smeared with resin or wax and rubbed with a finger or a
rod, producing a squeaking sound. This type often
accompanies singing as well as whistles or panpipes
ensembles.

Izikowitz (1934) theorized that Latin American
idiophones made of turtle shells arrived in the northern
half of South America from Central America in ancient
times; subsequent research has thrown this hypothesis
into doubt, while confirming that these instruments
were present in a much larger area, stretching from Can-
ada (e.g. the kanyahte'ka’'nowa of the Iroquois and the
Seneca peoples) and the USA (the anklets used by the
Creek, Yuchi, Cherokee, Seminole, Caddo and Natchez
peoples) to northern Chaco, in South America.

According to anthropological and ethno-musicological
studies, instruments made of turtle shell are unknown in
Patagonia, the Pampas or the Andes, where the shell of
different species of armadillo has been used instead for
building percussion instruments (e.g. the dpel of the
Aonik'enk people) and the sound box of many varieties
of charango, the famous Andean chordophone.



Chaco

The natural region known as Chaco (from Quechua
chaku, "hunting place") that stretches across portions of
what is today Argentina, Paraguay and Bolivia, is the
homeland of a number of indigenous societies belong-
ing to the Guaykuruan, Mascoyan, Matacoan, Tupian
and Zamucoan linguistic families.

In current Paraguay, Szardn (1997) documents turtle
shells among the Ayoreo or Ayoréiode people (depart-
ments of Boquerdn and Alto Paraguay), who use them to
make a maraca called xoxo, as well as among the neigh-
boring Chamacoco or Yshyr people (department of Alto
Paraguay).

The Chamacoco people used shells of small turtles to






Images 1 (prev. page.) and 2.
Turtle shells from the Parapeti River (Bolivia).
[Photos: www.kringla.nu/].

build the polarosho or polasho. Also made of hooves,
seeds and/or snail shells, the polarosho is a rattle
employed by shamans, who tie it to their wrists or
ankles, or place it on the end of a stick or around their

waists. According to Sequera (2002), the shamans of the
Tomaraho people (a Chamacoco subgroup) also take
advantage of turtle shells (from Chelonoidis carbonaria,
known as enermitak in the Yshyr language) to make their
maracas osecha or paikéra.

Ultimately, for the shaman the rattle paikéra is like
carrying the cosmos between his hands. The sha-
mans often speak of the center of the sky (porn
hotypyte), by referring to the top of the rattle, usu-
ally studded with six colorful feathers of parrots
ermo to tasyky kurege (Psittacidae), whose feathers
represent the stratification of the sky. Furthermore,
the instrument body is painted with orn turbo (vi-
sual stories) in the shape of chained rhombuses
inside which the porrebija stars can be seen.

In Bolivia, the Ayoreo people of the department of Santa
Cruz use the shells (usually from Chelonoidis chilensis
and Acanthochelys pallidpectoris, but also from
Chelonoidis carbonaria and Chelonoidis denticulata) to
make jingle bells called orohord (Bérmida, 2005). They



are provided with a wooden clapper made of palo santo
(Bulnesia sarmientoi). Ayoreo hunters carry them hang-
ing from their waists to communicate with each other; in
addition, they believe that by taking parts of a turtle with
them they become increasingly silent. They are also
worn to enter as well as to leave the camp during the fes-
tival asohsnd, one of the few religious ceremonies per-
formed by the Ayoreo.

Each jingle bell is considered either "male" or "female"
according to the gender of the turtle, which can be dis-
tinguished by the shape of the plastron (the female is flat
and the maleis sunk).

In the department of Beni, Cavour (1994) quotes the
resonador de peta: a shell of a river turtle (called peta in
eastern Bolivia) which is struck with a drumstick made of
bone, or rubbed with beeswax and played with the fin-

gers.

Peruvian and
Colombian lowlands

Inthe lowlands of eastern Peru, the Culina or Madija peo-
ple living in the upper parts of the rivers Purus and Santa
Rosa (department of Ucayali) play the teteco, a shell of
motelo (Chelonoidis denticulata) that has one of its ends
smeared with resin of the tree cacaraba (Inga feuilleei).
The rosined end is rubbed with the fingers. The sound
made by the teteco accompanies the melody of a pan-
pipe made of 2 reed tubes, called api (SIL, 1999; Chavez
etal.,2008).

In Colombia, according to Mifana Blasco (2009), the
Cubeo people from the Vaupés basin (departments of
Vaupés and Guaviare and neighboring areas of the Bra-
zilian state of Amazonas) use the shell of the turtles
makdku+nbo (macaciiubo or morrocoy, Geochelone



carbonaria) and jidkumi (jiacdubo, Podocnemis
expansa) to build idiophones. They are used to perform
instrumental music and to accompany popular songs
(viriaino) together with panpipes and whistles made of
deer skulls (Mendoza Duque, 1992).

Mifana Blasco also mentions the kjuumuhe of the Bora
people (department of Amazonas), a friction idiophone
that is no longer in use since the large collective fishing
activities where it was played together with a small pan-
pipe are nolonger carried out (Novatiand Ruiz, 1984).

The Camsa or Camentsa people (departments of
Putumayo and Narifo) have an instrument similar to the
former one, called torturés (lgualada and Castelvi,
1938); the lka or Arhuaco people (Sierra Nevada de
Santa Marta) own the turtle shell kungiii (Bermudez,
2006); and the Tikuna people from the Colombian "Ama-
zonian Trapezium" (and nearby areas of Brazilian state of
Amazonas) possess the turtle shell tori. A gift from the
Tikuna mythical hero Yoi or Yoi, the latter is struck with a

twig of ubu tree to accompany household songs, or

played during community festivals like the yiii, the
femaleinitiation. In addition to the last two instruments,
Bermudez (1985) also mentions a turtle shell idiophone
played by the Inga people (department of Putumayo).

Regarding the Tukano or Yepa-masa people (depart-
ments of Vaupés and Guaviare, and the Brazilian state of
Amazonas), there are museum references to turtle
shells (ICANH, 2012) apparently played by friction — like
the ones collected during the expedition of Gerardo
Reichel-Dolmatoff to the Vaupésareain 1967.

In the department of Vaupés, the Carapana or Karapana
people play the ujerica, and the neighboring Barasana,
Paneroa or Southern Barasano people, the gu coro. Set-
tled in that same region, the Bara, Waimaja or Northern
Barasano, the Piratapuyo or Wa'ikana and the Tatuyo
peoplesalso use turtle shells as musical instruments; the
first ones play them together with a panpipe, and the
Piratapuyo call them kuu (ILV, 1973). According to the
same source, the Cacua or Kakwa people (department of
Guaviare) play shells to accompany small panpipes with
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people, who call the instrument gusiraga coro. All of .
them have a piece of beeswax attached to one end and G u aya NAas an d B Frazl I

are played by finger or palm friction.

In Venezuela, according to Hurtado Dueiiez (2007), the
Piaroa or Wotiha people (Amazonas state) use the rere,
and the Ye'kuana or Maquiritare people (Bolivar and
Amazonas states and neighboring regions of Brazil), the

wayaam©ji'jo or kodedo.

The rere is a shell of turtle chipiro or terecay
(Podocnemis unifilis) with an end covered with wax or
resin against which the thumb or index finger is rubbed.
It is used only by men in secular contexts, such as the re-
re dance, before and after the wérime, an elaborate har-
vest ritual celebrated annually. The wayaamé ji'jo is a

shell of morrocoy (Chelonoidis carbonaria) played in the
Image 3 (prev. page).
Turtle shell of the Tukano people (Colombia).
[Photo: coleccionetnograficaicanh.wordpress.com/]. and also by men to accompany the sound of the panpipe

same fashion (wax rubbed with the edge of the hand)






suduchu (Coppens et al., 1975), which, in this particular
case, is usually blown by a different musician (Olsen and
Sheehy, 1998).

This combination of panpipes and rubbed turtle shells
also appears among the Wayana people of the Litaniand
Maroni rivers, on the border between Suriname and
French Guiana. The flute is called luweimé and has 5
pipes; the idiophone is named after the turtle species
whose shell is used (kuliputpé, Chelonoidis denticulata,
and pupu or terecay, Podocnemis unifilis). The musician
holds the luweimé with the left hand and the shell under
the left armpit, and rubs the plate with a stick, using his
right hand. Unfortunately, this distinctive way of playing
isbecomingincreasingly rare (Musique du Monde, n.d.).

Nearby, the Wayampi (Wayapi) people of the Camopi
and Oyapock rivers (French Guiana) possess a similar

Image 4 (prev. page).
Turtle shells of the Patamona people (Guayana).
[Photo: www.kringla.nu/].

luweimé panpipe, which is played together with a pupu
turtle shell (Beaudet, 1980, 1998). The Waiwai people
(southern Guyana and bordering areas of the Brazilian
states of Roraima and Parad) make the oratin from a shell
of swamp turtle kwochi (Bentzon, 1963); its sound
blends with that of a cane whistle to accompany a dance.

In Brazil, besides the shells used by the indigenous soci-
eties described above, Bentzon (1963) documented an
instrument similar to the one used by the Waiwai among
the Hixkariyana, the Mawayana, the Kaxuyana, and the
Shered peoples (northern areas of the state of Pard).
Some museum collections (e.g. Narodni Muzeum, 2009)
include turtle shell idiophones made by the Karaja peo-
ple (states of Goias and Tocantins).



Central America

In Panama, the Emberd or Epérd people (Comarca
Embera-Wounaan and Darien province) build and play
the chimigui, a turtle shell beaten with a wooden stick,
while the Ngadbe or Guaymi people (Comarca Ngabe-
Bugle, and Bocas del Toro, Veraguas and Chiriqui prov-
inces) use the Aelé, which has an edge smeared with wax
and is played by rubbing it with the edge of the hand —
from the wrist to the fingertips. Also called guelekuada
or seracuata, the fielé is associated with a myth concern-
ing the first time the balseria or krun took place (Brenes
Candanedo, 1999), a traditional celebration that brings
together different communities and where the instru-
ment plays aleadingrole.

The same author notes that the Kuna or Guna people






(Comarcas Guna Yala, Madugandi and Wargandi) use a
turtle shell they call morrogala during a ceremonial
dance after pubescent girls "first haircut", which is
treated as a femalerite passage.

Further north, the Garifuna people of the Caribbean
coast (Belize, Guatemala, Nicaragua and Honduras) play
the taguel bugudura, and the neighboring Miskito peo-
ple, living in the Honduran Caribbean coast, do so with
their kuswataya — literally, "the terrapin's skin"
(CEDTURH, n.d.). Both idiophones are sounded by being
struck with a wooden stick, a long nail, or even a deer's
horn. Also in the Honduran Mosquitia, the Tawahka peo-
ple play the cuah untak (SETUR-IHT, n.d.).

Finally, the tucutitutu or tucuticutu can be heard
throughout Guatemala: a percussive turtle shell with an

Image 5 (prev. page).
Turtle shell and deer horns from Central America.
[Photo: Unknown source].

Image 6.
Tucutitutu from Guatemala.
[Photo: servicios.prensalibre.com/].

onomatopoeic name, which is played to accompany car-
ols during "Las Posadas", popular festivals that take
place nine days before Christmas.



Mexico

In Mexico, the turtle shell has a special meaning dating
back to pre-Hispanic times. Ancient legends link turtles
to music and to the rain gods; they also appear in a num-
ber of important origin myths, such as the one explain-
ing the birth of the maize. They are included in ancient
narratives (e.g. the manuscript entitled Histoyre du
Mechique) and, of course, in countless traditional stories
derived from them — the heritage of different contem-
porary Mexican indigenous societies (Garcia Garagarza,
2014).

Turtle shells, used as musical instruments, have been
featured in Mesoamerican iconography, such as the pre-
classical murals of San Bartolo, in the Guatemalan
department of Petén (Bourg, 2005), showing Olmec



influences. The Mexica (Aztec) people and those who fell
under their influence called them dyot/ ("turtle";
Stevenson, 1976), ayot icacahuayo or ayotapalcatl. In
his Historia General de las Cosas de la Nueva Espafia
[General History of the Things of New Spain] (ca. 1540),
Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagun writes:

...and they also carried their teponaztli and their
rattles, and the turtle shell to play.
Book I, chapter 35, the feast of Atemoztli.

...and continues...

...they used turtle shells made of gold, which they
went along playing, and now they use the natural
turtle shells.

Book VIII, chapter9.

Interestingly, he did not enumerate the idiophone
among the instruments kept in the mixcoacalli (Book
VIII, chapter 14), the place where the court musicians of
Tenochtitlan practiced and shared their knowledge.

Image 7.
Turtle shells on pottery from the Late Classical period.
[Pictures: Zender, 2005].

The instrument is also mentioned in the Codex
Borbonicus (Castellanos, 1970), in Hernando de
Alvarado Tezozdmoc's Cronica Mexicayot! (ca. 1598,
describing the dedication of the Great Temple of
Tenochtitlan in 1487), and in the Codex Magliabechiano
(Gomez GAmez, 2006), among others.



The turtle shells were also employed by the Mixtec peo-
ple (as shown in the Oaxacan Codex Becker I, 12th cen-
tury) and by the P'urhépecha people (as quoted in the
Relacion de las ceremonias y ritos y poblacion y gobierno
de los indios de la provincia de Michoacdn [The Descrip-
tion of the Ceremonies, Rites, Population, and Govern-
ment of the Indians of the Province of Michoacan],
1541).

There have been found both turtle shells (dak) used as
musical instruments and their iconographic representa-
tions (Bourg, 2005) dating back to the classic period of
Maya civilization. Called kayab according to Stevenson
(1976), the instruments were part of ensembles which
also included a huehuet! and a couple of rattles or
chinchines (Stockli, 2004). They can be seen in the fres-
coes of Bonampak (Garcia Gédmez, 2013) as well as in dif-
ferent designs on pottery (see Zender, 2005). Diego
Lopez de Cogolludo, in his Historia de Yucatan [History of
Yucatan] (1688), explained that in the Maya cultural area
the turtle shells were played by hitting them with deer
antlers (see Guzmanetal., 1984.):

Yucatecan music can be characterized as both reli-
gious and martial, because every war was conse-
crated to the gods and always solemnized with
notes of their music. This was very imperfect, and
its instruments consisted of the famous American
timpani, tunkul or tunkul, drums, trumpets, marine
conch as a bugle, a range of whistles, rattles and
flutes, and the turtle shell struck with the antler of a
deer.

Diego de Landa, in his Relacion de las cosas del Yucatdn
[Description of the Things of Yucatan] (ca. 1566), men-
tions these idiophones, and points out a different per-
formance technique:

...they have other instrument, made of the entire
turtle with its shell, and once the flesh is removed,
they strike it with the palm of the hand, and it has a
mournfuland sad sound.

In the Informe contra los adoradores de idolos del
Obispado de Yucatdn, afio de 1639 [Report against the
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Images8and9.

Players of concha from Tecacahuaco (Atlapexco, Hidalgo
state, Mexico).

[Photos: www.jornada.unam.mx/].



idols' worshipers of the Bishopric of Yucatan, year 1639],
Pedro Sanchez de Aguilar wrote:

...and now they dance and sing according to the
Mexicans' customs, and they had and have their
main singer, who sings, and teaches what is to be
sung, and they adore him, and venerate him, and
offer himaseatinthe Church, and in their meetings,
and weddings, and they call him Holpop; he is in
charge of the drums, and musical instruments, such
as flutes, trumpets, turtle shells, and teponaguaztli,
which is made of hollow wood, whose sound is
heard from two, and three leagues, depending on
the wind.

Nowadays, the Chontal or Yokot'an people (state of
Tabasco) beat the shells of the hicotea or jicotea turtle
(Trachemys callirostris) with a wooden stick, a rib or the
traditional deer antlers to accompany, together with a
cane flute or pito, the dance of the blanquitos, among
other cultural native expressions. Turtle shells are also
played by the Tzeltal people (state of Chiapas) during

some of their dances and ceremonies (Pitarch Ramoén,
1996). The Huave or lkood / lkoot people (state of
Oaxaca) beat the carapacho with deer antlers; together
with a drum and a reed flute, it lends music to the dance
of the culebra (snake), the dance of the pez sierra
(sawfish) and the son of the pez espada (swordfish). In
the same state (CDI, n.d.), these instruments appear in
the hands of the Zapotec or Binni Zaa people, who call
them bigu. It is part of a traditional ensemble known as
pitu nisiaba or muni (Cruz, 2012) that includes a reed
flute and adrum or caja to accompany songs.

Finally, among the Nahua, the Huasteca or Téenek, the
Tepehua and the Totonaca peoples (states of San Luis
Potosi, Veracruz, Hidalgo and Puebla), turtle shells are a
key element in the performance of the songs welcoming
the souls of the dead each November 1, during the

xantolo (BarrancoJurado, 2013).
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