
HISTORY OF CANYON RECORDS 
 

Canyon Records of Phoenix, Arizona has produced, and distributed Native American music       
for 56 years, and is one of the oldest independent record labels in existence.  Canyon was founded in 
1951 by Ray and Mary Boley who opened the first recording studio in Phoenix in 1948.  The Boley's 
involvement with Native American music began when Ray was asked by the Phoenix Little Theater to 
record a Navajo singer named Ed Lee Natay (pictured below with Ray).  Boley was so taken with what he 

heard that he recorded a collection of songs 
titled Natay, Navajo Singer, an album still  
in active release (and earning royalties for 
bŀǘŀȅΩǎ family).   

 
To promote the album, the Boleys 

took a booth at the 1951 Arizona State Fair.  
For most of the fairgoers, the recording was 
only a curiosity, but for Native Americans it 
was a revelation.  They had never seen any  
of their music available on record before,  
and the album was well received within the 
Native community.  Before the close of the 
fair, a Hopi jeweler at a booth next to the 
Boleys suggested they record Hopi music.  
The Boleys took the idea to heart and       
soon began recording music from tribes 
throughout the southwest.  Their new label, 
Canyon Records, was a sister company to 
Canyon Films, a company also founded in 
1951 specializing in documentaries and 
commercial work. 

 
From the beginning Canyon Records 

had a different focus from the few other 
record labels releasing Native American 

music.  Prior to the BoleysΩ efforts most recordings were produced and released for the benefit of 
scholars and academics.  The Boleys saw their Native American neighbors as customers and tailored 
their releases to fit the needs and requests of the Native community.  In an era when Native Americans 
were a little-understood, often ignored, and a frequently oppressed minority, Canyon Records served  
as an important validation of the music, artists, culture, and community.  

 
In 1971, the Boleys sold Canyon Films and expanded the efforts of Canyon Records.  They 

opened a retail operation in Phoenix, and began building a distribution network.  This development was 
laborious, and involved extensive ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ōȅ ƳƻǘƻǊ ƘƻƳŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦ  aŀƴȅ ǎǘƻǊŜ ƻǿƴŜǊǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
see the potential of selling Native American music.  One shopkeeper in Bemidji, Minnesota (adjacent to 
ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴύ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘΣ άLƴŘƛŀƴ ƳǳǎƛŎΧǿƘƻ ǿŀƴǘǎ ƛǘΚέand thus ignoring the potential  
customers passing his door.  Despite this resistance, the Boleys persevered and a built a distribution 
network throughout the western United States and Canada to sell Canyon titles as well those of other 
Native American music producers.  In 1984, in an attempt to semi-retire, the Boleys sold their store and 
distribution company (which still operates under the name Drumbeat Indian Arts) to focus solely on 
production. 



Semi-ǊŜǘƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΦ  !ǘ ǘƘis time Boley made contact with a Native American flutist 
named R. Carlos Nakai (.ƻƭŜȅ ƘŀŘ ƪƴƻǿƴ bŀƪŀƛΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ wŀȅƳƻƴŘ bŀƪŀƛΣ ǿƘƻ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ /ŀƴȅƻƴ Ƴǳsic on 
his Navajo language radio program before becoming Navajo  tribal chairman).  R. Carlos Nakai had 
produced a recording of solo flute music called Changes, and Boley asked to distribute it.  Nakai, who 
had been turned down by several record labels, agreed and a new era in Native American music began. 

 
Prior to ChangesΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ /ŀƴȅƻƴΩǎ ǎŀƭŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛǾŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ   With the 

release of Changes, Canyon began to place this recording in gift shops, art galleries, and new age 
oriented retaiƭŜǊǎΦ  !ǎ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ bŀƪŀƛΩǎ ƳǳǎƛŎ ƘŀŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŎǊƻǎǎ-over potential in the 
gift/tourist and new age markets, Canyon began to build new distribution.  The soothing, transporting 
ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ bŀƪŀƛΩǎ ŦƭǳǘŜ ƳǳǎƛŎ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ, and for non-Native listeners, his recordings quickly 
defined Native American music.  NakaiΩǎ ƳǳǎƛŎ ǿƻǳƭŘ lead the expansion of Native American music into 
mainstream retailing in the 1990s and Nakai would release more than thirty-five albums with Canyon. 

 
The 1980s and 1990s also saw the growth of other styles of Native American music such as 

 pow-wow, peyote (Native American Church music), and contemporary fusions (rock, rap, new age)  
as the Native American community increased in population and acculturation.  The non-Native 
community  began to share greater interest in Native American culture, fueled by major media 
productions like Dances with Wolves, Geronimo, 500 Nations, and others. 

 
In 1992, Boley sold Canyon to his long-time executive assistant, Robert Doyle and retired  

(Mary passed away in 1991, Ray would pass away in 2002).  Canyon continued to develop its 
relationship with Nakai and both traditional and contemporary artists.   In 2000, Canyon, needing  
more warehouse space, purchased its presentation location acquiring a commercial recording studio  
(Jack Miller Productions) and adding a graphic design company (Nile Graphics).   

 
Canyon has earned the only two gold records for Native American music, both by Nakai,  

for Canyon Trilogy and Earth Spirit.  Additionally, Canyon albums have received twenty GRAMMY®  
nominations (see ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ƭƛǎǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎύ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ ǿƛƴ ŦƻǊ tǊƛƳŜŀǳȄ ϧ aƛƪŜΩǎ Bless the People.   

Canyon has won four INDIE Awards (the GRAMMY® for independent record labels, no longer in  
operation) as well as twenty-five Native American Music Awards (Nammies). 

 
 Now in the middle of its sixth decade of intimate involvement in the Native American 
community of North America, Canyon Records continues its commitment to assist both traditional  
and contemporary Native American artists in achieving their artistic aspirations  
and fulfilling their cultural responsibilities. 

 
  

 
  



 

CANYON RECORDSΩ AWARDS (SELECT) 
 

Gold Records 
 

Canyon Trilogy ς R. Carlos Nakai (CR-610)  
Earth Spirit  ς R. Carlos Nakai (CR-612)  
 

GRAMMY® Award Winner 
 

Bless the People ς Primeaux & Mike (CR-6317) ς Best Native American Album (2002) 
 

GRAMMY® Award Nominations 
 

Ancestral Voices ς R. Carlos Nakai & William Eaton (CR-7010)  
ς Best Traditional Folk Album (1994) 

Inner Voices ς R. Carlos Nakai (CR-7021) ς Best New Age Album (2000) 
Inside Monument Valley ς R. Carlos Nakai & Paul Horn (CR-7020) - Best New Age Album (2000) 
In A Distant Place  ς R. Carlos Nakai, Nawang Khechog, William Eaton & Will Clipman (CR-7042) 

- Best New Age Album (2001) 
Tribute to the Elders ς Black Lodge (CR-6318) - Best Native American Album (2001) 
Weasel TŀƛƭΩǎ 5ǊŜŀƳ ς Black Lodge (CR-6337) - Best Native American Album (2002) 
wƻŎƪƛƴΩ ǘƘŜ wŜȊ ς Northern Cree (CR-6327) - Best Native American Album (2002) 
Change of Life ς Young Bird (CR-6341) - Best Native American Album (2002) 
Fourth World ς  R. Carlos Nakai (CR-7046) - Best New Age Album (2003) 
Spirits in the Wind ς Burning Sky (CR-7047)- Best Native American Album (2003) 
Round Dance the Night Away  ς Randy Wood (CR-6344) - Best Native America Album (2003) 
{ǘƛƭƭ wŜȊƛƴΩ  ς Northern Cree (CR-6358) - Best Native American Album (2004) 
Sanctuary ς R. Carlos Nakai (CR-7060) ) - Best Native American Album (2004) 
Our Love Will Never Die ς Randy Wood (CR-6388) - Best Native American Album (2006) 
Intonation ς Alex Smith & Cheevers Toppah (CR-6395) - Best Native American Album (2006) 
People of Peace ς R. Carlos Nakai Quartet (CR-7069) - Best New Age Album (2006) 
ahw9 YƛŘǎΩ tƻǿ-Wow Songs ς Black Lodge (CR-6387) - Best Native American Album (2006) 
Long Winter Nights ς Northern Cree & Friends, Volume 5 (CR-6401)  

- Best Native American Album (2007) 
Heart of the Wind ς Robert Tree Cody & Will Clipman (CR-7072)  

- Best Native America Album (2007) 
 

Indie (American Federation of Independent Music) Awards 
 

Touch the Sweet Earth ς Sharon Burch (CR-535) - 1996 
Circle Dance songs of the Paiute & Shoshone ς Judy Trejo (CR-6283) ς 1998 
Mythic Dreamer ς R. Carlos Nakai (CR-608) ς 1999 
Seed of Life ς Radmilla Cody (CR-6345) ς 2002 
 

 


