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Music and Culture 

of the 

Southern California Indians­

The Luiseno Indians 

The generally accepted opinion of the cultural status of the 
Luiseno Indians among others in Southern California must be ques­
tioned in light of ethnologic research undertaken during the past 
sixty years. Willingness and diligence have provided the patient 
student with infonnation to refute the opinion that these Indians 
were of a low ethnic class. 

The Luiseno live around the San Luis Rey Mission near Ocean­
side, California in portions of San Diego and Riverside counties. 
Before intense acculturation occurred they numbered some 7,000 
people. These Indians, Puyumkowitchum, were sedentary and relied 
mainly upon animals and a seasonal crop of acorns for food. Per­
manent water supplies made migration undesirable. The Luiseno had 
a strong sense of ownership of the rancherias, of specific areas 
in the rancherias, of properties and resources used by groups, and 
of individual possessions. 

Luiseno religion has been ordained in mythology. It is based 
upon a concept of knowledge-power called ayelkwi, the correct use 
of which is supervised by the god, Chingishnish. Ayelkwi is omni­
present and involved in the nature of all things and events, past, 
present, and future. There are an infinite number of forms. It 
is dtfficult to manage and, if ill used, dangerous. Ayelkwi, a 
highly potfnt cultural force, existed as a nearly invulnerable means 
of preserv·ng tradition. 

Mythology. In Luiseno cosmogony, the earth and sky were the 
first beings. They gave birth to all the contents of the world, 
including~, eople, land, animals, and plants. Wiyot, a leader, was 
conspired gainst and killed. Many animals came to his aid to no 
avail befo e his death. Deer became food after Wiyot 1s death, after 
which all the people scattered to live in many places. Chingishnish 
appeared and provided new power and direction. He was omnipresent 
and required propitiation i.f his principles were not followed. 

The three segments of Luiseno cosmogony, creation, Wiyot, and 
Chingishnish, provide significant contributions to Luiseno living. 
The creation portion explains the existence of the world and all that 
it contains. The process whereby this occurred was birth, an advanced 
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ethnological concept. Wiyot's activities gave direction to the 
relationship and interaction between men and between men and ani­
mals. Chingishnish was the personal god. His laws became the 
individual Luiseno's conscience. He was an awful figure and a 
demanding one. He stimulated ambitious ceremonial and musical 
activity. 

Specific ceremonies had their origin in mythology. Two 
that were thus created were the Notush ceremoney and the fire 
dance. Nahachish, the mountain Mora and the flood, stars, meteor, 
and the creation of music are subjects of myths. 

Myths have many songs associatedwith them. Even though 
the song subjects· are derived from one connected myth, the 
outline and general content of which are easily remembered by 
infonnants, the body of songs created therefrom has been dis­
persed by use in many different ceremonies. Any continuity 
among them which once might have been identifiable has there­
fore gradually been lost. 

Ceremonies. Luiseno ceremonies functioned to control their 
ayelkwi, knowledge-power. Ceremonial procedure, itself ayelkwi, 
was directed by the religious or war chiefs, their assistants, 
and societies. 

Mourning and puberty ceremonies were the most important 
in Luiseno life. Music and dancing occurred in all Luiseno 
rituals. Each ceremonial segment or procedure required many 
songs and many repetitions of them. Nights and days of sing­
ing and dancing were vital. The concept of time and sustained 
musical performance is greatly expanded beyond that of western 
Europe. 

Peon, the universally beloved Indian gambling game, was 
pl ayed~every opportunity-. Thi.s came generally at the con­
clusion of ceremonies .. The effect and intensity of the play 
was heightened by special songs which gave power to one side 
and hopefully distracted the opposing side. 

Song. It is clear that Luiseno song, dance, and ceremony 
were interrelated. There could be no ceremony without song and 
no dance without song. However, there could be song without 
ceremony or without dance. Thus, song maintains a crucial p~ace 
in ther ceremonial structure and life of the Luiseno Indians. 

The ceremonial and religious leaders were charged with 
the effective use of song. They performed it and used it and 
thereby maintained tradition. Songs were inherited along family 
lines, which provided for unique words and music within family 
groups. Although each song may have been unique, all songs 
relied almost completely upon the cosmogonic myth as a source 
of subjects. 



Out of fear of vengeance from Chingishnish, songs and other 
ceremonial infonnation were rarely disclosed to others. Each tribe 
and most individuals owned songs which were exclusively theirs. 
Giving or taking songs would have violated the concept of Luiseno 
ownership. 

The following musical items constitute a sunmary of essential 
characteristics of Luiseno song. 

The melodic intervals of M2 and m3 are the two intervals which 
form the basis of all songs. To these must be added the P4 and P5, 
used less frequently, but still found abundantly. The PB and many 
repeated tones are also encountered. 

Many songs contain the sudden melodic rise. This is a large 
melodic interval, usually a P5 or PB. The most frequently used 
tone is also the tonal center. In many songs, the lowest tone of 
the song was a P4 below the tonal center. This may create a rela­
tionship like that existing between the dominant and tonic tones 
{5 and 1, P4) of the Western European diatonic scale. Thus, this 
lowest tone becomes a secondary rest or structural tone, the tonal 
center being the primary rest or structural tone. 

The songs range from a P5 to a Pl2. Songs of vigorous rhyth­
mic activity have the widest range: mlO and Pl2. The strophic 
songs usually range from PS to PB. The children's songs range only 
a P5. Most songs are of a range of PB or more. 

A study of the scale structure of Luiseno songs reveals that 
four scales emerge as the foundation for song construction. The 
four forms are {c was chosen as a convenient tonal center): 

song 

1. c, d, eb, f, g, a: A hexatonic scale with bb fre­
quently found as a lower em­
bellishing tone, to c. 

2. c, d, e, g, a: A pentatonic scale with bin-
traduced infrequently. 

3. c, d, e, f, g: A pentatonic scale with a in-
eluded at times. 

4. c, d, f, g, a: A pentatonic scale including 
bb infrequently. 

There seems to be no relationship between scale fonn and 
function or purpose. 

Duple meter is seen usually in all songs but dancing songs 
in which triple meter most frequently prevails. There are examples 
of duple metric structure in which tripe, quadruple and quintuple 
meter are inserted regularly at times. Whenever a heterometric 



pattern may be found, it will be certain to recur regu~arly. The 
songs all are constructed of repeattng rhythmic patterns which may 
or may not always have the same melodic line. These patterns may 
vary in length from several beats to six measures. The continuous, 
yet reverting, songs have relatively long rhythmic patterns. The 
strophic songs tend to have shorter recurring rhythmic patterns. 
The religious songs of Chfogishnish and of the mourning ceremonies. 
are all accompanied by grunts which emphasize the metric structure 
and rhythmic patterns. The rattle is used in addition to the 
strophic mourning songs. In the dancing songs the grunts and foot 
accents emphasize rhythm, aided by the striking sticks. If the 
songs are part of the mouning rites, the form will be clearly 
strophic and they will be accompanied by a rattle, have a short 
unacc9mpani ed i ton a ti on, and a cadence cl:ea rly defined by the 
Luiseno cadence call. The Chingishnish dancing songs have a 
special, extended, condluding cadence call. Other religious songs 
are continuously reverting, less obviously sectional, and of a 
duplex, triplex, or quadruplex form. In other words the major 
sections repeat once, twice, or three times concluding many times 
with a coda. The inner structure of each major section is often 
intricate. The game and children's songs are comprised of short 
repeated phrases. 

Dance. It is very apparent that dance holds a position com­
parable to song in the ceremonial life of the Luiseho. All re­
corded ceremonies included some fonn of dance either as general 
ustructured movement or as patterned ritual. 

Lui seno dances were performed by vi 11 age e 1 ders, families 
participating in a ceremony, and by dance specialists who were 
highly regarded. Dance served in the mourniog ceremonies to send 
the spirit of the dead away contented. It was a part of the descrip­
tive and diagnostic movements of the shaman. It was an essential 
activity to be learned properly by young Luiseno boys and performed 
correctly by adult Luisenos in order to maintain a happy life as 
viewed and controlled by the god, Chfogishnish. 

It is clear that the two styles of dancing, new and violent 
and old and quiet are truly observable in the detailed descriptions 
of the dances themselves. The mourning ceremonies used ritualistic 
dance by men or women of either a bobbing-hopping or shuffling 
nature. These were performed in a quiet and restrained manner, 
consisting simply in bending and swaying the body, and moving and 
stamping the feet in varied measure according to the rhythm of the 
songs. This 11 01 der" dancing lacks a purely functional or descrip­
tive character. Because of age and evolution, it has become ab­
stract in nature and shows intensity and concentration in perform­
ance. The rattle was used which would indicate that mourning songs 
were probably the basis for the dance music. The shuffling dance 
was done side by side clockwise around the fire or in line twisting 
from side to side circling the fire. 
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At several times, male perfonners, painted and adorned with 
feather bunchlets, danced in the mourning ceremonies. The bull~ 
roarer was used at the beginning and end. 

The dances of Chingishnish are new and violent and constitute 
the second style of dancing. They are the most distinctive Luiseno 
ritualistic dances. Two dances, a group dance called Tannish and a 
solo dance called Morahash, both vigorous, are best known and best 
described. 

The Tannish dance step consisted of a jump forward with feet 
together, followed by a short step with each foot. The general 
movement in counterclockwise motion involved stamping the feet with­
out moving, circling, and jtDllping backwards in line. The feathered 
headgear was removed and lifted in conclusion. 

The Totowish danced the Morahash in imitation of the soaring 
eagle. The dancer's eagle feather skirt stood out from his body 
as he twirled, the characteristic action in the dance. His body 
was painted. He wore a feathered headdress and carried two strik­
ing sticks, kashlapish. A dance assistant and other men aided the 
perfonner in this difficult solo dance. The basic actions were 
running, twirling from left to right involving a skip, and pauses 
for rest on the striking sticks. The bull-roarer and rattle were 
used. 

The older, more subdued and repetitive hopping and shuffling 
dances were used in the mourning ceremonies with a rattle. The 
dances and songs are similar in style: generally narrow range 
(limited, reduced motion), duple meter (marching or stepping), 
many repeated tones and strophic fonn (short verses, many repeti­
tions). The newer, more active Chingishnish dances call for songs 
which have a wide range, are in triple meter, have active repeat­
ing rhythm patterns, contain wide intervals, and are sectional, 
repeating, yet continuous in fonn. Thus, it is clear that the 
characteristics of Luiseno song and dance reflect the fact that 
the two fonns of expression are mutually detennined, that there 
is a functional and musical interdependence of dance and song. 

Luiseno Musical Instrwnents 

Karilash (Karrilac)--any musical instrument: 

I . I di ophones 

A. Shaken: 

l. Pa I ayat: turtle-shell rattle usually 
of two shells filled with 
seeds or stones and used 
primarily at mourning cere­
monies. 



2. Chamamxa l: 
3. Chikwlaxpish: 

4. Nexwut: 

B. Struck: 

l. Kashlapish: 

C. Rubbed: 

l . Tuk I ma l: 

II. Aerophones 

A. Wind Instruments: 

l . Wi ro l es h: 

2. Pahal: 

B. Free Aerophone: 

l. Mumlapish: 

cocoon rattle. 
deer hoof rattle used at 
mourning and hunting cere­
monies . 
gourd rattle. 

striking sticks used in the 
Morahash dance; ringing 
stones used in the girls' 
puberty ceremony. 

a flat basket rubbed or 
struck. 

a vertical flute of elder 
with four holes . 
a short whistle of cane used 
in the boys' ant ordeal. 

a ceremonial bull-roarer 
used as a summons and a 
signal. 

Louiseno Ceremonial Costumes and Implements 

I. Ceremonial Costumes: 

A. Body Painting: 
B. Cheyat: 

C. Pivish: 

D. Pa'lat: 

E. Tuminut: 

red, black, and white. 
three or four bunches of owl 
or hawk feathers, each bunch 
of which is tied to a stick 
and worn on the head. 
headband of milkweed twine 
with down between the 
strands. It was used for 
holding the chefat. 
eagle feathers irt used in 
the Morahash dance. 
shoulder band of black 
feathers used in the Tannish 
dance . 



II. Ceremonial Implements: 

A. 'Elat: 

B. Sivut Paviut: 

C. Tamyush: 

D. Cheyut: 

E. Pi_yevala: 
F. Tuk'mal: 

G. Tarohaish: 

H. Wamkish: 

wooden stick twelve to eight 
inches in length and • 
decorated with rattlesnake 
rattles and feathers, paint­
ed red, and used in the 
Sahovit dance and shamanistic 
activities. 
ceremoni a 1 hand wand of wood 
up to eighteen inches long, 
painted red, white, and 
black; one end pointed and 
the other flared with inlay 
and stone decoration. This 
was an important Chingish­
nish implement. 
sacred stone bowl for pre­
paring and serving toloache. 
twined basket for sifting 
the toloache powder. 
twi. ned j a r-s·haped basket. 
coiled winnowing basket 
filled with sacred objects 
and offerings at Chingish­
nish rituals. 
circular ground painting in 
red, black, and white. The 
boys' painting was from 
twelve to eighteen feet in 
di ame;.ter and divided into 
quarters by intersecting 
diameters. Chingishnish 
avengers were included. 
The girls' painting was two 
to three feet in diameter 
and also colored red, white, 
and black. It contained two 
sets of concentric circles 
separated by i nteresecti ng 
peaks or arches. Chingish­
nish avengers were included. 
an elliptically-shaped 
sacred ceremonial enclosure, 
the diameters measuring 
about forty and sixty feet. 
The north wall was a brush­
work fence four to five feet 
high. When constructed and 
consecrated all religious 
activities took place in 
this hallowed area. 
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f_f,/ (J Deer Hunting Song ~v' '> 
*Luiseno Tribe (Southern California) MM= 132 Cf. ,-------, 

;,ti 1 12 

~ 2 n I i J J I n J 12 J LJ I illd J I f1J 119 J D jl J J II i 
Drum J) J) J) J) J) J) etc. Fine 

~ JJ 19 £d I ill=B I 2 J D I i J J I IJ. J I 9W fl I i J J I !J. J I 2W II 
Coda D.S. al Fi11e MM- 168 ~ 

I@ J I i f J I f f ~ I i f J I 2 fr f I i J J I 2 LJ ~ I i J J I 9 JJ D =~ 
(Twice) 

* A Brnnch or the Shoshone Nation ~ 

Fiesta Song 
(Festival) Liuseno Tribe (Southern California) MM=88 3 

$ J 11:J J I J JJ 1 1 J_ 1 J\ 1 J J I J □ 1 ,i ;. ID 1 ,91 n.n 19 
Drum JI J) 1' 1' J) 1' etc. Fine * DJ J I i n f3 I 1J n. I J * I * n.lJlD I n. J I 1J J II ih·II 
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MM = 108 
Bird Song 

* Desert Cahuilla Tribe (Southern California) 

l°/!r t-'1 
orp·rt1t101J. ~ 

1 * ~1' 1 - 1 □ r DJ □ 1 ~ J f1 u r r 1 ~ PJ J Ii 
Rall lc Ji Ji 1' Ji Ji 1' 1' 1' CIC. 

* Also known as Agua Caliente ( l-101 Water) Indians because of Palm Springs 
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