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1. Introduction: The Distant 
Sounds of the Mocoví 

During the second half of the 
18th century, the Jesuit mis-
sionary Manuel Canelas wrote 

down his recollections of the mourn-
ing rites of the Mocoví, an Amerindian 
culture from the Gran Chaco region in 
South America:

The laments last for days, months, 
and even years, because there will be 
few nights throughout the year when 
prolonged wails are not heard un-
til daybreak, whether to the sound 
of the gourds or the water-filled pots, 
or even without it.1 The sound of the 
pot is piercing, for even when struck 
from afar, it sounds as though it were 
applied to the very ear.2 (Canelas  
2016, 356)

Almost a century after Canelas, the 
Franciscan Constancio Ferrero also 
wrote his impressions about the same 
culture:

Fig. 1. The Gran Chaco.
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Among the indigenous people, there are so-called priests and diviners . . . They heal 
the sick by chanting cabalistic songs or by applying their own saliva to the wounds . . . 
When a sick person dies, all the members of the encampment gather around them 
and weep, bursting into strange cries that resemble a kind of funeral chant.3 (ca. 
1857, cited in Beck-Bernard 1935, 239–240)

In fact, from the 18th century to the present, several groups belonging to the 
Mocoví culture have been referenced by a wide range of actors who, with dif-
ferent degrees of detail, have documented their sonic-musical practices in vari-
ous types of documents. This heterogeneous, fragmentary, and scattered corpus 
includes colonial Jesuit literature, writings by explorers of the Chaco, Franciscan 
documentation produced during the 19th and 20th centuries, national initiatives 
(such as the National Folklore Survey of 1921), local research efforts (such 
as those of Alcides Greca, Lázaro Flury, Agustín Zapata Gollán, Julio Migno, 
Edmundo Rostand, and Elena Ferro de Schreiber, among others), and ethno-
graphic work conducted by specialized field researchers during the 20th and 21st 
centuries (Robert Lehmann-Nitsche, Alfred Métraux, Juan Tomasini, María  
Susana Cipolletti, Buenaventura Terán, Alejandro López, Silvia Citro, and 
Agustina Altman, among others).

Nevertheless, when it comes to considering a historical study of the Mocovi’s 
sonic-musical practices, a set of heterogeneous difficulties naturally arises. These 
issues, as expected, are primarily related to the features of the available historical 
sources that allow for the exploration of this topic. A quite general overview of 
the main concepts of the stated subject (historical study, sonic-musical practices, 
Mocoví culture) may suffice to make us aware that exploring a topic of this kind 
requires attention to a range of overlapping issues: methodological and epis-
temological concerns, highlighted by a substantial body of ethnological and 
anthropological literature on the study of cultural otherness, converge with his-
toriographical matters related to the analysis of temporally distant agents and 
practices. Caution is also required when dealing with historical sources which 
are fragmented, dispersed and created by agents with divergent purposes, dur-
ing different times in history, and belonging to different institutions and areas of 
knowledge. Moreover, one must also take into account the issues related to the 
analytical grouping of scattered social groups in order to define a coherent unit 
of study (the “Mocoví”); and, as if that were not enough, it is also necessary to 
deal with the fact that, on the one hand, the available historical documents re-
garding their sonic-musical practices mostly do not make any “sound” and, on 
the other hand, the Mocoví do not directly describe their own practices in many 
of the sources, but rather these are represented, described, analyzed, explained, 
and even judged by external agents.
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All these caveats evidence, from the very beginning, a sort of “veil” which 
separates us from their past sonic-musical practices, for various reasons. In the 
words of the Argentinian ethnomusicologist Miguel Ángel García, in explora-
tions like this one, quite evident is the existence of “a veil whose permeability is 
usually unattainable and only on rare occasions approaches the possible” (2012, 
17). It can be said so far that embarking on a historical study of their past sonic-
musical practices implies, therefore, assuming and facing the issue of distance.

This article tries precisely to reflect on this topic by taking the Mocoví case as 
a point of entry. The matter of distance is, undoubtedly, ubiquitous across aca-
demic disciplines. Nevertheless, this paper does not aim to generate a theoretical 
proposal of universal application. Instead, it should be understood as a middle 
ground, intending both to offer a possible analytical angle on this particular cul-
ture and to stimulate reflection on other cases that may resonate with this one. 
What this article attempts to show starting from this particular Amerindian case 
is 1) that the issue of distance should be addressed through a comprehensive ap-
proach that allows for the analysis of not just one, but multiple forms of distance 
(whether cultural, geographical, temporal, epistemological, aesthetic, etc.); 2) 
that the discussion about distances goes beyond the gap between researchers 
and studied societies, extending also the internal dynamics of the communities 
themselves; and 3) that distances are not merely limiting factors that obstructs 
knowledge, but can also stimulate strategic and creative efforts to overcome it, 
while possessing heuristic potential. 

In order to achieve that purpose, the next sections will address: first, a brief 
introduction regarding the Mocoví society; second; an analysis of six analyti-
cal cases related to this topic, in which a variety of distances emerge; and third, 
some conclusions. It is important to clarify that choosing the Mocoví culture 
as the central study case for this article stems from previous research which 
sought to explore strategies for investigating, from a historical perspective, their 
sonic-musical practices carried out during an extensive amount of time (from 
the second half of the 18th century to the first half of the 20th century).4 This 
research involved not only working with historical and ethnographic sources, 
but also reflecting on these documents by exploring the possible underlying 
logic behind their production, their limitations, interpretative constraints, the 
agents involved in their creation, and the ideas these documents may lead us to 
consider. Thus, beyond sonic-musical practices, the reflection about available 
documents became a parallel and equivalent activity. Therefore, the ideas in this 
article stem from both my personal experience and observations of how other 
researchers have approached the matter. 
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2. The Mocoví: A Society from the Gran Chaco

The Mocoví5 society is one of the many Amerindian cultures that in-
habited South America prior to the Spanish colonial presence. It was 
a society characterized by a nomadic lifestyle, practicing hunting and 

gathering activities. Various scholars have included it within a broader ethnic 
classification called Guaycurú, alongside the Qom,6 Abipón, Pilagá, and Mbaya 
societies.7 In addition to similarities in their languages, they shared a cultural 
and cosmological background and developed interactions of both alliance and 
conflict within the geographical region known as the Gran Chaco. The mobil-
ity of Mocoví groups, organized along kinship ties, primarily took place in the 
southern section of this region (in present-day Argentina).

The Gran Chaco region should 
not be confused with the Argen-
tine province named Chaco (which 
only acquired provincial status in 
1951 and corresponds to the po-
litical boundaries of that country). 
The Gran Chaco spans present-day 
Bolivia (east), Paraguay (west), Bra-
zilz (southwest), and in Argentina it 
covers the provinces of Chaco, For-
mosa, Santiago del Estero, and parts 
of Salta and Santa Fe (fig. 1). This 
region became a target of conquests 
starting in the 17th century due to its 
strategic position. Numerous mili-
tary expeditions were sent to further 
explore the territory, build roads 
connecting the Spanish cities, and 
construct forts to prevent attacks by 
indigenous populations. Missionary 
activity, primarily undertaken by Je-
suits and Franciscans, contributed to 
this dynamic through interactions 
with indigenous groups and the 
founding of settlements (missions) 
that gradually expanded the frontier 
of the conquered territory. From the 
second half of the 18th century on-

Fig. 2. Map devised in 2024 based on data  
from both the National Registry of Indigenous 

Communities (Registro Nacional  
de Comunidades Indígenas, Re.Na.C.I.)  

and the Indigenous Communities Land Survey 
Program (Programa Relevamiento Territorial  

de Comunidades Indígenas (Re.Te.C.I.). 
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ward, these settlements achieved greater stability. To have a clearer understand-
ing of the current territorial location of the Mocoví people, click on the follow-
ing link: https://www.argentina.gob.ar/derechoshumanos/inai/mapa.

From the second half of the 19th century onwards, following the conflicts 
for independence, military incursions increased with the aim of integrating the 
area into the Argentine national territory. This was followed by the gradual ar-
rival of Creoles and European immigrant settlers in this region, and by forestry 
exploitation projects (such as the one undertaken in the early 20th century by 
the Forestal Land Timber and Railway Co. Ltd.). These events altered the de-
mographic, social, and economic situation of the Mocoví, who were integrated 
as a workforce into a capitalist economic system, working under dependent 
relationships with these new agents.

Throughout the 20th century, the mobility of the Mocoví was shaped by 
this context as well as by other conflicts (which will be mentioned later). It is 
important to note that any approach to Mocoví society must avoid the idea of 
a specific group of people living in a specific area. On the contrary, today there 
are several communities spread across different parts of the country (fig. 2), 
mainly in the provinces of Santa Fe and Chaco. These communities differ in 
their trajectories, political stances, and material conditions. There are urban,  
peri-urban, and rural communities (López 2009, 19), which means that ideas of 
“isolated” indigenous communities must also be discarded.

Regarding the following sections, it is important to clarify that the Mocoví 
groups I focused on the most are those from the southern region, whose cur-
rent communities inhabit the province of Santa Fe. Therefore, the reflections 
mainly emerge from these specific groups, although some references and reflec-
tions may also include groups from the province of Chaco.

3. Distance(s)

A s stated in the introduction, a historical study of the Mocovi's sonic-
musical practices involves assuming and facing the problem of distance. 
However, this is an extremely polysemic concept. One only needs to re-

fer to definitions provided in English or Spanish dictionaries to observe that the 
meanings of the term encompass quantitative, qualitative, concrete, and abstract 
notions. Whether as a physical phenomenon or as a metaphor, it is a term that 
holds many layers of meaning. For this analysis, it is important to focus on the 
idea that distance implies, on the one hand, the existence of differentiated enti-
ties that are separated, and, on the other hand, that such separation can take on 
very different qualities—whether in terms of degree or the factors that produce 

https://www.argentina.gob.ar/derechoshumanos/inai/mapa
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it. This means that we can have as many distances as there are different entities 
that make up a unit of analysis, and as diverse as the relationships between them.

To analyze the Mocoví case it is necessary not only to recognize the distance 
but also to identify what type of distance we are facing, what elements are in ten-
sion, and what factors construct the relationship between the parts. To do this, 
I propose analyzing six relationships that involve different agents and elements 
in which I observe one or more types of distance emerging (fig. 3). I believe that 
breaking down the matter and taking advantage of the polysemy of the term can 
be useful, as each relationship serves as an entry point into the case study. Each 
of them leads to specific issues that motivate several ways of addressing them 
(whether by me or by other agents involved in the matter). Of course, this does 
not mean that these are the only relationships that can be considered, nor that 
they are mutually exclusive. Naturally, they overlap, and in some processes, they 
affect each other. Each of them is developed in the following sections.

DISTANCES 

Between 
sonic phenomena 
and thir registration

Between 
sources

Between Mocoví 
and external agents 

Between communities
and documents

Between past agents 
and current ones

Between 
communities 

Fig. 3.

3.1. Distance between Sonic Phenomena and Their Registration

The concern about bridging the gap between sonic phenomena and the 
ways of recording them has been one of the key points in the develop-
ment of the ethnomusicological domain. Meticulous musical transcrip-

tion proposals such as those of Béla Bartok (1979), Carl Stumpf, or Benjamin 
Ives Gilman (Ciantar 1996), among other landmarks, are evidence of how rel-
evant these attempts were over time.8 In the case of the Mocoví culture, this type 
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of distance is inherent. A general characteristic of most of the available sources 
on their past sonic-musical practices is that information related to this topic is 
not represented through or even supplemented with a specific “musical” nota-
tion system. Documents of this kind or phonographic records are truly scarce 
and correspond to sources created during the 20th and 21st centuries. The way in 
which many actors have attempted to reduce the distance between sonic-musical 
practices they observed and their registration was by providing descriptions, nar-
ratives, impressions, and interpretations of what they experienced during their 
interaction with the Mocoví. Thus, from the very beginning, we must desist from 
analyzing music on an “neutral” or “immanent” level9 (i. e., the music “itself”). 

One excerpt taken from the National Folklore Survey of 192110 (Encuesta 
Nacional de Folklore de 1921), in addition to the quotations cited in the intro-
duction can exemplify this issue: 

On the eve of the date they wish to solemnize, they take the saint in a procession 
to the church and place it on the main altar. The next day, after the final Mass, 
they take the image out of the church, which must be carried by a young maiden. 
As they pass through the church doors, the indigenous people stop, kneeling one by 
one before the maiden carrying the saint, kissing it. During this ceremony, the act 
is accompanied by a characteristic orchestra, composed of a flute made from the 
tibia of a Tuyango [Ciconia maguari] with six holes, and a drum made from 
ceibo [Erythrina crista-galli], covered with horsehide, with a relatively small di-
ameter. After this ceremony, they form a procession, with the maiden leading the 
saint, followed by a flag bearer carrying a square white flag with a red cross in the 
center and red and yellow embroidered animals in the corners. The musicians fol-
low, playing continuously, and finally, the indigenous people—men, women, and 
children— . . . reach the tent where the feast is celebrated, having previously set up 
an altar where they place the image, surrounding it with lit candles. Then, the 
dancing begins in the open air, to the rhythm of violins and guitars. The images 
are made by the indigenous people themselves, as are the violins, which are crafted 
from a wood called laurel negro [Nectandra megapotamica]. (National Folk-
lore Survey of 1921, file Santa Fe, folder 24, fol. 49)11

In cases like these, where the distance between the sonic phenomenon and its 
transcription seems to be limiting, the proposal once made by French histori-
ography to expand the notion of document can prove inspiring. The words of 
Lucien Febvre, a member of the Annales School and, according to Jacques Le 
Goff (1991), one of the pioneers of the “documentary revolution” in historical 
studies, can be stimulating if we think of “written music” or “recorded music” 
instead of “written documents”:
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History is made with written documents, of course. When they exist. But it can be 
done, it must be done without written documents, if they do not exist . . . with every-
thing that, belonging to man, depends on man, serves man, expresses man, demons
trates the presence, activity, tastes, and ways of being of man. Perhaps, doesn’t a 
significant part—and the most fascinating part—of our work as historians consist 
precisely in the continuous effort to make mute things speak, to make them say what 
they do not say on their own about men, about the societies that produced them, and to  
finally build this vast network of solidarity and mutual support that compensates 
for the absence of written documents? (Febvre 1949, cited in Le Goff 1991, 231) 

This proposal—to consider documents not typically expected for a reflection on 
this topic and to handle a hermeneutic analysis—aligns with the ideas of several 
authors who conceive historical and literary sources that narrate or represent 
auditory experiences as distinct types of “sonic records.” Edward Hall ([1972] 
1994), referring to sensory perceptions in general, in his study on proxemics, 
considered literary productions as a “source of data to understand how humans 
use their senses” (124). Ana María Ochoa Gautier (2015), following Lisa Gitel-
man’s ideas, in her research on aurality in nineteenth-century Colombia, saw 
the historical writings about sonic perception as “legible representations of aural 
experience.” According to Ochoa Gautier, such records have made and continue 
to make possible a type of circulation of sound (7). The author also emphasizes 
a certain “overflowing” quality of sound that introduces the acoustic dimension 
into unexpected documents and areas of knowledge:

Listening practices were always there, hidden by the fact that traces left by audibil-
ity are enmeshed with different practices, a listening to be found in the nooks and 
crannies of history, dispersed across several fields and sites of knowledge and sound 
inscription. . . . Listening also appears as hidden behind other auras. (6)

In a similar vein, Francisco Rivas (2021) considers the existence of “aurality 
traces” in sources that have attempted to represent auditory experiences, as they 
are capable of activating, retrospectively, a recreation, imagination, or inter-
pretation of such experiences. Likewise, Mayra Estévez Trujillo (2021), in her 
studies on the colonial period, interpreted the texts of chroniclers as sound 
inscriptions, that is, as “a writing technology . . . [which] at that time operated 
as a form of sound recording” (54), used by colonial agents to communicate to 
European society the particularities of the “New World.”

While it is true that having notated or recorded music would be advanta-
geous for reconstructing past musical practices and enriching the historical 
imagination, it does not exempt us from another type of distance, since a set of 
problematic questions arises (who recorded it, how was it recorded, with what 



Paradigms • 49

technology, what elements were prioritized, what was omitted, etc.). However, 
the distance between the sonic phenomenon and its documentation stimulates 
at least two actions when it comes to considering a historical study of this topic. 
On the one hand, it inevitably shifts the focus of inquiry less toward the inher-
ent musical elements and more toward the uses of sound and its connection with 
various spheres of the socio-cultural context. Beyond the “silence” highlighted 
by the brief excerpts above it is possible to discern the presence of a sonic dimen-
sion in specific feasts, the agents involved in sonic production, the instruments 
they used, the sonorization of spaces, the presence of chant in healing practices 
as well as ritual funerals, etc.12 On the other hand, it encourages the search for 
“traces of aurality” in diverse sources, broadening the horizon of expectations 
regarding which documents might be pertinent for understanding past sonic-
musical practices. This condition motivates the articulation of heterogeneous 
documents that, at a first glance, would not be considered. 

3.2. Distance between the Mocoví and External Agents

A s it has been observed, a significant number of historical sources docu-
mented the sonic-musical practices of the Mocoví through descriptions 
full of judgments, impressions, and interpretations. Naturally, we could 

say that these sources convey more information about the paradigms in which 
some authors wrote than about the practices they attempted to describe. Physi-
cal proximity—the fact of “having been there”—therefore does not exempt us 
from another kind of distance, an epistemological one, that separate the Mocoví 
culture from the outsider agents who interpreted and evaluated them within an 
external paradigm.13 For instance, in the 18th century, the Jesuit Florian Paucke 
(2010), who also supplemented his account with several watercolors (fig. 4), 
described the nocturnal gatherings of Mocoví adult men as follows:

The greatest annoyance we had to suffer at night was due to the abominable sing-
ing and shouting of the drunks. As soon as the anger had calmed down they began 
to sing; in this singing, which lacked order [and] any harmony, they recounted all 
their feats, their vices, and murders. They were all around us because we had our 
huts in the middle of them.14 (220)

They also have their music during this, but no dancing. The musical instru-
ments are whistles,15 ox horns, and drums. The drums are a pot half-filled with 
water, covered on the top with a sheepskin. When played, it can be heard from afar, 
but it does not sound like a common drum and resembles more a Turkish drum, 
though not as resonant.16 (317)
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Fig. 4. Fragment of one of the more than a hundred watercolors 
made by the Jesuit missionary F. Paucke. In the circles, wind and drum players.

In the mid–19th century (ca. 1857), the Franciscan Constancio Ferrero de-
scribed another social event of the Mocoví as follows:

Dante, I said to myself, . . . would not have been able to represent the confused move-
ments of these people. . . . They crowded together, appeared, disappeared, mingled, 
separated, and with them, their braids. Now they clustered like bees, now they scat-
tered like deer at the sight of a ferocious beast; . . . they danced with their feet, with 
their hands, with their bodies, and with them, their braids danced too. They danced 
without order, without beauty, without grace, without elegance. Their dances had 
neither name nor surname; they clashed in gender, number, and case. What a love-
ly nonsense! I compared it to a speech without meaning, without language, without 
images, without figures, without effect, without connection between its parts, of the 
parts with the whole, and with themselves; to a speech, in short, like the present one, 
which leaves the audience in perfect ignorance of its meaning. . . . After a while,  
the strings of the guitar stirred the spirits and excited the legs; two young men came 
forward, approaching the women who, seemingly mortified, had retreated to rest 
in the nearby tent..17 (Ferrero, ca. 1857, cited in Beek-Bernard 1935, 85–86)

In these excerpts, as in those presented earlier, it is notable that the “acoustic” 
dimension, far from being reified, is linked by the writers to other aspects such 
as the use of the body, the use of space, the temporal extension of sonic-musical 
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practices, the relevant times of day for their execution, moral connotations, 
the presence or absence of a discursive order, the number and characteristics 
of the participants, etc. Animalizations, the notion of excess, value judgments, 
comparisons, and simplifications are commonplace in these writings. It is clear  
that, by doing that, these writers sought to generate a significant cultural dis-
tance between them and the Mocoví society. However, the sense of estrange-
ment instilled by the sounds of the Other was, of course, not unidirectional. 
Although there is little documentation of this aspect, a few fragments written by 
the Jesuits Paucke and Canelas reveal the missionaries’ surprise at how certain 
sounds (familiar to them) were perceived with confusion by the Mocoví:

But it is remarkable that these Indians cannot tolerate anyone speaking to them 
in a loud and strong voice, especially indoors . . . When I spoke to him as clearly as 
I could, the Indian [cacique Paiquín] would suddenly look to one side, then to the 
other, as if he were observing something in my room. But that was not the reason; it 
was simply the sound of my voice . . . He had not understood a single word because 
my voice resonated too strongly in the room, which made it impossible for him to 
comprehend. He also added that when I spoke with him, I should soften and lower 
my voice. (Paucke 2010, 285–286)

The screeching of the wheels [of the carts], when they were not properly greased, 
made them feel a sense of unease, which greatly frightened them. But since it didn’t 
screech when they stopped, they imagined that what they feared was asleep.18 (Canelas 
2016, 344–345) 

Documents like these, which reveal a clear epistemological distance, despite their 
limitations, open an avenue of analysis if we consider them as “sources from 
the borderlands” that is, documents whose genesis lies in situations of cultural 
interaction19—in this case, between the Mocoví society and various external 
agents who constructed knowledge about it. This “border” condition is not a 
minor detail; rather, it allows for at least two ideas to be explored in the analysis 
of the documentation.

On the one hand, a methodological idea is to consider a “dual reading.” 
That is, to use the documents both to delve into what they describe (obtaining 
information about the sonic-musical practices of the Mocoví) and to investigate 
the aesthetic, ideological, academic, and other assumptions operating within the 
paradigm of those who recorded the information. Thus, the “borderland” con-
dition of the sources enables the consideration of a “twofold” object of study, 
allowing for the possibility, in the words of historian Dominick LaCapra, of “a 
more interactive method of discourse that permits the mutual . . . exchange 
of the ‘documentary’ and ‘rhetorical’ dimensions of language” to “promote a 
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broader conception of historical knowledge itself” (cited in García 2023, 14). 
In this case, it would mean considering a “counterpoint” between what was 
represented (sonic-musical practices) and how it was represented.20 A middle 
ground that considers both the “objectifiable” data and the particularities of the 
subjective discourse. 

On the other hand, the second idea stemming from the “borderland” condi-
tion of the documents emerges as a kind of warning against the temptation to 
analyze cultural practices in an ‘isolated’ manner. In this regard, historian and 
anthropologist Guillermo Wilde (2020) has already observed, in the context 
of Jesuit historiography, a marked tendency to reify the study of Amerindian 
groups instead of examining the relationship that they had with the missionaries 
who documented their practices. According to Wilde, “indigenous history and 
the history of evangelization became separate and separable objects,” and, for 
instance, “the information left [by the Jesuits] . . . was later taken as descriptions 
of how the indigenous people had been before contact” (242–243) (italics mine). 
Beyond the colonial missionary context, this observation reminds us that taking 
into account the “borderland” condition of the documents requires recogniz-
ing that the sonic-musical practices they described were the practices that the  
Mocoví chose to maintain in situations of cultural interaction. In other words, 
to be aware that these practices came into contact with other practices external 
to that culture (competing with, complementing, nullifying, resisting, adopt-
ing, adapting to them, etc.). It is not the same to consider the nocturnal social 
gatherings of Mocoví adult men during the 18th century (described by Jesuits) 
in isolation and to understand them as practices coexisting within the dynamics 
of Jesuit missionaries, who aimed to implement different types of sound-musical 
practices within the mission that favored daylight hours (such as an orchestra of 
young Mocoví, liturgical music within the church, or schedules marked by the 
sound of bells). Similarly, it is not the same to consider early 20th century Christian 
celebrations of the saints carried out by Mocoví families as isolated practices and 
to understand them as events also attended by Creole and foreign populations, 
which coexisted with other celebrations held by these latter social groups. 

In this sense, the epistemological distance (inherent in the available sources) 
reminds us that a history of the sonic-musical practices of the Mocoví is insepa-
rable from a history of their interactions with other social groups. Through this 
approach, it is possible to think of a historical study where many of the actors 
involved in the sources naturally emerge—not only those who have traditionally 
been the focus of the researcher.

Finally, it is important to emphasize that epistemological distance can even 
have effects in current Mocoví communities, generating contradictory feelings 
regarding historical sources that recount aspects of their past. I personally ob-
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served a case of this kind during fieldwork in one of the Mocoví communities in 
the province of Santa Fe (Argentina). On that occasion, the community leader 
explained to me her decision not to include a historical document in the mu-
seum they were creating due to the unfavorable comments it contained. This 
source had been given to her by a historian who had found it and deemed it 
worthy. In fact, it is the only document from the 1940s that mentions and 
describes sonic-musical practices associated with one of the community’s most 
traditional celebrations. However, its numerous unfavorable remarks about 
Mocoví society led to conflicting feelings regarding its historical value and vis-
ibility.21 Thus, while epistemological distance enables some analytical exploration, 
it can also widen the gap between the community and the appropriation of its 
historical sources.

3.3. Distances between Past Agents and Current Ones 

The temporal distance between current and past agents can be reflected 
in various dimensions of the Mocoví case, including both academic con-
cerns as well as political issues within their communities.

One of these dimensions is of historiographic interest and highlights once 
again the points of view from which their sonic-musical practices have been ref-
erenced over time. As we have seen so far, many of the historical sources were 
produced before disciplines such as anthropology, ethnology, or ethnomusi-
cology had been established—fields that developed theories and methods to 
improve the analytical approach to cultural otherness. The “voice” of the Mocoví 
is absent in these documents, with the exception of the works published around 
the 1980s. This condition highlights an explanatory insufficiency in “euchronic” 
sources (i.e., sources corresponding to the historical moment being studied). In 
my previous study on the Mocoví, this insufficiency stimulated the articulation 
of historical documentation with more recent ethnographic works conducted by 
researchers who prioritized their voices and emic categories, as well as with the 
oral memory of contemporary communities. This approach, which pertains to a 
past-present relationship, found inspiration in proposals such as that of Georges 
Didi-Huberman, an art historian. For him, an anachronic analysis of sources 
“is fruitful when the past reveals itself to be insufficient and even constitutes an 
obstacle to self-understanding” (2006, 42).22

In other words, while the usual approach tends to employ data obtained 
from historical sources to understand the diachronic evolution of current prac-
tices (past → present), Didi-Huberman’s proposal suggests an inverse direction 
(present → past). He conceives the past as an open dimension where elements 
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of analysis can be reinterpreted—or new ones can emerge—based on the inter-
ests and information provided by the new enunciating voices of the present.23 
Even within the ethnomusicological field, similar ideas regarding the potential 
of studying the present to reinterpret the past have been considered (though 
not always applied). For example, concerning the combination of synchronic 
and diachronic approaches, Argentine ethnomusicologist Irma Ruiz (1989, 11) 
observed:

 
The key, we believe, lies in considering diachronic and synchronic approaches as 
complementary and essential in any research, rather than as mutually exclusive. 
Just as the past can shed light on the present, the reverse is also possible. Shelemay 
coined the notion of “historical ethnomusicology,” which entails “the potential of 
synchronic study to illuminate the historical continuum from which it emerged.”

In cases like that of Amerindian indigenous cultures, which have not had a 
strong “voice” in historical literature, this methodology seems to be a useful 
approach. For example, in my experience, the information provided by Mocoví 
collaborators from the recent past allowed for the emergence of new dimen-
sions of interest in materials written by agents from the distant past. References 
in interviews and ethnographic works to the relevance of certain sounds (not 
necessarily musical ones) encouraged, on the one hand, the consideration of a 
broader analytical scope concerning “the sonic” dimension, rather than only 
“the musical” one. On the other hand, they allowed for a more comprehensive 
understanding of the relationship between sonic-musical practices and cosmol-
ogy, of which sounds were significant for this culture, and which agents (of 
various ontologies) produced them. For example, this perspective also took into 
account sounds produced by birds and the meanings the Mocoví ascribed to 
them,24 the use of sound to prevent lunar and solar eclipses, or the sounds and 
perceptions related to non-human agents inhabiting the forest, such as Conasé 
(the owner of the forest), Veraic (the owner of the water), or Nanaicaló (the 
snake-woman), who could sanction the Mocoví for making excessive noise 
within the forest.25

It could be said that this anachronic operation, aimed at bridging the tem-
poral distance between the past documents and more recent sources featuring a 
stronger Mocoví voice, also contributed to reducing the epistemological distance  
between these sources, as well as between insiders and outsiders of this culture. 
Other works, such as those by Citro (2007) and Cerletti and Citro (2006, 2009), 
have also explored the articulation between the voices of various agents distanced 
in the timeline to account for the traditional Mocoví dances of the Santa Fe prov-
ince (the “bailes paisanos”) at the beginning of the 20th century.
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As anticipated in the first paragraph, another dimension in which the distance 
between agents of the past and the present emerges is within the communities 
themselves and presents, at least, three aspects.

Firstly, it is evident within a strong process of regrouping and gaining visibil-
ity undertaken by Mocovi communities since the 1980s.26 This process has led 
several communities to show interest in recovering the cultural practices of their 
ancestors, including their sonic-musical traditions. These efforts to revisit the 
past were also triggered, at least in the province of Santa Fe, by the emergence 
of initiatives from non-governmental organizations, such as the Asociación 
Amigos del Aborigen, and academic projects like Lenguas en peligro, pueblos en 
peligro en Argentina (Endangered languages, endangered peoples in Argentina) 
coordinated by the University of Buenos Aires and the Department of Linguis-
tics at the Max Planck Institute (Citro 2006a; Gualdieri and Citro 2006). Ad-
ditionally, collaborative work between researchers from the National University 
of Rosario and the community Aim Mokoilek27 in Santa Fe province (del Río et 
al. 2013 and 2017) contributed to these processes. These initiatives fostered 
dialogues with Mocoví elders and adults, making possible the documentation of 
the Mocoví language (moqoit la’qaatqa), narratives, customs, and the recreation 
of cultural practices (including musical and choreographic ones) based on their 
memories. All these efforts represent strategies to bridge the gap between the 
“old” and the “new” Mocoví.28 

One aspect worthy of mention is that this initiative undertaken by communi-
ties was part of a collective movement which sought to make Mocoví identity 
visible after a prolonged period in which the transmission and continuity of 
cultural practices were halted during the 20th century. This process occurred 
due both to the assimilation with the Creole population and to a “strategic 
silencing” favored by some Mocoví groups (Citro 2006a, 2006b). This latter 
decision was a result of military persecution and of the reluctant attitude of 
Creole society following the confrontation that occurred in 1904 in San Javier 
(Santa Fe province) between Mocoví groups and the local police. This conflict 
arose from complaints about the unfavorable and unequal economic, labor, and 
territorial conditions they enjoyed in comparison to the Creole society and the 
European settlers. There, the Mocoví were brutally repressed.29 The hostility 
towards indigenous communities led many families to decide not to transmit 
the language to new generations, nor other cultural practices, which began to 
be forgotten. A cultural distance was sought to be created between the old and 
new generations (a “disengagement” from indigenous identity and customs) 
in order to bridge the gap between new generations and the dominant popula-
tion (Creoles and European settlers) and ensure integration into the new social 
context, which involved constant (and unequal) interaction with these groups.
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Secondly, the distance between past and present agents in relation to sound-
musical practices also became evident in the gradual adoption of Pentecostal 
Evangelism starting from the 1970s in various Mocoví communities from both 
Santa Fe and Chaco provinces. This phenomenon, which began in the 1950s 
with some Qom communities in the Chaco province (Miller 1979), gained 
ground and engendered an institution led by indigenous people (Iglesia Evan-
gélica Unida, United Evangelical Church) that differs from non-indigenous 
Evangelical movements (Citro et al. 2016, 73). This movement is generally 
referred to as the Evangelio. Within it, musical and choreographic practices hold 
significant importance. However, in this context, a bond was reinforced be-
tween old dances (those practiced by ancestors before conversion, associated 
with a life of leisure and excesses) and dances within the religious service (as-
sociated with a greater sense of morality and religious restraint). In this context, 
the distance between the past and present Mocoví was reinforced with a strong 
moral connotation.30

Finally, thirdly, the distance between past and present agents also plays a rel-
evant role in generational terms. Beyond the changes that have occurred over 
time regarding musical preferences and the adoption of both new instruments 
and trendy new musical genres in their practices,31 the generational distance 
between the elderly Mocoví and the youth is evident in the elders’ perception 
of a “loss” of a specific knowledge related to the uses and meanings of sounds. 
It is a specific knowledge that, in previous generations, was regarded as a trait 
of wisdom and leadership. In some interviews I conducted, new territorial con-
ditions (such as sales to private owners and deforestation) were mentioned as 
factors that not only reduce mobility and access to places that were once easily 
accessed, but also have diminished the repertoire of habitual sounds. On the 
other hand, the use of technological devices (such as televisions, cell phones, 
computers, etc.) was pointed out as one of the reasons why younger generations 
are less inclined to listen to and understand the sounds produced by animals or 
by other beings. There is often an emphasis on the lack of interest that younger 
generations have in learning from the elders about these matters.

3.4. Distances between Sources

The relationship between the different sources becomes a significant 
issue for academic study because, in fact, several of the distances analyzed 
earlier converge. From a geographic standpoint, we cannot speak of a 

localized, unified, and systematized archive. On the contrary, the information 
needed in order to think historiographically about the sound-musical practices 
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of Mocoví culture is separated and scattered across various public and private 
repositories, with different access and consultation conditions. This is not only 
the case for the Mocoví, of course. It is even more evident in cases like that of 
the Qom culture, whose materials related to their sound-musical practices are 
found not only in Argentine archives but also in repositories as distant as the 
Ibero-American Institute in Berlin and the Museum of World Culture in Go-
thenburg, which contain ethnographic materials of ethnomusicological interest 
generated during research campaigns in the Chaco in the early 20th century. 
As we saw in section 3.1, the “dispersion” of the data does not only imply a 
geographical dimension but is also evident in the variety of types of sources and 
fields of knowledge where “traces” of sound-musical practices may appear. The 
“traces of aurality” can be found in such varied documentation as chronicles, 
reports, censuses, letters, expense books, surveys, iconography, film recordings, 
phonographic records, myths, literature, interviews, etc. Moreover, the ways of 
recording information about sonic-musical practices have changed over time, 
and in the process, different agents of enunciation have been involved. This 
heterogeneity generates, from a geographical, material, temporal, and/or epis-
temological standpoint, different distances between the sources.

Now, this condition, beyond the difficulties it presents, encourages questions 
of various kinds. As mentioned in section 3.2, thinking about a history of the 
sound-musical practices of the Mocoví also involves thinking about a history of 
their interactions with external agents, since the sources available for the study of 
their past practices were written by others. In this sense, the different distances 
between the sources (geographical, material, temporal, epistemological) can be 
read as a correlate of this history, as they reveal particularities of these interactions, 
such as the agents involved, their geographical and institutional origins, the ideas 
of their time, the circulation of material, the potential recipients of the sources, 
and one can even infer their academic, ideological, political, and aesthetic stances.

This idea is clearer when attention is paid to the temporal distance between 
sources and also to their different origins. In the case of the Mocoví, there are 
documentary “gaps,” spaces between sources that mention them, which have 
heuristic potential since they stimulate questions about the absences of docu-
ments at specific times, especially when compared with other cases. For exam-
ple, it is notable that the Mocoví are absent as a subject of ethnological study 
in the ambitious works on the Gran Chaco produced by German and Swedish 
scholars in the first half of the 20th century, while the Toba (Qom) and Pilagá 
cultures are addressed. Erland Nordenskiöld (1912), in his extensive mono-
graph Indianerleben: El Gran Chaco (Südamerika), makes no reference to them. 
Hans Krieg (1934), in his work Chaco-Indianer: Ein Bilderatlas, mentions them 
but only as part of the past: “The Toba tribe, which is still relatively large today, 
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exerted a significant influence on the earlier settlement history of northern Ar-
gentina, especially with its sub-tribes, Mocovi and Abipon, which can no longer 
be identified today” (20).32 The same happens with the work of Alfred Métraux 
(1946) and Juan Belaieff (1946) in the section dedicated to the Gran Chaco in 
the Handbook of the South American Indians. There, although the Mocoví are 
mentioned and an admirable synthesis of the historical sources that mention 
them is provided, they are not included as part of the indigenous societies of 
the present. In the work of the German ethnologist Lehmann-Nitsche, the Mo-
coví appear in his studies on the astronomy of various Amerindian cultures but 
not in the phonographic recordings he made in 1905 and 1909, where songs 
from other Chaco cultures, such as the Toba (Qom), Mataco, Chiriguano, and 
Chorote, were recorded. Likewise, even when Argentine ethnomusicology be-
gan, in the 1960s, to put significant effort in recording the musical practices of 
indigenous cultures living in the country, the Mocoví groups were practically 
unrecorded, unlike the Qom, Pilagá, Wichí, and other Gran Chaco societies, 
which were extensively documented.

A field trip report, prepared in 1968 by the Argentinian researcher Ana María 
Locatelli de Pérgamo for the Carlos Vega National Institute of Musicology, il-
lustrates two factors that may have contributed to these absences:

Our trip consisted of two stages with unequal results. The first took place among 
the Mocoví of Villa Ángela . . . and was of limited and poor outcome. The Mocoví 
are very reserved, not very communicative, and according to their own statements 
and those of the people in contact with them, they do not have any old songs, the ones 
we wanted to record. The only thing we were able to obtain were five chamamés33 
and some Protestant songs.34 Nothing more. With the Toba . . . the result was highly 
satisfactory. In just four recording sessions, we collected 99 (ninety-nine) melodies 
performed with a “Mbiké”—a one-string violin—singing and maraca, singing 
and flat-snare drum, and a cappella singing. . . . There is a sufficient number of 
pieces to determine the essential characteristics of the indigenous music of the Chaco, 
without fear of error. (Research trip Report no. 84, 1968, Chaco province)35

On the one hand, there is a clear negative judgment here because their musical 
practices were not “old enough” and exhibited signs of acculturation. Their 
integration into Creole society and adherence to the Evangelical religion may 
have been reasons why the Mocoví and their musical practices did not have a 
place in several of the writings mentioned earlier, as they were not considered 
‘indigenous’ enough. It is important to remember that it was precisely during 
the first half of the 20th century that some Mocoví groups opted for strategic 
silencing and sought integration into the dominant society (as mentioned in 
section 3.3.). On the other hand, the excerpt from the report also shows a reluc-
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tant attitude of the Mocoví toward the instances of interaction. In this regard, 
an excerpt from the “Notes on a Trip to the Tobas” written by the linguist 
Clemente H. Balmori in 1957 also mentions the attitude of the Mocoví as a 
determinant factor for the interaction: 

In this old knot of languages and cultures, it was necessary to limit our ambitions 
if we were to accomplish anything of value. The circumstances led us to make con-
tact with two groups, the Matacos and the Guaycurúes, and even among these, the 
few Mocoví that we heard about, who were concentrated in the Indigenous Colony 
of Napalpí, escaped our study because they were exhibiting, at that time, a hostile 
attitude. (24)36

 
However, Mocoví musical and choreographic practices have been mentioned 
and recorded during this period by authors who had a more “local” reach, 
primarily in Santa Fe province. They did not belong to the national or inter-
national academic environments within which expeditions to the Gran Chaco 
were undertaken and the systematic collection of information was conducted on 
behalf of large institutional archives. For example, the writer Alcides Greca par-
tially recorded traditional Mocoví dances performed during celebrations for the 
saints in his silent film El último malón, in 1917 (figs. 5 and 6).37 He included 
them in his novel Viento Norte (1938) as well. These same dances also appear 
in the National Folklore Survey of 1921, which, as mentioned earlier, had been 
carried out by rural teachers in Santa Fe province (the first quote in section 
3.1. refers to them). Moreover, some of these dances were recorded by Agustín 
Zapata Gollán from Santa Fe in the 1940s (Citro 2006a, 52), and also by the 
writer Edmundo Rostand, who had extensive contact with Mocoví families in 
San Javier (Santa Fe province) and included them in his novel El indio Felicho. 
Additionally, Argentine researcher Lázaro Flury was one of the few researchers 
who contacted Mocoví groups of the province of Chaco and mentioned their 
musical practices between 1940 and 1970. 

Taking into account these examples, it could be said that, at a “local” level, 
there was a more comprehensive idea regarding the notion of “indigenous,” 
which included the Mocoví society, as well as a greater willingness on the part of 
the Mocoví people to be contacted and recorded. To sum up, paying attention 
to the distances between sources, such as the temporal distance that reveals the 
“documentary gaps” (when and why were the Mocoví not mentioned?), or the 
epistemological distance between those who produced the documents (what did 
they consider within the category “indigenous”?), raises questions that allow us 
to approach the particularities of agents’ interactions, which, as we stated above, 
is an unavoidable aspect when thinking about a history of Amerindian sound-
musical practices.
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Fig. 5. Screenshot of the 
silent film El último malón, 
1917. Flute and drum 
players in the procession (as 
mentioned in the National 
Folklore Survey of 1921).

Fig. 6. Screenshot of the 
silent film El último malón, 
1917. Violin and guitar 
players at the feast (as also 
mentioned in the National 
Folklore Survey of 1921).

3.5. Distance between Communities and Documents 

The distance between communities and the documents that record their 
past practices has concerned, on an international scale, several disci-
plines that have approached the notion of archive. The “archival turn” 

that took place during the 1990s (preceded by debates within the fields of phi-
losophy and historiography) brought to the forefront discussions about the 
conditions of access that communities have to records of their own past, as well 
as their roles in the creation of their own archives (García 2023). In the field of 
ethnomusicology, this aspect resonated profoundly, primarily as a self-criticism 
regarding the “collector’s fever” that characterized the discipline during its early 
decades. This “fever” consisted of creating numerous recordings with the goal 
of preserving traditional musical expressions of cultures around the world be-
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fore their potential disappearance due to processes of acculturation. It led, on 
the one hand, to the creation of significant institutional phonographic archives 
but, on the other hand, to the centralization of these documents and their dis-
connection from the communities from which they emerged.

This distance, which is not only geographical but also includes conditions of 
accessibility, has sought to be bridged through practices such as the “repatriation” 
of documents, the development of collaborative activities between academic in-
stitutions and communities, and the creation of pedagogical resources that foster 
engagement with the archives. In other words, these initiatives aim to promote the 
“activation” and review of ethnographic documentation housed in institutional 
repositories through direct contact with communities. In general terms, among 
these practices, we can mention the work of Anthony Seeger (in cases from Bra-
zil, Australia, India, and the United States) and Judith Gray (the United States), 
whose reflections are included in the thirty-five chapters that make up The Ox-
ford Handbook of Musical Repatriation. Also notable are the contributions of Luís  
Giménez Amorós (in African countries and Spain) and the initiatives of the Italian 
project ActAr (Active Archives). Regarding indigenous cultures in Argentina, the 
concept of sound restitution (restitución sonora) has been explored by ethnomusi-
cologist Anahí Mariluán in relation to the Mapuche communities (of which she is 
a member). In 2023, together with ethnomusicologist María del Rosario Haddad, 
we carried out collective review activities with Qom communities, focusing on eth-
nomusicological materials documenting their past musical practices, which belong 
to the National Musicology Institute in Argentina. 

Regarding the Mocoví and the records related to their sound-musical prac-
tices, there has been no “repatriation,” at least in the communities of the Santa Fe 
province, except for the project “Endangered Languages, Endangered Peoples in 
Argentina” (mentioned in section 3.3) undertaken by anthropologist Silvia Citro 
and linguist Beatriz Gualdieri (Citro 2006a; Gualdieri and Citro 2006). After 
completing their work, they made sure that the books created with the obtained 
information were delivered to communities. However, there have been few other 
initiatives to reduce the distance between the Mocoví and the documentation 
concerning their practices (although not specifically related to the sound-musical 
aspect). One such example is the museum created in the Aim Mokoilek commu-
nity (in Colonia Dolores, Santa Fe province) as a result of the collaborative work 
between researchers from the National University of Rosario and members of 
that community (del Río et al. 2013). On the other hand, the establishment of 
Bilingual Intercultural Schools around 2006 (which responds to Article 75, Sec-
tion 17 of the Argentinian National Constitution) aimed to systematize and make 
available to indigenous communities pedagogical resources for the transmission 
of language and cultural practices to younger generations. Within this context, a 
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series of booklets titled “Indigenous Peoples in Argentina: Stories, Cultures, Lan-
guages, and Education” (Pueblos indígenas en la Argentina: Historias, culturas, 
lenguas y educación) was released in 2016. Several experienced researchers and 
indigenous teachers specialized in Bilingual Intercultural education participated 
in its creation. In the particular case of the Mocoví communities in Santa Fe 
province, the amsafe institution (Santa Fe Teachers’ Association) played a similar 
role in ensuring pedagogical resources for schools in this manner. While these 
processes are not directly connected with sources relevant for a historiographi-
cal approach to sound-musical practices, they have contributed, for instance, to 
reducing the distance addressed in Section 3.3. (between agents of the past and 
present) by enabling intergenerational dialogues in which music is a topic.

Finally, it is important to emphasize that the existence of a distance between 
communities and archives does not imply, in any way, that these communities 
are deprived of all means of accessing information about their past. To think this 
way would mean to assume that there is no knowledge within the communi-
ties that can be transmitted through means other than academic research. That 
would be, of course, a fallacy. However, the mere fact that there is a vast body 
of academic work about indigenous cultures that does not make its way back to 
these societies highlights the existence of a significant gap that, in many cases, 
scholars have not sought to bridge.

3.6. Distance between Communities 

A s mentioned in point 2, thinking about Mocoví society must avoid 
conceiving it as a single specific group inhabiting a particular area. 
There are urban, peri-urban, and rural communities, scattered mainly 

within Santa Fe and Chaco provinces that have different trajectories and stances 
about “openness” to external agents. Once more, the distance (in this case be-
tween communities) it is not only a matter of geography. 

There have been attempts to bridge this gap from both academic and com-
munity perspectives. On the one hand, the academic studies interested in ex-
ploring the history of indigenous cultures entailed some attempts to create a 
narrative that connects different communities and constructs a discrete unit of 
analysis (the “Mocoví”) by combining different contributions from several plac-
es. An example of this is the compilation of two hundred and twenty-two stories 
recorded between the 1970s and 1980s in several communities of the Chaco 
province by three Argentine anthropologists (Juan Alfredo Tomasini, María  
Susana Cipolletti, and Buenaventura Terán). These contributions were trans-
lated and published in the book Folk Literature of the Mocoví Indians (Wilbert 
and Simoneau 1988). Other examples that bring together information obtained 
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in different communities include Terán’s (1995) work on Mocoví ethno-classi-
fications and mythology, or Crovetto’s (1968) study on their games. Regarding 
musical and choreographic practices, Citro’s (2006a) work titled La fiesta del 
30 de agosto entre los Mocoví de Santa Fe (The August 30th Festival among the 
Mocoví of Santa Fe) is one of the clearest efforts to reduce this type of distance 
between communities since it incorporates contributions from six locations in 
Santa Fe province, seeking to provide comprehensive knowledge about one of 
the most traditional practices of the Mocoví in this region. 

However, on the other hand, the attempts to bridge this distance have played 
a significant role within Mocoví communities. The “regrouping” process de-
veloped after 1980 (mentioned in point 3.3.) aimed not only at strengthening 
a Mocoví identity through the recovery and recreation of past practices but 
also at generating common inter-community elements to reduce the distance 
between geographically dispersed groups. Musical practices, as well other cul-
tural expressions, have been taken into account in order to drive this process. 
For example, in the Aim Mokoilek community (in Colonia Dolores, Santa Fe 
province), a Mocoví anthem was created which was then adopted by other com-
munities in the area. In the same community, the Mocoví elder Alfredo Salteño 
composed the song Ñetonqataiqén,38 which was also adopted in events held in 
other communities (Mansilla 2021). On the other hand, the Com Caiá39 com-
munity (in Recreo, Santa Fe province) has had a collective singing group for 
two decades, directed by the music teacher Miguel Ángel Bochini. This group 
has included several generations of young people, performing songs in Spanish 
and in the Mocoví language. Some of these songs recount stories passed on 
by the elders. Moreover, in the city of Villa Ángela (Chaco province), teacher  
Sergio Roszezuk, together with members of the Mocoví communities in the 
area, created several songs in the Mocoví language in order to develop a reper-
toire of new songs for children. These were disseminated in communities in the 
area. Furthermore, the musician and bilingual teacher Máximo Santos, from the 
Pedro José community (in Tostado, Santa Fe province), also created songs in the 
Mocoví language and translated the Argentine national anthem to be sung in 
Bilingual Intercultural schools. All these initiatives have attempted to promote 
intercommunity exchange.

Finally, it is important to highlight the significant impact that the Evangelio 
(mentioned in section 3.3.) has had in reducing the distance between communi-
ties. The gatherings organized within this context usually bring together adult 
and young members from different Mocoví (and even Qom) communities for 
several days. As mentioned earlier, musical and choreographic practices have 
played a fundamental role during these events. This has stimulated the develop-
ment of a common musical repertoire as well as the inter-community circulation 
of both musical and dance groups associated with this faith. 
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4. Distance As a (Fertile) Condition:  
Some Conclusions 

A s we have observed so far, thinking about a historical study of the sonic-
musical practices of the Mocoví (which can also be extended to oth-
er similar cases) is a matter of recognizing, assuming, analyzing, and, 

above all, managing different types of distance. Based on what we have discussed 
in the previous sections, we can outline at least five ideas.

Firstly, it can be said that the notion of distance, which can become extremely 
diffuse due to its polysemy and its omnipresence in various aspects of academic 
activity, would be analytically useful when taken as an entry point and broken 
down into different dimensions. This operation would not be a mere whim, as 
it is based on the understanding that each dimension has its own particularities, 
implies dissimilar limitations, includes different agents and is generated by dif-
ferentiated factors that are worth recognizing. 

Secondly, it is clear that the various distances emerging from the analyzed di-
mensions do not correspond to separate paths but instead overlap and, in some 
cases, influence one another. Examples discussed in one section could also be 
representative of another. 

Thirdly, as we observed, the issue of distance is not restricted to the research-
er-studied culture relationship. Instead, it involves focusing on the interrelation 
between a set of heterogeneous sources and a diversity of agents (both Mocoví 
and non-Mocoví) corresponding to different times, fields of knowledge, geo-
graphic locations, and lines of thought. Therefore, considering the problem of 
distance brings forth the particularities of interactions among all these actors 
and elements, whether between insiders and outsiders of the Mocoví culture or 
within each of these groups.

Fourthly, it can be observed that these distances are not necessarily just an 
obstacle. Rather, it is possible to reflect on the effects they generated and the 
actions they stimulated towards their own mitigation (within communities, 
between external agents and communities, between communities and docu-
mentary sources, etc.). Moreover, these effects and attempts have changed over 
time, as have the agents who participated (myself included) and their methods. 
This point becomes particularly interesting because it allows for a diachronic  
approach to how each distance has shifted. This “history” of the attempts to 
manage distances also reflects the continuity and the transformations of aes-
thetic, political, ideological, ethical, cultural, etc., positions.

A fifth idea that emerges, although it was not extensively developed in this 
article, is that just as there were attempts to reduce distances, there was also an 
intentional use of them. An example of that is the process that took place during 
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the first half of the 20th century when some Mocoví groups opted for increasing 
the cultural distance between old and new generations to ensure the integration 
into the dominant society. Another example that was mentioned is the inten-
tional distance that members of the Evangelio have created between the musical 
and choreographic practices of the older and the younger generations, carrying 
a strong moral connotation (both cases mentioned in section 3.3.).

In conclusion, for this case study (as may be the case for others), the vari-
ous distances that intersect the topic shape the potential approaches that can be 
developed, making them an intrinsic condition. However, considering the is-
sue of distance also serves as a mechanism with heuristic potential. Rather than 
being merely a limiting condition, it transforms into an opportunity, enabling 
a dynamic and fertile area of analysis. This fosters the formulation of questions 
and the delineation of substantially comprehensive analytical angles to address, 
in this case, aspects of the Mocoví culture and its sonic-musical practices of the 
past. In this sense, a matter of distances could also be a matter of possibilities.

q

Notes

	 1.	The term “water-filled pots” refers to water drums. This instrument, as well as 
gourd rattles, were widely mentioned in sources relating to the indigenous societies 
of the Chaco region from the 18th to the 21st century. 

	 2.	“Duran los lamentos días, meses y aun años, porque raras serán las noches en todo 
el año, en que no se oigan lamentos prolongados hasta el día, ya al son de los po-
rongos o de las ollas con agua o ya sin él. Sonido el de la olla penetrantísimo pues 
aun pulsada a lo lejos, suena como aplicada al mismo oído.” All the translations are 
mine unless otherwise indicated. 

	 3.	“Hay entre los indios unos supuestos sacerdotes y adivinos . . . Curan a los enfermos 
entonando unos cantos cabalísticos, o bien aplicándoles su propia saliva sobre las he-
ridas . . . Cuando muere un enfermo, todos los miembros de la toldería lo rodean y 
lloran prorrumpiendo en gritos extraños que parecen una especie de canto fúnebre.” 

	 4.	This research was funded by the National Scientific and Technical Research Council 
of Argentina (conicet) and was carried out under the supervision of the ethnomusi-
cologist Miguel Ángel García and the musicologist Marisa Gabriela Restiffo.

	 5.	Mocoví is the Spanish ethnonym used to refer to this culture, while Moqoit is the eth-
nonym in the Mocoví language (moqoit la’qaatqa). Although other variants of the 
name appear in historical documentation, Mocoví is the most recurrent one, and it is 
the ethnonym with which many communities identify, alongside the term moqoit.

	 6.	The Qom society is referred to in historical documentation by the ethnonym Toba. 
The term Qom was reclaimed by the communities themselves, as it is their way of 
referring to “people” in a general sense. Toba, on the other hand, appears to have 
been an imposed ethnonym.
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	 7.	For a more comprehensive idea regarding the ways in which important scholars 
have conceived the Guaycurú complex, Lucaioli (2011, 36) might be useful.

	 8.	The recent publication of the ethnomusicologist Philip Bohlman (2023) provides 
useful information, from a critical and historiographical perspective, about the di-
versity of practices for representing the music of an “Other,” as well as on the main 
concerns that have persisted and traversed the ethnomusicological field for an ex-
tended amount of time. 

	 9.	These concepts belong to the theoretical proposal made by musical semiologist 
Jean-Jacques Nattiez in Fondements d’une semiologie de la musique (1975). His fa-
mous semiological tripartition (developed from Jean Molino’s work) envisages three 
levels of analysis: the poietic level (related to the creation process), the neutral level 
(related to the immanent elements and structures), and the esthesics level (concern-
ing the perception and reception process). 

	10.	The National Folklore Survey of 1921 was organized by the Argentine National 
Education Council. Numerous rural teachers were encouraged to participate by 
gathering information on specific topics in their local areas. Recently digitized, it is 
now available online at https://enf1921.cultura.gob.ar/.

	11.	“La víspera de la fecha que quieren solemnizar conducen a la iglesia el santo en 
procesión y la colocan en el altar mayor. Al día siguiente, terminada la última misa 
sacan la imagen de la iglesia la que debe ser llevada por una doncella y al franquear 
la puerta de la iglesia se detienen arrodillándose los indígenas uno a uno, delante de 
la doncella que lleva el santo, besándolo. Durante dicha ceremonia es amenizado 
el acto por una orquesta característica, compuesta de una flauta hecha de la canilla 
de un zancudo (tuyango) con seis agujeros y un tambor hecho de ceibo y forrado 
con cuero de potro, de diámetro relativamente pequeño. Terminada esta ceremonia 
forman procesión yendo delante la doncella conductora del santo, síguele un aban-
derado, cuya bandera es de forma cuadrada, de color blanco, con una cruz roja en 
el centro, y en los ángulos bordados rojos y amarillos, de animales, siguen los músi-
cos tocando continuamente y finalmente la indiada, hombres, mujeres y niños, en 
tropel y quemando cohetes hasta llegar al toldo donde se celebra la fiesta, teniendo 
ya previamente improvisado un altar en donde colocan la imagen rodeándola de 
velas encendidas. En seguida, al aire libre empieza el baile al compás de violines y 
guitarras. Las imágenes son fabricadas por los mismos indígenas como también los 
violines que son hechos de una madera llamada laurel negro.”

	12.	A clear example of this type of approach is the work of Argentine musicologist 
Clarisa Pedrotti (2017), who focused on the reconstruction and analysis of the 
“soundscape” of the city of Córdoba del Tucumán during the colonial period (the 
current city of Córdoba in Argentina). She achieved this through non-musical 
sources that contain evidence of musical practices, such as chronicles, letters, in-
ventories, expense books, regulations, etc. This type of methodology has been a 
hallmark of historical musicology concerning colonial musical practices in Latin 
America. A significant factor is the scarcity of musical sources, whether due to their 
poor preservation or difficulties in accessing them.

	13.	Although in this section this type of distance will be referred to as epistemological, 
it should be understood as an umbrella term that encompasses cultural, aesthetic, 
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political, ideological, and ethical distances, that is, other dimensions that contribute 
to the way the world is understood and perceived.

	14.	“El mayor fastidio teníamos que padecer a la hora nocturna a causa del abominable 
cantar y la gritería de los borrachos. Pues no bien se había apaciguado en ellos la 
ira comenzaban a cantar; en este canto que carecía de orden [y] de toda armonía 
referían todas sus proezas realizadas, sus vicios y asesinatos. Todos estaban en der-
redor nuestro porque teníamos nuestras chozas en medio de ellos.”

	15.	Paucke refers to a handcrafted aerophone instrument.
	16.	“Ellos tienen también su música durante esto pero ningún baile. Los instrumentos 

musicales son silbatos, cuernos de buey y tambores. Los tambores son una olla 
llenada de agua a la mitad, cubierta arriba por un cuero de oveja. Cuando se toca se 
le oye desde lejos pero no tiene el sonido igual al de un tambor común y se parece 
más a un [tambor] turco pero no tan resonante.”

	17.	“Dante, decía entre mí, . . . no habría podido representar el confuso agitarse de és-
tos. . . . Se apretaban, aparecían, desaparecían, se mezclaban, se apartaban y con el-
los sus trenzas. Ahora se apeñuzcaban como abejas, se desparramaban como ciervos 
a la vista de una fiera feroz; . . . bailaban con los pies, con las manos, con el cuerpo y 
con ellos bailaban sus trenzas; bailaban sin orden, sin belleza, sin gracia, sin elegan-
cia. Sus danzas no tenían ni nombre ni apellido; discordaban en género, número 
y caso. ¡Qué disparate tan lindo! Yo lo parangonaba a un discurso sin sentido, sin 
lengua, sin imágenes, sin figuras, sin efecto, sin conexión del todo con sus partes, de 
las partes con el todo y con sí mismas; a un discurso, en fin, como el presente, que 
deja al auditorio en perfecta ignorancia de lo que significa. . . . Al cabo de un rato 
las cuerdas de la guitarra agitando a los espíritus y excitando las piernas, saliendo 
dos mozos se presentan a las mujeres que al parecer mortificadas habían huido a 
descansar en el cercano toldo.”

	18.	“El chillido que dan los ejes [de las carretas], cuando no están bien engrasados, les 
hacía aprehender en no sé qué, que sumamente les acobardaba, pero como cuando 
paraban, no chillaban, se imaginaban dormido aquello que temían.” 

	19.	The term borderland in this case is based on a notion used by Argentine ethnohis-
torians to describe certain intercultural areas in the Chaco region during the colo-
nial period. It refers to zones of interaction and cultural exchange between distinct 
groups, facilitated through both peaceful and conflictive actions. In these contexts, 
unique dynamics of communication and habitat often emerge, which did not origi-
nally belong to any of the groups involved (Nacuzzi 2010). Beyond the colonial 
period, this concept can also be useful for analytical approaches in other contexts.

	20.	Discussions about the presence of rhetorical elements, fictional traits, and subjec-
tivity in historical narratives were the focus of a general historiographical debate 
around the 1980s. Beyond LaCapra, evidence of this can be found in works such 
as Hyden White’s Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Eu-
rope (1973), Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin 
and Spread of Nationalism (1983), and Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger’s The 
Invention of Tradition (1983). These perspectives, however, were nuanced in 1995 
by the French historian Roger Chartier. For a deeper understanding of this debate, 
see Iggers (2012, 19–46). In the field of Latin American ethnomusicology, some 
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works that have explored this aspect in depth are those of Miguel Ángel García 
(2012, 2023) and Julio Mendivil (2018). Both aim to uncover the “aesthetic” and 
“rhetorical” dimensions that emerge in various anthropological studies on the son-
ic-musical practices of indigenous societies in South America.

	21.	An excerpt from that document indicates: “The standard of living of these people is 
very low, isolated from more civilized population centers, which preserve customs 
that have almost nothing left of their original simplicity. Instead, they present a pic-
ture of degeneration, not only physical but also spiritual, which constitutes a serious 
problem that urgently needs to be addressed.” It is notable that the person who 
wrote this document had the intention of highlighting the cultural distance between 
him and the otherness.

	22.	Didi-Huberman’s proposal has its roots in the historiographical thinking of Walter 
Benjamin, as expressed in his Theses on the Philosophy of History, mainly regarding his 
metaphorical action of “brushing History against the grain.” 

	23.	It must be noted that Didi-Huberman nuances his idea by warning that anachro-
nism, while “it can bring forth a new historical objectivity” can also “lead us into a 
delirium of subjective interpretations” (57). In other words, using a methodology 
that employs anachronism as a historiographical process requires exercising some 
control over the modes of operation (Loraux, in Didi-Huberman, 57). In my case, 
this operation was not applied indiscriminately, but rather to those aspects in which 
some form of continuity can be recognized over time.

	24.	Even though the attribution of meaning to bird sounds by different societies is, of 
course, a multicultural practice, it is notable the attention that these sonorities have 
enjoyed over time for cultures from the Chaco region, and also the local particulari-
ties of these meanings. 

	25.	A paper presented at the annual meeting of the Society for Ethnomusicology, on 25 
October 2024, focused precisely on this aspect, analyzing, from a historical perspec-
tive, the role of sound in the interactions between the Mocoví and other non-human 
agents. The paper, which has not yet been published, is titled “The Aural Aspect of 
Mocoví Territoriality: Reflections on the Role of Sounds in the Meaning of Space.” 

	26.	This interest can be understood on a macro level, as it coincides with social move-
ments in the rest of the country and the world. Scholars have referred to them as 
“processes of ethnogenesis” or “ethnic reemergence.” In the case of Argentina, 
following the return to democracy, there have been several initiatives of this kind. 
Beyond the struggles for identity recognition in a country that had long assumed 
the nonexistence of indigenous peoples, one of the goals of this process was the 
recovery of lands that had been taken since the nation-building process (a pro-
cess that continues today). In Argentina, these struggles reached constitutional 
milestones such as the National Law 23,302 of 1985 on Indigenous Policy and 
support for Aboriginal Communities, and Article 75, Clause 17, of the 1994 Na-
tional Constitution that recognizes, among other things, the ethnic preexistence 
of indigenous peoples. For a deeper investigation of the term “ethnogenesis,” see  
Bartolomé (2006, 193–220). For an overview of the role of musical practices in the 
context of these processes in Argentina, Ruíz (2003) may be useful. A specific case 
study of the Mocoví culture in these processes can be found in Mansilla (2021).
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	27.	It can be translated as “I am a Mocoví.” 
	28.	“Ancient” and “new” are emic categories (López 2009, 111). Briefly, according to 

López’s ethnography, “ancient” refers to members of generations who lived from 
“original times . . . until some indeterminate moment in the early decades of the 
20th century.” By contrast, the category “new” includes even the oldest generations 
living in the present.

	29.	This confrontation was known in regional history as the “last malón.” This designa-
tion has been reconsidered by the Mocoví communities, who refer to it as “the last 
rebellion” due to the pejorative connotation of the term “malón” (a Creole term 
which refers to the attacks from indigenous people). This event was perceived as a 
milestone in the historical consciousness of the Mocoví people in Santa Fe province. 
Nevertheless, it was not the only one. Other conflicts involving the Mocoví, associ-
ated with millenarian movements, occurred in Florencia, Santa Fe province (1905); 
Napalpí, Chaco province (1924, known as “the Napalpí massacre”); and El Zapallar,  
Chaco province (1933) (López 2009, 19).

	30.	Adherence to the Evangelio has not been homogeneous. In fact, as demonstrated 
by the Argentine anthropologist Agostina Altman (2016), the practice of entering, 
exiting, and returning to the Evangelical community is perceived in a “fluid” manner 
and even accepted by its members. In a single Mocoví community, there can coexist 
adherents to the Catholic Christian Church, adherents to the Evangelio, practices of 
popular Catholicism, or none of these. For a deeper understanding of the adoption 
of Pentecostal Evangelism by indigenous cultures of the Chaco, the compilation 
by Cernadas (2017) may be useful. Regarding the investigation of musical changes 
produced by the adoption of the Evangelio in Mocoví communities, there is no com-
prehensive study yet. However, studies by Elisabeth Roig (1992) and Silvia Citro et 
al. (2016) on the Qom culture, and García (2005) on the Wichí culture, provide 
comprehensive explanations of this phenomenon in Chaco and Formosa provinces.

	31.	The works of Citro (2007) and Cerletti and Citro (2006, 2009) regarding the 
traditional dances of the Mocoví from the Santa Fe province reflect very well the 
generational changes and the processes of creative adoption of Creole music, instru-
ments, and choreographic practices.

	32.	“Der auch heute noch verhältnismäßig große Stamm der Toba hat, besonders in sein-
en heute nicht mehr feststellbaren Unterstämmen Mocowi und Abipön, auf die früh-
ere Siedlungsgeschichte Nordargentiniens einen bedeutenden Einfluß ausgeübt.”

	33.	Chamamé is a musical genre from the Argentine Litoral region, primarily associated 
with the Creole culture of this area.

	34.	It surely refers to songs within the context of Evangelio.
	35.	“Nuestro viaje constó de dos etapas de desigual rendimiento. La primera se llevó a 

cabo entre los mocovíes de Villa Ángela . . . y fue de escaso y pobre resultado. Los 
mocovíes son muy cerrados, poco comunicativos y según sus propias declaraciones y 
las de quienes con ellos están en contacto, no poseen canciones antiguas, aquéllas que 
nosotros queríamos grabar. Lo único que pudimos obtener fueron cinco chamamés 
y algunas canciones protestantes. Nada más. Con los tobas . . . el resultado fue alta-
mente satisfactorio. En sólo cuatro sesiones de grabación recogimos 99 (noventa y 
nueve) melodías ejecutadas en “Mbiké”—violín de una sola cuerda—canto y maraca, 



70 • Transylvanian Review • Vol. XXXIV, No. 2 (Summer 2025)

canto y caja y canto a capella. . . . Existe número suficiente como para determinar las 
características esenciales de la música chaquense aborigen, sin temor a errores.”

	36.	“En este viejo nudo de lenguas y culturas había que limitar la ambición si se había de 
hacerse algo de provecho. Las circunstancias nos pusieron en contacto con dos gru-
pos, matacos y guaycurúes, y todavía de éstos, los pocos mocobíes de que tuvimos 
noticias y que estaban concentrados en la Colonia Aborigen de Napalpí, escaparon 
a nuestro estudio porque estaban por entonces en actitud no pacífica.”

	37.	Beyond the clear fictional perspective, Greca’s intentions were focused on recon-
structing events and certain practices from his recent past. There was an ‘ethno-
graphic’ approach in his creation. The film’s poster said: “A historical reconstruc-
tion of the rebellion of the Mocoví Indians . . . filmed at the scene of the events 
and with the same characters who were involved in the drama . . . exciting scenes 
of primitive life.” A reflection on Greca’s film and his ethnographic approach to the 
Mocoví culture is found in Benzi (2018).

	38.	It can be translated as the imperative “let us rejoice.” According to the bilingual 
teacher Máximo Santos, the particle quén emphasizes the idea of continuity. An 
alternative translation could be “let us rejoice now and always.” 

	39.	It can be translated as “our brethren.”
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Abstract
A Matter of Distance(s): Reflections on a Historiographical Approach to Mocoví Sonic-
Musical Practices

A historical study of the sonic-musical practices of indigenous cultures in South America entails 
facing a set of issues mainly related to the available sources that allow for the exploration of this 
topic. From both anthropological and historiographical perspectives, approaching this topic im-
plies assuming the issue of distance. What this article attempts to show starting from a particular 
case, the Mocoví society of the Gran Chaco region, is 1) that the issue of distance should be 
considered in a comprehensive approach which enables the analysis of not one, but a variety of dis-
tances (whether cultural, geographical, temporal, aesthetic, etc.); 2) that the concern for distances 
goes further than the gap between researchers and studied societies, it also reaches inside these 
communities; and 3) that distances are not only a limiting condition that obstructs knowledge but 
rather they can also activate strategic and creative attempts to overcome them, while also hav-
ing heuristic potential. In order to achieve that purpose, I propose the analysis of six dimensions 
related to this culture from which a variety of distances emerge. The ideas expressed in this article 
stem from both my personal previous experience and the observations of how other researchers 
have approached the matter.
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Mocoví, sonic-musical practices, distance, historical ethnomusicology, Gran Chaco
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