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Shamanism and Anthropolo8J

1 Culina, Arawa

2 Siona, Western Tukanoan

3 Shipibo-Conibo, Panoan

4 Matsigenka, Arawakan

5 Guajiro, Arawakan

6 Kagwahiv (Cawahib), Tupi

7 Toba, Guaycuruan

8 Desana, Eastern Tukanoan

9 Wakuenai, Northern Arawakan

10 Peruvian Mestizo Shamans

11 Kamsa (isolated language)

12 Inga, Quechua

Shamanism has always presented a challenge to anthropology. Since the
early ethnographic reports, shamans and their practices have fascinated
Western civilization. Characterized by hysteria, ecstasy, magic, and
transvestism, shamanism is alien to the rational positivistic world,;ew
of science. Anthropology, dominated by the positivistic sciences, has
failed until recently to understand shamanism as an important d)'Ilamic
force in today's world, or to develop adequate analytical models for
comprehending it. However, the events of the last three decades have
forced us to recognize its importance and to look for new models and
fresh perspectives on the topic.

From the beat generation in the 1950s (Huxley 1954), to the current
popularity of oriental religions and parapsychology,shamanism has held
a heightened status in both intellectual and popular cultures. The beats
were followed by the hippies and the use of hallucinogens, common to
shamanic systems, diffused throughout the middle classes in Europe and
the United States. Timothy Leary's challenge to "turn on, tune in, and
drop out" promised a new vision for those disillusioned \\ith consum-
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erism and a positivist worldview. Carlos Castaneda's books about his
journeys with Don Juan began to be published in 1968, rocking the
imagination of those looking for a new vision and further challenging
assumptions about the nature of reality and perception (Zolla 1983).
Interest in right and left brain capacities became popular topics, posing
intuitive thinking against the logicalas a legitimate way of knowing and
experiencing the world (Grof 1985). More recently, popular books and
workshops on the shamanic state of consciousness have been in vogue
(Doore 1988; Hamer 1982).All of this has been aided by native Amer-
icans, such as Jamake Highwater (1982), who have chosen to speak
directly about their worldview. Finally,in many Third World countries,
popular culture has incorporated both shamans and their practices(Hen-
man 1986; Ramirez de Jara and Pinzon 1986; Taussig 1987).

The stimulus of these trends upon new research in psychotropic plant
substances, as well as a revivalof shamanism as a focus of research, was
first noted by Weston La Barre (1969, xi) in the republication of his
1938 doctoral dissertation The Peyote Cult. Since then the number of
research projects and publications has continued to multiply.I Anthro-
pologists, historians, botanists, chemists, and others have joined forces
lU produce serious studies of the widespread and complex phenomenon
known as shamanism (see for example America Indfaena 1986).

This book aims to provide new insights by presenting the cultural
and social context of shamanism in South America. Our focus is on the
traditional forms of shamanism,and on the developmentof these traditions
as native South Americans meet with European society. The articles
represent trends in research conducted since the 19605,and they cover
diverse issues. It is our belief that this diversity provides new clues for
the understanding of shamanism from the "emic" (that is, the native)
and sociological points of view. Shamanism has been a central force in
native cuitures, pernleating all aspects of native life. Moreover, the
institution of shamanism has been important in the interethnic contacts
of the twentieth century and has played a role in the processes of ethnic
identity and interethnic contacts (Langdon 1985, 1991; Taussig 1980a,
1987). Thus, the articles in this book represent not only a gathering of
new ethnographic data, but also discuss the most recent trends in which
shamanism is being studied.

Before highlighting the contributions of this book, it will be helpful
to review the history of shamanism within anthropology. One reason

for the lack of an adequate theory of shamanism has been the concen-
tration upon the exotic nature of shamans and the problem of "primitive
mentality" that has permeated the study of shamanic practices classified
as magical rites. These concerns have led to three areas of debate. First,
the problem of the definition of a sham;;n; second, a concern with the
psychic experience of the shaman; and third, the problem of the defi-
nition of shamanism as religion or magic. ~.

Although these issues have dominated the analysis of shamanism until
recently, they have fragmented the understanding of shamanism as a
pervasive and encompassing phenomenon which persists, although mod-
ified, in the face of the rapid changes occurring throughout this century.

The first extended reports of shamanism appeared in the nineteenth
century and the first years of the twentieth. These were written primarily
by explorers, natural historians, or travelers among the Siberian and
Arctic shamans (Bogoraz 1904; Jochelson 1905; Olhmarks 1939; Ras-
mussen 1929; Shirokogoroff 1923). The term shaman comes from the
Tungusic word used to describe the ritual specialists whose activities
are lJ'l:lrked by ecstasy, ritual flight, death, rebirth, journeys to the
underworld and heavens, allianceswith animals, curing, and other mag-
ical feats (Eliade 1964, 495). Similar characteristics of ecstatic practi-
tioners were reported throughout the world. The term shaman became
interchangeable with other terms, such as "medicine man," "sorcerer,"
and "magician," to designate such practitioners in entirely different
cultural complexes in differentgeographical areas (Eliade 1964, 3; Hoppal
1987, 93; Viertler 1981).

Eliade's classic work (1964), first published in 1951, was the first
attempt at unifying the various ethnographic sources to construct a more
precise definition that would permit a historical study of shamanism
and the exploration of its essential ideological features. Central to his
definition is the technique of ecstasy, in which the soul is belie"ed to
leave the body and ascend to the sky or descend to the underworld.
The shamanic trance involves a relationship between spirits and the
shaman who attempts to control them for a specific purpose. This is
distinguished from possessiontrance in which the individual is controlled
by the spirit. Other essential elements include training that is both



ecstatic (dreams, trance, etc.) and traditional (techniques, identification
of spirits, geneology, secret language, etc.). The aim of training is to
accumulate mystical power for social and personal use. A shamanic
calling is marked by the onset of a psychotic crisis or an illness. Initiation
involves mystical death and resurrection, indicating a change of per-
sonality. Finally,the shaman is the specialist in the human soul, standing
apart from the rest of ~"lecommunity by his possession of mystical
powers.

Eliade is preoccupied with locating the origin of shamanism and its
purest form in order to examine parallels throughout the world. Strictly
speaking, true shamanism is found in Siberia and Central Asia, where
the shaman is central to religious practices. It is also found in its nearly
pure form in native cultures of the New World. Yet Eliade (1964,322)
discards as true shamanism such examples as the ghost dance of the
North American Indians, since it lacks initiation and a secret traditional
teaching. Instead, he considers it a parallel phenomenon separate from
shamanism while preserving essential ideology and techniques. Other
parallels are found in Indonesia, Oceania, Australia, the rest of Asia,and
in ancient Indo-European cultures.

Others have also utilized litis approach and have focused on the
distribution of shamanic systems with a concern to define essential
features or to identify the more pure and archaic forms (Baer 1982;
Metraux 1944, 1967; Hotzki 1977; Vajda 1959). The difference between
soul flight and possession has been important in determining whether
the practitioners are shamans, thus eliminating most of the cultures of
Africa and religions of African influence.

Although Eliade's work must be recognized as the first important
attempt to treat shamanism comparatively, his efforts, and those of
others, have concentrated too much on the shaman as an individual and
on the presence of archaic elements, rather than viewing shamanism as
a globalizing and dynamic social and cultural phenomenon (Chaumelt
1983), which is the perspective of this book. We have centered on one
geographical area in which the complex presents general features due
primarily to the sharing of a general cultural tradition. Our intent is
not to define shamanism as limited to specific individuals, nor to argue
essential features, but to understand its various forms and expressions
as :1 dynamic cultural-social complex in various societies over time and
space.

Since E1iade'swork, there have been attempts to understand trance
from the purel)' social perspective (Crapanzano and Garrison 1980;
Douglas 1973; Lewis 1971). Lewis's work on ecstatic religions was the
first attempt at formulating a theory of ecstatic states not based on
psychological explanations. He examines possession states in general,
rather than those limited onlv to shamanism. Based on Eliadc, Lewis
distinguishes shamanic posses~ionfrom other states as being primarily
controlled voluntary soul flight, as contrasted with nonvoluntary un-
controlled possession. He correlates the sociological determinants of
these two forms as they occur in peripheral cults and in central possession
religions, such as shamanism. He does not propose to study the cultural
forms of possession.

Douglas, on the other hand, follows a tradition closer to Durkheim
and attempts to demonstrate how ideologicalsystemsemerge from social
structure. One important aspect of her work is the elimination of the
separation between magical techniques in primitive societies and the
sacraments of institutionalized religions in complex societies. However,
by categorizing and generalizing ideological systems as derived from
social structure, and viewing the function of ritual in primitive societies
as being primarily one of social control, the full importance of shamanic
systems in native tradition is ignored, as are the creative and expressive
aspects. Likewise, we do not agree with Lewis (1971, 13) that cultural
distinctions are often of much less consequence than functional simi-
larities. Full appreciation and comprehension of shamanism can only be
achieved through examining both aspects. The study of the shamanic
tradition as an expressive system and as a social system continues to
lack an explanatory paradigm.

Although Eliade clearly rejects the mystical experience as one of a
neurotic or psychotic, there has been a long-standing debate in anthro-
pology as to the psychic stability of shamans. Various scholars ha"e
argued that shamans have universallypsychotic personalities, citing the
characteristics of hysteria, trance, and transvestism as symptoms of
psychoses (Devereaux 1970; Nadel 1946; Silverman 1967; Wallace 1966,
145-63). They also draw upon the "psychotic episode" that marks the
initial calling and training of shamans in various cultures. Others, par-



ticularly those influenced by the culture and personality school, have
argued the reverse, that shamanic personalities are molded by their
cultures and present features distinct from psychotics in that they control
their periods of hysteria and trance while psychotics do not (Kennedy
1973; Noll 1983; Schweder 1979). They often conclude that sh<!mans
are, in fact, more stable and more imaginative, having a capacity to
interpret the events of daily lifemore adequately than the other members
of the culture. Neither side of the debate, however, ignores the impor-
tance of culture in defining what is abnormal, nor do they ignore the
fact that shamans maintain a positive role that is culturally constructed
and without stigma.

We believe that a final answer to the shaman's stability cannot be
given for all cultures or shamans in general. Perrin, in this volume,
provides the most satisfactoryanswer. It is necessary to look at collective
representations rather than at external behavior to understand normality
and marginality. These collective representations, which form a single,
logical pattern of general ideas, exist before the individual shamanic
calling. ;\s will be seen in the articles here, the shamanic calling through
illness occurs in some South American cultures, such as the Guajiro of
Venezuela and the Toba of Argentina, however it is not a necessary
criterion. The control of trance ~sthe defining characteristic in all cases.
Transvestism is also uncommon, although it was present among the
Mapuche of the last century. Sexuality,ambivalence between the sexes,
and androgenous characteristics of shamanic ideology and ritual is a
more fruitful approach for analysis than is the question of transvestism
(d'Anglure 1986; see Baer, Landgon, Perrin and Pollock in this volume).

been an interest in integrating shamansand other curers in health services
for ethnic groups (Kleinman 1980; Luce 1971).

Ecstasy as Therapy

Concentration on ecstasy as therapy has led to new developments stim-
(ulated by research on the psychology of trance and the implications of

its effectiveness for altering behavior and erasing past habits (Prince
1982; Sargant 1973; Winkelman 1_). These researchers define the key
elements of a shaman as a person who "(1) can access alternate states
of consciousness at will; (2) fulfills needs of their community which
otherwise are not met; and (3) mediates between the sacred and the
profane" (Heinze 1987,3). Many western therapists identify themselves,
as well as others exhibiting these characteristics in therapeutic practices,
as shamans (see in particular the Proceedings of the Third and Fourth
International Conferences on the Study of Shamanism and Alternate
Modes of Healing [Heinze 1987, 1988]). Such works doubtlessly have
great practical importance for issues regarding the psychobiologicallevels
of healing, although many anthropologists argue that the utilization of
shal'lanic techniques in cultUi•.." "~u\out the social anJ .:u.lturalbasis of
shamanism does not qualify such modern practitioners as true shamans.

Shamanic Siances as Therapy

Investigations as to the efficacy of shamanic curing seances has had
productive results with respect to practical issues regarding therapy and
curing (Devereux 1958; Doore 1988;Jilek 1978;Kiev 1962, 1964, 1968;
La Barre 1947; Murphy 1964; pfister 1932;Torrey 1972; Wallace 1958).
These investigations have stressed the techniques common in psycho-
therapy and shamanic curing, such as confession, group therapy, shock
therapy, psychodrama, and so forth. Since ethnic and minority groups
have concepts regarding sickness, treatment, and patient-practitioner
relations that diverge from the dominant medical system, there has also

The problem of the definition of shamanism as religion or as magic has
plagued the study of shamanism since the first evolutionary theories in
anthropology. Shamanism was fragmented by separating belief systems
from ritual. As an ideologicalsystem, it was considered to be an example
of animism since shamanic ideology includes the belief in souls of in-
animate objects, animate beasts, and humans (Tylor 1871). Within the
scheme of cultural evolution, animism represents an archaic survival of
primitive religion and mentality of the "lower cultures," and thus is
destined to be replaced by higher forms. Tylor attributed the origin of
the idea of souls to primitive speculations about beings seen in dreams
and the problem of explaining death. Marrett (1900, 15) placed the
origins of religion in the primitives' awe and fear of nature. Schmidt
(1931) viewed primitive religion as a degeneration from a higher form
of primeval monotheism. In all cases, these views represented a negative



concept of a primitive whose fears blocked the functioning of his mind
(Douglas 1966, 12). .

Shamanic practices and rituals were treated as analytically separate
from ideology and were classified as magic. Frazer in his 1890 publication
was the first to deal with magic systematically (sec Frazer 1980). He
distinguished magic from religion because magic is directed at altering
events rather than toward worship. He called magic a pseudoscience in
which the primitive not only has a logic but also a faulty perception of
reality. This logic, based on the laws of sympathy, leads him to perform
technical acts that have the goal of altering the world but, in reality,
are inefficacious, since acts based on such laws cannot affect anything.
Guided by his logic, he fails to see that magic does not work. Eventually,
with the evolution of human mentality, true science would replace magic.

Although the unilineal theory of evolution was rejected for its eth-
nocentrism and lack of evidence about the general stages of cultural
progress, concern with universal definitions of religion and magic have
continued to exercise a negative influence on the study of shamanism.
Shamanism became linked with the biased concepts of primitive men-
tality and magic.

Uurkheim's classic 1912 work on religion incorporated the impor-
tance of ritual for religion, but continued to distinguish it from magic
(see Durkheim 1965). Magic belongs to the private realm and therefore
is not part of religion, which is collective. Drawing from this, Mauss
(1974) constructed his theory of magic with the intention of extending
beyond Frazer. Magic, as a private act, does not create an ideal for
society and tends to "evil" and to individual goals. Although it is secret,
it is a fact of tradition transmitted and believed in by the group. Its
efficacy is based on a priori belief and therefore continues to be practiced.
Of course, the practice of magic, thus defined, cannot result in cohesion,
a function of religious ritual.

Like Frazer, Mauss saw magic as dominating the most primitive levels
of culture and as becoming less common and complex in civilized
cultures. This is the reverse of religion, which, according to Durkheim,
is more simple among primitives and more complex among the civilized.
In addition to the magical acts discussed by Frazer, Mauss examined the
magician and symbolic representations, including conceptions about the
power of magical instruments and beliefs in personal forces in the
universe that intervene in events.

His dIscussion of magical agents summarized a great number of eth-
nographic resources. For Mauss, the magician represents a social category
in that he is usually different from others physicall~" He experiences
ecstasy, which links him to the supernatural world; he owns magical
power; he is defined by his relation with all.imals and spirits; and he
must pass through an initiation rite involving mystical death and per-
sonality change. These characteristics follow closely those of shamans, (
but for Mauss (1974, 65), the term magician is more inclusive and the
shaman is classified as a kind of magician.

The articles herein clearly demonstrate that the shaman's work is not
secret, nor primarily for private ends, and that his leadership of public
ritual is essential to religious life. It is Mauss's discussion of represen-
tations that is perhaps his most important contribution for a model of
shamanism. Mauss focused upon notions of power, indicating that the
concept of power as it operates in magic is a collective explanation of
existence. As will be seen, power is central to the representational
systems of South American shamanism. It is not, however, a "magical"
conception of power, but rather concerns general conceptions of power
in a world view that unifies what the early anthropologists wanted to
divide--religion and magic.

A slight!)' different resolution on the relationship between religion
and magic was presented by van Gennep (1903). In his article on
shamanism he stated that it is not a religion, but that rather the role
of shaman is a social position of a magical practitioner in societies where
the religion is animism. Later, without reference to shamans but with
respect to animistic and dynamistic religions, he identified the rites of
such religions as magic and adopted Marrett's term "magico-religious"
to speak of such systems (van Gennep 1909, 33). This term has been
commonly adopted to refer to primitive religious s~"Stems,including
shamanism. However, it tends to preserve the problem of the distinction
between magic and religion rather than to indicate its solution (van Ball
and van Beek 1985, 76).

The early English anthropologists continued to di\;de religion and
magic. Malinowski, although not working directly with shamanism, stated
that magic exists to alleviate anxiety in cases where the outcome of an
event is unknown. He did not agree with Frazer that magic is a pseudo-
science, but saw it dying out as man's control over events increases.
Those following the functionalism of Radcliffe-Brown have been pre-



occupied with the social functions of magical practices, such as social
control and mediation of conflict. Whiting's (1950) work on Paiute
sorcery represents such an approach to the study of North American
shamanism.

Metraux (1941, 1944), who worked extensively on South American
shamanism, reflects the confusion of the concepts. He called shamanism
magico-religious and cbnsidered it more primitive than organized relig-
ions. However, he recognized that, outside the Andean area, religious
life is centered on the shaman as mediator for the individual and the
community with the supernatural world, and that the shaman has an
important social role in influencing community plans and economic
activities, and in maintaining tribal tradition and moral code. However,
Metraux (1941, 588) denied the shaman a "primarily religious role"
because, in his view, the shaman's efficacyis derived from his "magical"
powers, which give him control over spirits, and also because his func-
tions are primarily prophylactic or remedial and performed on behalf
of individuals. The activities of applying magical techniques to ensure
good luck, avert danger, cure or inflict diseases, and so forth, are less
important than "more significant religious or social phenomena" (Me-
traux 1941, 580). However, since the shaman acts on the behaif of the
community, and organizes and leads group ceremonies, Metraux con-
cluded that there is no clear distinction between the shaman and the
priest, and that there is a historical development from shaman (who
acts in tribal societies through direct contact with spirits) to priest (who
acts in state societies conducting routine propitiatory acts of adoration
not marked by ecstasy and frenzy) (Metraux 1941,586). As late as 1973,
this evolutionary model of religion-as-adoration versus magic-as-instru-
mental, identifying the shaman as magician and mystical, and the priest
as routine and socially legitimized, appears in the treatment of South
American shamans (Weiss 1973). Hoppal's (1987, 93) review of sha-
manism in Russian anthropology demonstrates that this view has also
been popular among studies of Siberian shamans.

These preoccupations with universal definitions of magic and religion.
and the failure to recognize shamanism as a central expression of the
worldview of a culture, as well as an institution with important soci-
ological functions, did not lead to a productive understanding or to
adequate models of shamanism. Moreover, the category of magic is a
false category in the description of shamanic systems. As an analytic

concept, it obscures any objective study in native practices and belief
systems. Part of this is due to Western conceptions of magic, magicians,
and witches, all terms that have been linked with shamanism. We treat
magic as if it does not work. It is a separate isolated phenomenon.
Magicians are tricksters, and witches are people who harm others.
Implicit in the category of magic as developed in early anthropology is
that it can be isolated as a separate trait in other cultures, that it is a
valid cross-cultural category. In investigating shamanic techniques as
magic and the shaman as magician, we have made the understanding of
shamanism impossible,and we remain incredulous to its seriousness and
persistence.

During the same period of renewed interest in shamanism,a new interest
in symbolic anthropology developed, and it has been the symbolic per-
spective that has offered the most satisfactory resolution to the study
of shamanism.

Symbolic anthropology is concerned with symbolic representations
ill ideological systems and rituals as well as their relationship to society
and human motivation (Dolgin et al. 1977;Geertz 1966;V.Turner 1966,
1967b, 1974, 1977). Magic and questions about health, so common in
shamanic systems, are linked with the preoccupations of religion in
expressing and explaining the order of the universe (Douglas 1966).
Using Geertz's definition of religion, South American shamanism is a
religious system. It contains ideas and practices about the world and its
reproduction, the worldview and reflection of the world. As mentioned
earlier, the work of Mary Douglas has demonstrated that magic is not
a distinct phenomenon from religious sacraments in complex societies.
Thus, the anthropologist no longer focuseson whether beliefsare magical
or religious, but rather on the symbolic systems which organize the
worldview and society of a culture (Baer 1984;Chaumeil 1983;Crocker
1985; Sullivan 1988).

Ritual is an important and necessary expression of a belief system.
Considerations of its efficacyhave moved from the positivistic problem
of whether it "really works," to a consideration of the symbolic and
expressive experience linked with human motivations and needs to
understand the world. Ritual works because it expresses (Levi-Strauss



culturation. Thus, we are able to generalize about South American
shamanism as an institution in spite of the differences.

The most striking characteristics of these various cultures is the
similarity of worldview and logic of beliefs found in all. They share the
idea of a multilayered cosmos, as well as a visionof two different realities
composed of the extrahuman and the human. However, these two
r~alities are linked through a general principle of energy to form an
undivided universe in which all is related to the cycles of production
and reproduction, life and death, growth and decay. The extrahuman
domain exerts its energies and forces on the human. Through the shaman,
the human, in turn, exercises forces on the extrahuman. Shamanism is
a religious institution representing the culture's preoccupation with the
flow of these energies as they affect human well-being. It attempts to
make sense out of events and to possibly influence them. In its broadest
sense, shamanism is preoccupied with the well-being of society and its
individuals, with social harmony, and with growth and reproduction of
the entire universe. It encompasses the supernatural, as well as the social
and ecological. Thus shamanism is a central cultural institution, which,
through ritual, ties together the mythic past and worldview,and projects
them into daily life and activities.

1958). Its efficacylies in its power as metaphor to express and alter the
human experience by altering perception. This may, in turn, have ob-
servable social or physiologicaleffects, but they are not the only proof
of the efficacyof shamanic rituals (Munn 1973; V.Turner 1967a).

Within symbolic analysis, the shaman is central in ritual expreJ.;ion
since he is the master of the ritual and its representations. His authority
to conduct ritual comes from his position as mediator between various
domains, the human and superhuman, the natural and the cultural. He
is an ambiguous or liminal figure (Douglas 1966; Leath 1976). He is
both animal and human, since he transforms into animals. He is neither
inherently good nor evil, because he works for the benefit, as well as
for the misfortune, of others. His power derives in part from his am-
bigUity,since he does not fit into the mutually exclusive categories that
organize the world.

The articles presented here are the result of papers and discussions from
four international symposia on shamanism held from 1982 to 1985. The
first, in Manchester, England, was organized by Joanna Overing Kaplan
(1984), who called on the participants to view shamanism as a complex,
rather than to focus on the shaman as an individual or on his particular
magical feats. This perspective was maintained throughout the subse-
quent symposia and in the selections in this book. Allof the contributors
have been influenced by the symbolic perspective and are committed
to the native view for understanding the phenomenon of shamanism.
Such a perspective requires symbolic analysis, native interpretation of
events and rituals, and the logic of belief systems within their cultural
context.

Concomitantly, the articles also demonstrate the social aspects of
shamanism. As a globalizingphenomenon shamanism "also functions on
the sociological level as a true institution" which must be studied in its
double dimension: religious and social (Chaumeil 1983, 21). One ad-
vantage of this volume is that, while paying attention to particular case
studies, the selections also allow a comparative view of shamanism as a
sociological institution throughout time and space. Eleven cultures are
represented in our collection, coming from various culture areas in South
America, as well as from different language families and states of ac-

The key concept linking these shamanic systems is power. Although the
first four articles of the book are dedicated primarily to the exploration
of the native concept of power, all of the chapters make reference to
it. The shaman is the possessor of power, and It is power that enables
him to mediate between the extrahuman and human. This concept of
power is intimately linked to the idea of energy forces, the manifestation
of these forces in the soul, and the growth and development of humans.
It can only be understood in its relation to this worldview-for the
shaman's power interacts with the global energy system. In manygroups,
such as the Siona, Matsigenka, Shipibo-Conibo, or Kagwahiv,ordinary
humans possess this power, which increases with adulthood. The goal
of shamanic training is to increase it sufficiently in order to mediate
with the supernatural. Among the Matsigenkaand Shipibo-Conibo,power
manifests itself as light or aura. Among the Siona and Peru\'ian mestizos,
it manifests itself in song. The shaman gives light in ritual, which
represents his communication with the spirits. The word shinan used



for impersonal vital power among the Shipibo-Conibo connotes this
aspect, for it means luminous.

Native concepts for power are polysemous and connote its various
manifestations. Thus, the Sionause the word dau to speak of a shaman's
power. They also use it when speakingof sicknesscaused by extrahuman
agents, and of specificdisease objects found in the body.HaJojk, for the
Toba, connotes the shaman's power and material objects of his power.
Waniililil is an equivalent term among the Guajiro; the Culina use the
term dori. For the Kagwahiv it is expressed by the verb ipajf, and the
shaman is "possessed of power."

Kracke states that what is central to shamanism is not the shaman
as a specific role, but the quality of power that the shaman has. Several
articles clarify that there is not one kind of shaman, but various kinds
of shamanic specialists, depending on the kind of power they possess.
The Desana have three kinds of shamanic specialists:the jaguar shaman
ye whose role of divination is strictly associated with the intake of
hallucinogens; the sakaka shaman who travels in the aquatic realms of
the universe; and the chanter whose principal task is to cure through
the naming of spirits, animals, plants, and substances having direct
connection with the source of sickness or with the restoring aspect of
the cure. Hill alsodescribes two different ritual specialistsfor the Wakue-
nai: the chant owner and the specialistwho contacts the spirits through
the ingestion of halludnogens.

In most cases, the shaman employs his power in public ritual for the
benefit of the community or for individuals. Through it he mediates
with the spirits to cure illness, negotiates with the master spirits of
animals and fish to gain food, and so on. However, he may also employ
his power to cause harm to others, thus giving the shaman an ambiguous
position in society. Generally,he employs power in negative ways when
he wishes to direct it outside his group, but his potential to cause harm
to his own people remains latent, and a reason to fear shamans. In only
two cases presented do we find distinct categories for the good shaman
and for a shaman or other person who only causes evil.The Tobaemploy
a separate term for those who do harm. These "witches" are normally
women and are considered to be of a different nature than shamans;
they are secret with no public recognition. Nevertheless, shamans are
viewed somewhat ambiguously among the Toba. The Matsigenka also
distinguish between good and bad shamar..s(seripi'aari and macsika'nari,

respectively). The Siona acknowledge that a shaman may become one
who only tends to evil, but this is not normally the case since the shaman
is seen as the protector of his group. In all cultures, identification of
"witch" or "sorcerer" with shaman is incorrect.

The power attained by the shaman legitimizes his various social roles
within the society. In his broadest exercise of power we find the shaman
as the political-religious leader. For the Toba and Siona of the past, and
for the present-day Matsigenka, he is called upon to mediate disputes,
contribute to decisions regarding warfare, mobilize the group in com-
munal activities, and direct the economic activities in the procurement
of food. His ambiguity also serves as a mechanism of social control over
the group in the absence of formal control systems. The extent of the
shaman's role depends most often on the historical and cultural cir-
cumstances in which the role expands and contracts according to factors
impinging upon the social organization of the group (Langdon 1985).

Depending on factors such as the existence of other leadership roles
in the community and the presence of political or economic control by
an extereal society such as the national government, shamanic roles
expand and contract to organize the group, maintain native tradition,
and serve as a major component of ethnic identity. Among the Wakueaai
of the last century, the messianic leader Venancio Kamiko drew upon
the shamanic metaphors of native society in order to protest against
white invasion. Wright's and Hill's symbolic analysis of the movement
demonstrates that it represented a historically situated praxis, in which
key symbols were strategically employed to resist external imposition
of alien political and economic systems. The Toba maintain the basic
elements and symbols of their shamanic worldview in the face of ad-
vancing Christian influence, and have incorporated key aspects of sha-
manic worldview in their Protestant experience. The Sibundoyshaman's
insertion in Colombian popular culture is not only a continuity of the
shaman's role as mediator, but also an important inversion in which the
low status of Indian assumes particular power among the popular healing
systems. Finally,mestizo shamanism in Peru demonstrates how native
cosmology and healing tradition continues even when the specific Indian
identity is lost.



In all its expressions, the one role that is constant in these shamanic
systems is that of healer. It is essential to all because health is viewed
holistically. In the native perspective, it is intimately concerned with the
energy forces that lie behind well-being, and well-being is not only the
absence of sickness, but implies nutritional, economic, and social well-
being for the community as well as for the individual. Illness is an
expression of conflict, a disturbance of the psychosocial and ecological
balance of the group. In the global conception of the world, these
concerns cannot be separated from the extrahuman world that influences
daily events. It is likely that the continuity of the holistic perspective
among acculturated groups as well as among popular medical systems
accounts, in part, for the fact that shamans as curers have survived and
adapted to the various social and cultural changes occurring in native
and mestizo societies.

Techniques eif Ecstasy

In the upper Amazon the use of psychedelics is the most common form
for entering into trance, as can be seen by the descriptions of the
Matsigenka, Shipibo-Conibo, Siona, Sibundoy, and of the mestizo sha-
mclnism of the region. Ayahuasca (Banisteriopsis sp.) is the most common
substance used. In addition, many other drugs are applied as additives

('

or used independently.
Although the use of hallucinogens constitutes the most common form

of acquiring shamanic knowledge, we-agree with Hamer (1988, 12) that
not all shamans rely on psychedelic drugs for their contact with the
spirits or their journeys to the superhuman realms. In part, the use of
hallucinogens depends upon the kind of shamanic specialist, for example
the difference between chant owners and shamans who contact spirits
through the ingestion of hallUcinogens. 1Rere are also other techniques
employed for the ecstatic experience, and several articles contribute to
understanding them, as well as the nature of altered states of con-
sciousness. Two of the common techniques examined are the use of
tobacco, and the control of dreams.

The use of tobacco has long been recognized tor its sacred role in
native American shamanism and ri~ual (Mason 1926; Wilb~~ ~987).
Wilbert (1987) has conducted the most extensive survey of "tobacco
shamanism" and the possible pharmacological effects of tobacco on the
neurohumors. He suggests that "there remains no doubt that through
action on the central nervous systems, nicotine is apt to produce altered
states of consciousness akin to hallucination" (Wilbert 1987, 148). In
this volume, Perrin's article is particularly useful for its ethnographic
account of "tobacco shamanism" among the Guajiro, who use it as their
principal mechanism to achieve power. The Matsigenka shaman is "one
intoxicated by tobacco." The Desana chant owners use it in training to
concentrate and to memorize their chants. The Siona use it as a secondary
mechanism for divining, and its use is evident in the curing rituals in
almost all the groups described in this volume.

Two articles specifically address the link between dreams and trance.
For both the Toba and the Kagwahiv, dreams are the primal)' mechanism
for acquiring shamanic power, and they are employed for diverse ends.
Kracke suggests that trances and dreaming are not of a different nature,

Ecstatic Experience

!he South American shaman is distinguished from the ordinary person
10 three ways which constitute his power: First, as master of the ecstatic
experience; second, through the acquisition of auxiliary spirits via this
experience; and third, through the acquisition of songs. It is the first of
these, the mastering of the ecstatic experience, that makes possible the
other two, for it is the ecstatic experience that enables him to meet his
auxiliary spirits and to leave his body to explore the extrahuman domains.
It is also through the visions and through the auxiliary spirits that the
shaman learns his songs and chants. In all cases, control of the ecstatic
experience is the essential criterion of this acquired power. The pursuit
of such power is a never-ending endeavor in the life of the shaman, and
among those qualified as shamans, some are considered stronger than
others .. We. wiD also see that the shaman may lose his power through
contanunation, through the violation of taboos, or through the attack
of a more powerful shaman. Shamanic battles are an inherent part of
this hierarchical ordering among them. The result of the loss of power
sig~als the inability of the shaman to control the ecstatic experience,
whIch marks the loss of his auxiliary spirits, as well as the power of his
songs, and most often brings sickness and, in some cases, even death
for the shaman.



and that a strict distinction between them should not be made. He
sup~rts GUs~'s idea (I980) that hallucinations and trances are concep-
tualIzed as a kmd of dream, and that dreaming is the core of the shaman's
powe~ ~mong the Kagwahiv, Makiritare, Tapirape, and others. Perrin's
descnptIon of Guajiro shamanism shows this to be true for them also
in tha.t they experience a kind of "waking dream." '
. .Nelther the !oba nor the Kagwahiv currently use hallucinogens, and
It IS not clear If the Toba did in the past. For both, dreaming is the
cent.~1 access to power and to influencing the world. Although the
GuaJIro use tobacco for inducing trances, dreaming is central to the
s~aman's power. The Siona novice receives his first call to drink yael
via a dream. Shamans use dreams to see the causes of illness or other
misfortunes, to contact the animal spirits, and to cure. The dream realm
is similar to the other realms of the spirits on the other side of reality.

Kracke suggests that hallucinogens are used to address more critical
probl~ms, while less critical life processes are resolved through dreams.
!he SlOna data supports this conclusion. Also, it is possible to see, that
m the face. of. change such as the Toba case, shamanic knowledge and
powe.r persISt m dreams even when the use of hallucinogens is no longer
practIcet1.

An mtngUlng area suggested by Kracke, and one that marks recent
research on dreams, is the concept of the "lucid dream," or "waking
dreams" (Price-Williams 1987; Tart 1969, 1977). Shamans control their
dreams, as they do hallucinations. In the case of trances and dreams
we must concur with B. TedJock (1987, 20) that "some cultures ar~
much more interested in and sophisticated about alternative or altered
states of consciousness than our own." The references to dreams and
shamanism in this volume should make important contributions to this
important research on dreams and native views, and the uses of dreaming.

music have continued to grow. The translation of shamanic discourse,
giving attention to poetic mechanisms and performance, has become
important (Bidou and Perrin 1988; Sherzer and Urban 1986; Swann
1983). The relationship among hallucinogens, trances, and creative cul-
ture is another area of growing importance (Gebhart-Sayer 1985, 1986,
1987; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1978).And finally, the role of music in shamanic
performance has been recognized as central to shamanic power (Sullivan
1988). A basic premise of our volume is that one of the best expressions
of the dynamic quality of shamanism is found in the performance of
shamanic ritual. We are pleased that several chapters in this book examine
shamanic discourse, poetry, and music in the context of ritual performance.

Two articles, those of Luna and Hill, support Sullivan's analysis that
sound is the source of shamanic power and that "music, rather than
language, is the 'primary modeling system' organizing human bodies"
(Hill 1989, 1073; Sullivan 1988, 439). Several others demonstrate that
the acquisition of song is central to shamanic training and the native
concepts of power. Buchillet discusses the acquisition of songs for the
Desana shamans and shows that the aspect of naming in shamanic
discourse is centra! to ritual efficacy. Both Luna and Hill present tran-
scriptions of shamanic music. Hill's article is dually important, for not
only does he discuss the importance of music in shamanic ritual, he also
demonstrates how the efficacy of shamanic curing rituals comes from
the musical, cosmological, social, psychological, medical, and economic
nature of ritual performance. He clearly demonstrates that we cannot
separate the objective from the subjective in shamanic ritual, as does
Western rational thought.

None of the articles focus upon the formal components of performance
as defined by Bauman (1977); yet those of Hill, Baer, Buchiilet, and
Pollock make important contributions to understanding shamanic per-
formance. They demonstrate that shamanic ritual, in most cases, is a
group event involving active participation of the various shamanic spe-
cialists, as well as the audience. Hill describes the efficacy of two kinds
of ritual specialists interacting in curing rituals. Baer's analysis of the
Matsigenka discourse not only makes clear the function of naming in
shamanic song, but also the important role of women in shamanic
seances. Few studies have dealt with this topic in masculine shamanic
systems, yet the evidence presented by Pollock on the Culina, an Arawan
group, indicates that the sex roles and audience participation in the

Poetry and Art: Shamanic Creativity

Eliade tells us that the shaman is both singer and poet. In South America
this crea~ive aspect assumes special importance, for the shaman's songs
and musIC are central to the notion of his power, ritual efficacy, and
aesthetic expression.

Shamanic expressive culture has received increasing attention in the
last ten years as interdisciplinary studies in literature, anthropology, and



performance of shamanic seances should be examined further. Buchillet's
description of the Desana chanter's performance raises an important
point with regard to the varieties of shamanic specialists and perform-
ances. As opposed to the public ceremony described for the Wakuenai,
Matsigenka, Siona, and others, the curing ritual of the Desana chanter
is a barely audible semiprivate performance between the patient and
healing specialist. This is not to deny, however, that the Desana have
other shamanic speeialists who perform fpublic rituals for other objectives.

I. Examples of some of the monographs on Sou,th Am~rican sha~anism
that have appeared since 1980 include: Baer (1984); Chau~eil (1983); Crock~r
(1985); Degarrod (1989); Illius (1987); Luna .(1986); Pe~n (l986b); Taus~lg
(1987); and Viveiros de Castro (1986). This IS not conSidered an exhaustive

list.

South American shamanism is an important institution which expresses
the general preoccupations of societies whose worldview conceives of
a multilayered universe that is a unity. Its central preoccupation is with
the energy forceS that are behind daily events. Through shamanic ritual
these general conceptions of order are represented, made manifest, and
re-created. The shaman draws upon this energy through the ecstatic
experience, through dreams or through trances induced by drugs, and
mediates between the human and extrahuman realms. The sources of
the shaman's power are the sources of culture itself, and the knowledge
he acquires is culture's content (Kaplan I~82). Through ritual he is
central to the expression of the cultural system. His role as mediator
extends into the sociological domain, where he plays an important role
in curing, as well as in economic, folitical, and other social activities.

We believe this volume dearly demonstrates the new trends in re-
search on shamanism from the cultural and sociological perspectives.
We also believe that we have finally put to rest the previous concerns
of magic in shamanism, of shamans as deviants, and of shamanism as
an archaic form. Shamanism is an enduring institution that must be
comprehended holistically. Those of us who have worked with shamanic
systems and have participated in the intellectual discussion regarding
shamanism have been deeply marked by its symbolic and sociological
expressions and consequences. We hope that this book contributes fur-
ther to the general comprehension of this important phenomenon.
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CULINA SHAM!ANISM

Gender, Power, and Knowledge

The Cu!:na Indians of western Brazil talk about shamanism as though
it were an exclusively male institution: only men become shamans, only
men are able to become shamans, and, at least in the past, all men ./
became shamans. Becoming a shaman IS a part of the process of becoming
gendered as a Culina man, of acquiring--embodying-the special qual-
ities and substances that equip men to act as particular kinds of persons
in a gendered social world. Yet Culina shamanism requires the acth·e
participation of women, and shamanism invokes equally powerful and
complementary female images. In this overview, I explore Culina sha-
manism as a form of gendered practice, as both a reflexive discourse
on masculinity, and a mutually constituting dialogue between men and
women, between the properties that comprise their innermost differ-
entiating qualities and their public contributions to social life. Although
shamanism among the Culina promotes especially visible constructions
of the principal signs of maleness, it enrolls women in doing so; for a
culture in which the focal properties of maleness and femaleness are
viewed as complementary, rather than as hierarchkally valued, sharnan-



ism offers one of many contexts in which the outlines of male and
female define each other, and emerge more clearly in their interaction.
Within this framework, the practice of Culina shamanism emerges as a
special form of the social practice of masculinity. I

Culina descri~. several overt roles performed by shamans. Only sha-
m~n.shave th~ ablh~ to detect and treat two serious illnesses of mystical
ongm, the. diagnOSIS~nd cure of which comprise an important aspect
of the SOCialcontrol mherent in the shaman's role. Shamans are also
able to see the movements of game animals in dreams, and are- able to
call ~~e animals forth from the underground world where they live
as SpInts, so they may be hunted in the jungle. Shamans also lead rituals
_atbirth and death that protect the community from the dang~rs posed
,by these events. Culina shamans, consequently, present the familiar
bounda?,-maintaining image described elsewhere (e.g., Riviere 1970"
controllmg the entry of certain external beings-spirits, animals, and
humans-i~t~ the v~lage, a~d the exit of such beings out of the Village.
~rom the Culma pomt of View, the significance of these proce:.ses lies
10 the fact that they are all ultimately mystical in nature; their occurrence
entails participation in and with the supernatural world represented bv
spirits generically called tokorime. '

.Sh~~ns transform themselves into tokorime spirits, and they derive
thiS ability, as well as their ability to control ga.ne animals and other
processes, from the presence of a substance called dori in their bodies.
Dori is said to permeate the flesh of shamans, where it is fonnless and
insubstantial, though outside the shaman's body it is said to resemble a
small stone. One shaman displayed his jar of pebbles, chips of quartz,
and shards that he said were his dori, different colors being different
types of dori.

!he ~rocess of becoming a shaman is essentially one of acquiring a
don. Culma .say ado~~ence is the ideal time to begin the training because
sexual abstinence IS Imposed on the novice, and married men find it
im~ible to remain celibate for the necessary period. The process
begm~ with ~e ~cquisition of two other substances, described as types
of ~n: n~ma ISsaid to help the novice learn; koronaha is said to help the
novice Sing well. Noma is also required to prevent the novice from
~com~ ill from the dori he receives from his instructor shamans during
~IS trainIng .. T~ese shamans ~xtract some of their clori and implant it
mto the nOVIces body. These ISno loss of dori to these mentor shamans
in this process, nor is their dori diminished by extraction for other
purposes.

~e Culina concern about the sexual activity of the novice provides
an Important clue about the nature of dori. Men, in contrast to women,

The Culina are an A~~aE:-speaking group of perhaps two thousand
individuals living in villages scattered along the major rivers of the Purus-
Jurua region of western Amazonia. The majority of Culina live in Brazil,
and a few villages are found in eastern Peru.2 Culina are relatively recent
migrants to the riverbanks, attracted in this century by easier access to
the manufactured goods available from Brazilian and Peruvian rubber-
tappers and sugarcane growers. Subsistence is based on the familiar
pattern of slash-and-burn horticulture and hunting, supplemented with
fishing and gathering. Local group size is quite variable, from single
families of five to ten people, to larger villages of up to two hundred.
Although there is considerable interaction and visiting among neigh-
boring groups, each village conceives of itself as a group of kin sharing

e L -- h" am d ~"f-.<>IT~~' ~"li"rl m",.JiJ,,,, or "Of"Onlp" The in-m mt-,-'s Ip In a n e -~~'-5"') -_•._- ..._w .._, l"' -,

formation presented here is based on research conducted in 1981 to
1982 among the roughly one hundred sixty Culina living in the village
called Marona!1<i,situated along the upper Purus River in Brazil, near
the frontier With Peru. The Colina at Maronaua distinguish themselves
as kurubu madiha, the "kurubu fish people."3

Shamanism is an active and vital institution in Maronaua. At the time
of this research there were approximately ten shamans among the adult
men in the village, and several adolescent boys were being initiated as
shamans. All Culina shamans, clzupinahe. are men, and to be most effective
as a village leader any headman must also be a shaman; indeed, it may
be impossible to acquire sufficient power within a village to become a
headman without also being a shaman. According to informants, in the
past all Culina men were shamans, and even now only a few men deny

shamanic ability.



are considered to be "wild," wamta'i. Men, for example, are hunters and
are associated with th;·a~tisocial realm of the jungle and its inhabitants.
Adolescent boys are especially wild: they have not yet been "tamed" or
socialized by wives and marriage relations. The Culina view of the
behavior of adolescent boys is predicaied on this assumption; adolescents
have considerable license for acting in ways that would be improper in
children and adults, and they are assumed to take full advantage cf this
freedom. It is these wild youths who are initiated as shamans.

The relationship between the dori the ~alescents acquire as shamans
and their marked wildness is suggested by the prohibition of sexual
intercourse during the training process. Adolescence, for males, begins
with the development of semen and the sexual maturity it signals.
Married adult men are tamed by wives through the social relations they
enter into as husbands, an aspect of which is the controlled expulsion
of semen in licit sexual relations. For adolescents, the loss of semen in
illicit sexual encounters would entail the loss of the dori they acquire as
novice shamans. That is, the seminal substance that renders adolescent
boys wild is closely associated \vith the dori substance they m~y lose in
coitus. Dori thus emerges as a kind of objectification of the Wildness of
men that is lost in improper adolescent sexual relations; this wildness
is controlled by its incorporation into the body of a shaman. Adolescent
illicit sexual relations are both improper displays of wild behavior and
improper expulsion of a wild substance that must be controlled through
·sexual restraint; the loss of dori is a failure to control one's wildness.
This is also suggested by the fact that the Culina say although today
only some men possess dori (i.e., are shamans), in the past all men
possessed dori. Also, any Culina man unknown to the members of a
village may be considered a shaman" .

Acquisition of dori, of shamanic capacity, thus signals the ~atlon
of the wildness exemplified by adolescent boys and metaphonzed as
illicit sexual relations. The taming or socializing process is one that all
boys must undergo; consequently, Culina refer to:a social id~logy. in
which all men are shamans. Not surprisingly, the noVIceshaman IS neanng
the end of adolescence. Dori is also an aspect of the gendering of
adolescents; it transforms their public wildness into sociability through
internalizing the dangerous substance that renders them men, mahi.
While it is not necessary to be a shaman to be an adult man, only
shamans achieve the full potential of lTlaleness: as village leaders, as
masters of game animals, and as protectors of the Village.

The concepts dori, tokorime (spirits), and dzupinahe (shaman) are closely
related. The possession of dori is said to make one a cokorime/dzupinahe,
and in most contexts the latter terms are, in fact, used synonymously.
While "tokorime" may refer most narrowly to an insubstantial image,
and "dzupinahe" may refer to the appropriate human or animal form
adopted by tokorime, dori links human men as shamans both to the animals
of the jungle--many of which are embodiments of spirits-and to the
underground world of disembodied COkorime.And though human shamans
may adopt the identities of many animal cokorime spirits, #they may also
be said to comprise their own category of cokorime, the adzaba tokorime.

~co snuff is the means through which men possessing dori become
transformed into shamans/spirits. The inhalation of tobacco snuff is a
common theme in Culina myth, where its effect is to produce death
followed by transformation into a tokorime spirit. The use of tobacco
snuff by shamans in ritual has the similar effect of extinguishing human
identity and transforming the individual shaman into a tokorime spirit. 5

Culina recognize a wide variety of cokorime spirits, most of which are
animal tokorime, the spirit forms of jungle animals. In addition, there are
several types of tokorime that are human in form, said to be pure tokorime.
Tokorime live in the undervuund worlds called nami bucb. Shamans visit
the nami bum in dreams o~ trance, and there they order the tokorime of
animals to appear in the jungle for hunting, or to enter the village for
curing.

Among this variety of tokorime spirits, two are of particular interest,
the hidzama tokorime, or ~hite-lipped peccary spirits, and the dzumahe
tokorime, the jaguar spirit. These two serve as symbols opposing the
qualities of sociability and wildness referred to above. In Culina ideology
the peccary is a social, gregarious animal, which often appears in myth
and ritual representing Culina themselves. The jaguar is a solitary animal,
a dangerous hunter, quintessentially wild. Together the peccary and the
jaguar define the limits of this critical axis of human life: the herbivorous
peccary is associated with sociable women who form the""core of house-
holds and contribute cultivated garden products to it, while the car-
nivorous jaguar is associated with the wild men who hunt in the jungle
and contribute meat. Although the jaguar is a spirit, it has associations
with the heavenly realm of Culina culture heroes. In this regard it also
stands in opposition to the pec;cary of the underground nami budi: the
souls of the dead, if properly conducted to the nam; bum, are eaten by .
and are transformed into peccaries, but those not properly conducted



the meat of certain animals. Identification of the exact species prohibited
varies from individual to individual, as does the period of the most
stringent taboos (some may even prohibit certain plants), but invariably
it is the male of the species that is avoided. Eating these prohibited
animals produces fl>etuka'i in the child, an illness said to be "like having
a dung beetle in the abdomen." There are no exact symptoms, but
epetuka'i may produce diarrhea, constipation, ,Ir vomiting, all signs of
disrupted gastrointestinal processes, and signs consistent with the vio-
lation. of food'ftohibitions or failure to perform food productive roles
properly.

In reality, Culina consistently ignore these food prohibitions, or at
least fail to observe them throughout the necessary period, which lasts,
ideally, until the child is able to walk and communicate in a minimally
competent manner. Moreover, infants regularly present symptoms that
might be interpreted as epetuka'i without a diagnosis of the illness being
made. Epetuka'i is diagnosed not so much as a condition of the child as
a condition of its household.

The diagnosis normally follows a breach of proper standards of be-
havior among members of the child's household. A spouse's illicit ex-
tramarital affair that becomes too public, a son-in-Iaw's consistent failure
to produce enough game for his wife's parents' household, or excessive
arguing between a husband and wife create conditions in which a child's
illness will be diagnosed as epetuka'i. The explicit attribution of the illness
to a violation of food prohibitions appropriately references an ideology
of intrahousehold relations based on exchanges of types of food and
mutual nurturance; a breakdown of relations within a household is
metaphorically a failure to provide proper food, focused on the child
that is created by and that itself creates these relations.

Adults do not contract epetuka'i. Rather, they become victims of
~~~craft, of the penetration of doTi into the body through the act of
a hostile shaman. Not surprisingly, such witchcraft episodes signal various
stresses and tensions in relations among local group members, partic-
ularlyat the social level beyond that of individual households. Typically,
such stresses take the form of open conflict between men in different
households, often affines, but any overt display of anger, hostilit)·, or
violence may lead to the discovery of an illness that will be diagnosed
as doTi. In the context of such circumstances, and normally only in this
context, virtually any sickness, no matter how apparently minor, may

to the nami budi wander the earth and are ultimately eaten by jaguars.
These tokoTime thus represent two aspects of a cosmology that is played
out in social life by the interaction of men and women. It is significant
that, while each shaman calls on and is transformed into a unique set
of tokoTime spirits in ritual contexts, all shamans call on and become -
transformed into both the peccary and jaguar spirits.

The gendered contrast Signified by the two cokoTime. the peccary and
the jaguar, is replicated in the contrast between tokoTime and humans.
for example, the tokoTime are male, with perhaps only one exception.
Of any anima~cies said to be tokoTime. it is the males of the species
that are referenced. These tokorime are consequently wild and dangerous,
especially to women, and in particular to pregnant women whose fetuses
may be harmed by an encounter with a tokoTime in the jungle. One
female tokoTime. the hohopade, preserves this opposition by being exces-
sively wild: it fails to cure, but chases women during curing rituals, and
even kills shamans by hanging them from trees.

Culina shamans can use their doTi to harm others, and in normal discourse
the term most often refers to the intrusive illness-causing substance
shamans throw or inject into the bodies of their victims. This doTi
substance is only detectable to other shamans. It is seen as a small lump
in the flesh of the patient, and the illness produced is also called dOTi.
A shaman cures doTi iDness by extracting the substance by sucking or
by suction created with the hands. In the latter case, the hands are
rubbed on the chest, so with either technique the shaman/curer takes
the harmful doTi into his own body and then vomits and spits it out. In
cases of extreme illness, when death occurs or is felt to be imminent,
a dOTi such as dOTi makoko, very red doTi, may be diagnosed, a form that
grows in the body faster than it can be extracted.

Shamans also diagnose and treat a second illness called epetuka'i. Dori
afflicts adults and sometimes children, but never afflicts infants. Rather,
infants contract epetuka'i. which is caused by parents who fail to obey
the food prohibitions imposed on those who have newborn and infant
children.6 The curative sucking technique is also used for epetuka'i.

At the birth of a child, parents are nominally prohibited from eating



be diagnosed as dari. In the absence of intravillage hostility, sickness is
never diagnosed as dori, except to account for fatal sickness.

The shaman's role in illness is not limited to the treatment of the
, dari. He also identifies the enemy shaman who is presumed to have

caused the illr~ess, normally (with nonfatal illnesses) a shaman from
another village.7 The diagnosis of the dori is a significant public sanction
against the hostility that provoked it within the group, but the iden-
tification of the hostile shaman in another group also redirects the conflict
outside of the village and reinforces the basic ideology of absolttte
harmony among the kin who comprise the village. Thus the curing of
the dori equally marks a social consensus that the circumstances pro-
voking the illness are ended. This aspect of the process is highlighted
by a ritual that follows the successful treatment of illness. In this second
ritual, held the night after the curing ritual per se, the entire village
dances in a circle and sings songs directed by the headman, songs that
have the general theme of proper order and beauty in the village.

If the successful cure of a dori symbolically represents the successful,
if only temporary, resolution of intravillage tensions, the failure of treat-
ment of a dori equally signals the presence of unregenerate hostility
within the village In .mrh r:tc;ps; as when the victim of witchcraft dies,
the hostile shaman is identified within the group, and he is killed. Here
again a shaman identifies the offender, normally a man in some peripheral
social position, often a visitor not bound by the obligations of kinship
to the members of the group. However, the politics of witchcraft are
rarely so simple. For example, in two cases guilty witches had been
allowed to flee and take up residence elsewhere; one perpetually moved
back and forth between Maronaua and Santo Amaro, a closely linked
Culina village several days downriver, while the other-whose crime
had been committed in a village upriver in Peru--lived with his wife
and children in a single isolated household half a day's canoe trip
downriver from Maronaua.

Culina curing ritual essentially consists of the transformation of sha-
mans into various tokorime spirits, which suck out the illness causing
substances, either dori or epetuka'i. The curing ritual, itself called tokorime,
takes place at night. !he women of the village gather and call to the
shamans/spirits, who then emerge one at a time from the forest, sing
with the women, and attend to the patient. The shaman returns to the
forest, and soon reappears as another tokorime. The ritual may last for

several hours, not infrequently all night, and may extend for days in
the case of serious illness. Men watch the proceedings but do not
participate; they are said to be afraid of the tokorime spirits that cure
the patient.

Several aspects of the curing ritual should be highlighted. The night-
time setting and the use of song in the ritual are related, inasmuch as
the ritual is conducted largely through oral and aural media, enhanced
by the darkness that obscures vision and the potentially false reality it
displays. For Culina suchoral performance has significant directive qual-
ities. In speech one may order others to act; leaders are judged on their
ability to use speech in this compelling manner-their power is indexed
by the level of public compliance--and parents conceive of the education
of their children as a process in which children he,"' and understand;
knowledge is language and vice versa. Singing is a kind of heightened
form of speech, a style that is especially compelling in its elocutionary
force. The songs of the tokorime in curing rituals are perhaps the most
powerful of Culina verbal performances; they are the maximally com-
pelling medium for the creation of action, and, in this case, in the cure
of illness caused by witchcraft. Shamans carefully prepare songs for use
in curing ritual, and even stage mock curing ceremonies at which village
women are taught the necessary refrains that they will sing with the
shaman during the actual curing ritual.

The songs of curing rituals may be extremely simple, consisting almost
entirely of the sounds characteristic of the animal whose tokorime is
represented, or they may be complex in symbolic structure. A thorough
analysis of such songs would be beyond the scope of this overview, but
some of their common features should be mentioned.

A recurring theme of curing ritual song is the offering of food to the
tokorime spirits that are called to the village to cure. Specifically, the food
offered is koidza, a mildly fermented manioc beverage made of premas-
ticated boiled manioc. This author has elsewhere considered koidza to
be the quintessential female contribution to household subsistence, a
kind of core symbol that condenses numerous Significant aspects of
femaleness for Culina (Pollock 1985). Manioc is the staple horticultural
product produced and cooked by women. Koidza made from it, moreover,
is doubly cooked and eaten because the tubers are boiled to soften them,
are chewed to a pulpy mash, boiled again, and finally consumed com-

. munally by men. This cooking process and the exchange of proper



foods--of which koidza is the preeminent female food-is a common
Culina metaphor for the taming or socializing of men through marriage,
men who were, as unmarried adolescents, wild.

The offering of koidza to the tokorime in curing ritual sets up a com-
parable minimal structun~ of exchange with several levels of significance.
The outcome of the exchange, ideally, will be the taming of the male
shaman/witch who has caused the illness, through the medium of the
tokorime who control dori, and thus the cure of illness, both in the patient
and the village. In somewhat different terms J.t:~!he wildness provoking
the illness that is tamed in the transaction. In this symbolic exchange,
dori again emerges as a representation of the maximally wild natures of
men, which may be brought under control by the offering and con-
sumption of an appropriate female substance.8 Just as shamanic training
signals the restraint of adolescent wildness, so too shamanic practice
restrains the wildness of witchcraft. And just as shamanic training is a
prelude to marriage, when the new husband is metaphorically socialized
or tamed by his wife's koidza, so too shamanic practice metaphorically
utilizes women's koidza to tame illness.

This dialogue of opposed qualities in curing ritual songs also appears
among the tokorime that participate in the process. The first spirit to
appear in the ritual ic; the hidzoma, the white-lipped peccary spirit, while
~e final spirit to appear is the dZumahe, _~e jaguar spirit. As noted
earlier, these two are opposed on at least two levels, representing Culina
as sociable women versus wild men. The peccary spirit is said to cure;
it appears and drinks the koidza offered in the ritual. The jaguar does
not cure: it finds no koidza when the illness is cured by the end of the
ritual.

The metaphors of food, including its consumption and expulsion, and
the structures of exchange that inform and shape the curing ritual draw
on the meanings and relations that also inform and structure the in-
teractions of men and women in other contexts that constitute a kind
of semiosis of maleness and femaleness for Culina. While shamans are
normatively men and are conceptually the critical activators of ritual
curing, the roles of women in shamanistic performance must also he
underscored. Indeed, curing ritual is organized in a manner identical to
other, secular, rituals in which the themes of male/female interactions
are more explicit (Moore and Myerhoff 1977). For example, Culina
curing ritual bears close similarities to the common ceremonial process

in which women order men to hunt, called dutse'e (bani) towi or "order
to get (meatfi'In the dUtSe'e towi, village womencolledively go from
house to house, singing to the adult men in each to go hunting. The
men do so, and at their return collectively drop their catch before the
reassembled women. The women cook the meat and serve it to the
men, along with the koidza manioc drink.9 Processually the curing ritual
~nd the dutse 'e towi are virtually identical. In each, the village women
collectively sing to men (shamans or hunters) ordering them either to
remove a wild substance f"roe; the village (dori or epetuka'i) or to bring
a wild substance into the village (meat). In both contexts the women
reciprocate through the manioc koidza, provided either symbolically in
curing ritual song, or actually in the meal prepared for the hunters'
return. It should also be noted that Culina divide the annual cycle of
activities into the_dry season, when the tokorime curing ritual is held
regularly but the dutse'e towi is rare, and the_~iI1Iseason, when Culina
say they do not perform the curing ritual (although it is occasionally
performed), but when almost all adult male food gathering or hunting
activities are initiated by women through the dutse'e towi. That is, the
two rituals essentially replace each other as the seasons change.

In both curing ritual and hunting/ordering ritual women playa critical
role in transforming wild attributes to tame or sociable ones. While
men control the movement of wild things into and out of the village,
women control the transformation of wild things into socially palatable
things within the village. To the extent, then, that the illnesses repre-
sented by dori and epetuka'i are conceived as improper intrusions of
antisocial wildness into the life of the village, the cure of illness requires
the intprvention of women who are able to tame or socialize such
dangerous properties.

Although shamans are active most often and most publicly in curing
ritual, their participation is also crucial for the successful completion of
birth, and for the proper disposition of the dead. Again, these processes
are linked to the realm of the tokorime spirits to which shamans have
access, and it is only through shamanistic intervention that they can be
negotiated properly.



At the. birth of a child the shamanlheadman leads the village women
~/ in a short series of songs, sung at night, either during or immediately

after the birth. Essentially, these songs refer to various tokorime that are
called into the village to show that they harbor no witchcraft threat
against the newborn infant, and, conversely, to witness that the child
possesses no dori that could harm others. A fetus, and thus also the
infant at birth, is said to be formed entirely of its father's semen, which
is associated with dori. The newborn baby is consequently only half-
formed, lacking the corporeal contribution that will be supplied by
mother's milk. The baby is also in a vulnerable state because it as yet
lacks a soul, a tabori. The Culina informants have no generally agret'd
~n knowledge of when a child acquires its tabon; it is formed over the
course of infancy. The taban carries notions of social competc:lce, and
thus develops gradually over this period. Babies, nono, lack a soul, but
a child, ehecleni, possesses this tabori, which is derived partly from mother's
milk, a tame female counterpart and complement to semen, and later
derived from eating the !Oeat of animals who are the reincarnated spirits
of dead Culina. The lack of a soul exposes the infant to the danger of
epetuka'i, the harmful influence of parents who fail to observe food taboos:
that is, of parents who act too wild, conceived symbolically as the

'. improper consumption of male animal substance. The songs sung by
shamans at the birth of a child protect it from such influences, repl'::-
sented in the songs as the danger posed by tokonme spirits, and their
male animal counterparts.

The shaman's role in death is inverted: essentially the shaman must
conduct the tabon of the deceased to the underground world, the nami
bum, so that this disembodied soul will pose no threat to the living
members of the village. Here again, the medium of performance is song,
sung in a nighttime ritual conceived as a journey in which the shaman,
transformed into a tokorime, conducts the deceased soul to the nomi bum,
where it arrives at the village of the tokonme spirits. A ritual is held for
it there, of the general form of Culina rites of passage, at the end of
which the soul is consumed by peccary spirits and is itself transformed
into a peccary.

A shaman killed by members of a village, normally to avenge the
death of a village co-member, is not accorded this eschatological privilege
of access to the underground afterlife. His soul remains on the palpable
earth, where it wanders for several days "looking for its hammock" (i.e.,

for a proper burial) or for red !!J1.!<:u facial paint (a sign of liminality
"1'-"" and transformation), posing a tem~~ary threat to village members who

may even abandon the area in fear. After a few days the soul is said to
be eaten by a jaguar spirit, transforming it into a jaguar.

Thesel~~rocesses set up cycles of birth and death; in the normal cycle
the souls, the tabori, of people are transformed after death into the
peccaries that shamans call forth into ~he jungle for hunting. The con-
sumed peccary meat, in turn, forms the bodies and souls of living people.

'. The cycle is broken for shamans who are killed \\ithout proper burial;
the jaguar is never eaten by humans, and is thus never retransformed
into a Culina person when it dies.

Culina conceive of people and life itself as a balance and interaction of
various complementary qualities or attributes. One such set, a gendered
contrast is glossed herein as ~ildness and sociability, and this description
could be expanded to include -dimensions such as smell or social space.
These sets are related paradigmatically, and they model others, such as
meat and garden products, semen and milk, jungle and village, and so
on.1O Such complementary properties and substances engage in a kind
of dialectic in which their synthesis or conjunction forms proper persons.
while an overemphasis on either is improper or even dangerous.

Shamans intervene in circumstances understood as threatening the
imbalances of such properties. The illnesses _don and epetuka'i may be
viewed in this regard as the manifestations or unregulated intrusions of
wild qualities associated with men, either without moderation by cor-
responding qualities associated with women, or to an excessive degree.
In the former case, wildness subverts proper sociability, socially as conflict
between village co-members, and conceptually as the anger of an evil
shaman. This excessive wildness is signified by the male substance don.
In the latter case, too, the wildness of intrahousehold hostility is con-

, ceptualized as an inappropriate excess of male substance through the
meat of male animals, symbolized as epetuka'i.

If the intrusion of excessive male qualities and substances is dangerous,
so too is the intrusion of excessive female qualities, represented in the
most extreme and dangerous form as menstrual blood. Menstruating
women are not secluded, but do avoid cooking for and eating with their
household members for fear of contaminating the food. The informants
were unable to specify precisely the consequences of eating food con-



taminated in this way; the situation appears to fall into that class of
events that simply do not happen. Instead, it is the inappropriate retention
of menstrual blood and the corresponding inability to incorporate semen
properly that is significant and produces infertility.

!Ilfertility is understood as a woman's failure to conceive. It is always
attributed to an intentional act of women, and is ca,:-sed by a shaman
who places a substance called awabono in the uterus. The awabono blocks
the passage of sem~n into the womb and the flow of menstrual blood
out of the womb. Infertility is thus a kind of •• version of normal illness:

\ illness is an improper incorporation of a male substance, while infertility
is an improper failure to incorporate a male substance. Infertility inverts
illness in another sense as well; the contraceptive awabono is said to be
requested by a woman herself, by a woman who no longer wishes to
bear children. Those who contract illness are unwilling victims of a
witch, but those who "contract" infertility are willing clients of a shaman.
Nonetheless, illness and infertility share an important characteristic. Both
are matters of social concern when they threaten the ability of people
to fulfill appropriate social responsibilities, either the withdrawal from
social life that accompanies illness, or the refusal to be socially fecund
through infertility. II

Birth and death may be viewed in similar terms. Newborn babies are
explicitly presocial for Culina, composed of male substance which re-
quires the exclusive consumption of complementary female substances
to produce a soul. At death, this soul threatens to be excessively and
inappropriately sociable through its desire to remain in its human village,
where it endangers its remaining kin by tempting the souls of the living
to join it. Again, shamans intervene to insure that proper balances of
these metaphorical qualities are created, protecting babies from the

! excessive wildness of male substance, protecting the village from the
excessive sociability of the dead.

Culina, then, view shamanism as outward-looking. Shamans interact
with the world beyond the village, with enemies in other groups, with
the spirits which populate the forest in the form of animals, or with
the mystical realm of the dead. The terms through which this cosmology
is constructed, however, are those through which Culina conceive and
understand the mundane society of village life. Shamanism emerges,
then, as a means for creating and maintaining proper persons through
the control that shamans exercise over the fundamental qualities of

which these persons are composed, qualities that may become unbalanced
at the beginning or end of life, or in relations with others.

The Culina words in this text follow general phonetic notation with the
follOwing conventions:

lS: an aspirated "s"
He: an aspirated "k"
all vowels have roughly the same qualities as their Spanish equivalents.
, is a glottal stop.

1. I am grateful to Jean Langdon for her comments on an earlier draft of
this paper.

2. The Peruvian Culina ar\?described by Adams (1962, 1963, 1971, 1976),
Rill (1972), and Townsend and Adams (1978).

3. About one-half of the kurubu madiha have now moved to an abandoned
seringal, or rubber-tapping camp, downriver from Maronaua, a site known as
the Sobra!.

4. Dori bears similarities to dou among the Siona, which Langdon glosses
as "power" in this volume. Although the gloss seems appropriate for don also,
I find the generic term "power" too broad to be meaningful. All eulina,
shamans and nonshamans alike, possess "power" of various types; my interest
here is in exploring what type of power dori represents.

5. Viveiros de Castro (1978) suggests that Culina shamans also use aya-
huasca, but this was denied by my infonnants. Though ayahuasca was taken
regularly, it was not used in shamanic performance during my research. Note
that local Panoan shamans, for example among the Cashinahua and Sharanahua,
do use ayahuasca (Kensinger 1973; Siskind I973a).

6. It should be noted that shamans treat only those illnesses that occur
"inside" the body, and do not treat the broad category of illnesses that occur
on the "outside" of the body, especially on the skin (see Pollock 1988).

7. Culina do not distinguish shamans and sorcerers terminologically: both
are dzupinahe. However, Culina do use Portuguese terms such as "bruxo" and
"feiti~ria" when translating the antisocial aspect of shamans.

8. Epetuka'i is similar, being derived also from males-male animals. In



this case, however, the exchange themes referenced also include .semen/moth-
er's milk, the former creating the fetus, the latter creating the child following
birth.

9. Rill (1972) has described the dutse'e towi among the Peruvian Culina in
detail. Siskind describes a similar process among the Sharanahua, neighbors of
the Peruvian Culina (1973b, 96~104).

10. The logically simple structure of oppositions simplifies what is more
correctly an elaborate semiotic calculus. My paper on food and ~exual identity

'. explores some of these relations further (Pollock 1985).
II. It may be objected that barrenness is not perfectly comparable to illness,

as only women become barren, while both men and women contract dOTi.
However, I believe it is consistent with Culina views to suggest that a woman's
infertility affects her husband, who is also denied children: thus, both sexes
become "barren," at least socially.

•••••••••••••••

Shamanic Power in
!i£ionaRelinion and Medicine

Reichel-Dolmatoff (1975) has described a shaman-jaguar complex found
among many indigenous groups of Central and South America, and in
particular among those of Colombia. The central characteristic of this
complex is the association of shamans with jaguars and the belief that
shamans have the power to transform into jaguars. Through an extensi\'e
review of archaeological, ethnohistorical, and ethnological literature of
.0>lombia, he documents this association among highland groups such
as the ancient Muisca (Chibcha), and among the living Paez and Kogi;
among Pacific lowland groups from Panama to Ecuador, including the
Noanama and Embera; and in the Amazonian lowlands where it is nearly
universal lOr all groups. In the Amazon, it is linked with the use ~f
hallucinogenic snuffs or the infusion of yaEJi made &om species of the
Banisteriopsis sp. vine. Shamans use hallucinogens not only to transform
into jaguars, but 1llso to divine the future, to adjudicate quarrels, to
perform sorcery, to identify hunting and fishing areas, and to heal illness
(Reichel-Dolmatoff 1975, 28).

Regardless of the linguistic family or cultural subdivision to. which



the group belongs, similar conceptions and use of hallucinogens to
establish a direct contact with the supernatural sphere are found. In the
northwest Amazon, one center of this complex is the Putumayo-Caqueta
area, where yaae is used as the principal hallucinogen (Reichel-Dolmatoff
1975, 36). The Siona, a Western Tukanoan group living along the Pu-
tumayo River, consider themselves to be specialists in the use of this
and other hallucinogenic drugs. Siona shamans have been famous throughout
the region for their powers, and have served as teachers to novices from
higWand as well as lowland groups (Langdon 1981).

The focus here is on the shamanistic complex as it is manifested
among the Siona Indians. It includes exploration of the Siona conceptions
of the universe, of the forces that make for well-being or ill health, and
of the nature and source of shamanic power.

Power, expressed in the Siona term dau. is perhaps the most central
concept to be examined here, for it is through possessing dau that a
shaman is able to understand and influence the forces responsible for
well-being. The Siona are ultimately concerned with knowing what is
going on in their universe and its implications for daily life. In an
important way, shamanism is a quest for knowledge, and knowledge of
the sort they seek is power. I

which the embodied forces are visible. They speak of these two realities
as "two sides." ~'This side" is that in which we normally operate. It is
characterized by three principal habitats-the jungle, the river, and the
homesteads--each with its distinctive inhabitants. The jungle is the

I home of the wild animals. The j~ar with its power and strength is
the dominating figure of the jungle. The river is the domain of the water
animals and fish; the ~maconda is ruler there. The homesteads belong,
of course, to the Siona with their domesticated animals and plants; the
shaman is leader of this realm. When looking upward, this side stretches
as far as the eye can ordinarily see, and its boundary is marked by the
Sun's Heaven River that cuts across the sky dividing the first heaven
from the second heaven.

The "other side" is a world of spirits and forces operating in non-
ordinary space and time, not only on the earth's surface, but also on
the other levels. All aspects of existence on "this side" are influenced
by these forces. In the second heaven, activities of the Sun, Rain People,
and Thunder are responsible for the weather and the seasonal cycles on
earth, and, consequently, for success in harvests, as well as the annual
cycles of the plants, animals, and fish. In the jungle, the animals have
a master spirit who dictates the size of the group and where the animals
roam in the forest. Thus, if one wishes to have weather favorable for
the crops, to find game in the jungle, and so on, the proper spirits must
be contacted and persuaded to cooperate in order that the normal rhythm
of life continues. However, these supernaturaI forces may also cause
disruption of the normal routine and present dangers to the security of
life.

The Siona's relationship with the spirits could be characterized as
fearful as well as dependent. They see the world full of dangerous spirits
ready to attack the unaware victim. The general concern is that these
spirits will cause serious illness, although they may cause other dangerous
abnormalities, such as scarcity of food, behavioral deviations, floods, or
earthquakes. Certain hours of the day, as well as certain seasons, are
believed to be high activity periods of illness bearing spirits. Thus, the
river is dangerous for bathing during certain hours, and the air is believed
to be full of spirits causing flu and boils during the dry season. A person
may also become a victim of a spirit attack by breaking a taboo or
approaching a location known to be occupied by a malevolent spirit.
Thus, one should not kill a deer, walk near the silk-cotton tree, nor

The Siona universe consists of five levels organized hierarchically. In
ascending order they are called "beneath the earth," "first heaven,"
"second heaven," "third heaven," and "little metal heaven." These levels
are flat discs conceived of as similar to the cassava grill. The first level,
that of beneath the earth, rests on three "fire dogs," the South American
clay cylinders that support the cassava grill over the cooking hearth.
The first three levels replicate each other in that they are divided into
realms belonging to different beings, spirit, human, or animal, and in
that these beings live similar life-styles. Their social organization, material
goods, houses, clothing, and customs reflect each other. Countless su-
pernatural forces inhabit all levels. These supernatural forces, embodied
in spirits and living as humans do, give life and power to reality.

The surface of the earth, called the first heaven, is the dwelling place
of humans and animals. In ordinary everyday reality the forces that
influence events are hidden, but the Siona know of another reality in



promise of further growth. This concept is made concrete through the
different qualities associated with wahf.

This conception of good health becomes even clearer if we consider
the qualities attributed to the state of dying. Levi-Strauss (1963) has
demonstrated that Amazonian Indians tend to order their worldvipw,
along a series of binary opposites, such as raw and cooked, nature and
culture, jungle and river, and so forth. The Siona exemplify this kind
of thinking, particularly with reference to the qualities associated with
the state of health. While '*'<lhi is one term with several I!leanings, there
is not one comprehensive term that serves to signify all the oppositions.
Instead, there are several terms that stand in opposition to each of the
various meanings of wahi. Hu'i, to be dying, is the oppesite verb. The
key adjective is "rotten," -.vith the closely linked terms meaning hot,
dirty, old, dark, and emaciated. Each of these are qualities indicating
the dying or death forces, and the full set of oppositions is as follows:

pass by the graveyard alone. A woman should never bathe in the river
during menstruation, for her odor will attract malevolent spiritS. Small
children, particularly infants, are considered the most vulnerable of all
and suffer the greatest danger of random spirit attack. Adults, on the
other hand, are more often victim of spirit attacks motivated by sorcery.
Hence, to live and prosper in this world, to insure one's security, and
to counteract dangers, it is necessary to understand and to learn how
to influence these ultimate forces. The central quest of the Siona shaman
is to disGJver the forces on the other side in order to understand and
influence events on this side.

Successful well-being for living organisms is a result of the balance
between the living and dying forces that affect them and make up the
general cyde of life. When a Siona greets another in the traditional
manner, he inquires, "Are you wahi?" Translating this into Spanish, they
ask, "lEsta viva?" ("Are you fully living?"). Although we might be inclined
to translate this phrase into, "Are you well?" the word living seems
~0re appropriate if wp C'onsidf'T the replies to this greeting. Generally,
one would reply, "I am alive," but if sick, one would say, "I am hii'i,"
or I am dying. Wahi is the opposite of hu'i, to be dying, and its most
appropriate meaning in this greeting is "to be living." Neither living nor
dying is a static state, but represents the process of growth or death of
the organism.

Wahi is a key symbol that conveys the characteristics attributed to
well-being 1nd growing life forces. It is used both as a verb stem, as
well as an adjective. It has several meanings, particularly in its adjective
form, and thus cannot be given justice by a single English term. For
instance, wahi is used to describe someone who is fat. The quality of
fatness is considered to be a sign of good health. In fact, the fatness of
good health is epitomized in the plumpness exhibited by healthy babies.
Wahi also means to be immature, fresh, young, or tender. Light shades
of the color green, such as those we might associate with spring, are
also called wahi. Thus, from these various meanings, there emerges a
sense of what it means for the Siona to be fully living or healthy.
Wahi implies the concept of a state of youth and plumpness with the

living
immature
new, clean
fresh (cool)
young
green
fat

dying
rotten
dirty, rotten
hot
old
black, dark colors
thin, emaciated
cooked

The Siona associate the qualities of thinness with old age and sickness,
black ,md dirty objects with rottenness, and heat with sickness and aging.
Living is a positive state. It is a time of growth and youth, in which
one is plump and fresh. When extended to mean good health for the
community, it means that there is sufficient food for all. There is success
in hunting and fishing. The crops are growing well with proper sun and
rain, and everyone is performing their duties and responsibilities. This
state of living is contrasted with dying, in which one is old, skinny, and
past the peak of growth. For the community that means a scarcity of
food or dissention among the people. In other words, wahi is associated
with the waxing forces of tife, those that help maintain good health and
growth. HU'i, on the other hand, is associated \vith the waning forces,
those of aging, sickness, and destruction. The tendency toward life or



death predominates, depending upon the disposition of the supernatural
forces and the shaman's ability to control them.

demonstrates this quality of empowering through knowledge. The Siona
say that all non hallucinogenic medicines have been discovered through

yaOe visions. When a shaman has reached a certain level of knowledge,
he travels to the house of God, where he is shown a book with all the
medicines in it, and it is from this that he begins his career in healing
illnesses. YaOeempowers in a second way. The knowledge yaOe gives to
a shaman forms a substance that grows in a man as he continues to
ingest the drug. This substance, called dau, is the root of the shaman's
power. It is the shaman's dau that imparts healing capacity to medicines.
Ideally, the shaman should sing over all medicinal substances, and it is
his songs that activate the healing properties of plants and other substances.

When the Siona wish to contact the supernatural agents which give life
and power to this rea~ity, they gather with a shaman to ingest yaOe. The
Siona term for yaae is 'tko, which signifies medicine. The Banisteriopsis
sp. vine and its products are not the only substances:4csignated as
medicine among the Siona. The term 'tko refers to a very large number
of plants, animals, insects, and their preparations that are used in dealing
with illness and welfare. The term medicine has a more general use and
meaning than what we connote by the term. A medicine may be used
to insure that an event or person will mature properly, to insure con-
tinuation of a healthy state of being, to prevent danger or disruption
of normality, or to return an unsatisfactory situation to its normal state,
such as curing illness. Most of these medicines are nonhallucinogenic.
However, all classes of medicine derive their meaning, use, and power
from the principal medicine, yaae.

The main use ofyaae is as a divinatory aid to understand the activities
of the spirits in order to maintain or restore the well-being, either of
the community as a whole, or of its individual members. It is the bridge
between this world and the "other" realities or realms. In the past,
when there were master shamans in all Siona communities, the members
of the community gathered weekly to participate in a ceremony led by
one of them. He directed the ceremony to the game spirits, weather
spirits, river spirits, or others, depending on the season and needs of
the community. In addition to these weekly ceremonies conducted for
the well-being of all, there were special sessions for cases of severe
illness, or emergency situations requiring immediate divination of the
supernatural forces operating behind the event. Today, when master
shamans are not readily available, these special sessions are the ones
most commonly held. They generally involve the affected individuals,
their families, and others who wish to participate.

YaOe, as medicine, does not imply a substance with curing powers.
More appropriately, it empowers shamans with knowledge, and the
knowledge they gain allows them to control and influence events in
both sides of reality. The relationship between yane and other medicines

We shall now consider the final, and perhaps most important, term in
Siona shamanism: dau. Previously we have explored the meanings of
waht as aspects of a general conception of health, and of 'tko, which
enables the shaman to transcend everyday reality. The concept dau
completes the set, for it is an essential element in both the curing and
causation of iliness, and it is the basis of the shaman's power. Translating
dau into an English term is difficult, for several different and often
seemingly contradictory usages are attached to it. There are three dif-
ferent and specific usages of dau: (I) dau as a substance that grows within
the shaman's body and embodies his knowledge and power, (2) dau as
a concrete \\itchcraft substance, and (3) dau as sickness. Following this
discussion, an interpretation of the word in its most general and abstract
meaning is suggested.

When a man begins to drink yoae, it is said that a substance grows
inside of him. This substance, called dau, embodies the knowledge and
power gained from his experiences with the hallucinogen. It enables
him to travel to the different realms of reality in order to contact and
influence the spirits. Later, when he becomes a shaman, his accumulated
dau gives him power to cure or to cause misfortune to others. From it
comes the shaman's ability to induce visionary states with lesser stim-
ulants, or to induce curing powers from the state of sweating. Without
dau, he is "only a man."

There is no one particular location or structure of dau inside a person's
body, rather it is dispersed throughout. However, a shaman's dau, at



least part of it, may leave his body, and when it does it takes a particular
material form, most commonly that of a dart, a stone, or a snake's tooth.
Other forms include a "rotting substance," or a "black butterfly." When
a shaman teaches an apprentice his visions and songs, he imparts some
of his dau to him through showing the visions he knows. 2 ,

While the accumulation of dau means knowledge, and consequently
power, it also means that the recipient must now be ever alert to protect
himself against influences that could damage his dau. Dau is very sensitive
or vulner;able and can easily be "damaged," wtuch results in loss of
knowledge. For this reason, the Siona often employ the term "delicate"
to indicate that a man has reached the level of "one who leaves."

A man's dau may be damaged in several ways. Any woman who is
menstruating, preg:tant, or has given birth during the last three to five
months has an odor that can damage his dau. If he passes near such a
woman, or receives food prepared by her, he may suffer from headaches
and body aches, and when he drinks yaae, he is likely to have a bad
journey. Many Siona customs, including the menstrual hut and period
of isolation of the parents during and after pregnancy, have the effect
of protecting the men of the community possessing dau. Dau can also
be damaged when one experiences a bad journey on yaae caused by
other contamination or sorcery. The Siona who described such personal
experiences said these we. e always followed by serious illness; treatment
involved extirpation of their corrupted dau, and thus, a loss of knowledge.
Finally, dau may also be damaged by a surprise encounter with a spirit
while not under influence of the drug. One Siona elder has had several
such experiences. In one, he was hunting in the jungle and heard a baby
cry underneath the ground. He became deathly afraid, and returned
home, unable to speak. That night he had an intensely high fever that
made him delirious. His brother, a shaman, performed a curing ritual.
He first chanted over several remedies, took the stimulant yoco, and
performed a blowing ceremony designed to cleanse the patient's body
of evil spirits.3 When the ritual failed as a cure, the shaman drank the
more efficaciousyaae. Its vision revealed that a shaman from a neighboring
group had sent the spirit to destroy the victim's dau in order to prevent
him from becoming a great shaman. When the victim was cured by his
brother, his dau was removed. The next time he drank yaae. all he saw
was darkness, and he had to start from the beginning again to accumulate
knowledge.

This case helps to explain why only a few men ever reach the level
of master shaman. Journeys into the visionary realms might involve
physical or mental accidents. Most bad journeys, and also frightening
encounters with spirits, are followed by physical sickness. Moreover, the
individual is haunted by painful memories. When "traveling," one ma~'
be plunged into the deep darkness of a moonless night. Evil spirits with

t long tongues and big ears approach the victim and attempt to tie him
up. There is a struggle. If the spirits succeed, the victim will stay forever
on the other side. He will die. In addition to such bad journeys, Siona
men have had unsolicited spirit encounters, such as the one described
in the previous paragraph, when walking in the jungle not under the
influence of drugs. The jungle changes from this familiar reality to that
of the spirit realm on the other side. Menacing spirits appear and ~.
to trick the individual into eating rotten honey or drinking native beer
so that he will never return to ordinary reality. Such occasions are
described as extremely threatening to one's hf'alth and life. Listening to
so many accounts of this kind, one wonders if these noninduced visionat:-
experiences are perhaps a residual effect of frequent ingestion of hal-
lUcinogens. This would suggest that those who become master shamans
are of a mental stability and strength of character that can withstand
constant hallucinogenic experiences with no detrimental effects, while
the others succumb in fright to the visionary experience. The master
shaman maintains a sense of control on both sides of reality.

Dau not only gives the shaman the ability to contact the spirits for
beneficial purposes, but also the power to do the opposite, to injure
people. The shaman's dau enables him to "think ugly" of someone,
causing some misfortune to befall the individual. This is due to the fact
that the dau, which builds up in the shaman, has an existence somewhat
independent of the intent and will of its possessor. The substance is
only partially under conscious control and can cause harm without the
shaman actually intending to act upon his angry thoughts. This is the
double-edged aspect of dau that makes its possessor both respected and
feared. Dau enables him to cure sickness and influence forces for the
welfare of his people; it also empowers him to harm them, either
consciously or unconsciously. One Siona narrative gives an account of
a good shaman who would never look directly at people, for if he did.
they might die. Although he did not wish to harm them, his dau \'\(as

so powerful that it caused injury just by his glance. Dau may sometimes



be so independent that it turns on its owner and strikes him. Thus,
there is even a sadder story of another shaman who was very good to
his people, but who unintentionally caused his father-in-Iaw's death. In
his attempt to find and punish the culprit through magical means, he
ufi\\ittingly caused his own death. Because of this independent quality
of dau, when a shaman dies it remains potent and continues to cause
harm. Therefore, the dau should be removed from his body and sealed
in a tree hole with beeswax, so that it does not remain at large, dangerous
to the living.

When speaking about dau in its special sense as a witchcraft object,
the Siona conceive of it as a physical object, which may be inside the
shaman, flying toward the victim, or in the victim. When inside the
shaman, the dau appears in the form of darts like those of the blowgun.
His lower left arm serves as the "dart holder," and he shoots the darts
at the victim through his middle finger. When he prepares a witchcraft
weapon from the dau dispersed in his body, the Siona call it "working"
or "weaving" the dau. He works it and throws it at the intended victim.
Instead of a dart, the dau may become a rock, a rotting substance, a
snake's tooth, or a black butterfly. When someone is suffering from a
sickness caused by witchcraft, the dau then penetrates the victim in any
of these concrete forms. Otten the Siona conceive of the dau as sucking
the blood of the victim. It may also be cooking the blood, or rotting
the victim. If the individual is to be cured, the dau must be removed
by a shaman.

The third meaning of dau is illness. In reply to the greeting, "Are you
living?" a sick person will say, "I am dying of a dau." In the beginning,
a physical symptom or ailment may not be considered serious enough
to be recognized as dau. It may only be regarded as some minor dis-
comfort. Thus, the Siona recognize a class of ailments not considered
dau. They are described by simply giving the location and predominant
SyIDpton, such as "it burns" for infections, "it hurts" for pains and cuts,
and "it itches" for rashes. If the ailment does not disappear, or if it
begins to take on the symptoms of a recognized sickness, then the Siona
begin to speak of "dying from a dau." This usage of dau does not
necessarily refer to the magical substance inside the individual that is
causing the condition. At first, dau is used in a loose metaphorical sense.
However, within it is the implication that there may be a supernatural
cause, and if so, there is a substance dau in the patient that must be

removed if he is to recover. The usage of dau in this metaphorical sense
to mean sickness, or in a specific sense to mean a supernatural substance,
depends on the history of the illness and its response to treatment.

Supernatural causation may be immediately suspected in certain cases.
Some named syndromes are associated with spirits, such as the "cough
spirit," "flu spirit," and so forth. Also; severe or unusual symptoms, or
illnesses marked by sudden onset, are indicative of supernatural ?u-
sation. In such cases, a shaman is immediately contacted to perform a
curing ritual with )'aee. In most cases, however, the Siona will begin to
administer nonhallucinogenic medicines that they believe will cure the
illness. They may ask a shaman to chant over the preparation. If there
is no response to treatment, then supernatural causation is suspected.
First, )'oco may be used in a ritual to divine the cause and cleanse the
patient. If the supernatural cause is not strong, it is believed that this
may be sufficient. If not, a shaman will be requested to perform a )'ane
ritual. Then specific medicines aimed at treating the physical symptoms
will be administered again. If the disease does not respond, more )'ane
ceremonies are performed by shamans, several of whom might be con-
sulted. Such treatments last for a month or more under each shaman.
Treatments from other tribes may be resorted to, depending on the
success or failure of the ones within the community.

When an illness has reached this stage, the term dau refers to a
specific malevolent substance within the individual. The dau may corne
from a spirit or a shaman. In both cases, it is believed that thf' dau is
eating the victim, causing rottenness inside. The dau. as a physical
substance, must be removed from the patient if he is to be cured. Not
every shaman can remove all kinds of dau. It is required that he possess
sufficient dau to be able to see the mystical cause of the sickness dau
and to overcome it, be it a spirit or a shaman. If it is a spirit, he must
know the spirit's song and vision in order to bargain with him. If it is
a shaman, he must possess more dau that the aggressor.

The Siona say that when the dau is removed, the shaman does so by
sucking it out. They indicated that this dau is invisible to the normal
person, but the shaman can see it. He examines it for the prognosis of
the patient. If the dau is in the form of a rock or spine, he will determine
how much is clear and how much is dark or rotten. The dark represents
the victim's blood and rottenness. If the object is totally dark, it indicates
that the victim will die. If only partially dark, the victim will live. (One



informant made an analogy to my plastic ballpoint pen in which the
clear sides allow one to see the dark line of ink inside. In dau, the dark
line is the blood of the victim and the plastic the clear parts, indicating
that the patient will live.) The dau in this form is a concrete manifestation
of the dying force in the victim. It brings about the sickness and
rottenness with which the hostile spirit or sorcerer intends to afflict the
patient; It is not uncommon and is considered acceptable when the
sh~an says that the dau has been in the patient too long for him to
survIve the damage. To cure the patient, the Siona speak of "returning
the dau to where it came from."

Although three different meanings of dau have been outlined here, it
should not be implied that they are totally distinct in the minds of the
Siona. Dau is knowlc-dge, but not knowledge in its limited use in Western
culture. It is knowledge that enables its possessor to influence the forces
of the universe. Its most central manifestation is the shaman himself
the possessor of dau, who is able to travel in the other side of realit;
and show it to others. It is manifested in the curing power of medicine,
used in its widest sense, and also as the dau of sickness. The various
uses of the term indicate that dau is a key symbol for an important
general conception of energy or power (Ortner 1973). The conception
lying within i:he meanings of dau imphes me potential energy source
that powers the dynamic states of being, living, and dying. It is manifested
in the shaman, in sorcery objects, or in sickness, and activated by JaBe.
The manner in which it becomes manifest and operative depends on
various circumstantial factors, such as the knowledge, experience, and
intentions of the shamans, the intentions of the spirits, and the com-
pliance or noncompliance with mores involving pollution and purity.

not have this obligation, since their primary responsibility is to give
birth and to care for the family. The Siona say that although a woman
actually learns faster than a man, the ingestion of large amounts of JaBe
by her on a regular and intense basis will cause sterility. The one woman
shaman remembered by the elders is said to have begun her career after
she had raised her family.

The knowledge gained by the drug is not definite and circumscribed,
nor a single stage of enlightenment. If the comparison can be made, it
is more like the aims of our educational system, with a series of subjects
one may master, perhaps specializing in one or more. For the Siona
shaman the subject matter to be mastered embraces visions, "designs,"
and songs. All the spirits have their own design, as well as songs, which
they teach to the drinker once he sees them. Each apprentice attempts
to know as many visions and songs as possible, for as he enlarges his
repertoire, so he increases his power with the spirits he knows and can
deal with.

Along the scale of knowledge, three classes of men are recognized:
"Only a man," "one who has left," and "seer," rf'flecting three ascending
stages of knowledge. "Only a man" is the ordinary individual or novice
who has had little experience with the drug. "One who has left" has
had the experience of leaving his body and of seeing some of the visions
on the other side; he is also known as "singer." The "seer" or "one
who sees" is the master shaman. Other designations for the master
shaman include "jaguar" and "one who drinks." At each stage ofknowl-
edge, the individual is expected to go through a set of culturally antic-
ipated visions (Langdon 1979b ). The JaBe experience is not one of
individual random visions or free association of the unconscious while
under the drug's influence. It is, rather, an ordering of the induced
visions into culturally meaningful symbols and experiences, thus gaining
increasing control over the visions and events occurring. The anticipated
visions are well-known to the ilovice. Descriptions of them are part of
traditional oral literature and are common conversational subjects among
the Siona. Also, during the sessions, the participants are guided by the
shaman in various ways. He indicates what will be seen by the class of

JaBe chosen for the preparation. When he "arranges" the JaBe, he sings
of the visions they are going to see. After he "tests" the brew, he
continues to lead them through his songs. The songs are rather detailed.
They include not only naming the spirits and places seen, but also

The sham~n is the "master" in JaEJi visions, having superior knowledge
and expenence to lead the rest. However, the Siona dders consider it
the ~uty of every man to learn as much as possible of the teachings of

JaBe m order to fulfill his duties as provider and protector of his familv.
To be a man is to be strong, and it is necessary to be strong to fa~e
the fears and dangers of the hallUcinogen. Thus, in the past, most young
men served as apprentices to shamans during their youth and attempted
to learn as much as they could. Although women drink JaBe, they do
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FIGURE 2.2. Yaae-inspireddesign The original was also drawn in twenty-four
colors by Estanislao Yaiguaje.

FIGURE 2.1. Siona design inspired byyane. The original was drawn in twenty-
four colors by EstanislaoYaiguaje. without suffering. The serious novice must devote several months of

preparation in order to change his status from "only a man" to "one
who has left." As early as ten or younger he may have ingested yafJi.
but such occasions are considered only as preliminary for the period of
rigorous and intensive apprenticeship. Sometime betWeen puberty and
the early twenties, before beginning sexual relations, the youth contacts
a shaman he trusts and requests that he show him his "designs." The
shaman then instructs him in the proper way to prepare himself. The
youth isolates himself in the jungle with three or fOUTcompanions who
are also ready to begin. They are not allowed to enter the populated
areas of the community, mainly due to the risk of contamination from
women. Sexual relations are frohibited. Only the mother can serve food
to her son, while he cleanses himself through a special diet and a series
of emetics, purges, and baths. The diet consists of green plantains, small
fish, and the meat of certain birds. Sweets, ripe plantains (which are
sweet), and most meats are prohibited. The novice takes emetics daily
for a month or more. The Siona use yaee leaves as their principal emetic,
although they know of others used by closely related tribes. One purpose

naming the various abstract motifs and colors associated with each spirit
(Langdon, in press). In the visions, these designs adorn the spirits'
benches, cups, clothing, faces, and houses. In this reality, they appear
on the painted faces of the elders, on pottery (particularly on that used
during the yafJi ceremony), and on other decorated artifacts. Thus, the
motifs are familiar to all the Siona. The colors are those of the brightly
colored plants, birds, insects, and animals of the jungle, although they
maintain that no natural colors approach the brilliance of the hues in
the visions. This is not to say that the shaman describes all details;
according to the informants, he gives an outline of the significant features
he is seeing, and each individual then elaborates variations depending
on the extent to which he is being affected by the drug and the knowledge
that he has of the visions.

The culturally anticipated visions do not come automatically, nor



of the emetics is to cleanse the body so that when one finally drinks
yane. he "leaves" immediately and sees the visions. As explained by one
informant, the body is lighter after the purge and able to travel farther.
Also, one eliminates contaminating substances that attract the wrong
spirits when drinking yane. .

When the shaman decides that his apprentice is ready, he begms to
give him yane. It is expected that during at least the first two nights,
which the Siona speak of as "two houses," the novice. will ~ through
a period of "only drunkenness." Thist.period, according to Siona lore,
comes from preancestral times when the stars walked the earth as men
and the Pleiades People first drank yaae on this earth. The yo~ng~t
brother of the Pleiades, playing the trickster, set the pat~ern that. is still
followed today. When he first drank yaae, he vomited, famted, unnated,
and defecated on himself. He "went crazy" and rubbed the feces over
his head and clothes, finally fainting from dizziness.4 The Moon als~
went through a similar experience when he learned from the Sun, hIS
grandfather. And thus it is expected of man ..The Siona m~st also ~ry
out, vomit, fallout of their hammocks, and soil themselves if they WISh
to learn from yaJl. The novice must be willing, and have the strength
to endure this unpleasantness.

It is expected that by the third night the apprentice wi~ ~ through
the craziness stage and begin to see the visions. The pnnclpal c~arac-
teristic of this stage is one of fear. It serves as a test to the nOVice,to
see if he is strong enough to travel in the spirit world. One m~s~ be
"strong" to drink yan'. Many do not pass this test. In the fi~t VISions
encountered, there is a pervasive fear of death and destructl~n. All of
the informants have described the following experience With a few
individual variations.

First, the novice sees a huge fire burning everything in its path. It
moves toward him, threatening to consume him ~. ~e '+ko .People
begin to descend, crying and telling him. that he IS.gOlng to dl~. ~e
fire then becomes a huge grinding machine that gnnds everything 10

sight as it moves toward the person. The novice even sees himself ~ound
up and thrown out in pieces. Snakes appear and wrap ar~und hlm."At
any point, the apprentice may succumb to these fearful SIghts and go
crazy," screaming and crying since he cannot face the fear ~f de~th. The
shaman will chant over him, blow tobacco smoke, and bnng him back
to this side. If he faces the frightening visions, a tall woman dressed in

white with large drooping breasts appears. She is the Jaguar Mother,
~ot~er of all creatures considered to be jaguars, including the shamans.
She IS also called the YaneMother. She gathers the apprentice up in her
arms as he becomes a small baby. She wraps a long cloth with beautiful
designs around and arovnd him and gives her breast for him to suck.
The novice sucks, but suddenly he is thrown out by her and, once again,
faced with death. She begins to cry and tell him that be is going to die.
"~hy did you d~nk the yane?" she asks, "For now you are going to
die. Look, ~ere IS your coffin. There are all your things arranged for
your death, your beads, the chambira you were weaving for a hammock.
Yo~ will nev~r see your family again." Hundreds of small snakes appear,
which the Slana say are the leaves of the yan' vine on this side. These
snakes then merge into one, the Drinking Stick Snake, which is des-
ignated as the "owner" of the yane. 5 Since the shaman is also considered
the owner, the snake is perhaps considered a transformation of the
shaman. At first he is very sinuous, and may wrap all around the person,
causing again the fear of death. But the snake straightens out and takes
the apprentice into the other realms. With this vision, the apprentice
has passed the initial test and will now begin to travel to the other
realms. He is now "one who has left." Through the mystical death, he
has been transformed from "only a man" to a child of the Jaguar Mother,
spirit parent of all shamans.

The apprentice is now ready to learn all that the shaman has to show
hi~, provided no bad experiences occur during his training. He remains
With the shaman, isolated in the forest for two to four months, drinking

yan~ almost conti~uously. They drink three to four nights consecutively
U~ti! the apprentice learns to see the particular visionary realm and
spmts the .sh~man wishes to show. After a rest of a night or so, they
resume drinking to see another realm and other beings. It generally
takes two to three "houses" or nights for the apprentice to see the
designated visions clearly, to arrive at the house of the spirits, and to
learn the accompanying songs. Through a sequence of journeys, the
apprentice hopes to arrive at the house of God and become a "master
shaman. The following is a summary of a number of such visions as
seen by those traveling on the "other side."

Once .the yane snake begins to straighten out, he moves forward in
a slow rhythmic motion with the drone of a heavy motor. The apprentice
mounts the snake so that he can be carried to the other realms. The



snake first takes him inside the river. The Yaae People accompany him
and explain each scene as it slowly passes. The voyager visits the house
of the Anaconda, the houses of the River People, and the houses of
other spirits and beings there. During the journey, the Yaa~ People
continue to explain all that he is seeing. Later, in other seSSIOns,the
snake will take him to the end of the world, where the great water

I tube connects the first heaven with the second heaven. Ifhe is progressing
in his knowledge, the apprentice will journey up that tube into heaven.
'ha~ informant reported that when he arrived at the water tube, the
Metal Saint People told him that he had to take out his intestines to
go up in the tube. When asked how he responded he replied, "Ha~~
thinking, there were my intestines floating in the lake, and I went up.
In the visionary realm, he easily left his innards to travel to the next
level. When arriving in heaven, one sees the Sun People dancing around
their "maypole." They introduce themselves to the Siona as the Tender
(wahi) Sun People. The voyager may be asked to clean the Sun's huge
mirror, which is all dirty and clouded over with the excrement of the
cicada that comes in the summer of August. They give him cotton and
the milky sap used in the yaae ritual to cl~n ~e mirror. The voyager
cleans the mirror, a process which turns wmter mto summer on ~rth.

During other nights of visions, the apprentice journeys to other "house
sites" in the different realms of heaven, always being led by the shaman
who "knows the vision" and is willing to show him. He may go to the
house of the Thunder Being, to the Earthquake Tapir, to the houses. of
the animals, or to other places. He is instructed in differen~ cunng
visions when he visits the spirits of different illnesses. When he.Journeys
to the house of the Jaguar, the Jaguar Women appear, resemblIng beau-
tifully painted human women. They call the master shaman "h~band"
and treat him as master of their house, giving him and the noVice food
and drink as they rest in hammocks. .

After the initial period of training and isolation, the apprentice returns
to his home but maintains sexual abstinence for a year or more. He
often serves' as one of the shaman's assistants in the ceremonies and
continues his study as far as he wishes or is able. He ~ay also visit
other shamans, including those of other tribes, so that hiS kn0v:ledge
grows beyond that of the original teacher. Generally the penod of
apprenticeship lasts from one to two years. .

The visions form a graduated series in which some are more difficult

to achieve than others. For instance, only the most advanced shaman
can go to the Moon. One informant told me that he saw it "from a
distance," but that he did not have the ability to get close. Only the
most advanced may enter the house of dead shamans. The less advanced
will never return to this side after entering. Also, the top layer of the
heaven, the little metal heaven, is only visited by the most learned. Like
any true learning process, it never ends for a shaman as he tries to
continually enhance his power and knowledge. Thus, not every shaman
has the same knowledge. Individual shamans specialize in different as-
pects of the art. For instance, some shamans specialize in the visions of
hunting and contacting the spirits of animals. Others specialize in seeing
certain beings in the heavens, such as Thunder, Sun, or Moon, and
others in curing sickness. In the field of curing, there is also speciaLization.
A shaman is capable of curing those diseases for which he knows the
responsible spirits and the proper songs. Of course, all apprentices seek
to go as far as possible with their knowledge, but they do not all have
the same opportunities, abilities, or strength.

The. discussion here has focused upon Siona cosmogony and their quest
to discover and influence the ultimate forces of the universe. Shamanism
has been described as a quest for knowledge, and knowledge has been
described as power.

In this description, the shaman is a living embodiment of power, for
he possesses dau, and uses it for the benefit and detriment of others.
He is the central figure in the quest for meaning, for he mediates between
ordinary humans and the ultimate forces. In particular, his importance
as mediator is underscored through his leadership of communal rituals.
Beca~ of the dangers that journeys to the other side pose, all rituals
r~Ulre. the presence and leadership of a master shaman. In the past,
Siona ntuals were held regularly for the benefit of the entire community.
Even though they are now only performed sporadically, they are still
viewed as essential for continued well-being. The rituals fulfill the func-
tions as elaborated upon by Geertz (1966, 1973b). They are a dramatic
symbolic presentation of the key conceptions of Siona religion, and the
use of hallucinogens makes them a particularly powerful experience,
fusing the imagined and commonsense realities of the Siona world view.
Under the effects of the hallucinogen, what happens on this side of
reality is a pale reflection of what is seen on the other side. This visionary



(S. Hugh-Jones 1979). The shaman became the leader in all aspects of
sacred and secular life, with no other leadership role to rival his until
permanent occupation of Siona territory by whites.

The sign I represents a central closed vowel situated between j and u.
, represents the voicelessglottal consonant. Nasalizationis represented with a
- disposed over the vowels.

reality is experienced with the "aura of factuality" Geertz describes as
essential to the ritual experience (Langdon 1979a). d

Although not discussed here, the presence of master shamans, an
the continual performance of ritual throughout three hundred y~rs ~f

·th .. . and trade'"" enabled the Siona to mamtamcontact WI mlsslonanes .~,
their distinct identity and worldview. In addition, the sham~n.as a human
embodiment of power, and as mediator between the two realities, emerged
as the key figure in Siona social organization (~ngdon .19~5). After
initial contact with the Spanish, the Siona expenenced slgmficant de-
population and social disorganization. From this, the shaman emerged
not only as the religious leader, but also as the politi~al lea~er of the
community. Other leadership roles that might have eXisted p~or to the
conquest and been documented for the Eastern Tukanoans disappeared

I. The data on which this work is based were gathered during twen~'-two
months of fieldwork in Colombia from 1970-1973, and the summer of 1980.
The study was supported in part by the Tulane University Intemational Center
for Medical Research grant AI-lOO50 from NIAID, NIH, U.S. Public Health
Service, and in part by a traineeship from USPHS, Grant 5 TOI MH-08554
with Dr. J. L. Fischer. Director.

2. Hamer (1 ~ I L, 11'J-21) mdicates that the Jivaro have a similar concept
of dau, which they calltsentsok. During the apprenticeship, the shaman actually
passes from his mouth into that of the apprentice an object that is said to be
the tsentsok and a symbol of his knowledge and power. For the Jivaro this
object is in limited quantity within the shaman's body, and thus, in imparting
it to the novice, he reduces his own knowledge and power, which must be
rebuilt. This does not seem to be the case for the Siona. I have no e\idence
that they consider the quantity to be reduced when the shaman imparts his
knowledge.

3 .. Yoco is a mild stimulant that is believed to yield visions for a shaman,
although not for nonshamans. It is often used in minor healing ceremonies
before yalJi is employed.

4. One cannot help but note the similarity between this old Siona myth
and Carlos Castaneda's first encounter with peyote (1968).

5. Siskind (1973b, (40) describes the small snakes and the large snake,
symbolic of the vine, as part of the early Sharanahua visions. See Mallol de
Recasens (1963) and Mallol de Recasens and de Recasens (1%4-65) for other
accounts about Siona visions and the presence of snakes.

FIGURE2.3. Siona shaman performing a curing ceremony. (Photograph by
Carlos Garibello Aldana)
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THE CONCEPT OF NIHUE
~

AMONG THE SHIPIBO-CONIBO
OF EASTERN 1tI£RU

When dealing with health, the Shipibo-Conibo of eastern Peru are
principally concerned with nihue, the individual essence of an animal or
plant. It is cited as the most common cause of illness and is of central
concern to all medical practitioners. These include the shamans, called
vine drinkers, or healers, as well as veaeralistos, and bone-setters who
apply massages and hot baths. In Caimito, where this research was
conducted, there are three major shamans who drink the hallucinogen
ayahuasea (Banisteriopsis sp.) .• The visions and songs quoted in this work
were made by them.

Nihue is a complex concept involving the native theory of individual
essences and cannot be easily translated. It means "wind" in everyday
usage. The ethnographic literature translates names for similar phenom-
ena in other Latin American societies as bad air (mal aire), or evil winds
(I'ientos malpeos). "Individual essence" is a term coined by Ammann
(1931,365) and most aptly chosen by Fischer (1%5, 309, 310) to replace
"soul substance," "soul stuff," and similar vague and unsatisfactory names.
"Individual essence" prevents confusion or unjustified connections with



concepts of soul, and, more appropriate in our case, avoids misleading
associations with weather phenomena, which are its cause or transmitter
in only a few cases. Furthermore, it does not imply any inappropriate
moral judgments.

Under the influence of ayahuasca, the Shipibo shaman sees nete, a
"thin hull of light," around living beings. With plants and animals this
lutninous hull or aura is always called nihue and has a specifically identified
individual quality, such as color, smell, consistency, and so forth. In the
case of humans, it is referred to by two terms, the above mentioned
nete, and shinan. Although seemingly interchangeable, each term has its
own specific meaning.

Nete alludes to the aura's shining quality. This quality is initially
colorless or neutral but is always influenced or colored by the properties
of substances or beings that its bearer approaches or contacts through
touching, inhaling, or ingestion. When the amount of those alien esse~~es
is limited in a human's body and their qualities are in balance (neutrahzmg
their powers), their bearer is in a state of equilibrium, or health.

Shinan in daily use means thought, reason, idea, or will. With reference
to health, it connotes a being's share of an "impersonal vital power"
(Fische!" 1965, 314). Designating hnth physical and mental power of a
human, it can be judged from the intensity of the being's nete. With
healthy and strong individuals, it may culminate in a crown, which is
a nimbus, indicating the bearer's shinan (power) by its size and brightness.

,. Thus, nete (light) and shinan (power) cannot be thought of without each
other. Together with different nihues in a being, they constitute what
could tentatively be called the "accumulated essence of man."

Nihue (individual essence) is also a cause of seriol's illnesses attributable
to witchcraft. When a shaman is offended, he indirectly sends harm to
his intended victim by sending his spirit helpers to cast their nihue on
him. Such shamans are acting as sorcerers and are called yotamis "ones
who use to bewitch." When we indiscreetly ask a shaman the cause
and nature of a particular case of illness, he most often answers, "He's
caught bad nihue!" or, "It comes from nihue," without identifying the
source. This information is as precise as, "He got infected." One shaman,
in fact, tried to help convey the meaning of the term nihue by comparing
it with a "cloud of bacteria."

Since nihue has a variety of origins, qualities, intensities, and effects,
its particular source must be diagnosed by a shaman. Based on his

knowledge of the case history and circumstances of the sickness, he
discovers the particular nihue causing the illness through ayahuasca-
induced visions. As one shaman said, "The spirit of the ayahuasca vine
~hows me which spirt (yoshin) has poisoned the patient, and he tells me
how to fight it." Through ayahuasca, the shaman sees the nih~e, the
qualities of which indicate its origin and proper treatment.

Although anyone may drink ayahuasca, it is necessary to train for a
year or so in order to obtain visions for curing purpos~. The training,
or ~ta, lasts at least a year and involves isolation, food taboos, pre-
scriptions for bathing, celibacy, and other norms. The novice drinks
ayahuasca and tobacco mixed with at least one other plant, normally a
hallUcinogen. The spirit of the ayahuasca vine serves as one of his advisers,
and the apprentice is considered the master of tobacco. The third plant
provides an additional auxiliary spirit.

As is common to many shamanic systems of this region, the training
also involves the passing and accumulation of a substance that symbolizes
knowledge gained through visions and training. For the Shipibo-Conibo,
this substance is called quenyon, and it is materiaiized in phlegm. It is
passed from the master shaman to the novice a few weeks after the
training is initiated. The beginner sucks phlegm from the mouth of his
master who has swallowed a great deal of tobacco smoke to bring it up
from where it is accumulated in his chest. The novice does this nightly

, for a week. The phlegm first accumulates in the novice's stomach, where
it is believed to be potentially harmful. To make it rise to the chest and
remain there, he drinks tobacco water and swallows tobacco smoke. If
the phlegm rises to the mouth, the novice must swallow it. Several
precautions are take'1 to retain the phlegm within the novice, not
allowing it to leave his mouth, nor to pass through other orifices. Thus,
the education is centered around the handing over and preservation of
pure and strong quenyon, or phlegm. It is said to be a sticky substance
(sometimes a paste, or dough), and is thought to abs~rb and store nihue.
It thus constitutes a kind of temporary container and carrier for nihue.
In the case of sorcerers, their phlegm is said to be embedded with little
arrows or chonta palm thorns, which are loaded in the phlegm with
the nihue of diseases.

Also important to curing is the learning of songs, called huehua. masha,
or icaros (see Luna, chapter 10, this volume). These melodies paint
beautiful linear designs, called quene, on the entire surface of the patient's
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body in order to restore health. The sick person's designs are distorted
and must be restored to return to health. These songs, which are alleged
to have healing powers themselves, provide reliable data for the shaman's
covert performance and the meanings of his overt performance. During
the curing sessions, he sings a number of these songs and ljndertakes a
number of measures that aim to free his client from harmful nihue (see
table 3,1). The shaman strives to ultimately strengthen his client's shinan,
thus enabling him to hold a dream ego, called caya, whose final loss
would result in death. 2

Techniques are also performed to suck out illness, which, at times,
involves the production of phlegm by the shaman. However, this tech-
nique is not central to our discussion here.

The follOwing curing vision related by a Caimito shaman illustrates
how they identify' the nihue responsible for the illness. The curing song
that follows was sung by another shaman; the song describes the nihue
and how it should be treated. l

Frequency
Treatment of
Number Appearance

MeaninginRespttt
to tbe Nihue C

Shipibo Tenn'
for tbe
Shaman'.b Action

to wipe away
to rub off
to wipe dean

What 1 saw last night was quite common, just a nonnal vision one could
say. This is how it was: When 1 dIink ayahuasca, the dangerous spirits
(yoshinbo) come and try to kill me with their weapons. They have spears,
arrows, and pistols, and 1 have to run and hide. 1 am always quite
scared. They are numprous and have many weapons. ~ut after a while, I
can can my jaguars, which chase away the dangerous spirits" Ihave a
fast fire, too, which is burning like spilt kerosene, when I light it with
my pipe. As the yoshinbo all prefer the cold, you can easily deter them
with bums. Many doctors come to me, sanitarios, bringing many
medicines. Beautiful white women come, nurses.5 I hear yoshinbo sing, I
also sing, I sing along with thern.6 Just like the father and the husband of
Ronin Same [the main patient of the night before] have sung with me, I
usuany sing with my (helper) yoshinbo. My singing is keeping away
(dangerous) yosbinbo, as a weapon would. While Ising, they don't
approach. (This is why one must not interrupt singing for too long a
time.) The doctors are the men of the ayahuasca vine, they ten me
everything. The yoshinbo of the trees I drank in my dieta also corne and
ten me by whom and why my patient has been attacked.7 Sometimes the
very yoshin who made him sick appears and he has to ten me everything.
When I see a white nihue, the Joshin of the lupuna tree comes and
speaks: "This man has urinated on my stem, so Icouldn't do other than
lay my nihue upon him." Or maybe he will say, "This man was leaning
against a lupuna, so the lupuna nihue is sticking to him." But you don't
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need to touch nihue. There is the nihue of the Great Boa for example,
which is magnetic and can be caught from a distance.8 There are more

yoshinbo present, but they don't act or speak, nor do they disturb me.
When a patient has been bewitched by one who has studied black magic
from a book, I see books and many papers falling from heaven, like
leaves in a storm.9 But all that is visible for short moments only, just like
the pictures of a movie in the Pucallpa cinema. During all that, the sick
man is lying in front of me in a circle of light (nele), as if he was
illuminated by a big lamp. I feel safe and strong, since the smoke and my
crown protect me. In the end, all gets weaker and fades, like a passing
drunkenness from beer. Then I sing aloud ... mashQ,huehua ...

A masha curine sone

1. The nihue of the lupuna yoshin,
2. I surely shall loosen it.
3. Its plant-like smelling nihue,
4. its saliva-like nihue, its white saliva nihue,
5. its whirling nihue,
6. its hot nihue,
7. I shall carry it away right now.

oil .~as burned, then a death spirit has attacked. If the body appears
whitlsh-yellowy, and the person has a whitish stool looking like dirty
soapy water, then I know that a dolphin has poisoned my patient. I) I'll
blow ~oke upon the crown of his head where it will enter and drive
Ollt the bad nihue at his other end. Sometimes, you can hear it: a fart.
When the Great Boa's nihue has struck the patient, it is seen as the
sn~ke .itself wound around his body, its head lying upon the belly with a
qUIVenng tongue, wanting to scare me. It has cold nihue, caracho! AU
snakes, turtl~ and water spirits have this; in such a case I'll sing of
water. Sometimes, a tree has poisoned a chJtd; in most cases it's the
lupuna tree. White smoke appears, the shono josho nihue. But a lupuna is
damn dangerous: it also has three more nihues. So strong it is! Trees
alway.scome. personally (their spirits look like "little men"). They are
sldn~mg besides the sick, and I see (in the case of lupuna) white smoke
floatIng down upon the child ..

(Having drunk ayahuasca, sitting in front of a patient] ... it will be
different, depending upon the case: If, for example, the (sick person's]
body is all yellow, he has been poisoned. by the air, coming from the
bubbles in the mud on the shore. If there is black smoke ascending, as if

TabI.e 3.2 Iis~ and classifies the most frequently diagnosed nihues
accordmg to theIr properties.

Generally, nihues are not harmful under all circumstances, although a
few are always harmful. Most only become pathogenic in a high dosage,
or when one is in contact with them or exposed to them for a certain
length of time. Age, constitution, and nutrition may make a person
more or kss resistant or prone to nihue. Pork is quite itsa but a small
q~anti~ won't harm a healthy adult, whereas the ca~n's strong itsa
mhue IS dangerous to anybody. The itsa nihue of onions, tobacco, or'
kerosene (which can be administered in small dosages) are carefully
applied as medicines.

. A person may carry less pathogenic nihues within himself: the plant
mhue of a melon he has just eaten, the itsa nihue from his own sweat or
the to~cco he smoked, or some hot or cold nihue, depending on whether
he has Just come back from a fishing trip or has been idly lying in his
house.

DU~ his education and before every healing session a shaman tries
to get nd of those various nihues by proscribed conduct and nutrition.
A strong nih~e m.ight weaken his shinan or repel one of his spirit helpers.
One exce~~on IS the nihue of tobacco, which pleases all potentially
helpful Sptnts and can be used against any harmful nihue.
. Seeing a nihu~ is similar for all shamans: the nihue of the lupuna tree
IS always descnbed as white, the nihue of the catahua tree as yellow,
and so on. The simultaneous appearance of the tree's anthropomorphous

In reference to the curing song, the lupuna tree has one of the
mightiest and thus most dangerous spirits known to the Shipibo. Many
serious sicknesses are traced back to one or a few of its pathogenic
nihues. One of those nihues is perceived by and named after its smell
(line 3), another one by its color and consistency (line 4), one by its
movement (line 5), and a last one according to its temperature (line 6).

Most songs, like the previous one, contain infvrmation about the
dangerous spirit of a plant or animal and its nihue responsible for the
sickness, as well as information about the nihue's appearance and its
treatment. We could also say that the songs supply information about
an examination of the patient, the shaman's diagnosis (given here in
lines I and 3 through 6), and a therapy (hinted at in verses 2 and 7).10

To get a better impression of the shaman's analysis let us look at
another example made by a shaman as to how he sees nihue:



Prdiminary
Ternperature categories

~ Name of
- the nihue
~S.

water spirits
river pozos
whirlwinds
night air
rainbow

spirit differs from shaman to shaman. The spirit of a plant or animal
acts as an individual, as does a man's dream ego. This is one reason
why one could say that nihue must have some physical basis; however,
its "dramatization" may be a different one with each shaman. Some
shamans see certain spirits dressed and acting like Indians, whereas
others see the same spirits as "viracochas," white men. In one session
for example, both shamans first perceived the nihue of a cayman by its
smells, and then each dramatized it individually; one saw a cayman lying
upoA the patient's body; the other saw the tail of a cayman protruding
from the patient's mouth.

Reports of ayahuasca visions indicate that a vision has fixed elements,
which are chemically stimulated and, to a fairly high degree, culturally
conditioned. A vision also has a variable part, the "dramatization," which
is mostly culturally conditioned, and which includes the shaman's in-
dividual explanations and embellishment of his adventures.

The previously mentioned song of the lupuna tree gives two hints at
a therapy for nihue: to "loosen it" and to "car:y it away." In thirty songs,
some of them consisting of nearly a hundred verses, fifteen ways are
mentioned showing how the shaman can treat nihues. These are presented
in table 3.1 with their frequencies of occurrence.

What is easily noticed, and seems most significant, is that none of
these treatment terms describes a final annihilation of nihue; it is only
"taken away" from the sick body. The term queyo-ti (3) is doubtlessly
the most revealing one, since it also relates what happens to the nihue
after it has been removed: it is scattered or distributed. Often queyo-ti
is combined with one or two of the other terms, such as, "... having
loosened (1) it [the nihue], 1 shall put an end to it by distributing it. . ."
Or, "I shall break it off (15), and then put an end to it by distributing
it ... " [And,] "Right now, 1 shall grind it (14), and then put an end to
it, scattering it... "

Through his visible and invisible paraphernalia and auxiliary spirits,
the shaman treats nihue and restores the distorted ornaments or designs
of the sick body. The meaning of the first treatment term, choro-ti, "to
unWind," refers to the shaman's treatment of the distorted ornaments.
These actions of the treatment of nihue, and the restoring of body designs
are described throughout the healing songs, and this is further dem-
onstrated by the excerpts that follow. Beginning this sampling is one
shaman's standard stanza, which contains the three terms used most

vulture (Co1OfJYPSatr.)
0'_.)"~-~~~~'manati (Trichechus m.)



often. It is usually sung in the beginning of a session and is sometimes
inserted into other songs with only slight variations.

I. With my great power, [original text: podero]
2. with my great shinan. [shaman: "this is my podero"]
3. I shall soon put an end to the spirit nihue by

distributing it. [term (3)]
4. With the power of God, [original text: dios-en podero]
5. I shall heal this body right now.
6. With my great medicine [shaman: "... my medicine is ayahuilSCll

and my shinan"]
7. I shall loosen the nihue [term (I)]

from the culminating points of the body.
8. Blowing vigorously with my great tobacco,
9. I am putting an end to it,

scattering it. [term (3)]
10. Then I shall wipe the body clean. [term (2)]

To punctuate his singing, the shaman rhythmically shakes a bundle
of leaves like a rattle. It is his "drum," and at the same time it is
counteracting bad nihue with its scents. The bundle is made with the
leaves of a fragrant shrub, huiroro (Ocimum micranthum W.), or of a nettle,
ishanka (Urea caracasanum, or Laportea sp.j. The nettle has an additional
effect, as the following song demonstrates:

With its sharp and pointed teeth, with its many little hooks, it will grasp
the nihue and throw it away; oh it is good at throwing, my ishanka. my
medicine ishimka!

The shaman may brush the bundle slightly against the patient. Some-
times he stretches his arm over the patient's body and wags his hand
to the right and left, singing:

My staff with the boa designs, I'm swinging it. I give out blows like
lightning, and then can wipe away the strong nihue.11

With my mighty metal broom, my broom with golden stripes of designs,
my hissing broom, I shall put a thorough end to the nihue in this body,
scattering it all, and my good songs, my mighty songs, they will
straighten out the designs on the body.

After two or three songs, the shaman clasps his hands around the
patient's arms, legs, and body and p<:rf~rms pulling movements, as if
he was stripping pieces of cloth from the limbs. Then he slaps his hands
together, while turning his back to the patient. One shaman at the edge
of the house platform was seen sweeping his garment with the bundle
of leaves, singing:

t

With the glistening nihue broom, the ayahuasca nihue broom, we [he and
his auxiliary spirits] shall sweep, sweep, sweep... Sweeping, let's put an
end to the sickness, scattering it.

After the song he stood in front of the patient, and, holding the
comers of his clothing, he vehemently fanned the entire group present.
He later explained that he was "fanning all detached nihue away."

The Caimitoan shamans have spirit helpers known as the Inca People,
who are said to inhabit one of several towns above the clouds, where
shamans receive advice and medicines and can recharge power (shinan)
by absorbing some of the abundant light (nete) there. They possess
impressive equipment and weaponry, such as metal tools, machine guns
(referred to as cannons), and other modem machinery, which they use
for the benefit of the Shipibo. There are also 5=!J.i1iasticexpectations to
be n~ti~ed among the Shipibo, wherein the Inca playa leading role. The
Inca s aid and weaponry permeate many curing songs.

~y Inc~ ki~, with his million people, slowly approaches while we sing.
From hiS bIg cannon, from the mouth of his cannon, come fiery balls,
wiping away eveTJthing.

The spirit's songs, the songs of the witch doctor's bird shane. I'll loosen
them; I really will. Their strongest songs, I'll crack them with the Inca's
steel.

In the latter passage, the shaman identifies the sorcerer as·a mestizo
by referring to the bird shane, which is used as a euphemism for mestizo
people. Just as the shaman's songs are painting a beautiful, good ornament
on the ~atient's body, the spirits' songs are destroying the ornament by
entanglmg the body and applying bad nihue.

Another method to take away the body ornaments ruined by spirit
songs and nihue is described in the follOWing:



I shall take them [the ornaments] away with my torno.

I shall unwind them from the body and wind them up on the rorno.

Unwind them and wind them up, unwind them...

The constant singing and rattling with leaves is sometimes interrupted
to blow tobacco smoke over the sick person's head or whole body:

The nihue ~e has ~ro.ugh~he:e, the nihue the spirit has brought, I'll put
an end to It by dlstnbutmg It. Right now, I'll do that with m" thick
tobacco smoke. )The tarno is a rotating rope-making device, twisting together three

cords or more and reeling up the produced rope.
Shamans also employ modem weapons:

The bamboo boa, having little teeth on its tongue, it makes re-re-re-re-re,
while meandering over the body. Making this, it is grinding the nihue.
and we put an end to it. Let me sweep it away...

. Covering the patient all over with a protecting veil of tobacco smoke
(I.e.: a final fumigation with good nihue) usual~y signals the end of a
sessIon.
. Asking for the place where nihue is sent (distributed), is a serious
breac~ of etiquette, or at least, a most awkward and embarrassing
questIOn. The question is ignored, evaded, or at best, answered very
~aguely: "anywhere else!" or "just away!" or "anywhere!" The answer
IS never "to where it comes from!" since the spirit of the nihue's plant
or animal source may have helped the shaman remove it from his client
tacitly implying that the shaman will find another person in whom th;
mhue can s~y. Nihue itself (which can be moved with the power shinan)
has a c~rtam a~ount of inherent energy; this energy seems to require
a matenal camer or dwelling place.

In sum, humans have a dream ego and an amount of impersonal vital
power (shinan), which \'lith healthy and strong individuals produce a
crown of light (nete) around the head.

Their bodies are decorated with lineal ornaments. The condition of
the aura and the crown, both visible through their light and the state
of the body ornaments, may be influenced by spirits with the individual
essences (nihues) they control. The yoshinbo might be called counterparts
of human dream egos because the shaman's dream ego negotiates with
them as co-equals.

The spirit's nihue, having a certain amount of energy and an individual
smel!, color, te~pe~ature, or consistency, seems to be analogous to a
man s aura (whIch IS produced by his shinan, seen as light [nete]) and
his individual body ornaments .

. During his apprenticeship the shaman trains his dream ego to leave
hIS body at wiIl and accumulates a surplus of shinan enabling him to be
effective.

The s~aman is able ~o remove nihue from a sick body, but he cannot
destroy It. If he doesn t want the nihue to stay in his immediate emi-

I just put my dynamite there and make it blow up the nihue.

Tiri! Tsarara! It is breaking to pieces the most serious nihue.

The nihue of the Great Boa has, among other qualities, e1ectrif)ing
and magnetizing power. Singing for patients struck by such nihues, two
shamans were quick to make the tape recorder a means to their ends

and sang:

Those nihue, whirling mightily inside [the patient's body], this big
machine is taking them away right now.

With ti,e \..:"ctricpower of the mighty machin(' I shall loosen the nihue.
With the steel, curving shiningly[i.e., the tape spools] I shall loosen it.

"Electricity" and "electric" are sometimes rendered in Spanish, but
mostly the syllable rin is used to represent the sound of electricity, which
is said to be heard when it is released from somewhere. Two Caimito
shamans command a boa, who assists them with this kind of energy:

I can break the nihue with my steel, while it [my boa] is making rin, my
metal boa, making a sudden rin, while winding itself.

It is lying in the town of the Inca, the metal boa is lying there. I make
her give out a sparkling rin, and we put a thorough end to the nihue.
scattering it.



rooment or on himself, ~e has to cast it on another living being who
doesn't possess enough shinan to repulse it. Thus, in curing one, he is
always bewitching another. Since he normally choses a victim in a distant
social unit (and preferably one without a powerful shaman on its side),
he is a kinji of politician, deciding and working for his group, and he
is, accordingly, a sorcerer for any other group, as the inhabitants of the
next village will readily confirm. f

Of course, it is easiest to send the nihue just taken from a patient to
. someone living nearby. That is why people are aware of a constant threat

from their own shaman. They know the shaman is not beyond good
and evil, nor in between; he is both good and evil. Nihue. which is only
to be moved by a person with excessive shinan, can neither be destroyed
nor permanently exist without being attached to a living being. Thus
the shaman, as manipulator of energies, sees his world, with respect to
the sum total of nihue and shinan, as a closed system. In this sytem his
role is that of a strategist who is, by means of his shinan, distributing
and redistributing nihue.

4. ~Il shamans have jaguars as their helpers. In Caimito, however, onlv
one claimed (and mentioned in his songs) that he was able to transform hirnseif
into a jaguar.

5. During his military service and a few visits to Pucallpa, the shaman
became acquainted with hospitals and pharmacies.

6. The singing "in chorus" reminds me somewhat of the ancient Greek
"poeta," singing along with the muses. Caimitoan shamans do not claim au-
thorship of their songs but attribute the words to the spirits.

7. This refers to the extracts of plants that were consumed together \\ith
ayahuasca and tobacco.

. . 8. ".Ronin" is the Great Boa; one lives in each river and laguna, at times
glvmg birth to a new generation of fish through a rumbling sound. The svllable
"ron" is the sound of thunder; "nin" is a suffix for words with an ~ne\"en
number of syllables meaning "with."

~. In the Pucallpa market one can buy cheap manuals on all kinds of
magic. Those on black magic are sold in sealed covers.

10. T~e. examination may include an inqUiryof the shaman's helper spirits,
of the Sptnt of the plant having poisoned the sick, and, rarely, of the patient
himself. .

. II. E.xtemal symptoms of many diseases are well recognized and evaluated
m the dIagnosis. In this context, I shaHnot take them into consideration.

12. Lg: •• (ne.l~) is the most obvious and immediate manifestation of power
(shman). The abIlIty to release excessive power as flashes of lightning is usualJ~'
conceded only to the Great Boa and to an electric eel.

1. The present paper is based on nine months of fieldwork in Caimito
(1981). I have described life in Caimito and the shaman's world in more detail
in my 1987 thesis Ani shinan: Schamanismus bei den Shipibo-Conibo (Osr-Peru)
(Tiibingen, Verlag S&F). In the following, Shipibo stands for Shipibo-Conibo,
since the tribes have merged and are usually treated as one in recent ethno-
graphic literature. People still are able to trace back their lineage to either
Shipibo or Conibo, but, to the best of my knowledge, there are no noteworthy
differences relevant for our topic.

2. "Dream ego" is preferred by Fischer (1965,243) to the established term
"free soul." He uses dream ego as a principle of consciousness. This dream
ego may temporarily leave the body (as in dreams, unconsciousness, and
ecstasy). In addition it has some functions of a Doppel!Jiineer, but it is not a
soul. Fischer's criteria coincide well \\ith an explication of the Shipiboconceptions.

3. A middle-aged shaman related the vision in Spanish with occasional
Shipibo terms. Additional comments made by the shaman the next day are
placed in parentheses. The other shaman sang the curing song in the native
language and it was translated by him and another Shipibo.
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THE ONE INTOXICATED

BY TOB'ACCO

Matsiaenka Shamanism

In order to describe some important elements of Matsigenka shamanism,
it is advantageous to look particularly at the functions and roles that,
in the Matsigenka view, are characteristic of the curing shaman, or
5eripioari, "the one intoxicated by tobacco."

A brief outline of Matsigenka culture, followed by a sketch of the
conceptual background of shamanism (soul concepts, cosmology, con-
cepts of health and illness, and others), plus a simplified description of
a shamanic seance, is necessary to define the functions and roles of the
5eripi'aari more precisely. Special emphasis is placed on the chants sung
at seances by the shaman and the women accompanying him. The text
of the chants sheds light on the nature of the trance affecting the seance
participants, and clearly shows that the role of the attending women is
greater than previously believed.

The Matsigenka (their designation for "people" or "human beings")
speak an Arawak language. linguistically and culturally, they are most
closely related tt} the Campa, who live to the west and southwest. The



Matsigenka's territory lies between 11°20' and 13° south latitude and
70° and 73°20' west longitude. It includes a large region of the drainage
area of the upper Urubamba, parts of the lower Urubamba, and parts
of the upper Manu and the upper Madre de Dios rivers. The population
has variously been estimated to be between five thousand and sewn
thousand, but Corry (1984, 50) has most recently indicated the group
to number 11,500.

Lil'inO rhinos

The Matsigenka distinguish different classes of "living things": man
(matsi 'oenka); extrahuman beings, in other words, the various classes of
spirits, which are sometimes also referred to as matsi 'oenka; culture heroes
and/or deities, or named superhuman beings who transformed the pri-
meval world to give it its present shape; and the classes of animals and
plants. Animals as a group are described as "living aeatur"s with a
soul." The Matsigenka also call extrahuman persons, human beings, and
peccaries (which are gregarious animals), "those who assemble." These
three groups are thought to have the social trait of forming groups in
common.

People and animals, especially the edible animals of the bush and the
water, viewed as the good spirits' domestic animals, have a free soul or
"dream ego." The dream ego may leave the body during sleep, tranct',
or illness, and it leaves permanently at death. Dream and trance are
understood as similar, perhaps even identical, states. The experiences of
the dream ego are considered real occurrences involving beings seen in
dreams or trance. According to the Matsigenka, the body serves only
as a cover or "dress" for the free soul. Certain trees, like the lupuna
(Chorisia speciosa), may also have this kind of free soul.

A second soul is the "eye soul," or "the mirror of the eye," located
in the pupils. After a person's death, the eye soul is beli~\"ed to "go
up," while the free soul (dream ego) and the bone soul (vide irifra) "go
down." The eye soul is said to reside only inside people who live mainly
on divine manioc, the nonpoisonous variety that comes from Father
Moon. The bones are also important components of humans and animals.
When a man who has transgressed a serious taboo, such as incest, dies,
his bones become a demonic "bone soul" or "one who has risen from
the dead." This bone soul brings disease and death to the living. The
bones of animals rot after death, and thus do not become haunting,
menacing bone souls.

Finally, the center, or "heart," is an important part of men, animals,
and all living things; it is occasionally identified with the dream ego.

For centuries the Matsigenka have inhabited these river valleys and their
hinterland, the regions of hilly and mountainous country some 300 to
1200 meters above sea level. The rivers, navigated in dugouts and balsa
rafts, form their most important arterial routes, though they undertake
trips on foot through the hills and forests as well.

The economy is mixed, based on horticulture, hunting, fishing, and
collecting. A considerable number of Matsigenka live in local groups
away from the big river valleys, near smaller rivers or streams. Sti"UC-
turally, the most important socioeconomic unit within the local groups
is the matrilocal extended family. The Matsigenka practice polygyny
(including sororal polygyny), but in most cases only a few individuals,
namely chiefs and shamans, have two or more wives. .

The beginnings of a class structure is noticed among the MatsJgenka,
for there exists a class of the unfree or "picked ups," also called "brought
ups," or "slaves." Unfree people are most often orphans (having lost
one or both parents), unwanted children, or children who were ex-
changed from one family group to another. Since the possession of a
large and influential kin group means protection, security, and influence,
its absence leads to the contrary: low status, insecurity, and danger.
Consequently, orphans and other children who are not supported by
relatives, as well as widows, are accused more often than others of
bewitching people from their own settlement or neighborhood, thereby
causing illness or death. In fonner times accusations of this kind led to
the death or sale of the accused (Baer 1984, 90).

The roles of the chief (i'tinkami, ko'raka) and shaman (seripi'oari) are
essential to Matsigenka society. The functions of chief and healing shaman
may be united in a single person, or they may be separate.

Spirits

Spirits can be divided into two main classes: the "pure" or "invisible



ones," and the "one who lets die" or "one who kills." The pure spirits
are benevolent to people and are associated with continuing life. The
others, on the other hand, personify death and the transformation of
death-bringing demons. Like humans, they seek company among the
living, but unlike humans, they change the ~ivinginto beings similar to
themselves, killing the living and taking them along. It can thus be said
that "the dead kill." These spirits of death have occasionally been iden- t

tified with bone souls or the ones risen from the dead. The religion of
the Matsigenka is, among other. things, an attempt to check the power
of the spirits of death, allowing the individual to escape death and
become :t pure and invisible being.

The culture heroes and/or deities are chiefly male, and are mainly
restricted to the heavenly and underworld regions. The female deities
belong to the earth. For instance, 'kipatsi is the 6rth. In primordial
times, she was heard to speak, but now human sin has silenced her.
Features in the landscape, such as rock formations near rivers, show
characteristic signs interpreted as traces of the former work of certain
culture heroes and/or deities. Today, the culture heroes of the earth and
the underworld are immobilized or rigid. Thus, Pa'reni, Mother of Fish
and of Game Animals, has taken on the shape of a salty rock. The
Pa'chakama and other underworld spirits and deities have been "nailed."
On the other hand, the deities of the heavenly spheres, namely Sun,
Moon, and certain stars, have remained mobile. Apart from the sun
visible to us, the Matsigenka recognize two more "suns." One of them
is fixed; the other, located in the underworld, is believed to move.

The Cosmos and the Deities

The Matsigenka's rich cosmology can only be outlined here. Its most
essential characteristic is probably the multilevel nature of the cosmos
(d. Baer 1984, 228, fig. 10; Roe 1982, 128). Basically, it is divided into
three parts: the layers of sky (including the clouds), the layer of the
earth, and the subterranean realms.

The underworld is where most of the dead live. Only those who have
died by drowning or have been struck by lightning dwell in the layer
of clouds. The underworld is also said to contain a huge body of water,
which was described to the author as a kind of "sea" or immense lake
named Chi'kosa. The rising mists in the morning are traced back to the
waters of that lake, and it is said that the earth will come to an end if
the subterranean waters of the lake rise up one day and overflow the
earth.

There are invisible "closed" links between the different layers of the
cosmos. These linking paths become visible to the shaman only after he
has taken ayahuasca (or other hallucinogens). Generally, the good spirits
live in hilly or mountainous country, in the depths of lakes and rivers,
and in layers of the sky. They bathe in the Milky Way, imagined as a
heavenly river, where they shed their skins and rejuvenate. If a human
bathl's in the Milky Way, he becomes immortal. The evil spirits live in
the depths of the rain forest, around rock formations, or inside certain
rocks, which are their "palaces." They also live in cloud regions and
inside the earth with the dead. Rain and fog are the media in which
these spirits like to manifest themselves.

According to the Matsigenka's religious tradition, illness is almost always
the expre<:c;iol'l;mrl ,"",<:llitof <1previous ~:I' rl)oflict or of thedisturhan~e
of social order. This also applies to illnesses ascribed to the aggression
of extrahuman persons or powers, for the extrahuman forces are believed
to cooperate with human aggressors or human witches (ma'tsinti) and/
or bewitching shamans (matsika'nari).

The concept- according to which a man becomes ill or dies "by
himself," in other words, without the influence of a third party, is
virtually unknown to the Matrigenka. When an old person dies, his
vigor or vitality ("life power") might be assumed to have expired, but
when younger people die, the question of cause is always discussed and
the culprit sought. It has already been mentioned that widows, orphaned
children, and other persons without relatives providing protection tend
to fall under suspicion of sorcery or witchcraft and were, in former
times, often found guilty of being human witches and, at times, were
even executed.

Illness as the expression of conflict is an indication of a disturbance
of the psychosocial balance of the group or the social order. The many
disturbing factors include: incest; breaking of food taboos; ignoring the



implications of an ominous dream or some other bad omen; and conflicts
resulting from not fulfilling social obligations, such as improperly dis-
tributing food (especially game and fish), stinginess, laziness, and stealing.
In one example, such a cause of illness occurred when Helena, a former
shaman's wife. was having acute coughing fits. For quite some time she
had been feeling weak and ill. (I had the impression that she was suffering
from chronic bronchitis and tried to relieve her pain with antibiotics.)
In the course of her slow recovery, Helena related the following: "When
my daughter Anita was still small, she bathed in a brook. Suddenly the
round flat stone next to her moved without any obvious reason. I was
startled and cried out. There was a whirlpool in the brook, which was
caused by a water spirit. It was he who brought the disease."

Anita's husband suggested another reason: "Maybe Helena's illness
was caused b~' a Matsigenka called Cha'kopi ("arrow-cane"). Perhaps a
witch secretl~· slipped into her house and entered her. Helena was
probably be\\itched by Cha'kopi because he could not marry Anita."
(This means she was not promised to him as his future wife.)

Later a shaman blew some tobacco smoke at Helena and produced
an object from her body, a leaf. Thus Helena knew she had been
bewitched b~' Cha 'kopi. The reason for her illness, according to this
second version, was a social conflict: the mother's refusal to promise
her little daughter to Cha 'kopi and the resulting vengeance of the refused.

When a Matsigenka has broken serious taboos and thereby becomes
"stained," he may be frightened; then his body opens up, and he becomes
defenseless, allowing "arrows" shot by evil shamans and their demon
allies to penetrate his body. This leads to illness and, under certain
conditions, death. When the body is open, the dream ego can also leave
the body. This constitutes a further threat of illness and death. In both
cases it is the task of the heali\lg shaman to take the "projectiles" out
of the victim's body or bring back the escaped soul.

In this context it is important to note that certain patterns of face
and body painting have two main tasks: First, preventing illness by
"dosing off" the painted person's body and protecting it like armor;
and second, frightening demonic beings, like the death-bringing squirrel-
cuckoo (Piaya cayana). so that they will release their victims and flee. A
man or a woman who feels threatened and vulnerable may thus paint
him/herself in order to amid becoming ill (fig. 4.1).

The concept of "poison," ke 'pinan, is central to illness beliefs. Ke 'pinari

FIGURE 4.1. A Matsigenka shaman's wife \\ith face painting, to protect
against illness.



has three meanings: "poison," "medicine," and "drug." Snake venom is
ke'piEJOri. For the hunter- and the shaman, me~t~a! _blood is poison too.
The Kepiga'rite, or "Poison-People," are the spiritual "owners" of ill-
nesses. Medicinal plants contain poison, which checks and frightens
away the-demons. Like painted body patterns, the poison of the medicinal
plants seals the body of a Matsigenka, protecting him from being fright-
ened and thereby falling ill.

Hallucinoge~, like ayahuasca (Banisteriopsis sp., kama'ranpi), Datura or
Bruomansia sp., 'saaro, ha'yapa, are described as '~weet poisons." Ayahuasca
is used most often; it generally contains admixtures of other hallucin-
ogenic plants, like the leaves of P~chotria sp., which are supposed to
make it more potent. These hallucinogenic brews render extraordinary
reality visible to the drinker and enable him to communicate with the
invisible ones. This applies above all to the seripi 'nari, "the one intoxicated
by tobacco." Taken in sufficient quantities, tobacco aets like a hallucin-
ogen and is thus classified by the Matsigenka as sweet poison.

with him in a small bag. The Matsigenka say the shaman feeds his stones
tobacco daily. If he does not do so, his auxiliary spirits, which materialize
in the crystals, will leave him, and then the shaman will die.

Although the shamans of many Amazonian tribes both heal and be-
witch, as far as can be concluded here, the seripi'oari is only a healing
shama~. The wizard, who bewitches people, making them ill and killing
them, IS called matsika'nari, a term derived from the bewitching stones
he uses. Although there is a myth that tells of how a seripi'nari was
accidentally turned into a matsika'oori, the shaman seems to make a
conscious choice: when he meets the invisible ones, a man (female
shamans are reported to occur, but only rarely) decides whether he
~ants to heal or bewitch. The Matsigenka demonstrate ambiguous feel-
mgs of fear and hatred only with respect to the bewitching shaman.
However, many stories emphasize that even theseripi'nari are not faultless;
they boas~ about their real or pretended abilities and skills, and they
are sometimes even arrogant.

Curino

Information from many Matsigenka indicates that the sick are not cured
by the shaman directly, but by his guardian spirits and auxiliary spirits.
Medicinal and magic plants are also important to him. Some of them
grow in gardens; some are wild. As they are put at the disposal of the
shaman and his extrahuman partners, these plants are considered to be
cultivated by the spirits, or to grow wild in the spirits' territory.

When treating the sick, the sham;m employs various techniques:
blowing, spit blowing and breathing (with tobacco smoke or Simply with
breath), and sucking out alien elements that have entered the sick ;:>erson.
The shaman sucks where it hurts. He takes out the pathogenic objects
("thorns," leaves, bones, spines, and so on), and shows them to those
present. Before the sucking out, he drinks a thick tobacco juice. The
blood he sucks out is said to be black. If the thorn is too big, the patient
may die. Light-colored or transparent stones, especially quartz crystals,
are regarded as curative. They are called isere'pito. Although this des-
ignation is the same as that for the auxiliary spirits, it is more correct
to view them as "bodies," "residences," or material manifestations of
these spirits.

The shaman acquires these stones during his initiation, or he receives
them from his father or another close male relative, and carries them

As a rule, a shamanistic seance takes place in the shaman's house in
complete darkness. Th.= participants include the shaman, his assistant
or apprentice, his relatives (especially his wife or wives), the patient,
and guests, including members of the patient's family. The patient lies
on a mat in front of the shaman. The shaman and the other males in
the house (apart from children) take ayahuasca from a pot standing next
t~ the shaman ladder. Although women do not drink ayahuasca, they are
~tal to the ~nce because they sing with the shaman. In the Matsigenka's
View, these ntual chants are of considerable help in inducing the ap-
pearance of the "visitor spirits" or shaman's guardian spirits. They enable
the shaman to send away his dream ego or to depart entirely, body and
soul~ on his ~cstatic journey to the invisible, pure ones (figs. 4.2-4.4).
Dunng the seance the shaman climbs the ladder several times. He sings
and hums, climbs again, moves the !eaf fan, and so forth. The Matsigenka
say that the person climbing and descending the ladder is sometimes
the shaman and sometimes one of his guardian spirits. Behind this
explanation lies the belief that a drug-induced trance leads to an exchange
between the benevolent invisible ones and the shaman.

Much has been written about the nature of shamanic trance and
whether it is only soul flight, or whether it may also include possession.



FIGURE 4.2. Matsigenka shaman chants over oJohuasco before drinking
it. Note the shamanic ladder before him extending to the roof of the
house.

FIGURE 4.4. An old
Matsigenka shaman.



The Matsigenka consider the shaman's trance to contain elements of
both. They have, however, two ways of explaining what happens during
a shaman's trance.

According to their first concept, after he takes the hallucinogen, the
shaman's soul becomes independent and departs on an ecstatic journey
to the realm of the pure spirits, it visits them, and then returns to the
shaman's body. While his soul is absent, the shaman's visitor spirits or
guardian spirits descend, enter his souiiess ("empty") body, and appear
to"the participants in his shape, speaking and singing in his voice. The
participants thus remark that "he is now someone else," or "he is
transfigured. "

According to the second concept, the shaman does not send away
only his soul during trance, but he disappears "body and soul." At the
moment of his disappearance, one of his guardian spirits descends and
fills in for him before those present. The shaman's wife or wives receive
the spirit hospitably, whereupon he sings, either by himself or with the
women's accompaniment. The moment the shaman returns from his
journey, the spirit that has been representing him disappears.

The light symbolism connected with the seance and the shaman's
trance is hil?:hlv s~ificant. It refers to the ornaments worn (feathers),
the ritual cha~ts, ~and the guardian spirits that appear. An informant
once said, "A shaman who really knows his business can give his guests
light in the house by singing." He also said, "Some of the spirits resemble
lamps. When they are alight, it is bright as day; then they sing." The
light that illuminates the nocturnal darkness inside the house is an
expression of the shaman's magnified, potentiated., communicative power
with the pure and invisible ones. This explanation is not unlike one
provided by Freud. I

~xperiences of intense light are also produced by drinking hallucin-
ogenic plants. A Matsigenka informant once said, "When one drinks
datura, the sun becomes sad." One of the explanations of this statement
was "the sun became sad because the datura [Bruamansia sp.] became
the sun." The informant added that the "miracles of datura [the effects
of the hallucinogen] caused the sun's effect." With regard to the bright-
ness and light it produces, datura can compete with the sun; it is the
sun's rival. Thus, it is no coincidence that allusions to shining light are
found in many of the chants sung during shamanistic seances. For
example:

We are the sons of their mothers
[Le., sons of the owners or spirits of the datura plants]

We

Their blossoms [of the datura plants]
Flash white ..
There, where they live
Their mothers
The~r hea~ are covered with a cotton cap
TheIr tunICSare as flaming as light
Oh, bright shining water
Where they live
Their mothers
We
Where we come from
Where they [the mothers of datura] live
Where nothing grows
The datura blossoms flash white
In the datura lake [or river?]

.~ost of these c~ts are considered to be the chants of the guardian
s~mts themselves (I.e., songs the respective guardian spirit sings during
h~ appearance in the house), or chants the shaman has learned &
h di .. d om. ISguar an spmts uri:::.ghis meetings with them. The shaman's most
::nportant gua~an spi~t is the matsi'panko. Its name probably means
~harm~house. ZoologIcally speaking, the term refers to the swallow-

taIled ~~e (Elanoides Jorficatus), but the birds encountered in daily life are
n~t .spmts~ they are considered the "grandchildren" of the matsi 'panko
SpJ~t. He IS human in form, in other words, itlhe is matsi 'aenka, as well
as I nato, the master spirit of the swallow-tailed kites. 2

~e following text is an excerpt from the song of the guardian spirit
maw panko:

I am flying
I have come flying, over hills
Have you heard my grandchildren laughing
I hear the mortals [Matsigenka] say:
See them [my grandchildren] flying about
I turn round myself as I fly
We laugh
You have seen my grandchildren



It has ~n a long time since I have drunk ayahuasca.
If one dnnks and vomits; one "runs" well. My
th~oat is getting dry. I feel like drinking.
It IS good to drink ayahuasca. but we are afraid to
take it. We should not be afraid.
If it were like sugarcane, we would have no fear.
Ayahuasca is good for drinking, but it does not make
us drunk enough.
Wild datura provides more hallucinations.
Bush-datura can't be endured.
If I take only a little of it, my throat gets all dry ...
You can't eat when you drink [ayahuasca or datura]
because our throats get parched. '
But if there is someone with us who takes care of
us, then he gives us some lukewarm water.
When the drunkenness stops, we are healthy again.
If you can't withstand the datura, you will run into
the bush...
The Moon will soon hide.
[Turning to a boy] Put out the fire.
Shut the door with the mat ...
It is dark already.
[Andres is humming. The leaf fans sound the
rhythm.]

v.:e liste~ when the small bird [me 'tsaane] sings.
S~ters, lISten when the small bird sings.
[sISters refers to sisters of the guardian spirit.]
The ine'tsaane is fragrant.
ehehehehehehehehehe. The ine'tsaane sings
powerfully...
I am in a serene mood.
[The singing breaks oH]
I shall climb the ladder...
[leaf fans in motion] ehehehehehehe.
I am listening to the ine'tsaane [silence].

The ~a,:icipants offered the follOwing explanation of this section: At
the begmmn,g of the seance, Andres ascends, vanishing through the roof.
~he. first me tsaane, the shaman's guardian spirit, comes down and starts
smgmg. Then, he goes back up again and disappears. The next ine'tsaane
does the same, and so forth. .

They have brought little clouds with them
I come from the headwater region Porenkishi'ari
You call the water course Porenkishi'ari
But I say it is called Shanpavire'niari
I fly ~igh and low, turning as I fly
Have you noticed [the master of thunder and lightning]
Who falls from above with such force. ~Have you seen my grandchildren
Whose caps are white
They have their caps
My grandchildren ...

A clear distinction is made in this chant between the guardian spirit
and his "grandchildren," the swallow-tailed kites who bear the same
name. Although the shaman's guardian spirit is invisible and has human
shape, the chant says again and again that he flies up and down, turns
in the air, and so on, as if he were also a bird. The image evoked in
the chant thus demonstrates a certain dualism as to the form of the
guardian spirit. We find the same dualism in mythological accounts of
how "vulture-people" take off their wings and appear as humans or
people, and later put on their wings likt. garments to fly off like !:>irtl~

The complex metaphorical imagery encountered in shamanistic song
is typical of the spoken or sung texts that are performed during sha-
manistic seances. An excerpt of text tape-recorded at a seance in 1978
serves as an example. J Andres held a seance at his house, with his friend
Manuel acting as his assistant. Apart from Andres's and Manuel's wives
there were several other men present. _AI~dder with one rung led to
the roof and tied to a horizontal beam. At the bottom of the ladder a
woven mat was spread out. Between the uprights stood an aluminum
pot containing the ayahuasco drink. The men and boys present drank
from it. Near the ladder there were two l~ fans used to produce
rhythmical sounds. Night had fallen. The kerosene lamp inside the house
was extinguished.

Andres:
Manuel:
Andres:
Manuel:

What hour does the Moon show?
The Moon has almost hidden.
Our throat is parched.
I am too heavy to "run" [i.e., climb the ladder,
descend, climb again, etc.].



ine'tsaane (below)
(guardian spirit):
Andres (above):
ine'tsaane (below):

Andres (below):
Women:
Andres (above):

Andres (above):
Women:

FIGURE 4.5. Matsigenka shaman's drawing of his ecstatic journey to the land
of the ~vater sources, the rivers and lakes where many spirits reside. One sees
the paths that lead him, or his soul, to the water spirits (matsiiJenka mapu~k~-

nirirania) living inside stones, to the reed spirits (samerentoplSh,) and to the spmts
living in the "golden river" (kori'maari). The path leading to the h~~ of the
panteni. a grt'edy, miserable person, corresponds to a dangerous deViation from
the "right path."

ine'tsaane

(guardian spirit):
Women:

Andres (above)
and the women:
Andres:

I have seen the yellow flowers of the Shi'masruri
tree.
Those living in the flowers do not care about me
[this refers to the shaman's ine 'tsaane ].

Yes! Those living in the flowers cry for joy because
[the shaman] has got used to them.
The orange-chinned parakeet sings korerere'rere.
The orange-chinned parakeet is wonderfully green.
[leaf fans in motion]
I come from far away, from the watercourse where
the yellow flowers bloom.
They are like me, those living in the flowers.
They are like us.
I whistle to my sons-in-law
[ine'tsaane ]

I tenderly fondle the small birds that live by another
watercourse.
So do we; we tenderly stroke our daughters
[daughters refers to male ine'tsaane].
My sons-in-law are fragrant .
. . . The ine'tsaane tenderly stroke the yellow flowers
of the Shi'mashiri tree.
The flowers have already ceased to bloom.
But these flowers [the ine'tsaane] of the Ko'maro
tree, do not come to an end.
They are forever fragrant [i.e., the ine'tsaane are
immortal].

Therefore, my sons-in-law are pleased with them.
[feminine plural meaning the Matsigenka women are
pleased with the (male) ine 'tsaane].

The flowers do not cease to bloom.
[i.e., the ine'tsaane are immortal]
I have seen the earthquakes of primordial times.



ine'tsaane (below)
and the women:

ine'tsaane (above)
and the women:

ine'tsaane (below)
and the women:

ine'tsaane (above):
ine'tsaane (below):

I come from the other side, where there is a
countless number of'Tomiri-'tomiri trees.

He has brought the fragrant herb, he who does not
die [the ine' tsaane ].
[The ine'tsaane goes up.]
[Silence, then three knocks that indicate the arrival
of a new ine'tsaane.]
hmhmhmhmhmhmhmhmhm

I come from the Rio Manu, where the 'Tomiri-
'tomiri trees stand.
I come from the other side.
A long time ago I saw the earthquakes and those
who died through the earthquakes and who had
once lived.
It is you who once saw the Matsigenka on the Rio
Manu?
I said to my cross-cousinlbrother-in-Iaw:
"Have pity on the Matsigenka."
But he said: "No!"
hmhmhmhmhmiunhmhmhmhmhm
The Matsigenka were turning in circles. They had
mixed with the demons; they died irrevocably.

An informant noted here that the Matsigenka's turning in circles
refers to the earthquakes of primordial times, when darkness prevailed
and there was no sun. The Matsigenka and the demons fell into the
water and drowndl. The earthquakes were a punishment for the Mat-
sigenka and the demons living with them because the Matsigenka had
committed incest and violated other taboos.

FIGURE 4.6. Matsigenka shaman's drawing of his ecstatic journey to the hill
spirits, where he visits the "Bird-People" (tsime-rite and tsi-l'ito), and the ima-
raenkani and marenan-tsite spirits. These spirits only eat tobacco and keep jaguars
as their dogs. They are bearded and have a fragrant smell. Thus they are also
called "perfume" (kansankaari). At the bottom, one sees the house of the shaman
and his people. The ladder (two rungs) and the recipient for the ayahuasca are
clearly visible.

ine'tsaane (below): Before the wild coca existed
[ka'sankari, "the fragrant one"]
many earthquakes occurred and there were many
demons.
The same will happen to you [i.e., to the
Matsigenka].
When the end of the world comes, you will perish
through big earthquakes.



Women: Yes,that is how it is; we shall all die when
doomsday comes.

desertion of the shaman, and thus to the shaman's subsequent death
(Baer. and S~ell 1974, 71-72). It is evident that the shaman not only
exercises SCX:lal control (e.g., deciding who is responsible for a death),
but that he IS also subject to the control of his group.

In summary we can say the following about the functions and roles
characteristic of the healing shaman:

1. He acts as a mediator between his (family) group and the extra-
human persons.

. 2. He protects his group from dangerous illnesses and hunger, and
IS.a~le to do so because of his links with the guardian and auxiliary
spmts. By ~e means of the ingestion of tobacco and hallucinogens, he
can recognIZe the extraordinary, hidden reality and see future events
(the gift: of clairvoyance). The shaman is a seer.

3. His ~rot~ve functions can be defined more precisely. The shaman
protects his (famIly-) group from the spirits of the dead and other death-
b~ng demons. Wi~ the aid of his guardian and auxiliary spirits, he
diagnoses and cures illnesses brought on by hostile powers (witches,
demons). Thanks to his .c1airvoyance, he recognizes the causes of illnesses,
death, and other disruptions of the social equilibrium. In times of star-
vation he can ask the pure spirits, and especially the master spirits of
the game, t~ give ~ group meat, and may thereby avert hunger. He
can foresee. Impe~dlng h~rm in dreams or trances and warn his group.
?n the basISof his seer-like faculties, he takes protective measures, and
Influences and guides his group.

4. ~ s~n is also a redeemer. He strives for a ritually pure life
and tries to Include his followers in his endeavors. If he succeeds there
is a possibility that his group will be carried off, that they will be' called
for by the pure ones and enter the land of the pure. Then the shaman
and his people will have escaped death, for they will have become the
pure, invisible ones. .

ine'csaane (below): I have pity on you. Therefore, you will have a long
life, and will not die.
Once, the demons used to appear, but I have pity
on the mortals [Matsigenka].
Once, the Sun was extinguished.

Women: Yes,the Sun went out; but you are the one who has
pity on the mortals.

What do these excerpts from a shamanistic seance tell us? Certainly
they show that such seances have a ritual character. They also prove
that seances are not restricted to curing the sick. They have additional
functions and dimensions, because in the rite they confront the partici-
pants with primordial times and the threat of doomsday. Moreover, they
demonstrate that the shaman, as a kind of mediator and go-between,
stands between his family members or followers and the extrahuman
persons he counts as his relatives. Hence, the shaman has human and
extrahuman qualities. He is human, or, as the ine'tsaane say, "mortal,"
but he also participates in the realm of extrahuman persons and their
immortality. In a way he has both "divine" and human aspects, what
have been called "liminal attributes."4

The excerpts from the seance recording also illustrate the important
role women play. The Matsigenka say .the ~o~en's singing helps the
shaman to induce the guardian spirits to· come down into his house.
Although Matsigenka women rarely become shamans, they are indis-
pensable at seances. Further data prove that the shaman's relationship
to women is ambivalent. He must abstain from sexual relations with his
wife (or wives) before and during his shamanistic activities. The Mat-
sigenka also believe that if the shaman comes into contact with menstrual
blood, it adversely affects his strength.

Apart from this, many myths relate how powerful shamans were
destroyed by the enmity, malice, or stupidity of women (e.g., their
wives). It is striking that the shaman's life and death are dependent,
among other things, on his wife's (or wives') social behavior; if she does
not behave properly, he risks death. Matsigenka tradition confirms that
adultery by either of the partners can lead to the guardian spirits'

For the Matsigenka language, , indicates stress on the follOWingsyllable. This
has been adopted to follow its use by the Summer Institute of Linguistics.



1. Cf. Kakar (1978, 84): "The reassurance provided by the goddesses Saras-
vati and Parvati against the terrific estrangements of infancy reminds me of
Freud's account of the child who called out of a dark room, "'Auntie, speak
to me! I'm frightened because it's so dark!' His aunt answered him, 'What
good would that do? You can't see me.' 'That does not matter,' replied the
child. 'If anyone speaks, it gets light.'" This is a reference to Freud (1958,
Vol. 16, 407).

2. The swallow-tailed kite (flanoides Jorficatus) has been repeatedly mentioned
in the literature as being of great shamanic importance (e.g., Butt Colson 1977,
55-58; Matthai 1977, 106-7; Wilbert 1985, 1987,161,184,195), but it perhaps
has not received the attention it deserves as a shamanic tutelary spirit of highest
rank (Matthai 1977). Both Butt Colson and Wilbert stress the point that the
swallow-tailed kite is most closely related to tobacco and the shaman's spirit
experience. Among the Warao of Venezuela, the swaDow-tailed kite is the
supreme spirit of tobacco, and is a "bird-demiurge in the guise of the swallow-
tailed kite . . . Epiphany of the God of Origin, he represents the pleni-potent
sun of the zenith and acts with creative force to establish the new order of
bahana shamanism" (Wilbert 1987, 147, ISO). Among the Akawaio, Guyana,
the swallow-tailed kite is the shaman's bird (kumalak akwalu). "First, there is
the tobacco spirit; this spirit brings down the kumalak bird, which is the shaman's
chief spirit helper" (Butt Colson 1977, 55-56). According to Nimuendaju ( 1914,
302), the shamans of the.Apapoeuva-Guarani had a close reiationship to the
god of the thunderstorms, Tupa, who is a son of the creator god NandeTUvu~u.
Two retainers of his, called yvyraija, sometimes assume the form of swallow-
tailed kites. Since they are closely associated with rain, and thus fertility of
plants, the shamans put the tail feathers of the "thezouras" (i.e., the swallow-
tailed kite:;) on their front diadem. Thus, the ieJ.ition between the shaman
and the swallow-tailed kite is widely distributed across South America, from
Guiana, the Orinoco delta, and· the Apapoeuva-Guarani in the east, to the
Tunebo, the Desana, and the Matsigenka in the west (Wilbert, personal
communication).

3. The part of the text that has been translated from the tape-recording is
given in Baer (1984, 274-83).

4. See Leach (1976, 71-72, especially p. 72) "The mediator, ••••nether he is
a 'real' being (e.g., a shaman or a mythological god-man) then takes on liminal
attributes--he is both mortal and immortal, human and animal, tame and
wild." See also van Gennep (1960); Pentikainen (1979); and V Turner (1974).
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SHAMANS AND THE
VISIONARY EXPERIENCE
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THE BODY OF

THE GUAJIRO SHAMAN

Symptoms or Symbols?

The traditional ethnological controversy over the question of "normality"
or "marginality" of the shaman has clouded and limited studies on
shamanism. The basic reason for this controversy, kept alive by the
culturalists and ethnopsychiatrists, is a confusion between collective
representations and individual behavior. I shall explore this topic through
an examination of indigenous concepts and categories associated with
Guajiro shamanism in Venezuela and Colombia.

Each Guajiro shaman has a specific way of recounting the events that
brought her (him) to the practice of "shamanery,"I and that have par-
ticularly marked her (his) career (as opposed to most South American
societies, eighty percent of Guajiro shamans are women). Although these
autobiographical elements seem, at first, to describe intimate experiences
that are highly subjective, they tend to conform to a single pattern, with
a few noteworthy exceptions to be analyzed later. In fact, specific and
repeated manifestations in body and dream, incorporation of tobacco,
and particular patterns of behavior with regard to food and sexuality
are considered traits of a distinctive relationship with the supernatural,



and as true symbols of the shamanic calling and function. Moreover,
these behavior patterns are expressed in vernacular language by means
of words or expressions reflecting general laws of mythical thought, as
well as specific cultural views and conceptions of the relations between
"this world" and an 'Iother world" on which the former depends.2 These
attitudes of the Guajiro shamans are interconnected and subject to a
mode of thinking that always seeks the greatett possible degree of
coherence. In other words, they form a system.

In our society, sucht:ypes of significant behavior patterns and asso-
ciated verbal formulations are among those regarded by psychiatrists or
psychoanalysts as symptoms (in the medical meaning of the word). More
precisely, they are seen as the expressions of a "body language" char-
acteristic of hysteria: convulsive "pantomimic" crisis, food phobia, as-
thenias, aches, perturbed sexuality,alternation of two personalities, tendency
to identification, and so on. It appears that a cultural representation of
hysteria could be found in the Guajiro characterization of the "perfect
shaman." Due to this "coincidence," which is also found in shamanic
systems of other societies, many anthropological studies, relying on
external descriptions of behavior patterns regarded as universally sig-
nificant, have stressed thedevjance of shamans in general, or at least
questioned the shaman's normality. In fact, we are dealing with what
the physicists would call a typical case of "indetermination" or "inde-
cidability," a logical impossibility of answering yes or no.

I do not deny, of course, that the shamanic function may produce
specific effects on the person who fulfills it, or that a disturbed person
may be attracted to shamanism, which provides him with a "language
of the body" allowing him to give appropriate expression to his mental
disorders. Nor is it denied that there is a relation between shamanism
and illness (see Perrin 1986a). Before drawing a conclusion, however,
the ethnologist should seek to understand how shamanic manifestations
form part of a logical pattern of general cultural ideas that obviously
exists prior to any individual calling.] Once this has been firmly estab-
lished, it will then become possible to perceive behavioral differences,
personal motivations, social strategies, or problems involved in the ad-
aptation "of cultural material for neurotic ends," to borrow the very
terms used by Devereux (1972, 244), who emphasized the recurrence
of models of hysterical behavior in traditional societies.4

THE SHAMANISTIC CALLING:
SIGNIFICANT MANIFESTATIONS OF THE BODY

~onsid~red ess~ntially in its therapeutic dimension, Guajiro shamanism
IS assocIated WIth three classic prinCiples. First, every human being is
formed of a body and a "soul." Good health is the harmonious coex-
istence of the body and the soul (which, in normal circumstances, leaves
the body only in dreams). The immediate cause of sickness is the
alterati~n or departure of the soul, whate.er the symptoms, whatever
the ultimate causes. Death is the permanent separation of the soul from
~he bod~. F?r ,~he shaman the healing of sickness initially consists of
reconstltutmg th~. soul,. or bringing it back into the patient's body.
. Second, the GuaJlro etIology attributes the ultimate causes of bodily

dIsorders to powers deriving from an "other world." The shamanic
diagnoSi~.consists of identifying these supernatural agents, denoted by
~~ Guajlro term p~lasii, as the other world and the beings who dwell
ill It. (They ~lso deSIgnate as piilasii phenomena or beings in "this world"
that are beheved to bear witness to the hidden but constant presence
of "the other world." The other world and this world correspond as
much. to two levels of perception of "re.ality"as to two s~parate universes.)

Third, shamans are persons who may, at will, give evidence of su-
pernatural knowledge or powers. Shamans, say the Guajiro, are piilasii.
They can kno~ the ~ruth of this world by communicating with the
ot~~r world, eIther dIrectly, or through the intermediary of auxiliary
spJnts w~om they ~n. call up or request to dispatch to the piilasii world
from which they ongInate. They thus discover the causes of disorders
in this world-the causes of diseases and calamities. On the occasion
of each cure they can confirm the relations of interdependence and
complementarity between the supernatural world and the world of
humans.

However, this particular faculty of the shaman is neither innate nor
heredi~ary. For the G~ajiro, acqUiring shamanic power means fitting into
a partl.cular order dIfferent from the ordinary social order. It means
becomIng piilasii. This gradual insertion into the shamanistic order is
reflected in specific bodily reactions. Whether desired or not these
reactions attest to a calling or a distinction conferred upon the individual
by the supernatural world and recognized by the world of humans.



Piilasii tamiiin sawainrii:
The turtle was forbidden to me.
If I partook thereof I began to swell. . . .
The deer too was forbidden to me, and the rabbIt.
The rabbit made me itch allover ...
I rejected them all because of the waniiliiii.
The spirit who entered my womb...

(The shaman Reeachon Jayaliyuu, in 1973.)

same happens for domestic animals, to a lesser extent (Perrin 1987,
1988). It is therefore not surprising that, to justify their calling, a number
of shamans claim to have suffered phobias or genuine allergies to certain
animal foods.

Moreovej, when the person becomes a shaman, special care must be
taken to avoid ingesting "wrong foods" so that the essential action of
tobacco will not be neutralized. This Ullcommon sensitivity to food,
which is the sign of a calling prior to initiation, subsequently becomes
.a rule40r life. This is because, in relation to their bodies, shamans must
live marginal lives, a fundamental requirement for them to be able to
communicate with the other world.

Almost all the shamans have suffered from phobias or allergies to

certain foods.

Piilasii wanee ekiilii siimiiin liiii waniiliiii wanainka:
Some foods were forbidden for me,
because of my waniiliiii, my spirit.
At this time, I could not take milk, nor cheese.
I was not able to eat beef.
I could not even bear to smell these foods.
If I smelled meat, I died, I fainted.
I could only taste beef slaughtered at home ...
i behaved in this way in the past ...

(The shaman Maria Jayaliyuu, in 1975.)

There. is the shaman who can only blow for she does not pay enough
attention to her food. She eats fried things, she eats what has spilled
over onto the fire, and her spirit goes away, goes away... It is as though
smoke were coming out of her beUy and her body is swollen. . . Because
of that she constantly falls sick, she dies, she faints, and her shamanery
disappears.

The true shaman, she who eats yiii tobacco, must be very careful with
her food. •

Otherwise shewilLsee.no more than he wh.:;sees with his eyes...
(The shaman Too'toria Piishaina, in 1977.)

In the Guajiro language, this intolerance to foods is expre~,sed ~y the
rd ::/ .. Piilasii UJmiiin sawainrii can be translated as turtle was

wo pwasu. I "
prohibited for me"; in other words, "it is dangerous for me to eat ~urt ~'.
or "I am allergic to turtle." These reactions are co~de~ Jrnphclt
proof, if not of communication, of a distinctive relatlonsh~p betw~en
the other world and the victim. Moreover, the intolerance m question

is almost always to meat. .
For the Guajiro, almost any animal can reveal Itself to be a meta-

morphosis or the messenger of a being from the other world, .more
precisely of one of the Pulowi, the "mistr~ses" ~f se~ and game ammals,
or of a waniiliiii, their nocturnal and eVil emlSsanes. Here, too, the
language is revealing: the word uchii, the ge~eric term for "sav~ge
animal," is also synonymous with waniiliiii, as if a supernatural ~lng
could be hiding in any beast. Therefore, all animals are at least shghtly
piilasii (Perrin 1976, 1985); they can also reveal ~haman~cvocations. If
a person does not tolerate fish, for instance, thiS may Im~ly ~hat she
(he) has been singled out by Pulowi, or by one of her emlssanes. The

To a category known as waniiliiii (the same name as is given to the
shaman's auxiliary spirit) the Guajiro assign all woes that cause great
distress and are interpreted as a consequence of the departure of the
soul, borne away by a piiJasiibeing (see Perrin 1979, 1980, 1982a). To
be a frequent victim of waniiJiiii-type sicknesses is therefore proof of a
relationship with the other world and is the sign of a potential shamanic
calling. This category of illness can only be recognized and cured by a
shaman. Its archetypal form is the sickness known as waniiJiiiisiraa, literally,
"to be the hunt victim of a waniiliiii." The latter word, in this case,
designates a piilasii being who is both an emissary of Pulowi and the
descendant of one who has long been dead. To kill you, he shoots an
invisible arrow and takes possession of your soul. Therefore, the sickness,
the supernatural being who has caused it, and the auxilia~' spirit of the
shaman who seeks to cure it are all designated by the same name,
waniiJiiii. This homonymy, this ambiguity, is Significant. To be sick, to



cause to be sick, and to cure are different aspects of the relationship
linking man to the piilasii world (Perrin 1976). It is logical that the
Guajiro, in order to justify their calling, always refer to the recurrent
sicknesses of their younger days, since they also attest to a certain
interpenetration with the other world.

1 have good dreams: Do it this way! 1 am told when 1 begin to sleep. 1
dream of dances to be organized after the treatment. We do not see
with our eyes where our spirits live. We know it because of their words:

I am Saamatiii, tells us this one. I come from Wapusanain, "Our
Dream," he says... He comes out of the dream, and we dream with
him...

This was already in me when I was a child, and I grew up with it. I was
ill when I was young. I suffered many waniiliiii sicknesses. It is why I
became a shaman, and I feel good like this. I was ill, I faiMed because of
the waniiliiii I had in me. I was very ill and I dreamed a lot in the
past. ..

To remove "shamanery" when it becomes harmful has the conse-
quence of erasing the dream while taking away the spirit (Perrin 1986a):

When it [shamanery] came to me, I had good dreams. But I did not
want to suffer because of this.
Take it away from me, I do not want to suffer, I said. A shaman
removed it. Then I was iJI for a year, and I did not dream anymore.
Nothing, not a single dream. Before, my dreams were very good...

(Aura Jayaliyuu, in 1979.)

Lapii, Dream, is also piilasii. Independent of man's will, he is the
personified proof of the diffuse action of the supernatural world on the
person experiencing the dream. For this reason dreams need to be taken
seriously. They are the voice of the other world. They may reveal the
source of the sickness, designate the supernatural being who is its
ultimate cause, or warn against a future calamity. The Guajiro, practically,
consider frequent dreaming to be an embryonic form of the auxiliary
spirit, ot the waniiliiii. On the one hand, dreaming implies intercourse
between the dreamer's soul and Dream who stimulates it. On the other
hand, according to some shamans, Dream integrates into itself the souls
of the dying.

Dream is the one who receives our soul...
There is not one soul that gets away from him:
The souls of the foreigners, d the dogs, of the cows.
They are all there, where Dream is.
He is the only one who is in command of this ...
When we sing, we the shamans, we go up there,
We ask to Dream, very far away...

(The male shaman Setuuma Piishaina, in 1973.)

Pe~aps the ~haman is a kind of dreamer-to-order, a waking dreamer
who IS not subject to the haphazard qualities of dreams, but, on the
contrary: can establish at will a communication with the supernatural.

MentIon should also be made of another implicit connection between
dreams and shamanism. Dreams are considered to be neutral inter-
med.iaries that can, without risk, formulate an accusation in a system
~rtl~y ~asro ~n the projection and delegation of responsibility. Sim-
Ilarly, In hIS dealIngs with a sick person or the community, the performing
shaman is "other." He is reputed not to be the master of what he says,
does, or requests. He is a mouthpiece, a mediator, a third party consulted
for the purpose ~f obtaining a diagnosis. He himself obtains this diagnosis
from anoth ••r third party, his auxiliary spirit or spirits, who themselves
consult Dream of other beings of the piilasii world. At the end of this
series of links "words are spoken" from the shaman's mouth.

This continually sustained integration perpetuates the "matter" of
Dream, which contributes to the emergence of the spirits of the shamans
(Perrin 1986b). Thus there would appear to exist a kind of consub-
stantiality among soul, Dream, and auxiliary spirit. And, as asserted by
some shamans, the shaman's spirit would appear to be a sort of per-
sonification or emissary of Dream.

We the shamans, we eat tobacco and we chant.
We keep our eyes closed and we see...
It is as though someone were in front of us.
It is our auxiliary spirit, our waniiliiii.
His words pass through our mouth,
But they are different from the words of ordinary people.



It is like a telephone that comes into our head...
We go where Dream is.
Our spirit travels continually, very far away, and he comes back

immediately.
He is as swift as our gaze...

(The shaman Too'toria Piishaina, in 1977.)

Hence it is not surprising that those who have become shamans claim
to have been "goed dreamers." In earlier times they had therapeutic
dreams that attracted. attention and demonstrated. their shamanic vo-
cations. Generally these dreams revealed the proper diagnosis and treat-
ment of childhood. illnesses. The "good. dreams" were proof of an
interrelationship with the "other world."

Thus a coherent network of "significant symptoms" and signs may
gradually be woven around a person, demonstrating her (his) permea-
bility to the piilasii world. This calling, or "penchant for shamanery"
(outseewa), is confirmed on the occasion of a further waniiliiii-type sickness.
The shaman consulted. reveals the true nature of the pain.

This is not a bad sickness, a fierce wanwiiii.
It is a good waniiliiii.
It is her (his) desire to be a shaman: outseesii(shi).

Then the dreams become more precise, frequent, and. premonitory,
revealing sometimes the nature of the ready-to-come auxiliary spirits:
male or female, Indian or foreigner, young or old.. But this communication
with the other world is still uncertain, not at will. Finally comes the
"crisis," the fainting fit, the "near death" (ouktapiinaa), and the summoned
shaman will make it clear:

A "reversal",occurs (see Perrin 1986a). The pathogenic spirit is now
regarded as a "good. waniiliiii," in other words, a future auxiliary spirit.
Signs previously interpreted as Significant symptoms will shortly be
interpreted as shamanic symbols, provided that this reversal is confirmed
by "the tobacco proof."

SHAMANISM, TOBACCO, FERTILIZATION,
AND SEXUALITY

Tobacco is essential in the symbolic systems of a large number of Am-
erindian societies, smoked or chewed. as the case may be. All Guajiros
smoke t~bacco, industrial made cigarettes or local cigars, but only sha-
mans dnnk tobacco juice, known as yiii makuira. I have shown elsewhere
th~t tobacco is in~rectly linked. to the jaguar, which is clearly associated.
WIt~ the .extraordmary power of nature (Perrin 1986b, 220-23, 1992).
By Ingesting tobacco the shaman incorporates a symbolic object of piilasii
power, and the effects become its tangible expression.5 These piilasii
effec~ enable the shaman to see by other means than the eyes, to
perceIve the true nature of beings, to recognize the various manifestations
of the other world, and. even to dominate it. It therefore follows quite
naturally that one cannot drink tobacco juice without precautions, with-
out restrictions, and without consequences.

This is why tobacco juice is a test substance at the time of the fainting
fit, the state of near death that always marks the culmination of this
slow proc~s, a culmination announced. by the shaman who is urgently
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mto the mouth .of the person who has fainted. and then, blowing, sprays
some on her (his) face and body. The "dead person" regains conscious-
ness. The shaman again makes her (him) drink tobacco juice. If the
"patient" does not tolerate it, if she (he) vomits, it indicates that she
(he) will experience difficulties as a shaman, that her (his) spirits are
bad.. If, on the contrary, she (he) tolerates it, she (he) may become a
true shaman: a relationship now exists between the other world and
that person wh~ has "opened. himself up." Afterward, when a sick person
consults her (him), she (he) takes tobacco and again, in the actual words
of th~ Guajiro, ~ "open herself (himself) up all through her (his)
body. She (he) will open herself (himself) up to the piilasii world; she
(he) will.co~~nicate with the supernatural world through the agency
of her (hiS) spmts. S~e (he) will go elsewhere during a journey triggered.
by powerful shamanlC tobacco (piilasiifiii makuira). She (he) will know
the truth directly, assisted. by the spirits who will reveal it to her (him):

Those who die go toward the east, toward the roots of the sky. I see
them because of my good waniiliiii, my spirit. It is he who takes me over



yonder and then I speak to those who are dead... I saw the wife of
Huya with her enormous vagina.

Take it easy, don't touch that! I was told by my fathe~ Malei~a, the.
Culture Hero. I hid and looked through a hole. . . Thus IS Malelwa, he IS

very nice to me.

It was swelling out in his belly .
There it is, he is a shaman now .

(The male shaman Setuuma Piishaina, in 1973.)

More commonly, thfJ action of the tobacco juice on the body is
indirectly associated with fertilization through the mouth, comparable
to the impregnation of a woman during the sexual act:~the tobacco juice,
ingested by the novice, literally causes "shamanery" to become "ripe"
or to "grow." in the belly of the shaman to be. Moreover, the Guajiro
are quick to stress "the first time" for tobacco juice, just as they
emphasize the first time for the sexual act, which "pierces" women.
Both occasions are linked with fear, danger, and desire, and both are
strictly subject to social conventions.

Tobacco is at once a "vehicle" and a "catalyst" acting upon the
shaman's body (Perrin 1982b). It is also the symbol of this "meeting"
between the shaman and her (his) spirits on the occasion of each cure.
By means of tobacco, the new shaman clearly perceives her (his) auxiliary
spirits, who until then ~ad been ~ut ~iffuse an~ ~e~ote prese~cps, neve~
revealing themselves directly. With It, the spmt ~kes bodily. shape,.
he "descends" on the shaman who sees him or feels him above: la]uunakaJ,
"he who is over me," is the other generic name for the shaman's spirit,
synonymous with waniiliiii. At the time, it was as if I had no legs. I was the victim of a snake, I was

like a snake. In my dream, it coiled up all around me. . . He said to me,
showing tobacco, here is your food! Are you going to accept this tobacco
for us? The waniiliiii arrived then.

Hold it, we bring that for you, take it now! he said to me about a
green piece of tobacco, still fresh. It was inside a little crocheted bag...
I took the soul of that, its image, and I ate it. I was afraid, but I had a
longing for tobacco, because myaa'in, my soul, my heart was asking for
it. I ate some to settle that, and something happened. I was as if I was
dead. When the sun set, I had not regained consciousness. That's the
way it happened when my spirit arrived ... Then, I still had my
grandmother, who was a shaman.

There is no remedy for that, she said. It is here, in her belly, one day
she will eat tobacco, the song of my grandmother told me...

(The shaman Maria Jayaliyuu, in 1975.)

Tobacco is a substance that is ingested by shamans to give conc~ete
form to their power. This is perhaps the origin o~ the correlatl~ns
established between sexuality, fertilization, and shamamsm. The questIOn
is, over dnd above the general remarks just made, how do the Guajiro
view the action of tobacco on the body of the shaman?

Sometimes the role assigned to tobacco the first time it is taken is
one that facilitates a dilation comparable to the experience of the body
of a woman in childbirth. It is the "bringing into sight" of something
that, until then, was hidden in the abdomen of the new shaman, but
that Originally comes from somewhere else, from the other world. The
person who takes tobacco "opens himself up," "is split open," as though
a communication is established between the inside of the shaman's body,
where the tobacco is--hence, "shamanery"-and the piilasii world, ac-
cessible only to those for whom this communication is established:

He who is going to be a shaman faints.
A shaman blows on him.
He prepares yiii tobacco and puts it in his mouth.
He makes him swallow it.
Then his voice comes out of his belly.
For it was taking shape there,

To be socially useful-not only to society in general, but also to the
family of the woman concemed-to be safe, both the use of tobacco
and the sexuality of the maidens have to be controlled. All the more
so, because both are associated with economic interests. In Guajiro
society, the virginity of the girls is highly valued, and female adultery
severely punished, in particular by economic sanctions. In the same way,
the access to the shamanic function can be a way to relative wealth
(Perrin 1986b, chapter 10, and 1992).



There are additional connections between shamanism and sexuality that
contribute to a coherent system, or a shamanic model of sexuality that
can induce a shaman to observe certain characteristic attitudes. Each
time such attitudes are expressed, they become confirmations of sha-
manic qualities.

This is expressed somewhat differently in the following tale. Here, it
is the guilty parties, more than the shaman, who suffer from the con-
sequences of their misplaced sexual act. But again, the shaman's breath,
full of tobacco juice, neutralizes the pathogenic effect.

This shaman was very powerful, very piilashi, He asked for horse races
and shooting games. For the Jonna dance, he wanted only the maidens.

Those who already "did the thing" with men cannot come, he said; If
one claimed to be a maiden and was not, he knew it.

You, you will not dance, he said; he was very clear Sighted... It was
dangerous for people to couple in his presence. If they did so, the heart
of that shaman filled up. Piilasii niimiiin: it was dangerous for him, it was
taboo. There was something like froth in his mouth, because of what
comes out of men, sperm. . . This is what happened once, because of
that:

Why did you let them enter? This had to happen! Why did you let
them dance? His spirits told him about two young persons who had
made love.

We'll see if this piilashi will die, they had said to themselves. But
straight away he had felt a bad taste and nausea. Already he knew: his
spirits hG~ protested and told :••111.

Sit down, we do not want to die, they had also said. Because of that,
this shaman fainted away. Then, he drank a lot of tobacco, and he sang
again. But, after that, he fell sick. He stayed inside for a month, eating
only tobacco juice ...

We are going to have a Jonna dance, said the shaman. But if the dancers
do what they shouldn't, they'll swell up ... Soon, however, a woman was
ther ••, recumbent, and the man too.

Help them, don't let them die, people said to the shaman.
Help them fast for they are already huge! The shaman went and had a

look at them ... He blew on them with tobacco juice: Pshuuuu! Then
they woke up, they were saved. Thus are the shamans who are ver),
piilasii. very powerful. ..

Is it this image of a female sexuality associated with shamanism that
causes Guajiro who are not shamans to say that all women shamans are
man-eaters and men shamans homosexuals (a "theoretical" position that
does not prevent the circulation of many stories demonstrating the
heterosexuality of many male shamans)? In any case, this sexualized
image associated with the shaman's tobacco accords with the fantasy
desCriptions of shamanic sexuality expressed by others. Note the fol-
lowing conversation between two men.

What's best to become a shaman, to be a man or a woman?
If you're a man, you're said to be a fag, but if you're a woman, you're

said to be a whore and to change men all the time ... The male shaman
is fucked by his spirit who copulates with him. But the female shaman
too is the wife of her spirit. And the spirit hates the husband of the
married female shaman; he won't let him get near her... That's true, all
the Guajiro say so.

While this, in a way, confirms the links between virginity and sha-
manism, this story also reveals a relationship between sperm and tobacco
juice. The sperm finds its way metaphOrically into the mouth of the
shaman and chokes him. The mouth of the shaman is likened to the
sexual organs of a woman absorbing a bad product and being blocked
up by it. Only a good product, tobacco juice, can neutralize this path-
ogenic effect. Hence sperm and tobacco juice are incompatible. The fact
that they hold the same paradigmatic position makes them exclusive of
one another, since they occupy a concurrent position in relation to the
other world. Like the tobacco juice, human sperm is supposed to get
its power from the pii/asii world (Perrin 1985, 118-19).

Moreover, this image of a female sexuality associated with shamanism
is compatible with the masculine status of tobacco juice in Guajiro
thought. The shaman's tobacco is associated with Jaguar, who, as a great
seducer of maidens, symbolizes masculine power and is opposed to the
cultural hero Maleiwa, just as untamed nature is opposed to the hu-
manized world. Here too a considerable degree of coherence is apparent.



This was a very good shaman. Her husband could not sleep with her.
They could not lie one beside the other, because her spirit became cingry
at once. To be able to sing, she could not have a man for a year...

([he shaman Too'toria Piishaina, in 1979.)

A shaman dies when her spirit has copulated with her. She dies pissing
blood.

My spirit took me, she says before dying. He made love to her and
took her over yonder that she may be his wife...

([he male shaman Setuuma Piishaina, in 1973.)

The shamanistic function is considered to be incompatible with normal
sexuality, tending instead toward sexual excess, as some Guajiros say,
or toward continence, as most shamans claim.

The shamans who have husbands are liars, and the male shaman who is
piilashi has no wife. . . If the very piilasii shaman tries to copulate, her
spirits say to her:

If you go on, we will kill you. We will fasten your head down if you
don't stop. After that, "he falls iii, she suffers headaches. Those who have
men are only lying. They are like the white doctor who is married to
the money he gets ...

When a shaman dies, his mouth is opened wide, liquor is poured into it
a.nd then a piece of tobacco is placed in it. Then his;~aws are shut
t~ht ... ~ter two pieces of tobacco are placed in his hands. In this way
his soul will not reappear. Otherwise it would keep coming back to ask
for tobacco ...

Here tobacco is no more than the commonplace sign of the shamanic
function. It is no longer the powerful substance that has acted continually
upon the shaman's body. The shaman here is portrayed as no more tha~
a d~g addict craving his drug. We have left the strict Guajiro shamanic
logtc and entered into the Guajiro logic of death.

For the female shamans, men are piilashi: forbidden and dangerous. They
die because of them. It is forbidden to copulate: these things are piilasii.
Likewise with my husband:

You will not do that with me, you will be like a son. Then you will
stay alive, and I will stay alive. It is what we say when we are
together ...

Apart from the cures they effect, the Guajiro shamans lead a life out-
wardly sim~ar t~ that of the other people. They are occupied by domestic
tast:s.and kinship roles, and are not full-time specialists. They adopt the
posItion of shaman at the request, for instance, of a sick person and his
or her group, of a family wishing to be sure of the non-evil, non-piilasii
nature of the land they are intending to settle, or, in earlier days at the
request of a "chief" who wanted to know the outcome of a war' before
continuing with it. Thus they are called according ~o circumstances
(Perrin 1986b, chapter 10, and 1992). A shaman does not normally take
tobacco except when eff~cting a cure; therefore, his use of it is s~ially
reg~lated: T~e sha:an IS not normally an addict er a being subject
agal~t hIS WIll to shamanic crises." If he behaves differently, there is
a .dlso~er, ,~n~ this. disord~r is expressed by a category of Guajiro
etIology. Ira lTaIWaa, lIterally to be taken by the spirit iTa'irai, the spirit
who causes trembling" (Perrin 1982a, 53-54).

Jealous spirits, so it is said, may even prevent procreation in women
shamans.

My little baby dies in my womb.
One of my spirits ate him...

The Guajiro shamans find chastity imposed by "the other world."
They then advocate abstinence and make of it, as they say, a way of
life. The shaman's death is considered to be the effect of a sexual act,
refused until then, between him and one of his spirits. It is asserted by
the shamans themselves that formerly they lived close to one another,
the life of a couple, but without union. Nothing can neutralize the effects
of this fatal joining, this coupling with the supernatural. Tobacco juice
itself is of no avail.



She falls down in a faint; her teeth damped together. Tobacco must be
put into her mouth, or else she'll die. She chews it and at once she ~eels
better. She seizes her rattle; she shakes it vigorously.She trembles with
the rattle in her hand. And soon it stops, because of the tobacco...

(Isho Jayaliyuu, in 1975.)

The ira'rai is a waniiliiii, a shaman's spirit. If we have it, we faint away
incessantly.Then, when we sing or when we take tobacco juice, we are
shaking allover, our wrists are stiff. We spit out a lot, we st~y half
dead... The one who has the ira'irai is frightened of everything. The
barking of a dog, etc. I am not afraid of this, because my spirit is good: I
feel like this only if the feast was not organized well, the feast I asked m
order to help the sick person...

(The shaman Maria Jayaliyuu, in 1975.)

The victims of these passing crises (somatic crises with a hysteria-
type symptomatology, according to a psychiatric description) are, to
some extent, tobacco dependent. According to them, only tobacco can
bring relief. But such shamans very soon lose their clientele a~d their
function, assuming they held one before. These spectacular cnses are
regarded by the Guajiro as abnormal (mujusU).

This is not tn~~of the comparable crises that the fhaman may undergo
if his patient's family does not pay in full what he has asked the~. Then
on the occasion of each cure, the Guajiro shaman, by means of hISbody,
may express his displeasure and goad or blame those who ~ave consulted
him. This bodily behavior is also linked to the consumption of tobacco,
which alone can bring back his normal state.

If Pm underpaid I get cramps in my hands, my feet swell up and I may
faint. Then I quickly swallow some tobacco juice and that makes me feel
better ...

"("hese shamanic upsets are based on the logic of a series of linked
debts, the operation of which is described in the following tale.

All that was missing was a cow the color of a squirrel with s~aight
horns. No one could find one. So I died in my hammock, I famted.

They don't pay attention to you, my spirit had said to me. He
escaped at the moment that I died, for his words and his requests had

not been respected, and he did not see how he was going to be paid.
I stayed twenty days without moving... My spirit had been caught by

ghosts of the dead there with the soul of the person I was tending... It
was when he came back that I came to my senses again. I started to
breathe, because of the smell of the tobacco.

(The shaman Reeachon Jayaliyuu, in 1973.)

The auxiliary spirits who take on the responsibility .of bringing the
patient's soul back from the supernatural world make the shaman pay
whoever summoned them. Thi.. payment is cakulated in jewels and
cattle with clearly Specified qualities whose "souls" will be kept by the
spirits and whose "bodie<:" will be kept by the shaman. The shaman
consequently informs his client's family of the demands of his spirits.
If they are not satisfied, a crisis occurs. The patient will not be able to
be cured, which becomes the responsibility ofhis family. Also the shaman
may fall sick, victim of one of his dissatisfied spirits, himself a victim
of the supernatural being who holds the sick person's soul. Hence there
are four intermediaries, three of whom are in the position of debtors
one to the other.

In Guajiro logic the crisis just described is justified. But this is the
outer limit of the system. This ~risis, which is a source of blame for
the patient and his group, is a sword with a double edge. Excessive use
of it may well give rise to a change of attitude toward the shaman.
Instead of being the accuser, he may become the accused. Crises that
occur too systematically would be interpreted as the symptom of an
iro'iroi sickness or simply as a false pretext for "eating money."

Some Guajiro also evoke other manifestations in their biographies that
do not conform to the usual pattern but that leads them, nevertheless,
to "shamanery," or to a broken career. Here are two examples. The first
one is that of a shaman whose vocation, she says, emerged after an
emotional shock due to the death of one of her adult children.

This is the way I have been made: long ago, I suffered a lot, but this is
somewhat new. It was after my son's death, around six years ago... He
died in a brawl. Before that, another child had died of diarrhea, very
young. I used to cry every day, every day. I would cry for years before I
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present time, many women claim to have a vocation of shaman. But a
seventeen-year retrospective enables us to assert that very few of these
vocations come to be realized. The proportion of "fully recognized"
shamans did not increase during these years. On the contrary, it seems
that it decreased somewhat, if we believe the Guajiro themselves.

What conclusion can be drawn? We can accept that among the Guajiro
"collective or individual neurosis" has developed-a phenomenon that
can be observed in societies subject to acculturation. Devereux speaks
of "acculturation neuroses," which are expressed in a particular form
(Devereux 1970, 72). Why do we find specifically this type of "ethnic
disorder" associated with shamanism among the Guajiro? To put forth
a hypothesis taking into account Devereux's suggestions: if the members
of traditional societies tend to express their personal confusion first in
the form of hysteria, and, among the Guajiro, if the model of the shamanic
vocation corresponds to a cultural representation of hysteria, as suggested
above, there is nothing surprising in the fact that women, completely
troubled by the present changes, express their confusion by evoking a
"desire for shamanery," a language of the body particularly appropriate.6

This could be all the more desirable because they can expect secondary
benefits from this type of attitude.

However, if we observe the facts of who actually becomes a shaman,
we are led to a conclusion that contradicts some of Devereux's argu-
ments. Very few women who feel called to shamanery actually become
shamans. The shamans who are called on to confirm shamanic calling
make strict selections from all the implicit requests they receive, even
if they tend not to refuse them openly. They may readily agree that a
waniiliiii spirit upsets their patient, but they don't easily declare that she
is "mature" for shamanery. In the name of an idealized definition of the
conditions required for access to shamanism, they firmly control the
social reproduction of the shamanic system. And it could be supposed
that because of this present excess of requests, the selection, increasingly
rigorous, requires greater conformity.' Thus, none of the five cases fully
observed during twelve years led to anything conclusive regarding the
women's capacities as shamans. Two of the women concerned still
sometimes "have good dreams" and are subject to fainting spells and
pains that they consider consequences of the aleatory visitations of their
spirits. The three others no longer feel any sign of shamanery, since the
shamans consulted did not meet their expectations or did not respond
to the expression of the women's pathological states.

found shamanery... Before I would never dream. lben, because of my
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articulated system, and is in this respect independent of that other
system which constitutes science, ... (Levi-Strauss 1966, 13).

At the end of this analysis, one question arises. Why is there this cultural
model of hysteria? Two hypotheses can be suggested. From a genetic
point of view, one could suppose a connection, at the- origin, between
a universal human desire to relieve others' suffering bodies and a struc-
ture of hysterical type, associated with deep-seated mental processes
and expressed by a specific "language of the body." Now, the human
body and its essential functions are, in preliterate societies with only
simple technology, a fundamental source of thoughts, metaphors, and
images underpinning representations. In other words, the first shamans
would have been "real hysterics" before the system they have slowly
created was accepted fully as a logical and formal rep!"~sentation, made
up of elements of hysterical nature but now semi-independent of its
psychological origins.

It is also possible to consider the problem from a more general angle
and to adopt the paradoxical standpoint formulated by Levi-Strauss
when he stressed the difference between magic and science from the
point of view of determinism.

One can go further and think of the rigorous precision of magical
thought and ritual practices as an expression of the unconscious
apprehension of the truth eif determinism, the mode in which scientific
phenomena exist. In this view, the operations of dderminism are divined
and made use of in an aII-embracing fashion before being known and
properly applied, and magical rites and beliefs appear as so many
expressions of an act of faith in d science yet to be born (Levi-Strauss
1966, l!).

It is, indeed, a particular conception of the relations of the world to
man ~nJd to his ~y expressed by shamanism in a "tightly knit system. "
In thIS system, mtolerances or phobias of certain foods, dreams so-
matizations, haUuci~~ens, and a "dlird sexuality" serve as both s;mp-
to.ms and symbols. Slffillarly, psychoanalysis builds up a tightly knit system
~th the same terms but according to different arrangements and with
dIfferent emphases. It hears witness to a very different outlook on the
world and a very different relationship between man and the world.

However that may be, to consider the shamanic calling as no more
than the manifestation of mental deviance would be to associate in our
own. cultures the functions of the priest, doctor, or psychoanalyst with
partl~ular ~ ~f "madness," or to judge medical and psychoanalytical
theones, or pnncIples of the Church, by the yardstick of those madnesses.
It would be .to de~rive o~eself of the possibility of discerning possible
forms of deVIance m relatIon to a dominant cultural model. Conversely,
as this study shows, care should also be taken not to gloss over the
cult~ral repr~entations of the body in the shamanic system by set-king .
to dIsregard, m reaction, aU but the inteUectual and spiritual aspects of
the shaman's caUing or function.

It might be said of shamanism that it is the expression of an uncon-
scious perception of the relations between man, his body, and the world,
which the psychological and psychoanalytical sciences are endeavoring
at the present time to understand scientifically. This does not mean, to
paraphrase what Levi-Strauss says further on, that it is necessary to go
back to the "crude view" of shamanism as "a hesitant tentative form"
of psychoanalysis.

Th~ transcription of the Guajiro language used here is a simplified system
taking account as far as possible of the spelling and pronunciation of local
Spanish. For an English reader, the major drawback to this system is the use
of the ~etter j to convey the sound h. The sign ii signifies a central closed
vowel.sItuated between i and u, as in miirwii (domestic animal), and ' a mute
occlUSIveglottal consonant, as in ka'j (sun). Long or geminated sounds are not
shown.

Magical thought is not to be regarded as a beginning, a rudiment, a
sketch, a part of a whole which has not yet materialized. It forms a well-

. I. I venture this neologism to translate Guajiro expressions conveying the
Idea of "shamanic function," or the idea of an "alteration of behavior char-



acteristic of a shaman." It has the advantage of underscoring an implicit
parallelism between an inclination toward sicknessand an inclination toward
shamanism (see Perrin 1986a, 119-10). In this, specific meanings can be
distinguished from the far too general sense given by anthropologists to the
word "shamanism." We will also use the verb "to shamanize" as a literal
translation of the Guajiro word outajaa, from which derive oursU (feminine)
and ourshi (masculine): "shaman."

1. Even though, for instance, in his work on the Mojaveshamansof North
America, G. Devereux constantly alluded to a "process of cultural fashioning,"
to a "socialcprestructuring,"or to "culturally structured experiences," he never
fully explained these concepts. He suggested them merely in order to go on
to emphasize the importance of "emotional behavior" or "neurotic reasons,"
and, subsequently, this attitude becomes more pronounced (see for instance
Devereux 1970 and 1972).

3. Ethnographic data on this subject are rate. A. Metraux, for instance
(1967), to mention only the best known, does not seem to have suspected it
in his studies of Amerindian shamanism. Devereux, already mentioned, never
did a thorough analysisof what he calls the "Mohave sumaturalism." A vast
field of comparative research still has to be explored.

4. See, for example, in Devereaux (1970, 67-68) translated from "Normal
and Abnormal: The Key Problem of Psychiatric Anthropology." In Some Uses
<1 AnrhropoIOflY: Thec:=t::d ::d .J:pplied, Washington. f) C, The Anthropological
Society of Washington, 1956,pp. 13-48; and especiallyChapter 9 in Devereux
(1972), translated from "Dream Learning and Individual Ritual Differences in
Mohave Shamanism," American Anrhropo1oaist 59:103-45, 1957.

5. Usually,nicotine is not classifiedas a hallucinogenby botanists or phar-
macologists. But it is recognized that tobacco juice (here Nicoriana tabacum) in
large quantities produces hallucinatory effects (see Wilbert 1987). In any case,
tobacco, in Guajiro shamanism and in other Amerindian shamanic systems,
occupies a place comparable to that ot "recognized" hallucinogens in other
shamanis:ti·e-soOetic~---------------------+---------------------------------~

6. Devereux would certainly label "ethnic disorders" or "typical disorders"
the Guajiro food phobias, characteristic dreams, and waniiliiii 5icknesses(three
elements surely associated in some oth~r shamanicsystems),i.e., "psychological
sicknesses proper to the type of society that produces them" (1970, 62). But,
let us again lay stress on that point, the similarityof many shamans' biographies
is so striking, the correlations between the "symptomatologies" they present
and the Guajiro world representations (what Devereux calls "sumaturalism")
are so great that they almost coincide. Moreover, Devereux implicitlyadmits
this difficulty;it is only afterward when people manifest other symptoms (then
qualified as "atypical") that it would be possible to recognize "hidden" or
"covered" forms, Le., pathology (see Perrin 1986b, 721-35).

7. In fa~t, the reality is more complex: it is a dynamic system in a complete
upheav~l. Some people are making individualdecisions and are finding them-
sel~es In ~ew contexts, on the edge of traditional society and of Western
society. ~hls way, comple~elyabnormal people can hold therapeutic positions
temporanly, and .eve~ c1aJlI~to be new shamans on arrival in a new sphere,
at the end of a migration, Withthe help of privilegedcontacts with the whites,
suppos~dly to reinforce their powers. Considering the distress of Guajiro
populatIOns recently arrived, they can be sure, at least for a while, to have
some success.
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The Nocturnal Source

if Traniformin8 Power
in Ka8wahiv Shamanism

The concept of "shamanism," like man~' basic concepts in anthropology,
is a generalization of a concept from one culture as a tag for similar
phenomena in others. It is true that the institution of a healer who goes
into trance as part of a curing ceremony is one that recurs in different
cultures throughout the world with some remarkable similarities. But
there are also striking differences from culture to culture, both in the
practices of such healers and in the wa~' of conceptualizing the process
of the cure and the healer's part in it. These tend to be masked by the
use of a single term. Even in the current literature, in otherwise excellent
discussions, one encounters debates over whether the "true shaman"
uses possession or magical flight (e.g., Peters 1982,22), or whether "the
shaman" is invariably schizophrenic, is typical for his culture, or is
exceptionally well-adjusted (a discussion that ignores not only differences
between cultures, but also between individuals in a culture).

Such assertions give an illusory sense of uniformity in curing insti-
tutions that can be higWy misleading. Yet if true shamans are only those
who use magical flight, then others who depend on possession must be



something else. I would not go as far as Levi-Strauss did with totemism
and assert here that the concept of shamanism is an illusion correspond-
ing to no real phenomenon. We would be better served to examine
cases with an eye to identifying dimensions of contrast between sha-
manism in different cultures, both on a regional level and between
individual cultures within a region. A more specific focus of this sort
may not only bring out different configurations of shamanism, but may
also bring to attention new features central to certain shamanic systems
that have not been noted or regarded as important i. shamanic systems
hitherto studied.

One such distinct configuration of shamanism, which occurs in several
South American cultures, is a system of beliefs in which the shaman's
power is expressed predominantly through dreaming. For example, the
Parintintin Indians of the Madeira River in Brazil hold that many of a
shaman's most important effects on the world are executed through
dreams. The Parintintin are a Tupi-speaking, tropical rain forest culture
of the western Amazon region of Brazil. Traditionally they lived in small
settlements consisting of a single longhouse each, two at most, scattered
along the banks of tributaries to the Madeira River. They made their
living by hunting, fishing, and growing com and manioc in s~ash-and-
bum gardens cut from the tropical forest. They still practIce these
subsistence activities (though they hunt with guns and have lost their
traditional varieties of com), but they have been in contact now for
nearly seventy years, and much has changed. Brought into permanent
contact in 1923, the Kagwahiv are now highly integrated into Brazilian
interior society. They are dependent on a monetary economy for goods
from sugar to shotgun shells, and they are locked into selling Brazil nuts
and the other jungle products they gather to pay for them. While they
still speak their language and observe moiety exogamy and many other
traditional practices, other aspects of their ceremonial and religious life
have fallen into abeyance--including the rites of curing, and the spe-
cialists who conducted them. Thus most of what I have to report on
Kagwahiv curing is a retrospective reconstruction, based on the mem-
ories of older informants, of something that has not been practiced for
some years.

The shaman, or ipajf. is one casualty of the process of contact. None
are left, and some of the reasons for this will become clear in the
following discussion. The information on shamans presented here comes

from the more elderly Parintintin, who have seen them in action and
in some cases been cured by them.

The Kagwahiv curer and principal religious practitioner--ipajf. "one
possessed of power"-performed cures in a ceremony in which he (or
his spiritual emanation), in a trance, co.ltacted the Sky People and other
spiritual beings and beseeched their help. In this "magical flight," the
Kagwahiv ipajf resembles the image Eliade (1964) and others have \)uilt
up of the "shaman." But in some other ways, the Kagwahiv individuals
with such powers were qyite different from the Tungus shaman who is
the source of the concept (Shirokogoroff 1935). In particular, for the
ipajf. being healed from an illness caused by spirits had no part in the
acquisition of power. Rather, the central image for being empowered
in Kagwahiv shamanism was dreaming. Dreaming was not only a mode
of gaining knowledge of the supernatural world and communicating with
higher beings (as it still is for some nonshamans), but was the vehicle
through which the shaman exercised his power to change or influence
conditions or events in the world: through his dreams a shaman could
make a particular kind of game available for a hunter; he could assure
vengeance against an enemy in warfare; he could send illness; or he
could cause a woman to conceive a child who would later become
another shaman, his successor.

The question of terminology brings us to the heart of the question of
what the Kagwahiv curer was-the Kagwahiv conception of his nature.
There is no noun to refer to the curers. Rather, they are designated by
a verb, ipajf. meaning "possessed of power"--one of a class of verbs I
call "attributive." (Helen Pease in her [1968] S.I.L. grammar calls them
"descriptives.") They are verbs that tend to assign qualities to their
subjects, and they are like predicate adjectives in English (e.g., ipahji
means "it is heavy"). As they are ergative in form, that is, the subject
of an intransitive attributive verb has the same form as the object of a
transitive one, there is a certain implication of passivity or recipience,
so ipajf might best be translated "is empowered." Thus, the Kagwahiv
do not think of ipajf as a named role, like chief or headman (iianderuvihci~'),
but as a quality that inheres in certain individuals: one is empowered
as one is generous or tall, angry or beautiful.



shelter built as a hunter's blind, or to a chicken coop.) Within the shelter
prepared for the occasion of the ceremony, out of sight of the audience,
a pajl would go into trance and communicate with the various spirits
he successively approached for help in curing his patient, while another
pajl would wait outside and question each spirit as it arrived in the
toMia.

The ceremonies described by Paulino and Catarina, who had seen at
least four of them, involved two pajls, one inside the tokaia communi-
cating with the spirits who spoke through his voice, the other outside
with the people, questioning the spirits as they arrived. The last ceremony
they remembered was conducted by Capitio and Igwaka, two pajls of
Pai'j extraction who were the last true pajis to practice among the
Parintintin. They took turns, night by night, being in the toMia. Igwaka,
who took the first night, had a red band (presumably of urucU) across
his chest, and something red "like cloth" over his head. Preparations
for the invocation of spirits included making a pair of pictures on a tree
in the plaza before the ceremony of each spirit to be invoked. 1

The first spirits to visit the toMia, by most accounts, are '1iiann-
ghosts or forest spirits who live under the ground-in this case named
ghost-spirits with distinct individual personalities: Namiremi'ga (who
looks like a dog, doesn't eat fruit, and kills people, and who comes out
of the cemetery and hides against tree trunks); Nambikwara (literally,
"Pierced-ear," who is encountered in overgrown fields, bedecked with
macaw feathers hanging from his ears and limbs, with a pet tinamou
on one shoulder, and a jacamim---ywirajehe'6, "weeping bird," a trum-
pete~n the other); Aiianga-hapukai ("Screaming aiiann." a pregnant
aiiann who appears upside down); and others.

Next come the spirits of animals, whose order varies somewhat from
description to description. Paulino once said that first the small birds
(nwira'f) came, then large birds (nwirahU), but most of the lists of ap-
pearances start with fish and aquatic animals. Singing the songs he
remembered from a toMia, Paulino began with the song of the small
fish (jijuhU), then sang the land turtle's (jabuti'f) song, then that of a
wood duck, then another fish, the acarf (mailed catfish). Following these
come the songs of other assorted animals: a large caterpillar, jatit6; the
small frog, jUitaran, which lives around houses, and, Dire said, urinates;
and the squirrel, quatipuru (kutivuruhu). Peccary and jaguar are animals
that one or another informant also recalled coming down into the toMia.

Nonetheless, the curers with such powers did occupy an important
role in Kagwahiv society, and it is useful to have a noun to designate
them as such. If one were to describe them by their activity, one might
call them "singers" (as the Navajo do when referring to their medicine
men), for they are described as having spent much of the day pacing
back and forth on the plaza singing, and it was through song that they
communicated with the spirits of the upper realms. But, they are not
denoted with such a term in Kagwahiv. In Portuguese, such practitioners
are designated by the Tupi-derived term pajl. This is the term with
which the Kagwahiv refer to the empowered ones when speaking Por-
tuguese, so it will be used here to designate their role.

The powers that are attributed to such empowered individuals are
varied but mostly involve the power to transform or to bring something
into being. Besides curing (or causing) illness or death, one who is ipaj{
can cause game animals to be available for another man to hunt suc-
cessfully--or the reverse. One bisexual paji was described as turning
his male genitals into female ones for a tryst then changing them back.
!n myth, when a character transforms himself or someone else into an
animal, or effects a change in the environment, it is often added as in
explanation: ipajih/'ttf na, or ipajiheti hi-"he/she was very powerful."
The little insects that hover around manioc when it is being toasted
into manioc flour, during which it pops up rather like popcorn, are, as
one informant told me, "muito ipajf"; they make the flour expand as it
toasts.

Such power is not exercised these days; or at least, no Kagwahiv paji
now survives. The last two real pajis, ipajiheti, Capitao and 19waka, died
several years before my first fieldwork with the Kagwahiv aTld before
the pajis could train their successors. Hence, my understanding of this
power is limited.

Several informants have described the curing ceremony that was the
focal ritual for these practitioners. The term for the curing ritual, roMia,
refers to a small shelter built of palm fronds (pindov) in the center of
the clearing, in front of the rectangular longhouse that constituted a
traditional Kagwahiv settlement. (The same term, tokaia. refers to a small



Aruka gave me a song of mbiritf (buriti palm, used for flooring)-
commenting, "also a santo."

If the presiding pai is merely ipajitiuhii, a lesser "white" pai, the
parade of spirits stops with the animals. But if he is ipajihete, a "real
pai," then the performance climaxes around daybreak with the ap-
pearance (invisibly, in the tokaia) of the Ivaga'nga, the Sky People them-
selves, including their chief, Pindova'umi'ga, and his sons, Arukakatui'ga
(with his son Shashcimi'ga), Kwatijakatu'i, Mboave'im, and Pirahama-
rana'ga. The culminating appearance is that of the ipajf of the Sky People,
whose name, Mohang, means "med.icine"-"because he knows," com-
mented Paulino. "Mohang is a great ipajf, therefore his song is the
highest medicine."

Each spirit, as it comes into tht. tokaia, engages in a formulaic exchange
with the shaman-interlocutor outside. The spirit introduces itself:

Nimbi-, jjimbiape ji hoi
freruJa (

Downriver, downriver I go
As if dancing

Some songs involve metaphors, sometimes mediated by a myth. The
jaguar, for instance:

Kwari aho-uhu Mariti-ve
Ipini'monaiuhu ji rUpOvara'e

By day I go indeed to Marite
All dabbed with spots was my
hammock
In the big savannah a tuming-
around place was my hammock.Frog spirit:

Capitao [outside]:
Frog spirit:
Capitao [indicating the
locus of the illness in
the patient]:

]uitara-ramo ji ruri
Gara-ramo nde ruIi?
Marneji kwaitav?
Ki-koti nde kwaitOv.

I come, the house-frog.
What have you come for?
Where is my task?
Over here is your task.

This song refers to the analogy of the reticular pattern of a hammock,
with the pattern of spots on the jaguar's hide, which is also manifested
in traditional dream interpretation: to dream of a hammock predicts an
encounter with a jaguar, because of the analog)' of the patterns. This
association between jaguar and hammock may be reinforced by the myth
in which the jaguar encounters and is bested in a game of bravado by
Tupa, the :v1.asterof Thunder, who frightened the jaguar nearly to death
with thunderbolts while lying in his hammock in the sky.

On the other hand, the songs of the Ivaga'nga, the Sky People, who
appear at the climax of the ceremony, refer primarily to their curative
powers. Thus, Pindova'umi'ga's song, as sung by Aruka:

Then the spirit sings its characteristic song, and, invisible to the audience,
blows on the patient. The song the spirit sings generally dramatizes,
poetically, a quality of the species it represents, especially the habitat it
frequents, or the kind of food it eats. An anane, for example, sings:

Ha, haha, haha.
Kovavetl Osuhu, are awiramo The big settlement Kavaveti is our

place
In the red clay [ground] we hide

Ore orotla-pipe are rekoi
Ko ji are, are pahaaf, wi
Ko ti pehepfahete
Ore rovitiripe okOvo
Ariri, aririinawiinauhiia

We are within our binding [?]
I have our, our little medicine
You [pl.] will see indeel
Sitting in the middle of our sky
A large, red moth

Here is the song of the acarI, "mailed catfish" (fam. Loricariidae), a
bone-plated (cascudo) fish, which tends to hide in holes in the banks of
small streams, as sung by Aruka:

Tori, tori,
Ivi 'am inawanauhii ji ruvi. Tori, tori
lparova ko ji ruvi Tori, tori

tore, tore
In a red clay bank I live
A tough fighter I live

The red moth, Aruka explained, refers to illness.
The final and climactic song is that of Mohang, the paji of the Sky

People, whose power is presumably the greatest possible. (Here as sung
by Dire):



Nde «piaBa ji ruri mbogwerapa
Mbogweravamo ji ruri ode repfaBa
MohiioBamo ji ruri ode repiaBa

I come to see you and restore you
In order to restore you I come
As medicine [or: I, Mohang]
I come to see you

The word, mboowera. means, literally, "bring back to life" (mbo-, causative
prefix, + -kwera, "come back to life"). "Opt. lpajf oa," concluded Dire.
"He blows (curatively on the patient); he is powerful."

The pai's successive trance encounters with spirits aI'e conceived ill
various ways by different informants. Most frequently they are spoken
of as a kind of spiritual journey-"visionary magical flight," in Eliade's
phrase quoted by Larry Peters (1982, 22). Others speak of the spirits
coming into the tokaia to visit the paji there, or the paji going up ~nd
bringing the spirits back to the rokcfia. In a third acco~t that rec~nc.lles
these two, and seems to be the most precise, PaulIno (my pnnclpal
informant on ritual matters) spoke of the paji's rupiowara going to the
sky and bringing the spirits back to the rokcfia for their negotiations with
the pajl.

RupiBwara is a key concept for understanding the relation of the pais
to the spirits of the universe; but it is at the same time a complex,
shadowy, and multifaceted concept. The spirits of the animals that come
into the tokaia are referred to as the rupiowara of the officiating pai in
the rokaia. His power is judged by the range of rupiOwOra he can call on:
a truly powerful paji, one who is ipajiheti, can summon the Sky People,
as well as the spirits (ra'uv) of animals. Rupiowara are invisible to non-
shamans ("nande ndohepiaoi noa-ndupiowara "), and in the rokcfia it is they
who actually cure, who blow on the patient and "administer the med-
icine" (opohiinono). In other contexts, if a shaman can cause death by
snakebite or by the attack of a jaguar, the snake or the jaguar is spoken
of as his rupiowara. In this usage, it seems to refer to any spirit over
which the paji has a degree of control, or with which he has a reciprocal
relationship, such that he can summon them into the tokaia, or send
them to perform a task for him--including even the Sky People the~-
selves. Paulino spoke of Mbirova'umi, chief of the Sky People, as being
Igwaka's rupiowara. .

The term seems to be applied in a more restricted sense to a Single
animal spirit that has a more intimate relationship with a particular pai,
which "goes away" when the paji dies. Paulino mention~ the thoouhU,
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a large stinging caterpillar, as Igwaka's rupiowara. Another paje, JaMra'ga,
had a tajahU (white-lipped peccary) for his rupiowara, through which he
could provide hunters with peccary.2 A third, the Apeiran'di paje, Kwa-
ranta, had a bat (andtra 'i) for his rupiowara, which he had tattooed on
his chest. Kwaranta also had the piranha and a small caterpillar {iho'oi)
as other rupiowara. A paji of a different tribe3 had an unspecified monkey,
which enabled him to feel no pain when he was shot full of arrows. In
these examples, rupiowara seems close to the idea of a "familiar spirit,"
except that they are even more closely identified with the paji himself
than that term usually implies. They are probably the same as the spirit
who is incarnated in the paji at his birth, in the dream-hirth phenomenon
discussed later.

In some instances, the rupiowara seems to have an even closer iden-
tification with the paje's self, as in the beliefs just described about his
cosmic journey. In this context it seems to be a kind of alter ego, a
spiritual part of the pai himself. It is neither his ra'uv (the spirit that
is associated with dreaming, and which leaves the body at death), nor
is it his 'anB (shadow, associated with the ghost, anano). It is the pai's
rupiowara that is spoken of as being active in his dreams while the paje
himself sleeps.

The rupigwara is a complex topic that needs more clarification; but
further elucidation would require discussions with an actual Kagwahiv
shaman, something no longer possible among the Parintintin. New,
closely related cultures now coming into contact, which were not known
at the time I began work with the Parintintin--such as the Uru-eu-
wau-wau, and the Cawahib of the Madeirinha--may provide further
opportunities for investigation.

The cosmological underpinning for the pai's journey to the sky (or
his rupi9wara's) is the origin myth of the Sky People, the story of
Pindova'Umi'ga. This cosmographic myth depicts the outlines of the
Kagwahiv universe. As Paulino recounts it:

Pindova 'umi'ga [or Mbirova 'Umi'ga, as some storytellers insist he is
called] was angered by his children fighting in the woods, and told them:
"Now I am going to take you far off, to the sky, and leave you! I don't
like the people here." ("He was talking to us," inserts the storyteller.)
He went to investigate the sky, but there were vultures all around. He
came back and said, "There are vultures there." He went into the



ground next and saw anana [ghosts, evil spirits]. So he came back up and
told about them. Then he dove into the water, and there were fish
there. He returned to his wife and said, "It won't do, because there are
a lot of fish." So then he went into a tree, but there was honey in the
tree. Finally, ~e went once more up to the sky-there are two skys, and
he went up to the second level. There were no more vultures up there.
He came back and said, "We're going there. The forest is no good here,
and there it is beautiful."

In response to his children's sadness about leaving their playthings, he
Said, "I'll take it all." He took his wife and sons, Kwatijakat6'i,
Arukakat6i'ga, and Pirahamarana'ga, and gathered them on the roof of
the house. As it went up, he tossed out a beam, which turned into an
electric eel. He threw out a piece of firewood, and it turned into a
cayman. He threw out a firefan which turned into a stingray. He left us
here, and he left us the earth here. We never saw him again. He is
ipaji--fJhanderuvihQv[our chief].

together two geographically opposed poles. Pindova'umi'ga is of the sky,
and associated with raptors: his pet is a harpy eagle (kwandu), linking
the Sky People conceptually with the Kwandu moiety. But Mbahi'ra is
distinctly terrestrial. Mbahira and his people live in a large rock on the
earth's surface, and his adventures take place on the ground--or, fre-
quently, in the water: he fished his daughter from the river as a catfish,
and obtained arrows by swimming past a settlement disguised as a large
fish, tempting the men to shoot all their arrows at him. His pet is the
ground-nesting game bird, the mutum (curassow), eponymous bird of
the Mitum moiety. The poi is man's link with the Sky People, but his
domain includes the cosmos here below.

The soul journey of the poji (or his rupinwara) in the wkaia ceremony
closely follows the path pursued by Pindova'umi'ga in his myth, as the
poji successively visits anann, the spirits of the fish and other animals,
and finally the Sky People themselves. The teller of the story stresses
the identification of himself and his listeners with those abandoned below.
The poji is the only link with this lost father. In a sense, the poi is
Pindova'Umi'ga, and/or the other Sky People, his sons. Not only does
the poi represent each of the Sky People in the wkGia as he successively
sings each of their distinctive songs, but he may also be a reincarnated
child of one of them, mediated by the dream of another poi.

If pois are metonymically related to Pindova'Umi'ga and the Sky
People, however, they are metaphorically related to Mbahira, the trick-
ster/culture hero who brought fire from the vultures, made mosquitoes
from the smoke of a campfire, and brought many other amenities to
mankind along with his pranks. For it was Mbahira who most consistently
used his magical powers not only to create, but also to heal. It was he
who repeatedly brought his companion, Itariano, back to life when he
had come to grief trying to imitate Mbahi'ra's inimitable feats. These
cures were accomplished by the universal method of Tupi pois, blowing
on the injured part, or successively on various parts of a dead body to
bring it to life.

Cosmologically, these two mythic sources of the poi's craft draw

These are the mythic models for the poi's practice, providing the
dimensions of the universe within which he operates. An equally central
metaphor for ipojf-and one that links the poi to his mythical/celestial
source of power-is the act of dreaming. "Anyone who dreams," I was
told more than once, "has a little bit of poji. "

When I first heard this phrase, I took it to refer to the predictive
value of dreams. As in many cultures, Kagwahiv dreams are held to be
interpretable as symbolic portents of future events--espeeially death,
illness, or success in the hunt (see Kracke 1979, 130-32). (On arriving
at a settlement I had never visited, I was sometimes greeted with the
announcement that my host had dreamed I was coming.) Alternatively,
vivid dreams may be interpreted as direct spiritual communications or
perceptions. A nightmare may be taken as a direct sensing of the presence
of an anann close to the dreamer, or an erotic dream might be a direct
perception of the feelings of the person dreamed about. At a relative's
death, his or her ghost will appear in one's dream to announce the
departure.

. These beliefs are only part of the elaborate Kagwahiv system of dream
beliefs (discussed more fully in Kracke 1979); but they imply that dreams
are an important mode of perceiving not only the future, but the spiritual
state of the immediate surroundings as well: the presence of evil spirits,
the health of one's kin, the disposition of others toward one. Hence,
dreams are taken quite seriously, and their meanings may be earnestly
discussed when they are recounted in the morning. For ambiguous a'r



obscure dreams, the opinions of knowledgeable old people are sought
arid weighed carefully. (Naturally, the pai's knowledge of the meaning
of dreams would have been especially valued, and special attention paid
to his dreams.)

Furthermore, dreams are another mode of access to spiritual beings
in various levels of the sky-the only mode of access to them, perhaps,
other than the pai's trance journey in the loMia. Once when a child
was ill, Moha'gf-an old man who evidently would have loved to be a
pai had the calling been open to him-dreamed of going up to the sky
to implore the help of the ika'no ("the crippled ones"), benign spirits
who live on nectar and have curative powers. (On another occasion he
wrestled with my cold, personified, in a dream.) In both these instances,
he was able through a dream to take on some of the paji's ability to
interact with the spirit world.

As I learned more about ipajf, I found that dreaming played an even
more direct role in a pai's actions; for dreams are one medium through
which a pajl exercises his power to affect the world. In particular, the
pai has a crucial part in the conception of a child; and this, too, is
carried out in a dream.

When a pai wants to cause a particular man to have good hunting,
he dreams it, either literally or symbolically. (In the example my in-
formant gave, to dream up game he dreams of making love ·.vith a
woman.) The term to describe this action is the verb -hamon¢, "bring
good hunting through a dream.''4

Such dreams by a pai would seem to contrast with ordinary people's
dreams in being actually causative of future events, rather than just
predicting them. Yet these causative, or agentic, dreams are not unrelated
to the premonitory, or mantic, dreams that ordinary people can have.
For one thing, the outcome of such an agentic dream may be mediated
by the same symbols that mediate the predictions of ordinary mantic
dreams; a dream of making love with a woman is one of the porlents of
good hunting.

In addition, 1argued in my earlier article on Kagwahiv dream beliefs,
there is some ambiguity in this limitation for ordinary people as well
(Kracke 1979, 166). Dream predictions can be canceled out by certain
ritual acts: telling the dream by a fire, or, more elaborately, performing
the ritual of "breaking medicine" (opohamondOk),which consists of tearing
a p~lha palm leaf (the type used in thatch) to pieces, bit by bit, reciting

with each bit tom off a phrase denying causative intent for the dream
(ahayhU-ceheko ji re--:,dopo'rUf-ace ko ji re, "I dreamed at random/for no
purpose--he will not suffer [the outcome I dreamed of)"). This imparts
to the dreamer a degree of control over the outcome of his or her
predictive preams, which gives the dreams themselves a kind of causative
quality.

In any case, dreamers seem to experience their predictive dreams in
this way, for some of those who reported such dreams in their depth
interviews spoke as though they felt some responsibility for the event
foreshadowed by the dream. (One old man who dreamed of a fire in
my sleeping quarters, a dream predicting that 1would suffer fever, seemed
guilty about the dream and hastily reassured me that he had averted
my death by performing the ritual of breaking medicine.) And a woman
spoke disparagingly of her son who had not gone hunting when she
dreamed up the game for him.

These examples suggest that ordinary people may sometimes have
dreams that go beyond the mantic to take on an agentic quality; but
these dreams are likely to be spontaneous and inadvertent. (The old
man who dreamed of my fever was angry at me at the time, but had
not intended to express his anger, of which he may not have been aware,
in quite so drastic a fashion.) Perhaps the difference between a pajl's
ohamon¢ and an ordinary person's predictive dream of game is not so
much that one is causative and the other predictive, as that the pai is
able to gain conscious control over the agentic dreams that he produces.
This may give a fuller sense of what is meant by saying, "Anyone who
dreams has a little bit of pajl. "

A pajl's dreams have an even more crucial part in the lives of at least
some Kagwahiv, for a pai can bring about the conception of a child
through a dream. A pajl will have a dream in which a child comes to
him wishing to be born (jihuvoror), and the pai directs him to enter a
certain woman. The "child" who comes in the dream is a spirit, in some
cases one of the Sky People, in others an animal spirit. The next baby
born to the woman to whom the pajl referred the child would then be
considered to have been engendered by the pap. and is spoken of as
the jihUv ("offspring") of the pai who dreamed him, as well as of his
natural father. The pai is also said to have "caused the child to go into"
the mother, or to have "given him" to her (omonda, "causes to go" or
"gives"). The child may also be said to be the jihUv ambiguously either



of the spirit that announced itself to the pajl in his dream, or, if it was
a Sky Person who came in the dream, then of that Sky Person's father.

The case described in most detail was that of Carlo, the eldest son
of Jovenil and Aluza, who was "dreamed" by the pajllgwaka. The Sky
Person Shashami'ga (the son of Pindova'funi'ga's son Arukakat6i'ga) came
to Igwaka in a dream asking to be born to a woman, and Igwaka told
him to enter Aluza. When Julio was born, he was given two infancy-
names (mbotaowahav, literally, "play thing"), one of which was Shasha-
mi'ga, in recognition of his being a reincarnation of that ~i Person.
Igwaka was said to have "given Julio to Jovenil as his child" (omond6
oa-pe pi'a-ro). Julio is now Jovenil's offspring (jihUva'oa), but also the
jihUva'oa of Igwaka--and, in a third sense, of ArukakatUi'ga.

Multiple paternity is a familiar concept to the Kagwahiv, who share
the widespread Amazonian belief that the child is a product of repeated
intercourse, and is "fed" by every man who sleeps with the mother
during the child's gestation. The pajl adds one more "father" to the list;
but whether, like a child's cogenitors, he was treated as a father (expected
to obey the food taboos during the pregnancy and after birth, for
example) is not clear.

The children "dreamed" by a pail were specifically destined to be
apprenticed to him and become a-future ipajf. -

Much yet needs to be learned about the exact mechanisms of the
power of those who are ipajf, and about the full part that dreaming
plays in exercising that power. It is evident, however, that dreaming
plays a vital part in Kagwahiv shamanism.

The Kagwahiv pajl had two principal sources or vehicles for his power:
trance and dreaming. To these may be added the ritual acts of singing,
blowing, and spells, although these seem to have functioned primarily
as adjuncts to one of the principal ones (e.g., singing in the tokaia ritual),
or by themselves in less important or negatively valued tasks such as
warding off rain, or sending illness.

Between these two principal sources of a pajl's power there seems
to have been a kind of division of labor. Trance was reserved for the
crisis ceremony of curing. The paji's trance journey in the tokaia, with
its mythical precedent in Pindova'funi'ga's journey, drew on all the
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spiritual power of the cosmos, bringing it to bear on the cure of the
patient for whom the ceremony was performed. The pajl's dreaming,
on the other hand, influenced less critical, but equally important, eve-
ryday life processes, birth and sustenance (hunting). Yet as Moha'gi's
ikii'nii dreams indicate, supernatural contact for curing can also be ini-
tiatf"d in a dream. This particular instance may be an artifact of necessity,
an adaptation of the loss of shamanic contact with the Sky People, but
it raises the question whether there is a real hard and fast functional
distinction between trance and dreaming, or whether trance may not
be (as Guss [1980, 305] termed the Makiritare drug-induced halluci-
nations) "a simulated dream."

Another way of dividing it may be a more real distinction (in Kagwahiv
terms). In affairs to do with the preservation and creation of human
life--curing and birth-whether that be through dream or through
trance in the tokaia, the ipajf serves primarily as a conduit for spiritual
intervention in human lives. In the tokaia ceremony, it is clear that the
spirits who come down are called on to put their curative powers to
work for the patient on behalf of the pajl (''Moml nde kwaitav?" asks each
spirit as it arrives-"Where is your job to be done?"), although one
informant asserted that it is the pajl's IUpiowara that treats (opohiinono).
In less crucial matters, the pajl uses his own powers more directly,
through dreaming in a matter as important as hunting or divining the
outcome of a war expedition, and through spells ill such things as warding
off a rainstorm. These last may be thought of, too, as matters of primarily
individual concern, while sicknesses and the birth of children are things
that affect the welfare of the whole community. Still, there is one major
distinction between the services performed in trance and in dream:
dreaming a child and ohiimonoO are done privately for an individual mother
or hunter, trance curing is done in a public ceremony.

Are the powers that the pajl channels asocial in origin? Insofar as
they are the powers of anano, who are in origin ghosts and of animal
spirits, we can certainly say so; these are domesticated in the context
of the tokaia. Yet, the Sky People also come; and while they can be said
to be extrasocial in having renounced (or abandoned) the society of this
earth, they constitute an ideal society--one without social strife or
economic hardship--and so, in some sense, are consummately social. If
the pajl's own powers have their origin in Pindova'funi'ga's, the same
conclusion applies to them. Yet, insofar as they are modeled on the



powers of Mbahira, who (though the civilizing culture hero) always
stood at the borders of society-acquiring fire, but also making mos-
quitoes, creating the daughter who concocted caul (com beer), but also
tricking men out of their arrows-its origins are more ambiguous.

In the paji's trance journey to thr sky in the toMia, both space and
time are condensed. Cosmic space is condensed into the ritual space of
the roMia, where the paji is simultaneously present within the hearing
of his audience, and (according to some accounts of the journey) in the
sky talking with the Sky People and other spirits.5 Mythic time is
condensed into the ritual time, inasmuch as the paji's journey might be
regarded as a reenactment of Pindova'umi'ga's cosmic peregrinations.
Geographic space, too, is condensed, for the various spirits contacted
represent all regions of the cosmos visited by Pindova'Umi'ga, the rivers
(jatuarana), the jungle (anann and jungle animals), and the sky. Moreover,
since earthbound Mbahira has as much claim as Pindova'Umi'ga to
prefigure the paji's healing power (especially, perhaps, the power of
blowing in the cure, which comparative evidence from other Tupi tribes
with extant shamanistic traditions Uangoux 1977] suggests may have
greater importance in curing than my retrospective accounts of the tokaia
indicate), wider mythic and social polarities may be condensed into the
symbolic meaning of the roMia. Pindova'umi'ga, with his pet harpy eagle,
is associated with the Kwandu (harpy eagle) moiety, and Mbahira, with
his pet curassow, with the MitUm (curassow) moiety. (To stretch a point,
one might also argue that the paje, identified with both Pindova'Umi'ga-
hawk and Mbahira-curassow, is simultaneously predator and prey. An-
imals that serve as rupinwara include both eagle and turtle.)

Dreaming, unlike the spirit journey in the roMia, appears to have no
mythic precedent (although one could argue that Pindova'Umi'ga's taking
the best game with him to the sky places the control of game within
the mythically sanctioned domain of shamanic activities); but the dream-
ing of children does seem to involve contacting about the same range
of spirits and Sky People who are contacted in the toMia trance journey.
Hence, these dreams, as well as curing dreams like Moha'gi's, also bring
spiritual energies from all parts of the cosmos to bear on the perpetuation
of human life.

Since trance and dream play such similar roles as expressions of the
paji's power-trance in a public ritual, dream in a more private con-
text-the question naturally arises, what is the conceptual relationship

between these two states of consciousness? I do not have the data for
a definitive answer to this question, and probably a full answer would
require .the stud! of an active shamanic tradition with living pajis, who
could gIve fully mformed instruction on the subject; but I suspect that
a clue to the answer might lie in a deeper understanding of the concept
of rupinwara, and of its relation to the concept of ra'uv, "dream image"
or "soul," a key concept in the understanding of their dream theo~'
(Kracke 1979, 127).6 Whatever the exact conceptual connection, sinc~
trance and dreaming are both regarded as modes of contact with the
spiritual world, and, in particular, with the celestial spirits and the SkY
People, it seems likely that they are regarded as closely allied states ~f
consciousness. A paji's dreams and trance states of mind are set off from
those of ordinary people by the paji's ability to direct them-to willfull)'
drea~ a dream of successful (or unsuccessful) hunting, or to calion a
particular healing spi~~ in trance or dream. Yet insofar as everyone
dreams, everyone participates to some degree in the paji's power: "every-
one who dreams has a little bit of paji. "

The Kagwahiv, of course, are not the only culture in which dreams have
an. important place in the shamanistic complex of beliefs. What distin-
gUIshes them, and places them in a small group of those cultures whose
shamanic curing practices have beel1 described in the literature is that
~ major part of the manipulation of reality by shamans is ca~ed out
m dreams.

Dreams play a varie~ of roles in shamanistic beliefs. Most com-
monly~r at least most c~ntrally a part of the established concept of
shamanism-they are a medium for the initial contact with a suprahuman
being: the "call" to shamanism by a spirit (Eliade 1964, 33-66; in South
Amenca, Butt Colson 1977, 46; Gregor 1977, 335; Sharon 1978, 15).
O~ dr~ may ~ ~ m~ .of attaining special knowledge, with shamans
bemg eIther specialISts m mterpreting them (Siskind 1973b, 155, 163;
cf. Tedlock 1981), or especially attuned to receiving messages in dreams
from spirits or other shamans (Sharon 1978, S6). The idea that shamans
have a special bent for attaining knowledge through dreams may edge
over into the idea that dreams are an actual source of power for the
shaman, and is perforce a part of the shaman's dream powers in cultures



where a shaman exercises his power through his dreams (Bartolome
1977; Crocker 1985, 224-25, 234, 245; Faron 1964, 143; Guss 1980,
300-301; Metraux 1948,90,92; Wagley 1943,66, Wagley 1977, 194).

In lowland South America, several cultures have been described in
which dreaming is a prime source and vehicle of the shaman's powers.
Those I am familiar with are Wagley's descriptions of Tapirape shamans
(1943; 1977, 181-212) and David Guss's recent (1980) discussion of the
part of dreams in Makiritare shamanism. (I have not had the opportunity
to consult Bartolome's treatise on Guarani shamanism for this writing
[Bartolome 1977].)

Wagley's classic description of Tapirape shamans contains practically
all of the major dream elements that appear in the Kagwahiv pai's
armamentarium, although the emphasis is somewhat different. According
to Wagley, "knowledge of the supernatural world is gained chiefly through
the dream experiences of shamans or panchi. For among the Tapirape
shamanistic power derives from dreams and from powers revealed in
them ... Obviously anyone may dream, but frequent dreaming is evidence
of shamanistic power" (Wagley 1943, 66; 1977, 181). "Sorcery ... is
believed to be the action of shamans in dreams" (Wagley 1943, 70), and
panche engage in epic dream battles with ghosts (anchUnaa) and with one
another (Wagley 1943, 65-70; 1977, 182-83, 185-86), and meet and
befriend other spirits in their dreams, recruiting them as familiars (Wag-
ley 1977, 183-85). Panchi also dream to bring children to mothers for
them to conceive, stealing them from Thunder or from animal spirits;
and panche are responsible for the maintenance of a good supply of
game--although they do this last on behalf of the community rath~r
than for individuals, and by rather different methods from Kagwahlv
ipaj{: in dreams they visit the hill that is the "home of wild peccary"
and have intercourse with the females for the increase of their offspring
(Wagley 1977, 194).

Tapirape shamans do not use trance in healing, but cure by blowing
smoke over the patient, or by sucking out witchcraft objects amidst
vomiting, induced by swallowing tobacco smoke (Wagley 1943, 73-74;
1977, 191). Trance is part of a very different ceremony, however: the
Thunder Ceremony that takes place during the season of violent thun-
derstorms in December and January. During the four days of this cer-
emony, all the shamans of a village, dancing in the plaza, go into trance,
aided by swallowing tobacco smoke, and do battle with Thunder (Kana-

wana) and his minions, the tupi (Thunder's "pets" or children) and the
panche iunwera, "deceased panche" (Wagley 1943,84-91; 1977, 199-211).
They are invariably vanquished, collapsing in spasms, though the more
powerful panche persist longer and get closer to Thunder himself. In
many ways, this is an exact invJ rsion of the Kagwahiv loMia rite. Rather
than beseech curative spirits for help in curing the patient, the panche
do b~~tle with hostile spirits. Rather than one paji confined privately in
a tokalQ, screened from the audience, many panche dance publicly in the
open~. ~i~dova'Umi'ga is an idealized culture hero living in the sky,
~o~emlng hIS Imm~rtal children; Kanawana is a wrathful nature deity
lIVIng on a mount~u.n across the Araguaia River and presiding over a
host of strange spmts and ghosts of panche. This reversal, in a sense,
typifies the difference in emphasis between the Kagwahiv ipajf (as por-
trayed r~trospec~ively by people who were not themselves ipajf), in a
cooperative relatIOnship with spirits, and the Tapirape panchi constantly
at war with them.

~ontrasti~ tho~h th~y are, both ceremonies are unique (or nearly
umque) occasIOns m whIch the shamans go into trance rather than
exercise their power through dreams. For the Tapirape, there is one
other occasion, which might be regarded as intermediate: novice:; \\.ho
do not dream may be put into trance (again with the help of smoke)
by their panchi mentors, in order to induce dreams (Wagley 1943, 82;
Wagley 1977, 198). This also suggests a close conceptual relationship
between dream and trance among the Tapirape.
. Although I.am not familiar enough with Tapirape mythology to iden-

tifY a foundation myth for the practices of panchi like those of Pindov-
a'Umi'ga and Mbahira's cures, and Wagley does not cite one, he does
summarize in full a ~Jt:h featuring a legendary panchi as its protagonist
(1977, 181-84). Agam, m contrast to the Kagwahiv situation, the mvth
does not provide a prototype either for curing or for the trance cerem~ny,
~ut for shamanic struggles with spirits in dreams: Ware's exploits con-
SISted largely of tricking and killing anchUnaa in his dream travels.

David Guss (1980) describes a somewhat similar set of beliefs among
the Cariban Makiritare (Ye'cuana). The power of the Makiritare karainto
(~haman) is also conceived in terms of dreaming, but in a somewhat
dIfferent sense. An ordinary person's dream is believed to be an account
by .his or her spirit double (akato) of the spirit voyage (adekaco) it took
whIle the dreamer was asleep. During these voyages the akato is in



danger of capture by spirits. If this happens, the shaman may free the
captured akato by locating it in a "simulated dream" using hallucinogens
(apparently the smoke or powder of ebene inhaled through the nose:
Schuster 1976, 94) in which he retraces the steps of the akato, and,
having found it, restores its memory of the world it left. The shaman
is able to free this spirit double because his own akato is transformed
into a damocf~de, a dream-double that, unlike most people's akato, responds
to his conscious control: he is able to take his damodede out of himself
(whereas an akato wanders off on its own during sleep), and is .ble to
direct the course of his dreams. (The damodede is evidently to some degree
parallel to the Kagwahiv rupi9wara, though with significant differences.)
The dreams of the shaman, and his hallucinatory "simulated dreams,"
thus differ from ordinary people's in that he is able to control them
and consciously direct them, enabling him to carry out intentional action
in the spirit world through them.

It is not clear from Guss's article, or other sources on Makiritire
shamanism I have consulted, whether shamans can act through their
dreams proper--during sleep----<'r whether the spiritual action of the
damodede is limited to the "simulated dreams" of hallucinatory trance;
but clearly the hallucinations in trance are conceptualized as a kind of
dream, so the power of the shamans is conceived as operating through
his dreams. In any case, the mythic precedent is clear; it was through
dreams that the culture hero Wanadi battled the demonic enemy of
mankin<l, ado'sha.

In each of these cultures, dreaming is conceptually the core of the
shaman's power. There are indications in each one that trance is con-
ceptualized as either a public form of dreaming--a "simulated dream"
in Guss's (1980, 305) phrase-or a mode of facilitating dreaming (Wagley
1977, 198). Yet in none of these cultures does dreaming stand alone as
the sole mechanism for the operation of the poji's power, or the only
medium for its expression. In each case, it stands in contrast to another
altered state of consciousness-·~lUtohypnotic trance, trance induced by
tobacco, or a drug-induced hallucinatory state--as a marker of some
opposition, albeit perhaps a different opposition in each culture: public
ceremony versus private arrangement, communal benefit versus indi-
vidual, and (perhaps in Makiritire) the controlled "dream" of the shaman
versus the erratic and perilous dream of the ordinary person.

It is not surprising that dreams are regarded as vehicles for shamanic

powe~ in some cultures, for they are the most vivid and frequent
expenence we can have of a reality that transcends the physical and
social limitations of the waking world. The limitations of dreaming as
a model for shamanic power are twofold: dreaming is essentially a private
experi~nce, unsuited. for. public ceremonial display; and dreaming is
acceSSIble to all, making It difficult to distinguish the shaman from the
ordinary person (though with the termination of the Kagwahiv shamanic
succession, this has become a saving grace). A third problem is that
dreams are unconsciously constructed, not usually subject to conscious
direction.

Each of the cultures discussed here solves the first problem by com-
bining dreaming with some other form of expression of supernatural
power on the shaman's part, but an expression that can be regarded as
a form of dreaming. The second limitation of dreaming can partly be
canceled out by the third, however. For in each of these cultures it
proves to be important that the shaman or poji acquire an ability' to
control. his dream. Both Guss (1980, 306) and, further afield, Larry G.
Peters In an account of shamanism among the Tamang of Nepal (1982,
35-37), compare this ability to direct the dream or hallucination while
within it with Tart's (1969, 170) concept of "lucid dream," in which
:'You feel ~ rational and as in control of your mental state as you do
In your ordinary state of consciousness, but you are still experientially
located in the dreamworld" (Tart 1977, 176, quoted in Peters 1982,
35). This control is what distinguishes the shaman from other dreamers,
and enables him to direct the power in his dreams to its intended ends.
To fulfill this requirement-a demand in accord with the shaman's need
to be receptive to the emotional communications of those he treats-
the shaman needs to be someone in touch with his own unconscious
processes.

NOTE ON TRANSCRIPTION (KAGWAHIV)

The transcription of Kagwahiv words generally follows the Betts-Pease or-
thography: v is a bilabial fricative (as in Spanish) but in final position is
~ronounced as a.bilabial stop, p; j is pronounced dzh, and ch is tsh, as in English;
f represents a hJgh back unrounded vowel (Russian yerih, ee pronounced with
the mouth wide open as in gargling); ii is a palatalized n (like Spanish II). Other
vowels and consonants follow Portuguese transcription. The stress in a word
varies and is indicated by an acute accent. ' represents a glottal stop.



1. Paulino, 1967(Field notes I 181, Feb. 11). In 1989 Paulino made examples
of such pictures, including one of Aiianga-hapukai.

2. If peccary were scarce, he would cut a hoof from a peccary foot he kept
on hand, plant it, and a peccary would emerge, grunting, from the soil. If
occasion demanded, he could also turn the peccary into a tapir: one hunter
saw an animal emerge from the ground that appeared to be a peccary, but he
followed it, and it turned out to be a tapir.

3. Named Kupehava'ga. .
4. Third person form, ohamonlJO. The derivation is somewhat ambiguous. -

mo-nlJO (-moo + -ko) means "cause __ to exist," but the first syllable could
either be from hane. "strong," "perduring," or 'ann. "shadow." The latter
reading, "cause a shadow to exist;' might refer (since 'ann has ~therwordly
connotations: cf. aiiane, "ghost") to the supernatural mode of actIon of such
dreams, and seems more likely.

S. Thus, Kagwahiv pajis combine the supposedly opposed categories of soul
journey (or "visionary magical flight") and spirit possession (cf. Peters 1982,
22).

6. In Kagwahiv dream discourse, the image of a person or thing appearing
in a dream is spoken of as hislher/its ra'uv (whence the "dream-tense" marker
ra'u used when narrating a dream). This includes the self: the dreamer's own
appearance in a dream is ji ra'uva, "my dream image." But the te~ ra'uv has
an ambiguous meaning. In some cases it me~ an ico~ic .representatlon: ,:hen
a stone is used in play to represent a cooking fire, It IS spoken of as tata

ra'uva," "play representation of fire."

v···'·····-··········.·······.:~" .
.~.

•••••••••••••••••
DREAM, SHAMANISM, AND POWER

AMONG THE TOBA
OF FORMOSA PROVINGE

Research regarding the conception and the role of dreams in non-
Western societies has demonstrated that dreams occupy an important
place in nat;ve systems of collective representations, and also that they
are embedded in social mechanisms and cosmology (Eggan 1949, 1964;
Eliade 1961; von Grunebaum 1964; Guss 1980; Hallowell 1964; Spencer
and Gillen 1927; Wallace 1958; P. Wright 1981b). The link between
dreams and society is absent in our evaluation of dreams. We consider
them as individual psychological phenomena, integrated neither into the
collective set of ideas nor into social life (Freud 1948). Our category of
reality coincides with the experiences of wakeful life, while the oneiroid
ones lack that ontological basis and are understood as fantasies of the
individual psyche, the contents of which cannot influence the course of
social life.

In aboriginal societies, the dream experience is integrat(:.:l. as an im-
portant factor in the course of history (Bastide 1976, 59). It operates
as a threshold to spheres of reality not accessible in daily life. The
beyond, the words of the dead and of the gods are dearly explained.



The unknown future is revealed and turned immutable (Caillois 1964,
43). In the oneiroid worlds we find the symbols, images, figures, and
happenings that constitute the mythologies; dream and myth dynamically
relate to each other, acting as channels that feed back knowledge and
proof about the nature of the world (Eliade 1961; Ullman 1960).

For the Toba, dreams, along with visions and "apparitions," have an
important role in connecting them to the levels of nonhu~an reality,
whose contact and communication play a fundamental role m the op-
eration of their sociocultural system. I Nonhuman alludes to an onto-
logical condition radically different from that of humans. Because of
their peculiar nature, nonhuman beings have power and knowledge that
the Toba wish to possess and that nonhumans wish to give. This artic-
ulation of gifts determines the circulation of power in the To~a cosmos.
Dreams offer the possibility of communicating with these beingS, who,
in one way or another, govern the totality of what exists.

Presented here is a discussion of the importance and uses of dreams
in Toba culture and society. In addition to establishing contact with
other levels of the universe, they allow the Toba to interpret the events
of daily life and also have an important healing function. Although the
Toba have undergone acculturation, and many are members of Pente-
costal cults, dreams have continued to maintain their important role.
Using Toba narratives of dreams, we shall compare the symbolic contents
and uses of dreams between the traditional Toba and the Pentecostal

converts.

tralized authority. Redistribution prevented individuals from accumu-
lating goods, and labor was divided by sex. Men were responsible for
hunting, gathering, and fishing, while women gathered, cooked, wove
fibers and wool, and cared for the children (Miller 1979; Reyburn 1954).

The shamans acted as mediators between men and nonhuman beings.
They mediated the conflicts believed to be due to the transgressions of
huma~ of the norms imposed by the nonhumans, such as the breaking
of hunting taboos, or menstrual proscriptions. Poor hunting and, in some
cases, illnesses were considered punishment for such offenses, and the
shaman was required to return the situation to normal. When the
ecological habitat used by the nomad band was exhausted, the shamans
directed the group to a new territory based on their knowledge of nature
and guidance from nonhuman being.>(Miller 1979; Reyburn 1954).

Traditional leadership was drawn from the heads of the large families.
The position was inherited, but the cadque (leader) had to confirm it as
well, demonstrating a strong personality, exceptional skill and courage
in hunting, and shamanic powers, such as the curing of illness. The
leader's reputation was based on the use of knowledge and power for
the group's benefit. At times of famine or war, powerful leaders some-
times arose who directed several bands as regional authorities (Miller
1979; Reyburn 1954).

The arrival of the Spanish in the sixteenth century modified the life
of the native settlements of the Chaco. There was an increase of illnesses
and Indian mortality. Horses were incorporated into their culture, and
tribal life was redefined starting from this element (Miller 1979; Reyburn
1954).

The next century was characterized by the Spanish punitive expe-
ditions against the natives, while a small number of white settlers es-
tablish~ themselves in the proximities of military posts. During the
wars of mdependence in the nineteenth century, the Chaco was nearly
abandoned. The colonization process accelerated at the end of the cen-
tury, with the organization of the national government, who sent the
army to the Pilcomayo region.

The economic basis of the Chaco colonization was agriculture and
cattle rearing. This led to conflicts with the natives, who resented the
intruders in their hunting grounds. Lumbermills were established for
the exploitation of red quebracho tannin, as were sugarcane plantations,
which induced the Toba to work in them. Conflicts with the settlers

The Toba, who call themselves qom (people), belong to the GuaycurU
linguistic family and live in the Chaco plain in northeastern Argentina.
Traditionally they were organized into bilateral nomad bands of exte~ed
families. They migrated throughout a defined hunting territ0IJ:' gathenng
together at c~rtain times of the year to conduct trade, mamage agree-
ments, and ritual activities. Living together during these periods per-
mitted the circulation of news and a sharing that created a sense of
belonging to the regionally located unit (Braunstein 1983; Miller 1979;

Reyburn 1954). .
The basic social unit was the extended family, a group of relatives

who cooperated and shared resources without a mechanism of cen-



increased to armed encounters. These were violently subdued by the
Argentine army at the beginning of the 1.920s.

Today the Toba live in dispersed agncultural and sedentary com-
munities generally on state-owned lands: ~e~e a certain number of
extended families group togeth:l~r,work mdlVldu~ll! and ~mmunally,
and consider themselves as a distinct social and pohtlcal entity (Reyburn
1954). The extended family, consisting of three to four ~en~rations, is
the basic economic unit. It owns the land in common, which ISmanaged
by the family head (Miller 1966). ~e tradit~ona~circuits of redistribution
of goods continue to follow the hnes of ~ns~IP· .

Agricultural activities combine the cultivation of maIZe, sunflow~rs,
manioc, sweet potatoes, and squash. Hunting, fishing, and gathenng,
although these activities are greatly reduced, complement the agricultur~l
foodstuffs and purchased goods. The Toba serve ~ wa~e .laborers m
order to increase the family group's income; at tImes It IS the only
resource, which results in the migration of an individual or gr~up to
other locations, such as to the sugarcane plantations, lumbermills, or
urban centers.

Participation in the labor market and the ch~~ing s~i~cono~ic
structure has resulted in a progressive cultur~disInt~atlon ~nvol.vlng
changes in patterns of subsistence and worldVlew.. Little by h~e they
have adapted to new and adverse exterior conditIOns, and With thes,e
changes their set of spiritual assumptions about the w~rld and man s
relations with it have changed. The rising of PentecostalISm am~ng t~e
Toba, as we shall see later, seems to be intimately connected With thIS
gradual process of culturallo'is (Miller 1967, 1979; Reyburn 1954).

Leadership, although it has suffered the consequences of c~ntact, still
maintains its usefulness. Today it is important that the caCIque knows
Spanish, since he represents the communi~ to outsider~ and travels
frequently to raise money or job OpportunIties. Leaden:~lp, as ~~ore,
is based on family heads who possess strong personalities. DeCISIOns
involving the entire group continue to be based on co~ensus.

In the 19408, Pentecostal presence in the Chaco influenced To~a
culture intensely. Toba migrants in the coastal towns heard the mis-
sionaries. The Pentecostal emphasis on song, dance, ecstasy, ~nd glos-
solalia impressed these natives, who, on their return to t~elr home~,
began to spread the Christian message, reinterpreted according to their

own Toba religious vision (Cordeu and Siffredi 1971' Miller 1967 1979.
Reyburn 1954; P. Wright 1983a). ""

The Toba Pentecostal religious movement spread to such an extent
that by the end of the 1950s an entirely Toba congregation was organized.
The members of the church hierarchy are native with an organization
modeled after the white Pentecostal church. Currently almost every
Toba community has at least one church, and generally whites are absen't
in its organization. Other missionary groups have also found great ac-
~~ance by the native population. In most cases they are of foreign
ongIn and financed by international organizations.

Present-day community leadership coincides with the religious one,
such as occurred in the past. A good pastor, in order to be a good
leader, must have a strong personality, as well as curative abilities due
to .hi~ conta~t with the Christian divinity. Church fellowship frequently
COInCIdes.With the interfamilial social groups where people recognize
consangumeal bonds or affinity, and among which tensions or rivalries
may spring up for prestige, political power, or even therapeutic efficacy
(Reyburn 1954). .

Traditional shamans continue to cure the sick. Many of them attend
Per.tccc;;t ••!cults, participating as any other "brother in the faith." The
more powe~ful shamans still preserve part of their political prestige due
to the contmual success of their therapeutic achievements.

Many aspects of traditional Toba ritual are synthesized in the Pen-
tecostal cults: healing, dance, ecstasy, as well as expressions of Toba
social life--such as speeches of the headman, communal interpretation
of d.reams, explanation of witchcraft cases, solutions to problems of
subslSt~nce., and so on. The interpretation of the Bible and the apocalyptic
preaching IS supported by traditional mythology that stresses cosmic
cataclysms by water, fire, or darkness. For the Toba, there is the om-
nipresent possibility of a "change of the world" identical to that which
occurred in mythical times (P. Wright 1981b). The Bible is used as a
sacr~d objec~ ~ith curing power in therapeutic rites during religious
services, and It ISalso conceived as an impersonal authority for leadership
purposes (Reyburn 1954).2

The traditional Toba conception of the universe consists of various
domains organized in three overlapping levels. The earth is in the middle
level and is conceived as a more or less rounded flat surface of dry



earth. The Toba live in the center, at a location shown to them by the
mythic heroes aSien "and taanki' (P. Wright 1989). On the earth they
recognize different parts, such as the village, the low grasslands, the
forest, the water, the swamp, and the palm grove (the latter two closely
connected with the water).

On the inferior level, known as the "other earth" or "inside the
earth" dwell strange beings who live in a rhythm opposite to that of
humans, though their landscape is quite similar (Cordeu 1969-70).
Underneath the "other earth" there is water that comJ>1*ly surrounds
the universe and that also feeds the earth's marshes, rivers, and lakes.
The course of the sun during the day on earth continues during the
night in this subterranean world, a fact that explains why the sun sets
in the west and rises in the east. West is considered the end or boundary
of the earth where the ground ends and water begins. This cardinal
point is also called "sky," because it is here where sky and earth meet.

The sky is above the surface of the earth. The c~ouds, w~nds, sun,
moon, storms, and rain are found in this sky. Higher stIll, there ISanother
sky that is the habitat of the stars and of other celestial beings, such as
the Pleiades (Cordeu 1969-70; Miller 1967, 1977).

The night is considered a different domain in the same way as the
forest or the grasslands. It exists within the interval betwee~ suru:et and
sunrise, landmarks that are determined by the song of specIfic bIrds. It
is the time during which the beings of the "other earth" wake up and
roam through the world of men.

As mentioned, the Toba distinguish between human and nonhum.an
entities. Among the latter there are a series of beings associated w~th
the diverse phenomena of the empirical world who are endowed WIth
power and intention toward human beings. The native term that. des-
ignates the nonhumans is jaqa'a (other, strange, unknown); the.ram or
the wind, for instance, are jaqa'a beings. In other contexts this word
indicates that something is distant from the whole, for ins.tance a ~v~r
branch that has separated from the main course of the nver. !aqa a IS
semantically opposed to jaqaja (brother), which refers to a famIly rela-
tionship and which in other contexts defines everything that is known

and familiar.
Toba cosmic geography is structured in such a way that e~ch part

with its subdivisions possesses a nonhuman entity that governs It. Thus,
there is the "owner" of the water who dominates, directs, and protects

all the animal and plant species living there. In many cases, each species
has its "father" and its "mother" who act as specific or subordinate
"owners" of the "owner" of the band (Cordeu 1969-70; L. Vuoto 1981;
P. Vuoto 1981). In the same way, the "owner" of the night directs the
beings of the "other earth" ahd the night species. In addition, there are
al.so "owners" of activities such as dancing and chanting, as well as of
dIfferent instruments, and so forth (figs. 7.1, 7.2).

This princi~le. of ~omam.s and hierarchies is reproduced in all parts
of the Toba untverse, mcluding the community, where the headman acts

" "fthas owner 0 at space.
As mentioned, the term jaqa'a designates the ontologic "otherness"

of the nonhuman beings, who are defined as different and possessing
power. The denomination no'wet in its most general sense coincides with
the ~eani~ .of jaqa'a, while in its particular meaning it refers to these
speCIfic entItIes who contact men in order to give them their power.
We might say that, in the Toba cosmos, no'wet assumes the role of
recep~acle and measure of the numinous, including the generality of
what ISpowerful, of "das Andere," as well as the specific nature of the
nonhuman beings (Cordeu 1%9-70, 84; Otto 1925).3We shall use the
words jaqa'a and no'wet (the latter in its particular meaning) as synonyms
when we refer to nonhuman beings.

The ~elationshi~ between man and no 'wet is vital for humans' physical
~nd SOCIalwell-betng, and the shamans are primarily, but not exclusively,
m c~arge of these connections. To be a hunter and a shaman ultimately
reqUIres the revelation of a no'wet's will, who gives that person his power
~nd the knowledg~ to carry out his tasks efficiently. This power expresses
Itse~f.co~cretely m .t~e no'wet's cession of auxiliary spirits (ltawa "his
aUXIlIary ), who faCIlItate the performance of specific tasks.

~e ~~e~t of the no'wet for humans expresses itself in power (haJojk,
napllsek, 1ana8a~) and knowledge Qawan). Halojk implies an ampler notion
of ~wer, .whIle ~apiiSek is restricted to shamanic power. ['ananak is
assocIated m certam contexts with this type of power, though its most
frequent use makes reference to an individual's physical strength or
strength of character. "Knowledge" (jawan) differs from normal knowl-
edge (jajaten) connected with the learning of educative patterns or of
everyday tasks where there is no revelation by a nonhuman being.

Among t~e Toba t~~ term "power" refers not only to political pro-
cesses that Imply deCISIonmaking and exercising authority, but also to



a control of the forces in the universe that permit good health and well-
being (Miller 1977, 306). The usual ways in which humans eain this
power and knowledge are through dreams, visions, and through "meet-
ings" or "apparitions" in person.

Dreams are distinguished from visions because they always occur
when the individual is sleeping, while visions occur when the person is
awake. The same happens in "meetings." According to the informants,
they are characterized by the sudden presence of a nonhuman entit)·
that appears or blocks their way.

Although any individual ma)' have contact with these nonhumans
through the experience of dreams or "meetings," the status of shaman
pi'ononaq is marked by a greater amount of power due to his special
relation with nonhumans, which enables him to cure. Unlike ordinary

FlGURE 7.1. Gasogonaga, Owner of the Storm, in her celestial world throwing
out lightning from her mouth. The Toba informants all agreed that her elephant
shape and her multicolored body are related to the rainbow and rain.
© Angel Achilai.

FJ?URE 7:2. Here Angel Achilai has drawn the fearsome Pel'ek 0 f th
NIght. HIS ugly form is similar to that of humans but hl's r'ofu\\nehr~ de
colored I' ,p se aIr aneyes, genera traIts of all niuht beings charact' h' .,
being. © Angel Achilai. ""b ' enze 1m as a lOaD 0



humans, the shaman can handle visions and dreams at will. He enters
into ecstasy through song, rhythm, and, in some cases, dance. Although
they do not employ hallucinogens, and it is not clear if they did so in
the past, Buckwalter (1980, 209) affirms that they once did, smoking
the root called pa'a. which containS hallucinogenic properties.

DREAMS AND THE ACQUISITION OF POWER
AND KNOWLEDGE

Dreams, as well as visions, operate among the Toba as levels of experience
that are ontologically qualified compared to daily life. In a way, we
might say that they are a real cosmological environment in which the
relationship and communication with the nonhumans are possible and,
moreover, necessary.

This is rendered clear in the traditional narratives in which heroic
characters resort to dreams in order to get to know a distant reality,
be it in space or time. This usage becomes exemplary and archetypical
for the Toba, who personally prove the virtues of this kind of experience.
The beings who appear in mythical accounts demonstrate their super-
human capacities, such as changing their morphology at will-an action
that makes them deserve the name of "transformer"--or having the
capacity to control their drea..'llSat will. Both are proof of the power
they possess.

The oneiroid experience confers on the individual the possibility of
getting to know areas of reality inaccessible to daily eXiste~e. By means
of it, it is possible for a shaman to reach strange places m the sky or
in the depths, or to approach the limits of the world, contributing later
with his personal experiences to the traditional knowledge about the
nature and conformation of the universe. In these cases, myth and the
oneiroid experiences operate in a vital interdependence favoring the
perpetuation of the Toba worldview (P. Wright 1981b). . .

Not all dreams have a revelation of a nonhuman entity or prOVIde
the possibility of entering sacred areas. Those that do are classed as
"true" dreams and are conceived as "given," that is, not ascribed to
individual psychological phenomena. Because they are given, they possess
a teaching that should be interpreted in a personal way, and, if considered
suitable, communicated to others later. A dreamer who does not reveal

an oneiric experience important for the community is thus responsible
for the dangers that may occur.
. ~~r the Toba, the dream is the exit of a psychic component of the
mdivldual, which they call "image-soul," and which roams outside the
body of the sleeper (Ducci 1904; Karsten 1932; Loewen et al. 1965;
Metraux 1937; P. Wright 1981b). The image-soul differs from another
psychic elementrof the Toba individual, the "shadow-soul," which is the
shadow cast by the body (Cordeu 1969-70, 110). This shadow-soul
seems to be associatefl with the destiny after death in the subterranean
~~rld, a destiny that transforms it into an entity whose sight frightens
hvmg men.

If the individual has the power of a no'wet, it is said that his image-
soul can walk and see at night as if it were day. The initial contact with
the no'wet may originate in a "meeting," in a dream, or in a series of
dreams where the nonhuman entity expresses his teaching.
. Every Tob~ who becomes related to a no'wet through dreams is con-

Sidered to gam power and knowledge. They then have a status similar
to that of the shaman's since they have contact with the jaqa'a entities
empo~ering them ~o undertake a determined activity, such as hunting,
seductIOn, or knowme_ the future. Succes~fu! a('t:'·:~:~~are attributed to
the action of auxiliary spirits, the ultimate sources of whatever talent a
Toba may have.

The follOwing informants' narratives will illustrate this point.

A young man said that he had no girlfriend nor could he get one, that
he wasn't lucky. Then one night the Trickster Fox appeared in a dream
and told him, "Look here, my son, I'll show you a way in which you can
~ave a woman." The young man asked how, and Trickster Fox replied,
You must get an herb called kadjalom. That herb is in the midst of the

lakes, on the edge of the lakes. It is an herb of a very red color and has
the shape of a climbing plant. Youmust look for it and bring it. Also
look for wollenalom. Pullout the roots and save them, keeping thi:m well
dry. You must also look for joqwi lawoao. a small herb with a yellow
flower and keep it.

In this o~eiroid revelatio~, the no'wet teaches the manufactUring of a
love-magIc packet. The Tnckster Fox of mythical tales is connected with
seduction, lying, and deceit. He transmits his knowledge to the youth,
and operates in this dream as an auxiliary spirit, presenting the char-



acteristic attributes of the paradigmatic figure of numerous Toba tra-
ditional narratives.

Another informant claimed to know how to prepare many of these
magic bundles, making them for many people. After asking their wishes,
he waited at night for his no'wet to reveal through dreams the ingredients
necessary for each desire.

The following statement comes from an informant who gained power
from the "owner" of the entertainment activities while dreaming.

When the no 'wet present themselves in human form, they possess certain
symbolic traits characteristic of their conditions as "owners" of this or
the other respective species or area (Cordeu and Siffredi 1971; Pages
Larraya 1982). The "country man's" instruction includes a sermon about
the behavior of the hunter toward his booty, a common trait in thde
nonhumans' teachings. This relationship with the no'wet is vital for the
hunter, because it enables him to secure a more or less regular provision
of food.

The Water Owner imparts the rules of behavior for fishermen and
indicates the locations by having plenty of fish sent by him.Sigitagajk teaches me so that 1 may become skillful in singing and beating

the drums. Father of the Drwn and Father of the Dance also appear to
me. He indicates that I must play hard during the whole night. I must
sing and beat the drwn. When I dream with Dance Father, I have to
jump in the dance like a toad.

These no'wet are closely related to seduction and sexual excitement. The
Fathers of the Drum and Dance have the power necessary to beat the
drum skillfully, to know its songs, and to dance well without tiring.
They are subordinate to the "owner" of the entertainment practices,
Sigitagajk, who is higher in the hierarchy of powerful beings.

The uwner of tht: LUuntrysideestablishescontact with men to enable
them to hunt successfully.

A man dreamed that the Water Owner had made him a dream so that
he would know, and he we~t to the water. He had confidence, for he
already knew, because Werajk had given him a dream for his people to
go search at night. Then he got up very early and called his companions
and they went to fish in the place the water owner had indicated to
him.

An old man went to hunt without knowing how this was done, and he
found an ostrich, but he was in a great hurry, so he left some meat
thrown about. Then a no'wet arrived at night. The hunter dreamed about
a person dressed for hunting, such as when one is gOing to shoot an
ostrich Then that man appeared at night with very long palm leaves like
the clothing of a dress of long leaves. He saw the hunter and spoke to
him, "And how were you hunting yesterday and left some pieces of meat
lying about, of an ostrich?" "Yes, because I was in a great hurry;
therefore I left a bit behind. r. The other told him, "Well, let it be the
last ti..ne, for only once will I give you four ostriches. Tomorrow I'll
come this way." When the man dreamed about the man of the
countryside, he was dressed as a man, but with palm leaves. This man
said he would prepare a heap of grass and also said, "I shall bum this
tomorrow. There you will find the four ostriches." Early in the morning
the hunter got up and went according to the sign the man of the
countryside had pointed out. Then he saw the grass. There seemed to be
smoke, but it didn't bum.

Visits to the world of the dead, the "other earth," are quite common
~n dreams when a person is very ill or feels threatened by an impending
Illness. The abode of the dead is imagined to be in the west, although,
according to witnesses, what exists there is the threshold of the sub-
terranean domain inhabited by the deceased.

The volition of the no 'wet is decisive for access to the shamanic condition
although an individual may wish to seek the revelation of such beings:
that wish being summed up in the expression "I seek a grace or a gift. "
The various ways of gaining power include: transmission of power by
a shaman relative, by "meeting" the no'wet in person, through dream
apprenticeship, and through self-healing.

Transmission if Power by a Shaman Relative

This. pra~tice .inv~lves a relative, such as father, uncle, or grandfather,
plaCing hl.s saliva mto the child's mouth. As the child grows, his power
(haloJk) Will develop until he can begin to cure the ill. With the saliva,



"power objects" are passed on and conceived as illnesses that he will
later be able to heal, and whose nature is nonhuman (Cordeu 1969-70;
Loewen et al. 1965; Miller 1977, 314; 1979). These objects find a place
inside the child's body, especially in his heart.

Meetinn the No'wet in Person

This occurs in the forest or in any of the'different habitats, and may
be unintended or sought for by the individual in the "oneline~s of. the
forest (Reyburn 1954). The no'wet appears humarJike With certam ammal
or plant features indicating the species or place he governs. ~e usually
introduces himself and explains what power he can offer (MI~ler.1977,
315). He asks the person what he wants of the gifts he has at hiSdISposal
and suggests that the person choose at will. It is customary to ~elect
only part of the power offered, since possession of too m~ch ~oJk can
be dangerous, for it may drive the individual crazy or kill him. Once
accepting power, it is best not to withdraw for the same reasons.

On some occasions, no'wet takes the person to his dwelling and reveals
to him the quantity and quaiity of the power he wish~ to offe~. The
"owner" of the animals usually takes men to his dwelhng place m the
forest and shows them the species he rules, so lhey may choose thvSi:

from which they want power.

Dream Apprenticeship

Through dreams or visions a man can initiat~ con~~ with ~ ~'wet who,
in a series of experiences, communicates hiS vohtlon of glVlng power.

th •. kn ledg As the dreams continue theGradually e no wet Imparts owe. . '
bond between the two becomes stronger WIth the co~u~nt. tra~-
mission of power and knowledge. This dream appren~ceshlp Imphes
the occurrence of dreams taken as revelations of great Importance th~t
are treated, directed, and interpreted according to their culture (Heredia
1978; Miller 1970; P. Wright 1981b).

Self-Healinn

When a person heals himself without any external help, it i~ co~idered
to be evidence that he has some kind of power. From thiS pomt, the

disease from which he suffered will be part of his personal power and
he will subsequently be able to cure others suffering from the same
disease.

In all these cases, the power transmitted by nonhumans to the future
shamans entails the giving of auxiliary spirits that help them to heal
and/or produce disease. According to the informants, the shaman's power
implies that he has diseases iiIside his body that are nonhuman entities
called lowonek, which are located primarily in the shaman's heart. These
entities function to protect shamans from other shCllllaai' spiritual ag-
gressions. They also heal, or they may cause harm! The hierarchy of
vigilants seems to be inferior to that of the companion spirits, which
in this case would behave similarly to the "owners."

During the initiatory experiences, the person undergoes a metamor-
phosis in his character. He will hide his condition until his power has
developed completely and his healing skill is mature. He must not seek
patients, but must wait until they come to him because they believe or
they have been informed that he has shaman's holojk. Once he has gained
their confidence, he is able to display his shamanic status openly, which
will be strengthened if his cures are successful.

The Toba identify "classes" of shamans according to their power and
the aims of their actions. Thus, there are shamans who cure or harm
(Loewen et al. 1%5; Miller 1979). The most powerful shamans are those
who are associated with the spirits of the dead. These shamans are called
oikjoAajk ("powerful," "those that show their power"). During therapeutic
sessions, they demonstrate their contact with the spirits of the dead by
"dialogues" that all attending can hear but not see. The great Toba
leaders, such as the cacique Moreno, were powerful shamans and authentic
oikjaAajk because of their exceptional qualities that distinguished them
from the other political and religious leaders.

The acquisition of auxiliary spirits and vigilants determines the sha-
man's degree of power. It can be said that the more auxiliary spirits a
shaman has the more quantity of power he will have. As mentioned,
the jaqo '0 are hierarchically organized regarding the extent of their power.
The power quality inherent in them is linked to their place of origin,
the greatest degree being the "above" (sky) and decreasing toward
"below" (earth) (Cordeu 1969-70; Miller 1967, 1977, 1979).5 Shamans
thus make efforts to contact the more powerful entities, although they



are often more dangerous and demanding. These jaqa'a entities determine
the differences between the shaman and other men and function as
entities of his own soul constitution.

The possession of jaqa'a guarantees the shaman's capacity for healing
or harming, as well as guaranteeing his own personal health. The latter
is closely related with the shamanic power struggles, in which they
compete to prove who possesses more halojk. The power circulates among
the winning shamans, who accumulate the power of the defeated (Cordeu
196'9-70; Miller 1979). The struggles begin during the dreams when
the image-souls leave the sleeping shamans and meet those of other
shamans. Then, with the help of the auxiliary spirits and the vigilants,
they take part in fierce fights, which result in the accumulation of power
by the winner and loss of power by the defeated. Such a hss is conceived
as the escape of the shaman's soul entities, thus leaving him without
protection against other shamanic attacks that will make him ill. A sick
shaman is, almost certainly, equivalent to a dead shaman (Loewen et al.

1965; Miller 1979).
Obviously, the Toba shamans have an agitated night life as their image-

souls travel to other domains of the universe, talk with nonhumans and
other shamans, and struggle for power. Due to their faculties of pen-
etrating the nonhuman universe through dreams, they are considered
the most qualified to interpret important dreams, whether t!:eir own
or of others, and to prescribe necessary actions to be taken. Dreams
also have their role in the shamans' therapeutic practices.

Toba etiology attributes the causes of illnesses to be from shamans
who send nonhumans to enter the victim, from "witches," and from
the transgression of taboos generally sent by entities that are "~wne~"
of the species or substance the taboo involves. The shaman must IdentIfy
the cause in order to cure the individual.

The healing ceremony starts when he uses his go~rd rattle, a .po~er
instrument, to call his auxiliary spirit.6 A dialogue begIns through SIngIng,
in which the shaman asks his "companion" about the patient's illness.
Sometimes the shaman goes into ecstasy, a state considered optimum
to contact the auxiliaries. If the spirit identifies the illness, he tells the
shaman how to cure it; otherwise, he tells him to instruct his patient

to consult another shaman.
Once the cause is identified, the Toba shaman passes his hands over

the patient's body, and proceeds to suck, blow, or sing, according to

instructions given by the spirit. The therapeutic singing is revealed to
the shaman by the auxiliary and is regarded to be the "same voice" of
the no'wet. After locating the illness, the shaman tries to persuade the
harmful agent to leave the patient's body. Once he has achieved that,
he usu;llly shows the "object" that caused the illness to those present
or to the patient. Little stones and sticks, worms, and other elements
of poorly defined morphology can be seen on his palms. He may then
throw them far away or put them into his mouth in order to i~crease
his own power.

However, on some occasions the shaman must wait until his auxiliary
spirit tells him through dreams how to cure the harm.

A shaman didn't know what was the matter with a boy; then one night
a no'wet appeared in his dreams and told him, "Your son has an illness
called 'sore.' In order to cure it you must look for lajk. kokalja and lje/a.
those plants." So he looked for them, boiled them and gave them to the
boy on that same day.

In another case, the shaman's auxiliary was unable to locate the cause
of a child's illness resulting from his parents' transgression of a food
taboo. Ideally, during the ritual the spirit :should have aided 10 iocatlng
what taboo was broken and then directed the dialogue with the offended
"owner" in order to reach an "agreement" favorable for all. In the
following case, the shaman had to wait for a dream.

At night he had a vision from a no'wet as in a dream. He dreamed that
the parents had eaten ostrich. The raven gave him the revelation. He
said, "Your patient will soon be cured of the 'infection.'"

The shaman's auxiliary spirit, the raven, told him that the patient's
family had eaten ostrich, whose meat had been thrown away in the
forest and the "owner" of the ostriches had sent the "infection" as a
punishment.7

As noted by Perrin (this volume) payment by the patient is an im-
portant concluding element in the curing process. Once cured, the
patient must pay the shaman in the form of goods of various kinds. If
th~s.payment is not made, the shaman is in danger, since his auxiliary
spmts could get angry and interrupt their association with him. Like
the sick shaman, he is left unprotected and without powers to cure.



The Toba have a category of individuals who cause harm and are not
shamans, the qonanananae or "seizer." Generally, they are considered to
be women, although men occasionally are also accused. Like shamans,
they are associated with nonhumans that have revealed their power to
them, but their techniques are always directed to produce harm. Their
procedures are also different from the shaman's, for they operate using
contagious or sympathetic magic and not object intrusion, as do the
shamans. Their name describes their techniques, because they "seize"
some personal object of the victim (clothing, utensil, hair, etc.) to cook
or elaborate a packet that is then introduced into a reptile's mouth. The
power of the packet is made effective by means of prayer, and the victim
is condemned to a certain death (Miller 1979).

The witches keep their actions secret and do not have a public
recognition of their status. The traditional way to discover a witch is
through dreams, when the victim meets the witch responsible for his

suffering.

Before his death, a man summoned his family and told them, "Well, I
shall die, so I shall tell you everything that happened. That woman [the
witch] said I earned too much, and she didn't like that." The woman
had said, "It is better to kill this man." The man heard that in his
dream. When the man was about to die, he already knew everything

that had happened to him.

As is common elsewhere, witchcraft accusations are related to inter-

personal and intercommunal knsions.
Sometimes not only the witch is revealed through a dream, but also

the procedures used that allow the victim to be cured. The following

narrative describes such a case.

While I remained like a dead man, there was a place, the palm grove
where there was a palm trunk. They said they had put my photograph
there. There was also a bird head. Then they killed a snake, opened its
mouth. Empayenar is what they did to me.8

This victim, through dream, was able to identify the causes of his illness
in time. Then, praying to God, he saved his life from certain destruction.

Such cases of self-healing are rare, and this individual began to be
regarded by the community as having power from a jaqa 'a being. Others
suspected that he was a secret witch.

We still do not know the exact nature of the nonhumans with which
t~e .witches associate. The Toba say that they are known through rev-
e.atIon, the contact occurring in dreams, or in "meetings" in person in
a desolate place. Some have said that it is possible to inherit some
relative's harmful power.

The importance and functions of dreams for the Tuba continues among
~ose converted to Pentecostal cults. In general, dreams are used and
mt~rpreted in the traditional way, though reflecting Christian symbology.
~~ one way to establish contact with God and to receive power from

Frequently, joining a church is preceded by an illness the healing of
whic~ is.attribute? to God. In these cases, revelations are ~sually received
that mdicate God s r~le as healer. The sick person often dreams of beings
sent by God, who gIVe out a shining light, or whose words calm down
the sleeper's uneasy spirit and cause a therapeutic effect.

When I was ill, someone seemed to speak to me whom I couldn't see. I
only hea~ the words. "The cross is very difficult to follow, but if you
do: you WIlls~cceed. The word of God is heavy," he said to me. After
gomg several tunes to the religious services, I got well and joined the
Gospe!'

Conversion to the Gospel is a gradual process in which the believer is
~rogressively convinc~ .of the goodness of God's power. Such goodness
ISproven b~ the acquISItion of health, material prosperity, the experience
of g.lossol~la~ and rec~ption of the Holy Spirit. During the religious
servICes, smgIng, dancIng, and prayers offer a favorable framework for
the ~rticipants ~o ~nter into a state of ecstasy or to have visions that
permIt commumcatlon with the divine world as does the sham .
h. . I Th ,an In

IS nt'.la s. e Holy Spirit takes the role of shamanic auxiliaries.9 He
protects the believ~r from dangers and illnesses, usually appearing in
dreams to commumcate to the believer.



I was in bed, sleeping alone, and feverish. Then a man dressed in white
appeared. My eyes were closed, but I could feel the sound of a person
praying for me at the bedside. Then I said, "Who is praying for me? I
left the door well closed and someone is praying for me by my bed."
Then I looked closely at the man. He was fair haired, but the hair was
all like curls on his head. He was very youing. Then I watched him and
thought, "Ah! He is not from here as the other brothers; he is dressed in
white." And in that moment I could hear very well the words he said to (
me as he sang in Spanish, "God is love, God is love, God is love." I had
never heard that before, and as he was singing~at, he was ascending.
He was already ascending. Then I woke up and I felt fine. I had a bath
and was cured. Later I told my husband about it. It happened that the
man who had sung was coming from Heaven and I was already feeling
joy.

The apparent transformation of the dream to Christian conceptions is
clear. This being of heavenly nature from above, dressed in white, young
and non-Indian, says a prayer for her cure. The message is that of the
Church. After waking up, the dreamer made the traditional purification
from illness, the bath, thus ending her therapy. The joy that she feels
is an internal happiness similar to a "fire," one of the basic manifestations
among the believers of their relationship with God. Note that she told
her hu~band of the significant dream.

In the same way that dreams can reveal the shaman's contact with
the spiritual world and indicate his calling, dreams for the Christian
Toba occur as revelations coming from God.

I saw a big hole and that hole was sinking. I was inside the hole and
stones fell into it. Everything loosened and then a voice told me, "Now
look at the sky. Look up. Put your eyes in the sky." I did so and the
voice told me, "Call the God of Israel." Meanwhile, I remained in the
hole. "Look at the Holy God of Israel." That's what the voice told me in
my dream. And so I looked at all the stars. All of them looked like at
nighttime in my dream. But what he pointed at were the Pleiades, and I
said to myself, "Ah! The Pleiades show me that it is the Holy God of
Israel, dapiCi. There it ended and I awoke and kneeled to pray to God,
and I thanked him for showing me that.

Here there is a confluence of traditional mythical elements, the hole
and the constellation of the Pleiades, and the Pentecostal Holy God of
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Israel. In ancient times, the Pleiades were especially venerated as an
important celestial deity (Tomasini 1976; P. Wright 1981a). Their annual
cycle marked the seasonal cycle of animals, and the Toba prayed to them
as a deity for power and for securing food. Here the role of the Christian
God coincides with the one previously played by that constellation.

As in traditional times, dreams considered to be relevant must be
retold to the community during their cult ceremonies. Each of the
faithful testifies to his "brothers" these experiences of contact. He dem-
onstrates his power by his dreams, describing the voices, gleaming lx¥ngs,
or speaking Bibles, and the "messages" that God desires to give to his
"children." The faithful then interpret the dreams according to a personal
reading of the Bible, adapted to the multiple circumstances of the oneiric
discourse.

The following narrative illustrates the continuing belief in witches
and the role of the Church in protecting its followers:

A witch who was preparing remedies to kill people appeared to him. He
said that the witch showed him that they were preparing a snake and
the beak of a pool bird. He also saw that they had two little bones and
then they threw everythi~ away in the forest. He saw it as in a dream,
and he sent P. S. to take everything out, but P. S. trembled; he was
afraid of digging the hole. P. S. took out the bones and carried them
together with the beak and the snake to church.

Here, as in the previous narratives, the sick person saw in his dreams
the characteristics and location of the packet that had been made to
cause him harm. Without doubting, he sent a friend to the place he
had dreamed about, and, as expected, the frightened P. S. found the
packet and removed it from the hole. Rather than being taken to a
shaman, it was taken to the church, where they fought against the harm
by means of collective prayer.

The first Catholic missionaries in the Chaco identified the no'wet figure
with the Christian devil, and his actions were considered evil (Cordeu
1969-70). Nowadays, the Pentecostal preaching, reinterpreted by the
Toba with the orientation of a few missionary translations in Toba, follows
the same course. No'wet. in its different manifestations, has diabolic
characteristics typical of the Biblical "world devils" that imply sin, illness,
and the ruin of man. Shamans are often considered to be related to



these diabolic powers and for that reason the cult preaching tends to
deprive them of authority.

When I was at home, he always came at night. He was like a devil. He
always came, but I don't know for what purpose. Before I joined the
Gospel, he used to step on me. I suffered a lot. He who came at night
was that pombero. They also call him peJ'ek. He is short, but he has a lot
of hair and no clothes. Once, at night, he came into my body; I was like
possessed by the devil. The pombero enters those men without faith.
Sometimes he tells me, "I am the pombero. You, son of God, are good for
nothing." He has a great strength and the person possessed jumps a lot
and hits, and when he leaves him, the body remains limp.

The figures of these "beings of the night" and their behavior with respect
to men is characteristic of the Toba tradition. They journey on the earth
during the night and return to the underground world during the day.
Their behavior toward men is ambiguous, and they generally tend to
frighten them, at times causing a physical disco~o~. Mee~ings ~th
the pel'ek may also occur in person. The Toba pel ek IS associated with
the Spanish pombero and the devils of the Bible that possess men of lit~e
faith. In the dreams he makes the traditional form of appearance, 10-

troducing himself and showing hostility toward the believer's fai~ ..
In spite of the large number of converts and the Pentecostal oppositIOn

between God and the shaman, there are many shamans who are believers
and many believers who seek shamanic cures. In reality this opposition
is not a deeply held doctrine. The Toba, including the believers, still
consider these "devils" to have a power that is vital, according to their
vision of the world, for the well-being of the individual and the community.

The native terms have been transcribed according to the phonological notation
established by Braunstein (1981, 11). Such an alphabet is distinguished from
the Spanish one as follows:

1. All Toba words are stressed on the last syllable, so intensity is not
marked.

2. The labiovelar semiconsonant or semivowel or in contexts followed by
the vowel i, the voiced fricative bilabial consonant is represented by w.

3. Semiconsonant or palatal semivowel is represented by j.

4. Voiceless postvelar occlusive q.
5. Voiced postvelar fricative B-
6. Voiceless glottal fricative h.
7. Glottal stop '.
8. Voiceless velar stop k.

9. When the follOWingconsonants: voiceless apicodental stop t, voiced
apicodental fricative d, voiceless fricative (grooved or flat) s, an;i api-
coalvelar nasal n appear in contexts followed by the vowel i, they
represent th~ voiceless affricative prepalatals (it may alternatively appear
as 0, the VOICedaffricative y. the voiceless fricative S. and the nasal ii,
respectively.

10. Regarding the vo.wels,the same Spanish signs are used, though the high
back u and medium 0 appear in a free fluctuation, a fact that makes
the presence of one or the other irrelevant; however, the closed high
front i must be differentiated from the other open one, somewhat lower,
that appears together with the closed or open front medium e.

I. Data are based on fieldwork carried out in the Toba colonies of Misi6n
Tacaagle and La Primavera during 1979, 1981, 1982, and 1983. The last three
~io~ were cond~cted as Fellow of the Consejo Nacional de Investigaciones
CIent~ficas y Tecm~ (CONICET) in the Centro Argentino de Etnologia
Amencana, Buenos Aires, Argentina. These Toba from the eastern Formosa
Province are linguistically and culturally different from the other Toba of the
C~co region. I would like to thank Ines lerradas, Carlota Romero, and Jorge
Wnght for their translation of this article from Spanish to English, and Jean
Langdon for her final revisions of the translation.

2. Miller (1970, 1977) asserts that Pentecostalism caused a secularization
of the Toba culture. We disagree, since the cognitive and cosmovisional struc-
tures were not substantially modified.

3. Consult P. Wright (1981a) about the term no'wet. According to Miller
(1%7, 1977, 1979), and Loewen et al. (1%5), no'ouet is the owner of an area
a powerful figure of the forest. Buckwalter (1980) says they are guardian spiri~
of natur~. Tomasini and Braunstein (1975, 108) are in closer agreement to us
and. ~o Cordeu (1969-70), "No'wet is an ambivalent theophany that may act
posltIv~ly o~ negatively: It is positive in the shaman's initiation. It is negative
when It bnngs about Illness and death. Certai'l mythical characters, as for



example the owners of the animal species, are or possess no'wet as long as they
share their kind of power." Tomasini(1974) should be consulted for the western
Toba's idea of pajak. which is similar to that of no'wet.

4. This notion of vigilants as nonhuman entities is not completely clear
because the Toba notion of person is not totally clarified. For the moment,
our explanation is based on our current understanding of the theme. Miller
(1977) uses the (word ltaxajaxaua ("the companion who speaks to him or to
her") for auxiliary spirits (ltawa). He also mentions ninailJOXaua ("my compan-
ion") and lja ("his other one"); pointing out for all terms the relation of
companionship established with the shaman.

5. This point has not yet been proven by our own fielddata. Cordeu (1969-
70, 88) states the existence of tense opposition among the three levelsof space:
the sending of dangerous beings and calamities of heavenly origin would be
restored by the earth level through the control over the heaven level by sacred
entities of earthly origin. In the sameway similarrelations with the subterranean
level can be detected.

6. The gourd rattle is a hollow receptacle the contains power elements,
little stones of different shapes. There possibly exists a symbolic identification
of the shaman's heart, where his "vigilants" or "illnesses" are said to be, with
the rattle that contains power objects. In Toba mythology it appears that the
gourd rattle is the heart of the mythical fox (P. Wright 1989).

7. It is usual among the Toba that the curing oi ··mtection"coincides with
the giving of a name to the child. Generally, the "owner" of the offended
species suggests the name, which may be connected with the characteristics
of that species or with the particular circumstances of the transgression, saying
that he will be cured if the name is given to him. We find that almost all Toba
adults have at least one vernacular name originating from a situation of "in-
fection" during childhood (L. Vuoto 1981; P. Vuoto 1981; P. Wright 1981a,
1981b, 1984b). This kind of naming action is related to the idea that the
individual gradually incorporates soul entities during his life that give him
"power." The name is conceived as one more of these entities.

8. Empayenar means to make a pay', a word of Guarani origin that the Toba
use to refer to the magic packets, which may be used for multiple purposes.

9. Our data differ from Miller's (1977) when he describes the differences
between the sharnanic auxiliary spirits and the Holy Spirit. He states that,
while the latter are not always with the shaman and therefore must be sum-
moned, they always accompany the believer. Our information indicates that
the auxiliaries and lawanek are always \\ith the shamans, the latter inside their
bodies. Otherwise, the shaman could get ill at any time. These entities are
soul components of the shaman, although their possessionis temporary because
of the shamanic struggles for power.
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EXPRESSIVE CULTURE
AND SHAMANISM
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A MUSICAL AESTHETIC

OF RITUAL CURING
IN THE NORTHWEST AMAZON

In a recent .survey of the literature on shamanism, Noll (1983) argued
against the misleading view of shamans and other ritual healers as
marginal individuals whose curing practices arise from a predisposition
to alienation and mental pathology. Western observers of shamanism,
including some anthropologists, have fallen into the trap of the "cog-
nicentrist preoccupation of pigeonholing unusual behaviors as psycho-
pathological" (Noll 1983, 450). Experiences with indigenous curers of
the upper Rio Negro basin of Venezuela lead this -author to strongly
support Noll's contention that shamans are exceptional individuals whose
mastery and control over altered states of consciousness contrast starkly
with the loss of control and psychological coherence that characterize
the victims of mental illness. Among other things, the description of
indigenous Amazonian curing rituals that follows will demonstrate that
ritual healers are central to, rather than alienated from, the ongoing
concerns of everyday social life. Moreover, their ritual curing powers
are a creatively practical process of musical naming that is used to
"tune," or situationally adjust relations within individual human bodies,



the social order, and the macrocosmos of nature that surrounds and
supports human social life (Moore 1976; V. Turner 1977) ..

Anthropological studies of shamanism have been limited by the as-
sumptions of structuralist rationalism and other language-centered mod-
els for describing, translating, and interpreting shamanistic performances.
For example, Levi-Strauss (1963) began his famous analysis of a Kuna
curing ritual with the assumption that shamanistic curing supplies mean-
ingful order and content to otherwise emotional, but meaningless, bodily
experiences of pain. The primary means by which shamans effect cures
is the semantic meaning of the texts of songs and chants. "The cure
would consist, therefore, in making explicit a situation originally existing
on the emotional level and in rendering acceptable to the mind pains
which the body refuses to tolerate" (Levi-Strauss 1963, 197). Levi-Strauss
never considered that semantic meaning alone cannot possibly account
for the shamanistic abreaction and its generalization to a social group
consisting of the patient and her family. Shamanic language of the Kuna
is characterized by densely metaphorical, poetic, and esoteric nuances
of mythic meaning that are, at best, partially intelligible to nonspecialists
(Sherzer 1983). Semantic meaning, naming, and allusion to mjthic beings
and episodes are all highly significant to the effectiveness of shamanistic
and other ritual performances (Munn 1969). However, by reducing
shamanistic performance to a sort of "language," the more fundamental
means of expressing shamanistic power through gestures, musical sounds,
and other nonverbal media are excluded from the interpretive framework
or treated as epiphenomena that reflect a primary linguistic ordering.

Levi-Strauss's model of shamanistic performance makes an a priori
distinction between reason (or meaning as a linguistic function) and
emotion (or experiences of bodily pain as a physiological function). For
Levi-Strauss, shamanism is a sort of balancing act, or "see-saw," that
serves to "cool out" overwhelmingly "hot" emotions of fear, anger, grief,
and so on by restoring a balance of meaning and emotion. This approach
to shamanistic ritual reifies "meaning" to a level of reality existing
independently of the actors who produce meanings through practical,
creative, intentional actions. For Levi-Strauss, semantic (or tropic) mean-
ing is conceptually and spatially distanced from emotion and the practical
motivations for doing shamanism (or for being shamanized). We are left
with the impression that people perform shamanistic rituals primarily
to satisfy their intellectual need for balancing structures of meaning.

In contrast to Levi-Strauss's intellectualist approach, the following
analysis of shamanistic curing in the upper Rio Negro region of Venezuela
is based on the notion that shamanism is, first and foremost, to be
understood as a practical, sociophysiological activity of curing and re-
covering. Although shamanism does work through collectively sha:ied
modes of social consciousness, it does not do so in the way that Levi-
Strauss imagined. Nor is the alignment of collective ideologies the pri-
mary motivating force that generates shamanistic ritual activity. By treat-
ing shamanism as a process of practical creati«ity or practieal signification,
this analysis aims to restore the sensible as an integral part of the
intelligible (Dougherty and Keller 1985; Keller 1985). As Ulmer pointed
out, Western social scientists in the modernist period tended to view
the world through the lens uf logocentrism, or the cultural predisposition
to place "the purely intelligible prior to the merely sensible" (1983,87).
A corollary of the logocentrist predisposition is the view that meaning
is an abstract, mental concept that can be understood apart from the
genres of activity through which it is produced. By isolating an abstract
level of meaning, ritual action is stripped of social context and emotion,
making it impossible to understand ritual efficacy except as an arbitrary,
emotionless imposition of reified concepts (T. Turner 1985).

All of these dichotomies-meaning versus emotion, intelligibility ver-
sus sensibility, and practical versus expressive--are manifestations of a
Western, rationalist tradition of the radical splitting apart of subject and
object and the reification of rationalist categories into "objective" (or
extrasocial) entities. In small-scale, technologically simple societies that
lack a written historical record, logocentrist and other rationalist di-
chotomies severely distort the organization of artistic activity. Consider,
for example, Brown's conclusion about magical hunting songs of the
Aguaruna, a Jivaroan people of the Peruvian Amazon, ". . . the songs
are part of a general ordering process that encompasses the strategic
use of thoughts, speech, objects, and acts to achieve practical ends"
(1984, 545).

Like the Amazonian curing songs to be discussed below, Aguaruna
hunting songs bring into play evocative imagery which is far too richly
textured to be reduced to the practical goals of the performer, yet their
performance aims at effecting highly practical changes in the performer's
environment. Aesthetic and practical thinking are masterfully integrated
in native Amazonian musical performance. In empirical terms, curing



rituals in the upper Rio Negro of Venezuela are based on a musical
aesthetic of ritual efficacy, which is simultaneously concerned with an
artistic conception of the world and a practical logic of curing.

The Wakuenai, or "People of Our Language,"~are a Northern Arawakan
society whose ancestral lands center around the lsana and Guainia rivers
and.their tributaries in Venezuela, Colombia, and Brazil.1 Like the more
well-documented Eastern Tukanoan societies of the neighboring Vaupes
basin, the Wakuenai organize themselves into several exogamous phra-
tries, each consisting of a number of named patrilineal sibs ranked in a
hierarchical order (Goldman 1983; Hill 1983; C. Hugh-Jones 1979; S.
Hugh-Jones 1979; Jackson 1983; Oliveira and Galvao 1973; Reichel-
Dolmatoff 1971; R. Wright 1981). Social ranking among Wakuenai sibs
is reckoned by order of emergence from the mythical center of the
world at Hipana, a village on the Aiary River in Brazil. Within sibs,
hierarchy is primarily a reflection of differential control over ritual
powers to effect orderly transformations of individual sib members'
identities in rites of passage and restorations of orderly growth and
development of sick individuals in curing rituals.

Despite the great importance of rank and hierarchy in Wakuenai
society, everyday social and economic relations are thoroughly egalitarian
in character, and even the most powerful ritual specialists are active
manioc gardeners, fishermen, and, less frequently, hunters. Similarly,
relations between exogamous phratries are horizontal ties of alliance
between competing affinal groups of equal status. The dual tendency
toward equality and hierarchy in Wakuenai society frames a process of
dynamic interaction between symmetrical, homogenous relations and
more specialized, unequal relations. Over time, this process favors the
cumulative development of a structured hierarchy of ritual specialists
whose leadership can be called on in difficult times as a power resource
for restoring order to individuals, or groups of individuals (Hill 1983,
1984b; Wright and Hill 1986).

Wakuenai mythology ':>utlinesa complex cosmic history that continues
into the present through the mediating activities of ritual specialists,

known as shamans (malfrri), chant owners (malikai liminali), and master
shamans (dzawinailairi).ln Wakuenai myths, the world began in the distant
past at Hipana with the origin of the trickster and culture hero, Ifia-
pirrikuli. A cycle of myths about the distant, miniature past at Hlpana
describes a world inhabited by presexual, precultural animals whose
social division into kin and affines was the source of unceasing violence
and warfare. The myths of lfiapirrikuli are hard-working social narratives
that focus on basic rules and axioms that organize everyday social
experience. Bride service, patrilocal residence, exogamy, and other social
norms that shape relations of kinship and marriage are portrayed as
emergent qualities of an ongoing process of competition between Iiia-
pirrikuli and his animal affines. These social animals, and lfiapirrikuli in
particular, provide insight into how the Wakuenai conceive of their
social order as part of the precultural, natural environment. The myths
explore an analogy between, on the one hand, conflicting interests of
social groups of kin and affines, or phratries, and, on the other hand,
the adaptive behavior of natural species that protect their own interests
at the expense of other species. Through the cycle of myths about
lfiapirrikuli and the precultural, miniature world of the mythical Be-
ginning, the Wakuenai reach a sociologkal understanding of their own
society.

The space-time of mythic beginnings is an undifferentiated, pre-
symbolic ordering of reality that surrounds and infuses the later, verbally
and sexually differentiated worlds of human society and history. The
Wakuenai concept of mythic beginnings is a specific example of the
more general idea of the mythic primordium, or the belief that human
society and history resulted from the fragmentation of an original oneness
of humanity and nature (Sullivan 1988). Language and other differen-
tiating symbolic orders came into being as part of a fiery cosmic trans-
formation that divided hwnanness from other, nonhmnan (or sernihmnan)
presymbolic modes of existence. These transformations are evoked in
ritual and in ceremonial evocations of the cosmic fire as an ongoing
process of constructing individual humanness and collective human so-
ciality by controlling the passage of foods and other "substances" (in-
cluding sacred names and sounds) through bodily orifices and across
collective social boundaries. However, the movements of individuals and
society through the differentiating, fragmenting process of language
acquisition, socialization, and ritual power always remain in a constant,
irreducible tension with the presyrnbolic mythic primordium. Control



over the dynamic interrelations between the human social world and
the mythic primordium is accomplished through producing musical and
other nonverbal (or semiverbal) sounds that evoke imagery of a cosmic
fl~ing of the world. Sound production, and especially poetic manip-
ulatIOns of the musical dimensions of spoken, chanted, and sung speech,
are the primary means of regenerating symbolically structured human-
ness and social life (Basso 1985; Hill 1983, 1985, 1987, in press; Seeger
1986; Sherzer and Urban 1986; Sullivan 1988). "Music, rather than
language, is the 'primary modeling system' organizing human bodies,"
and sound symbolism serves as the ultimate reality on which temporal
orders are founded (Sullivan 1988, 282, 223). Sound is also the source
of shamanistic power (ibid., 483).

Wakuenai cosmology and shamanistic rituals concretely exemplify
these generalizations about the importance of musical and other sound
s}mbolism in the indigenous poetics of lowland South American peoples.
!hrough applying context-sensitive sociolinguistic and ethnomusicolog-
lcal methods in various lowland South American societies, researchers
have begun ~o rethink native aesthetic and religious practices along
totally new hnes. Language-centered approaches, such as structuralism
or ethnoscience, are being profoundly revised toward a view of language
as a process of socialization and differentiation that is, in turn, subsumed
b}· more dynamic, powerful processes of transformation, regeneration,
and creativity that are rooted in musical performance, dance, spatial
relations, and other nonverbal or semiverbal ways of creating social
meaning. The Uvi-Straussian view of a simple dichotomy between nature
and culture has given way to far more sophisticated understandings of
a spectrum of a more-to-less socialized (or naturalized) being that unfolds
in the dynamic interplay between primordial formlessness and contem-
porary meaning construction (Graham 1986; Seeger 1986). Sullivan (1988)
has correctly identified the mythic primordium as the source of cultural
innovation and creativity throughout South America. Although care must
be taken not to assume equivalence of the meaning of the mythic
primordium in different social and historical contexts, it is probable that
~he.concept of mythic primordium is as widespread and significant for
mdigenous South American peoples as is the concept of Dreamtime
among aboriginal Australian peoples (Hill 1988).

In a second cycle of myths the Wakuenai explain how the distant,
miniature past of the mythical Beginning is transformed into a more

recent, life-sized, and dynamic past of the primordial human beings.
The central characters of this cycle are Inapirri'kuli, Amaru, the first
woman, and Kuwai, their son. Kuwai is an extraordinary being whose
body consists of all worldly elements and whose humming and singing
form a "powerfu; sound that opens up the world" (kemakani hlimeecaka
hekwapi) and brings into being all species of forest animals, fish, and
birds. The birth of Kuwai sets in motion a r<~pidprocess of expansion
in which the miniature world of Inapirri'kuli opens up into the life-sized
world of forests and rivers inhabited by human beings and the various
species of animals and plants. Kuwai teaches the sacred songs and chants
(malikai) of initiation to Dz61i, the first chant owner (malikai limfnali).
Then Inapirri'kuli kills Kuwai by pushing him into a Great Fire, and the
world contracts back to its miniature dimensions of the mythical Be-
ginning. Out of Kuwai's ashes grow the plant materials for making the
sacred flutes and trumpets played in initiation rituals and sacred cere-
monies. Amaru and the women steal these instruments from Inapirrikuli,
setting off a long chase in which the world opens up for a second time
as the women play Kuwai's instruments throughout the world. E\·en-
tually, the men regain the flutes, and the primordial father, mother, and
son leave this world to stay in celestial regions of the cosmos.

The Kuwai myth cycle introduces human physiological processes of
conception and birth, and all the ensuing processes of growth, devel-
opment, and decay that form the basis of cultural differentiation in
human society: male/female, parent/child, newborn infant/child, child!
adolescent, adolescent/adult, mythical ancestorlliving descendant, and
living descendant/recently deceased person. The myths about Amaru
and Kuwai describe the transition from a precultural past of undiffer-
entiated social animals to a more recent time in which human individuals
each came to have a unique personal and sexual identity, or likariwa. as
well as an animal-shaped and collective identity, or lfwaruna, shared \\ith
other members of the same patrilineal sib. In the myths, human phys-
iological processes are not viewed as passive forces on which cultural
forms are grafted, but as transitions from one state to another that impel
"the mind to formulate symbols and thereby bring into being a con-
ceptual order that did not previously exist" (Drummond 1981, 646).
The bodily processes of growth and development take on enormous,
cosmic proportions in the Kuwai myth cycle and are equated \\ith the
expansion of the entir~ natural, physical world to its present size.



These physiological, or cosmic, forces must be controlled, or they
will simply devour the social animals instead of leading to an orderly,
controlled system of processes in which the social animal is not destroyed
but transformed into a fully cultural human being. The myth cycle
represents this transformation in terms of a strict dichotomy between
control over hunger and its opposite. Control over hunger through ritual
fasting allows the individual to participate in the creative and transfor-
mative powers of Kuwai and his music, whereas failure to control hunger
leads to premature death. At one point in the myth cycle, Kuwai
transforms himself into a rock cavern and devours three young boys
who had broken their ritual fasting during initiation. One boy, however,
was spared from death and became the first initiate because he withstood
the pain of hunger. Ritual fasting is a form of voluntary suffering to
which individuals must submit if they are to demonstrate that they are
fully cultural beings capable of controlling their own destinies, rather
than social animals caught up in a perpetual cycle of violence and revenge.

Accordingly, food and eating are central objects of symbolic thought
and action in Wakuenai rites of passage at childbirth and puberty. Ritual
specialists control the period of fasting and set up a number of densely
interwoven symbolic equations between the events and characters of
the Kuwai myth cycle, on the one hand, and the actions and participants
of rites of passage, on the other. The end of ritual fasting is marked by
performances of sacred songs and chants (maJikai) that, together with
tobacco smoke, are used to blow the world-opening power of Kuwai
into a pot of sacred food (kOridzamai) and, through eating, into the
individuals undergoing ritual passages.

A third cycle of myths explores the processes of alienation and
decomposition that lead to illness and death. Some illnesses are seen as
a result of failing to observe ritual fasting and other restrictions on
everyday diet and activity. Eating raw foods or foods that have not been
properly named in mcffikai by the chanter owner can lead to a sickness
called "raw" <fi6kali). The other causes of serious illness are sorcerers,
or poison owners (mahnetfmnali), witches, or master shamans (dzawin-
aitairi, "Jaguar People"), and evil omens (hfnimai).2 In cases of serious,
life-threatening illness, both the patient and the patient's kinsmen must
fast on manioc drinks over which the chant owner has blown tobacco
smoke and sung a special genre of malikai for counteracting witchcraft.
Regardless of its cause, serious illness among the Wakuenai is seen as a

process of disintegration in which the individual, human body-shaped
soul (likariwa) becomes separated from the collective, animal-shaped one
(lfwaruna). A complex cycle of myths centers around the processes of
separation that lead to illness and death. At basis, these myths portray
the lethal consequences of unsolicited, unmediated contacts between
individuals in this world (hekwapirfko), the spirits of the dead (/idanam)
in fyarudati, and the bee spirits (Kuwainyai, or "Kuwai People") who
control access to the celestial paradise of Inapirri'kuli.

Chant owners and shamans seek to restore the connection between
the two parts of their patients' souls by using their extraordinary ritual
powers to travel to the two worlds of the afterlife: the chant owner
journeys in his malikai songs to the celestial home of the Kuwainyai,
whereas the shaman travels in malirrfkairi songs to the dark netherworld
(fyarudati) of recently deceased persons. The musical journeying of ritual
curers acts as a means for symbolically controlling relations between
living human beings in this world, mythical ancestors in paradise (li-
kOremi), and recently deceased persons in the netherworld (fyarudati).
Through fasting and ritual music, the two souls of sick individuals are
reintegrated, and proper relations between the living, the ancestors, and
the dead are renewed.

Spiritual transformation and renewal in the world of living people
has its counterpart in the belief that the souls of recently dectased
persons transmigrate to rejoin their respective sib ancestral souls in
celestial paradise after a period of painful separation in fyarudati. The
Wakuenai concept of immortality arises from a juxtaposition of two
opposing views of human mortality: the continuous, vertical journey of
collective lfwaruna s(luls to paradise, and the discontinuous, horizontal
transformation of individuallikariwa souls in this world into lidanam souls
in the shadowy world of fyarudati.3 The period of time during which
individuals must remain in a limbo status as recently deceased souls
depends on the manner of death rather than behavior during life in this
world (Hill 1983, 209; Matos Arvelo 1912,95).

Once the lidanam souls have been pUrified in fire and have transmi-
grated to the celestial paradise of Inapirrikuli, they enter into a state of
eternal bliss where all souls are brilliantly white, live in beautiful houses,
eat only the purest food (honey in great quantities), and bask in the
eternal sunlight (Hill 1983; R. Wright 1981)" Like the Kuwai myth
cycle and the rites of passage through which it is enacted in the human



life cycle, the soul's journey after death is a twofold process of cumulative,
irreversible transformation from which there is no turning back. Once
the lidanam souls have transmigrated to paradise, they never return to
the world of living people (Hill 1983, 201). Thus, Wakuenai cosmology
explores the dichotomy between individual death and collecti\~e conti-
nuity in order to construct a belief in individual immortality and salvation
rather than attempt to short-circuit this paradox through beliefs in the
reincarnation of individuals as living members of this world.

The ritual healers whose music forms the topic of inquiry in this chapter
are the senior men living in a village on the lower Guainfa River in
Venezuela. The two are members of a highly ranked sib of the Dzawinai
("Jaguar People") phratry, and their wives belong to the top-ranked sib
of the Warfperfdakena ("Pleiades' Grandchildren") phratry. The younger
of the two brothers is both a chant owner (malikai limfnali) and village
headman, and his fame as a ritual curer is augmented by a reputation
for being a powerful diviner who can detect the presence of sorcerers,
locate missing persons and objects, and predict future events. S The chant
owner's older brother is a shaman (malfrri) who uses hallucinogenic snuff
made from the bark of a tree, called dzaato (Virola calophylla), in order
to induce contact with the spirits of the dead in curing rituals. Both
the chant owner and shaman are grandfathers whose grandchildren range
in age from early childhood to beyond initiation and nearing marriage.
They have practiced curing for many years, perhaps as long as three
decades, and whatever doubts they might have had about the effect-
iveness of their healing techniques have vanished by now. Through years
of practice, they have come to take on the qua!ities of the first chant
owner and the first shaman in myth, Dz6.li and Eeri, and they are well-
known as ritual healers in villages along the Guainia-Negro River and
throughout the entire region bounded by the upper Orinoco, Atabapo,
Casiquiare, and Guainfa rivers in Venezuela.

Their fame as ritual healers brings them extra prestige and financial
income through the payments received for successful cures. The chant
owner and shaman expect to be paid with material goods for providing
ritual services designed to reintegrate their patients' two souls. In curing
rituals the payment (dawainaku) is conspicuously displayed in order to

help the shaman attract the patient's lost soul back to its proper place
in the human body. The belief that generosity with material goods
influences ritual efficacy is part of a wider sense of openness in which
the patient and his kinsmen are expected to confess intimate personal
experiences, such as bad dreams, unusual events, or family arguments,
to the shaman and chant owner. The specialists listen to these confessions
wit~ great attention, for it is through such verbal reconstructions of the
unique events leading up to illness that they attempt to diagnose their
patients' diseases and begin count8!"action. In most cases, the patients'
confessions indicate that they have been victims of sorcery, witchcraft,
or the violation of a dietary or activity taboo. In cases of serious, Iife-
threatening illness, however, patients and their kinsmen are required to
confess every detail of the events preceding illnesses so the ritual healers
can unravel the combined effects of witchcraft and sorcery, a phenom-
enon known as the evil omen (hfnimai). In such situations, the ritual
healers ask everyone in the village to "contribute," or loan, their most
valuable possessions in a desperate attempt to attract the patient's lost
soul back to this world. The resulting heap of material goods is later
redistributed to the original owners, except for the payment made by
the patient's kinsmen to the shaman and chant owner. In the event the
curing ritual fails to effect a cure, the patient's kinsmen retain the
payment, and the ritual healers receive no material goods for their work.

The payments and prestige that accrue to ritual healers do not mean
that they are in any way removed from the ongoing cycle of everyday
subsistence and social activities. To the contrary, the chant o",ner and
his brother are active manioc gardeners, fishe~en, and hunters, and
both men take active roles in communal work parties and other social
events. They are recognized as charismatic leaders in everyday social
contexts precisely because they embody a higher order of sacred and
aesthetic values that transcends narrow social ties and economic interests
within the local sib and that can cut across phratric and even ethnic
boundaries.6 They acquire a few material valuables that others cannot
afford, but they freely lend such items to other members of the village,
thereby conferring economic benefits on everyone in the village. In
everyday contexts, the ritual healers lead by example and by coordinating
group consensus, often carrying over their ritual concern for sacred
order through actively participating in collective work activities and
imbuing these events with an aesthetic value. Because they are so com-



pletely identified with their ritual offices, the chant owner and shaman
transform everyday activities such as gardening and eating into categories
of symbolic thought that fit into the overall cultural identity of the
village. Communal meals, for example, are shared in the chant owner/
headman's house once or twice a day and are more than an adaptive
mechanism for ensuring that food is shared in the village, They are an
expression of cultural etiquette, or "table manners" that contributes to
the cultural identities, both individual and collective, or men and women
in the village. In short, ritual healers communicate to nonspecialists the
transition from a precultural, inchoate past, to a more recent, culturally
differentiated past, and they carry this sense of emergent cultural order
into their secular lives as model individuals who are at the center of,
rather than marginal to, everyday social and economic interests.

In cases of life-threatening illness, the chant owner and shaman may
spend up to four or five consecutive days in nearly complete devotion
to their curing practices. However, curing rituals are generally brief
performances that last only a couple of hours and do not take away
much time from everyday social and subsistence activities. Curing rituals
are, for the most part, worked into the schedule of everyday activities
and do nrot require an~'major disruption of that schedule. In most cases,
the two specialists separately perform music and other ritual techniques
designed to bring the two parts of their patients' souls back together
again and to cast out the spiritual and/or physical agents that have caused
the separation. Table 8.1 lists eleven curing rituals I observed in 1980,
1981, and 1984. Each ritual is broken down according to the type of
illness being treated, the treatment (whether malikai or maJirrfkairi, or
both), approximate age of patient, sex of patient, and ethnic group(s)
of the patient's family. Since diagnosis is based upon the specialists'
interpretation of unique patterns of dreams and other intimate expe-
riences, a strict correlation between the type of physiological symptoms
and the genre of curing music is impossible to discern from the diagram.
However, looking at the cases in which either maJikai or malirrfkairi is
separately performed, a general tendency is apparent. Performances of
malikai in isolation appear to be directed at alleviating nightmares, ear
infections, and phobias in young children, and disorders of the repro-
ductive system in adult women. Performances of malirrfkairi in isolation
aim mainly at curing diseases of the mouth, respiratory tract, and di-
gestive system.

TABLE 8.1. Wakuenai CUring Rituals Performed during 1980-81 and 1984
Fieldwork.

Probkm Treatment Age and Sex Ethnic Group( 5) Results

Severe diarrhea mtilikai and I' Baniwa-Guarequena Death at"dmuted to evil
and weight loss mtilirdkairi omens
Toothache mdlirrikain· 14 I' Baniwa Pains reduced

nonindigenous

CQugh, fever mtilirrikairi M Wakuenai (I>z.iv,'inai) Symptoms gone within
three da"

Nightmares and mtilikai 4 M Wakuenai (Adzeneni) Child still ",ithdrawn;
tantrums nightmare; and

tantrums &viated
Earache mtilikai 7 I' Wakuenai (I>z.iwinai) Not effean'e; pain

attributed to toothache
Stomach pains mtilirrikaiti I' Wakuenai (I>z.iwanai) Pains ~iated, no

recurrence
Menstrual cramps mtilitoi 45 I' Wakuenai Pains re!ie-'ed; resumed

(Wariperfdakena) normal diet within two
days

Pains when mtilika; and 18 I' Wakuenai Pains relie.••ed. fever
breathing deeply; mtilirdkairi went down
fever

Pains in head and mti/ika, and 57 I' Wakuenai Pains ~uted, but no
body, fever mti/irrikaiti total cure possible

(evil omens ,
Stomach pains, mtilirrikaiti 50 I' Guarequena Recovered ",ithin two
fever days
Crying mtilikai M Guarequena Child had been

frightened. but
recovered weD



shamanistic naming processes as an exclusively (or primarily) semantic
activity of representation would fundamentally distort the indigenous
conception of spirit-naming as a set of dynamic movements between
places. Shamanistic naming processes are better understood as activities
of creating a poeticized space-time of mythic ancestral powers within
the bodies of living human beings, the social world, and the cosmos.

Although shamanistic constructions of poeticized space-time make
use of elaborate, semantically "thickened" language, the most funda-
mental dimension of meaning construction is not semantic representation
but the projection of semantic meanings into musically organized patterns
of verbal, semiverbal and nonverbal sound. In a very direct, sensible
way, the movements through musical tones, rhythms, tempos, and tim-
bres are the shamanistic process of movement among distinct places in
body, society, and cosmos. The central thesis of this chapter is that
Wakuenai shamanistic rituals are, according to the indigeous aesthetics
of practicality, generated by musical sound organization. This more
naturalized dimension of meaning construction forms a musical aesthetic
of ritual curing that has the power to transform bodily, social, and
cosmic relations that are grounded in, and to some degree constrained
~), tht: mure sociaiize<i,iexicaiized representation of experience through
the semantic functions of language (e.g., naming, metaphor, or other
figures and tropes).

The processes of ritually defining illness and recovery through musical
performance are highly complex and bring into play a richly elaborated
set of symbols, texts, and sounds. The present study of malikai and
ma}irrfkairi songs for curing is not an exhaustive analysis of the many
subgenres and specific manifestations that these two genres encompass.
The song texts that ritual healers employ can vary almost infinitely in
their details according to the different diseases to be treated and dif-
ferences in the patients' situations. Nevertheless, the analysis below will
demonstrat( that the contrast between malikai and ma}irrfkairi is highly
significant for understanding the efficacy of Wakuenai curing rituals.

Following T. Turner (1977), Munn (1973), and van Gennep (1960),
this analysis of Wakuenai curing rituals will focus on the capacity of
ritual symbolism to mediate between inner and outer experience in
order to bring about an adjustment of the actor's internal orientation.
Turner's reformulation of van Gennep's model of rites of passage is
eSpecially helpful for understanding the effectiveness of ritual curing

From the perspective of Wakuenai ritual healers or their patients, the
practical objective of restoring or regaining health is inextricably bound
up with the complex sctles of communications and musical journeys to
other regions of the cosmos. Ritual healers thus re-experience the pro-
cesses of separation that led to their patients' iIInes~es and link these
processes of decay to specific natural and social conditions. Shamanistic
curing is Il6t an intellectual mind game of restoring meaningful order
to meaningless emotion and bodily pain, but a practical, social process
of "musicalizing" speech and action (i.e., chanting, singing, and dancing).
The creation of "felt consubstantiality between language music and
myth" is grounded in the indigenous concept of "spirit-name" (}iakuna)
(Friedrich 1986, 39). As a verbal, semantic process, shamanistic curing
is an activity of reversing the order of creation established in mythic
narratives about the primordial human being, Kuwai, whose voice mu-
sically named-into-being the species and objects of nature. The naming
processes used in shamanistic curing rituals evoke the chthonian space-
time of underground and underwater movements, dynamic reversals of
creation space-time in which the spirit-names of shama:1s and their
patients are brought into a controlled relationship with the regenerative
powers of the mythic ancestors. Shamanistic naming processes are com-
plex, densely metaphorical ways of poeticizing the relations between
specialists and their patients, and these naming processes often create
ambiguity and higher levels of poetic indeterminacy, as well as images
of stability and higher levels of orderliness.

The semantic dimension of shamanistic curing is inextricably linked
to two other processes of meaning construction, movements between
"places" and musical movements. The indigenous term }iakuna. or "spirit-
name," also means "place." Ritual specialists conceive of these places
as simultaneously existing inside the body (i.e., specific organs or body
parts), in the social order (i.e., stages in the life cycle, generations, or
inherited rankings), and in the surrounding world of forests, rivers, and
mythic beings. In other words, shamanic naming processes are not merely
representations of a preconceived ordering of experiential realities, but
are thought of as a process of movement from one place to another
that organically unfolds in the body, the social order, and the surrounding
contexts of nature, cosmos, and history. Translation or interpretation of



music, since it shows that ritual processes are both models of the social
situations in which they unfold, and also dynamic rearrangements of
such social situations. The dynamic effects of ritual arise from the
hierarchical, asymmetrical structuring of symbols into a number of higher
and lower levels in such a way that the "structure of ritual action ...
directly embodies its own principle of effectiveness" (f. Turner 1977,
62). The hierarchical levels of ritual action are defined relative to one
another, not in absolute terms.

At the lowest level, a pair of opposing social categories, or roles,
defines the structure of ritual action from the "bottom up." Thus, the
pair of categories "witchcraft victim/healthy individual" serves to define
the chant owner's ritual performances of malikai, and the pair "sorcery
victimlhealthy individual" is the social locus of the shaman's attempts
to mediate relations between the living and the dead in his performances
of malirrfkairi songs. At intermediate levels, the musical performances of
chant owners and shamans are grouped into symbolic categories, or
genres, through classificatory operations, such as binary opposition. Seen
from this level, the social situations of witchcraft and sorcery victims
are relatively controllable disorderings of the pattern of relations between
the individual self and the collective identity of the sib.7 The structural
contrast between malikai and malirrfkairi songs for curing expresses sym-
bolic regulation of the higher level, transcendental power to transform
categories that are mutually exclusive at the lowest level. Seen from the
bottom up, the two genres of curing music form the common ground
within which illness, or "soul less," becomes intelligible, transformable,
and surmountable.

ritual action, its capacity not only to provide a model of social order,
but also to shape it arises from the hierarchical, asymmetrical relationship
between higher level principles of order and the disorderings of, or
transitions between, s<><;ialcategories at lower levels (Geertz 1966, 36;
see also Rappaport 1979, 116-26). The hierarchical symbolic structure
of Wakuenai curing rituals, and in particular that~ of curing music,
contains within itself the most reliable guide for an analysis of the efficacy
of ritual he;'lling.

The upper levels will, in general terms, be seen from the standpoint
of the lower levels as standing to them in a relation of becoming to
being, generalized potential to Specific realization, dynamic to static, and
transcendent to immanent (T. fumer 1977, 58).

The most striking feature of Wakuenai curing rituals is the degree to
which the behavior of ritual specialists centers around musical perform-
ance. The rituals are essentially musical events around which a variety
of other less prominent activities revolve. The strong emphasis on sacred
music in Wakuenai curing rituals is grounded in beliefs in the "powerful
sound that opened the world" (kimakcfni hlimeecaka hekwapi) emanating
from the mythical character of Kuwai. Through ritual enactments of
Kuwai's mythical sounds and names in malikai, the chant owner taps
into indige~ous beliefs in the ongoing mythical creation as an eternal
coming-to-be of natural species and of human identities. The transcen-
dent powers of Kuwai's musical creation of the cosmos and of the chant
owner's reenactments of this process are the highest order principles
that regulate and generate the structure of Wakuenai curing rituals from
the top down. These musical powers are "postulates in their nature
neither verifiable nor falsifiable but nevertheless taken to be unques-
tionable because mystically known or ritually accepted" (Rappaport
1979, 129). For the Wakuenai, the power of musical sound and language
stands above all other classes of communicative events in human society.
Contact \\ith the spirits of the dead or with the mythical ancestors is
an act of power and beauty when initiated by the owner of mcf1ikai or
his accompanist, the shaman, whereas such contacts result in sickness
and death when they happen to individuals who know only the dialects
of everydav speech (of which there are five).

Unlike the dialects of everyday speech, the language of sacred music
makes use of a system of generic classifiers, or spirit-names, the full
meanings of which are known only to specialists. The basic rule of spirit-
naming is that each generic category of spirits must be attached to a

Finally, at the highest level of structure, the two contrasting genres
of curing music are themselves grounded through coordinating opera-
tions, such as juxtaposition and interpenetration of categories, which
contrast at the intermediate and lowest levels. The "top down" effect
of higher level symbolic processes generates the entire structure of ritual
action at the same time as the bottom up effects define and locate ritual
structure within a specific social context. The dynamic effectiveness of



specific spirit-name. For example, the palometta fish (Mylossoma duriventris)
is called tsfpa in everyday speech but in malikai is named umawari maka-
ruaduwa ("anaconda butterfly"). In the sacred, mythical world of Kuwai
and his music, human beings and all things in nature have generic, or
collective, and specific, or individual, souls. This double aspect of Kuwai's
creation gives rise to the two-sided character of Wakuenai sacred music.
Dep!:nding on the context, ritual specialists can apply the world-opening
power of sacred musical sounds in either of two distinct ways, each
utilizing different classificatory principles. On the one hand, Kuwai's
music can metonymically reenact the creation of the world according
to a principle of the Many-in-the-One by emphasizing generic categories
that include many distinct individuals, species, and objects into a single,
compound entity on the basis of similarity. On the other hand, Kuwai's
music can metaphorically "open the world" according to a principle of
the One-in-the-Many by highlighting the uniqueness of specific spirit-
names that exclude all but a single individual, species, or object on the
basis of distinctive qualities.s These two opposing, yet complementary,
classificatory processes form the conceptual basis for understanding the
contrast between malikai and malirrfkairi curing songs, and, at a still
higher level, how the two genTt"SfoM'll :m interre!:>ted pair of ~)'!!1bo!ic
processes for reexperiencing and reversing the breakdown of individual
and collective souls in sick individuals. Before going on to discuss the
structure of musical sounds in malikai and malirrfkairi songs, a brief
consideration of song texts and the physical actions of ritual hezlers will
show how the contrast between the two genres operates in the dimen-
sions of musical language and ritual behavior.

"GOING THROUGH THE CENTER" AND
"BRINGING BACK FROM THE DEAD"

brother and instructs him to lie down inside so that his body can be
called and cooled by the beeswax. Iiiapirrikuli gathers flowers from
various fruit trees as he paddles upstream and turns each species into
honey by blowing tobacco smoke over them. The brothers reach Ma-
pawika, the home of the bee spirits (Kuwainyai, or "Kuwai People");
and the younger brother eats honey made from all the flowering trees
there. As they leave Mapawika to go up the lsana River, Kuwaikanerri
decides that he is well enough to sit up in the canoe and help paddle.
Iiiapirrikuli makes him a paddle out of beeswax to cool his body, and
they set off. They go "through the center of this world" and end up
back at Mapawfka. From there, they jump up to Mapakwa Makakwi,
the celestial home of the most powerful bee spirits, the "Two Brothers
Kuwainyai" (Dzamadaperri Kuwainyai). These powerful curers diagnose
Kuwaikanerri's illness as the attack of a witch and complete his cure
with another dose of honey made from various flowers. Kuwaikanerri
walks with his brother to a place on the Vaupes River where he remains
hidden from view and protected by a surrogate mother.

As the original victim of witchcraft in mythical times, Kuwaikanerri
and his journey to the homes of the Kuwainyai represent the fate of
the collective, animal-shaped soul (lfwaruna). The two homes of the
Kuwainyai, Mapawfka on the Isana River, and Mapakwa Makakwi, are
mythical gateways through which the Ifwaruna soul passes on its one-
way journey after death up to the celestial paradise of Iiiapirrikuli. The
story of Kuwaikanerri parallels the Ifwaruna soul's journey after death,
but at the same time brackets the vertical movements up to the Ku-
wainyai's celestial village inside of two horizontal journeys in this world.
Prior to reaching the bee ~pirits' home on the Isana, Kuwaikanerri lies
down in the canoe made of beeswax, and his illness shows no sign of
improvement. After leaving Mapawfka, Kuwaikanerri helps his older
brother to paddle upstream, and they cross a threshold at "the center
of this world" that sends them back to the place called Dzawakana at
the mouth of the Isana where they had gathered flowers to make honey
immediately before going to the bee spirits' village at Mapawika. Only
after this reversal in time and space do the two brothers travel to
Mapakwa Makakwi, the highest point in the Ifwaruna soul's journey after
death before reaching the celestial paradise (Jikaremi) of Iiiapirrikuli, a
place from which there is no return. The mythical return of the two
brothers to the point in this world where they went immediately before

The prinCipal means for counteracting harmful effects of witchcraft is
the performance of malikai songs in which the mythical journey of
liiapirrfkuli and his younger brother, Kuwaikanerri, is reexperienced and
applied to an actual victim. Kuwaikanerri was the first victim of witch-
craft, yet Inapirrikuli managed to save his life by blowing tobacco smoke
over the flowers of many different species of fruit tree and, in doing
so, creating the primal curing substances, honey and beeswax. In the
song text, Iiiapirrikuli makes a canoe out of beeswax for his dying



going to Mapawi'ka is a highly significant event, since it establishes a
direction from the celestial home of the bee spirits back to this world
prior to the leap up to Mapakwa Makakwi.

The story of Kuwaikanerri thus replicates the journey of Hwaruna
souls after death to the last point before a return of the )soul to this
world becomes impossible. The return in time and space prior to leaving
for the bee spirits' home applies a concept of reversibility (the capacity
to turn around both temporal and spatial movements) to the fate of
detached Ifwaruna souls. Placing the unidirectional journey in the context
of a reversible mythical space-time effects a partial cure of the witchcraft
victim (Kuwaikanerri) and brings the Ifwaruna soul back to the conscious,
body-like soul (likclriwa). The reunification of the two parts of the soul
is apparent in th~ last part of the story when Kuwaikanerri is able to
leave Mapakwa Makakwi walking on his feet.

Shamans' songs (malirrfkairi) are not based on a single, unified text
like the story of Kuwaikanerri's journey in malikai songs for curing
witchcraft. Instead, shamans have a variety of melodic and textual themes
that change according to specific socia! situations. Early in the ritual,
the shaman sits alone on a low bench and faces the eastern horizon to
establish contact with the world of recently deceased spirits by snuffing
hallucinogens (Virola calophylla) and searching the sky for shadows, or
spirits. The early perioci is also used to muster the various supernatural
powers, which the shaman later manipulates to effect cures. In his song
texts, the shaman "sends" (hUw) tobacco (dzeema), the power of snuff
(!Udairi), the attraction of the ritual payment (dawainaku), and the mythical
owner of hallucinogenic snuff (Dzuli'hwerri).

The other half of this process is the shaman's attempt to "bring back"
(iidietakawa) the lost soul of the patient from fyarudati, referred to in
songs as the "place where the sun falls" (liudza hlfakawa herri). In par-
ticular, the songs frequently mention the houses of the lidanam souls
that belong to the two most important sibs in the village. "I bring back
from Heemapana" (nudiirakawa liUdza hemapanadaJi kcluli), and "we bring
back from where the sun falls" (wadiitakawa /iudza h/fakawa herri) are
verses that express the shaman's intent to retrieve the sorcery victim's
lost soul. Other verses name the door of frarudati, called tauri numa,
which the shaman must open up to let the patient's soul return to the
world of the living people.

There remains one last type of spiritual power with which shamans

must come to terms in their curing songs: the spirit of sickness itself.
The patient and his kinsmen come outside and are seated next to the
shaman, who now focuses on restoring their collective bodily strength
by blowing tobacco smoke on their heads and by extracting the physical
agent of disease from the individual patient's body (fig. 8.1). Having
sucked the poisonous substance out, the shaman stands up to scoop in

fan invisible spirit of sickness (waramapwa) from the air with the feathers
of his sacred rattle (kotirUda). Then he vomits up the internal and external
agents of disease that have mixed together inside his stomach.

The shaman's musical journey does not cross boundaries between
vertical regions of the cosmos, but between two areas separated by
horizontal space, the world of living human beings and the world of
recently deceased persons. In other words, shamans travel away from
the center of this world to its edge, to "the place where the sun falls."
However, their journeys out to the periphery of this world are controlled
by focusing all their energies on "bringing back" (iiclierakawa) their pa-
tients' lost souls and on opening "the door" (rauri noma) of fyarudati.
This "bringing back" from the world of the recently deceased expresses
the shaman's control over contact with the spirits of the dead (lidanam).
The proof of his control arrives when he successfully svnthesizes the
inte~al physical agent of disease and the external spirit of disease inside
his stomach and vomits up the resulting mixture.

A consideration of body postures and actions (or lack thereof) that the
owner of malikai and the shaman display in the course of curing rituals
is useful for understanding the musical differences between maJikai and
malirrfkairi songs. The owner of malikai sits in a hammock while per-
forming curing songs and does not stand up until the end of the prayer
with which he concludes his performance (fig. 8.2). Since hammocks
are places where people usually sleep or rest, the posture of the malikai
owner is one of sitting up. The shaman, too, performs nearly all his
songs in a sitting position, but he sings while sitting down on a low
bench after standing up for various reasons. Thus, both genres of curing
music are performed in a sitting posture, but the ma/ikai owner sits up,
whereas the shaman sits down.

Beyond this similarity of posture, the body movements of the two



types of ritual healers completely differ from each other. The owner of
malikai sits rigidly still except for the unconscious, somatic movements
of respiration and occasional eye blinking. His mouth and speech organs
are the only body parts subject to voluntary movement while singing.
In the brief intervals between songs, the chant owner restricts his
movements to the minimal hand and body motions necessary for bending
over to pick up a pot of manioc drink (palaka ), raise the lid, and set it
back on the floor. Furthermore, the malikai owner sings inside a house.
In short, his performances of malikai songs in curing rituals are a process
of restricting all conscious body movements to a minimum and of
temporarily shutting out all sense perceptions except for the sound of
malikai and the smell of tobacco smoke.

Meanwhile, the shaman working outside is the embodiment of human
activity and sensual stimulation. Even in his most inactive movements
when he sits down on a low bench to sing, the shaman shakes his rattle
in large, slow circles and moves his head and eyes from side to side as

FIGURE 8.2. The owner of the sacred chants (malikai) sings the counter-
witchcraft myth over a bowl of manioc drink.



he scans the sky for "shadows." The hyperactivity of the shaman is
reflected in the great number of spiritual forces that he manipulates,
both in malirrikairi songs and in physical actions accompanied by a variety
of sacred objects: the rattle, cigarettes, stones (both polished red ones
Jnd jagged, quartz-like crystals), the dzaacoisnuff, a V-shaped bone tube
for snorting, a white tube made of paper, the payment (dawainaku), and
the patient's body. Nevertheless, the shaman does not act in a randomr
manner with these objects but uses them in higWy structured and
redundant sequences of actio':!.9

Each activity of the shaman has a clear purpose in terms of the
objectives of the curing ritual. Waving a cigarette in the air is done to
capture the lost soul of the patient. The shaman tries to bring the lost
soul into his arms with the cigarette so he can inhale it into his lungs,
carry it over to the patient, and blow it back onto his head. He performs
this same action hundreds of times and on occasion blows smoke not
only on the patient's head, but also on the heads of every person sitting
in the vicinity. The shaman's own view of blowing smoke on people's
heads in curing rituals is that he is putting power back into their bodies.
The cigarette is a means of capturing the body's power after it has
escaped into the sky and putting it back into the head. By blowing
smoke over the heads of everyone else present from time to time, the
shaman symbolically incorporates the collective body power of all these
people into the process of restoring the individual, conscious likariwa
soul of the patient.

Capturing and restoring lost souls with tobacco smoke are the only
physical activities that bring the shaman into close contact with the
entire group of ritual participants and observers. Most of the time, the
shaman is either in direct contact with the patient's body or is standing
alone in the open space in front of the patient. The shaman searches
the sky for the spirit of sickness (waramapwa) while singing, and im-
mediately afterward he sucks the patient's body to remove the physical
object that causes sickness. Then he stands up and tries to scoop the
external spirit of sickness into his mouth and stomach with the feathers
of his rattle. The purpose of his actions is to link together the external
and internal, or generic and specific, causes of sickness inside his own
body so both disease-causing agents can be vividly expelled into the
bushes through vomiting. This moment in the curing ritual marks the
shaman's triumph over the evil forces of sorcery and/or witchcraft.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF MAuKAI AND
MAuRRtKAIRI SONGS

The contrasts between malikai and malirrfkairi curing songs, in terms of
their textual referents and observable behavior during their perform-
ances, are summarized in table 8.2. In general, performances of malikai
curing songs outline a process of internalization, the goal of which is
to soothe and calm patients' illnesses in the same way that Iiiapirrfkuli
saved his younger brother, Kuwaikanerri. The symbolism of honey, bees-
wax, flowers, tobacco, and the bee spirits (Kuwainyai) are evoked in
order to calm fears of illness and death and to cool down fevers. The
soothing effects of honey and beeswax are transmitted to patients via
tobacco smoke blown into covered pots of manioc drink, the only food
allowed to patients undergOing treatment. Later, honey from the forest
replaces the pot of manioc drink, beginning a gradual process of return
to a normal diet of fish, game, and manioc bread.

Whereas malikai performances center around the internalization of
the calming effects of honey, performances of malirrikairi outline a process
of externalization that culminates with the shaman's successful extraction
of a harmful substance. his combination nf this object with i\n external,
supernatural agent (waramapwa), and hi:>forceful elimination of the re-
sulting mixture into the bush. The shaman's performance is far more
active than the chant owner's. Tobacco is not used to quietly transmit
the calming effects of honey into patients' flJOd,but to abruptly capture
patients' lost souls (likariwa), physically carry them inside the lungs across
the arena of curing activity, and blow them back into patients' heads.
In addition, all sorts of other suJ,stances are physically manipulated in
malirrfkairi performances (fig. 8.3). The sky itself is constantly "pushed"
with maraca feathers and sweeping hand and arm motions to give the
shaman a clearer view of the shadows, or spirits of the dead (lidanam).
In short, malikai performances minimize physical action and internalize,
whereas malirrfkairi performances emphasize physical action and exter-
nalize. The former is a process of "going through the center," whereas
the latter is one of "bringing back from the edge."

Malikai songs reconstruct the fate of the patient's collective, animal-
shaped soul (lfwaruna) when it has become detached from the individual,
human body-shaped soul (/ikariwa). The songs place this partial separation
into the reversible space-time of the mythical producers of honey, or



TABLE8.2. Contrast between Mtilikai and Mtilirrikairi Curing Songs in Terms of
Their Textual References and Observable Behavior.

"Going through the Center of the
World"

MythicaJ journey of Kuwaikanerri
and fate of Jiwaruna souls after death

Controlled contact with the
Kuwainyai, or bee spirits

Relations between vertically separated
regions of the cosmos

No use of hallucinogens

Inside, staring straight ahead

Covered pot of manioc drink, no other
ritual objects

No direct physical contact with patient
or other participants

Minimal mm'ement of body, arms,
hands, and legs

"Bringing back from the World of the
Dead"

Reversal of the transformation of
likariwa souls into lidOnam after death

Controlled contact with the spirits of
the dead (/iJOnam)

Relations between horizontally
separated regions of the cosmos

Repeated use of hallucinogens (Virola
calophyJla)

Outside, searching from side to side

Sacred stones, payment, rattle, and
other ritual objects openly displayed

Direct physical contact with patient and
other participants

Hands, arms, and body used "ividly to
act out capture of spirits, ejection of
illness, and other processes

Sitting down on bench, frequent
standing

Kuwainyai. Aside from a few very brief interruptions to blow tobacco
smoke into covered pots of manioc drink, the songs are continuous and
unchanging. The four tones of the first phrases are repeated over and
over without variation of loudness, pitch, rhythm, or tempo. The rep-
etition of this descending phrase over one hundred times has a sort of
hypnotic effect on the performer, who at times looks as though he is
on the verge of falling asleep. While the song texts are based on imagery
of a prolonged journey through space and time, the music conveys a
sense of frozen space-time in which the same simple movement un-
ceaSingly repeats itself, like a heartbeat or breath of air.

FIGURE 8.3. The shaman (maHrri) reads the sky for shadow spirits through
the feathers of his sacred rattle.



Perhaps the most striking contrast between the shaman's malirrfkairi
songs and the malikai songs of the chant owner is the former's discon-
tinuity. Although the shaman's songs sometimes come right after one
another, a period of several minutes usually elapses between the ending
oJ one song and the beginning of the next one. These are periods when
the shaman is actively using his sacred objects as a way of manipulating
supernatural powers, spirits, ~nd souls in the external world, and of
bringing these invisible powers to bear on the patient's body and the
disease-causing agent inside it. The shaman's songs are, for him, the
most relaxing moments of what is otherwise a test of his endurance in
the face of increasingly painful overloading of the senses. The songs are
the only form of intelligible, verbal communication of the shaman after
he has entered into the trance induced by massive doses of dzciaco snuff.

The tonal and rhythmical organization of the shaman's malirrfkairi
songs are far more varied and complex than the "frozen," unchanging
musical structure of the chant owner's maJikai songs. Whereas malikai
songs repeat the same four-note melody over and over again to create
a hypnotic, dream-like state, malirrfkairi songs systematically exploit all
logical possibilities for musical contrasts out of a small number of prin-
cipal tones (three or four, depending on the song). A contrast between
loud and soft is very noticeable in the shaman's technique of echoing
the last words of each phrase in a soft, ventriloquist voice.lo While the
majority of songs are based on descending melodies, a few make very
pronounced use of ascending as well as descending melodies, thereby
creating a contrast between ascending and descending tonal motion. A
contrast between high and low levels of pitch is clearly present in the
technique of singing the same melodies on different pitches at different
points in the curing ritual, with a general tendency for pitches to rise
over time. The first melody is sung on relatively low pitches, the next
one on slightly higher pitches, and so forth, until the same melody is
sung on pitches that are five chromatic intervals higher than the first
song. Within each of the songs, there is a strong tendency toward
microtonal rising through a gradual, almost imperceptible ascension of
pitch. Finally, the songs display a contrast between a faster and slower
tetnpo. Most of the time, the shaman shakes his sacred rattle at a
moderate tempo and in large clockwise circles made with his right hand.
At odd moments during his songs, however, he doubles the tempo of

his rattling to an extremely fast pace by making smaller circles. This
acceleration also increases the sound output of his rattling and further
reinforces the vocal contrast between loud and soft dynamics.

The amount of musical variation available to the shaman through
exploitation of different musical contrasts is almost limitless, and a
complete musical transcription and analysis is beyond the scope of the
present study. The importance of musical variation and contrast in
malirrfkairi songs is how it works in opposition to the strictly controlled,
unchanging tonal andtvltythmical organization in maJikai songs. The for-
mer is a process of awakening the senses and making perception more
sensitive to contrasts, whereas the latter is a process of numbing the
senses into a frozen, dream-like condition in which the perception of
contrasts is either minimized or shut out entirely.

In spite of the opposite effects of malirrfkairi and maJikai songs, there
is an underlying similarity of tonal organization that allows the two
genres of curing music to be understood as two complementary, but
opposing, ways of reliving the process of destructuration. Looking be-
yond the wealth of musical variation and contrast, the shaman's songs
are all based on three simple tonal structures that can be grouped into
three classes. Using as a sample the nineteen maJirrfkairi songs performed
on the second day of a prolonged curing ritual that was held in August
1981, the most frequent tonal structure consists of three tones dividing
the interval of a fourth into two unequal, smaller intervals (a whole step
and a minor third). TIlis tonal structure, or variant A, is the basis of
nine shaman's songs out of the total sample from that day. Variant A is
reproduced on four different pitches that are a chromatic half step apart.
A second tonal structure, or variant B, consists of three tones in which
a minor third is divided into two whole tone intervals. Tonal structure
B is the basis for seven songs out of the total sample of nineteen, and
it is reproduced at five different pitch levels that are each a chromatic
half step apart. Variant B shows the greatest contrast between high and
low pitches and is also the tonal structure used for creating ascending
as well as descending melodies. The third and least frequent tonal
structure, or variant C, consists of four tones that divide the interval
of a fourth into three smaller intervals, two whole tone steps and a
single chromatic half step. Variant C is the basis of three short songs,
all of which are reproduced on exactly the same pitch level. Figure 8.4
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FIGURE 8.4. Transcriptionsof tonal structures and pitch changes in maJirrfkairi
and maJikai curing songs; rhythmic and melodic structures not shown. Songs
from second day of curing ritual according to tonal structure (indicated by
capital letters) and pitch-level (indicated by numerals): 81, 83-84, AI, 83,
85, AI-A2, C; AI, 84, A2, A2, AI, 85, C; 85, A3-A4, AI, A2, C.

illustrates the three tonal structures, or variants, which form the basis
of mQ}irrfkairi songs and the range of pitch levels spanned by each of the
three variants.

Figure 8.4 also shows the four-tone structure of ma]ikai songs for
curing. An interesting fact that emerges from a comparison of variant
C of the mQ}irrfkairi songs with the tonal organization of ma]ikai songs is
the identical structure of the tonal organization in the two types of
songs. Both consist of four tones in which the interval of a fourth is
divided into three smaller intervals, two whole-tone steps and a single
chromatic half step at the top. Variant C of ma]irrfkairi songs also re-
sembles ma]ikai songs insofar as it is always sung at the same level of
pitch, whereas variants A and B both rise in pitch in the course of the
curing ritual (i.e., they are started on different pitches), and both exhibit
microtonal rising (i.e., the entire structure gradually rises during the
course of each song). The identity of tonal organization in variant C of

shaman's songs and in mtf]ikai songs is a way of expressing, through
musical symbolism, the message that both genres of curing music are
interrelated parts of a single myth-ritual nexus that deals with sickness
and death as a process of destructuration, or the breakdown of relations
bety!een the individual and collective souls.

The four-note melody of ma]ikai songs musically anchors the structure
of Wakuenai curing rituals, remiming unchanged throughout the du-
ration of each curing ritual and also staying the same from one ritual
to the next. A determination of pitches used in maJikai curing songs
performed in two curing rituals that took place in August and October
of 1981, respectively, revealed that the chant owner employed exactly
the same four pitches on both occasions. After recording the same chant
owner singing mQ}ikai songs in August 1984, a determinatinon of pitches
showed that he was still using the same four pitches as in 1981. Thus,
the concept of perfect pitch is an important component of Wakuenai
curing rituals, despite the apparent lack of technical vocabulary for
describing pitch and tone in Wakuenai language. I I In short, the chant
owner (ma]ikai limfna]i) is the keeper not only of sacred names and
language but also of the sacred musical tones of Kuwai.

The integration of practical-social and aesthetic-eosmological dimensions
of shamanistic curing activities is accomplished through the creation of
"felt consubstantiality between language music and myth," or a poeti-
cizt'd space-time of mythic ancestral power (Friedrich 1986, 39). The
chant owner's singing of the myth of Kuwaikanneri sculpts a complex
web of sacred beings, places, and substances into a relatively simple,
unchanging melody of four tones. The shaman's musical journeys to the
houses of recently deceased persons in fyarudati transpose a relatively
simple movement between the living and the dead into a complex, highly
dynamic series of movements across the spectrum of vocal timbres,
volumes, tempos, rhythms, and microtonal pitches. Practical and aes-
thetic goals of shamanistic curing are totally interwoven through the
interaction of extraordinarily meaningful (i.e., semantically enriched)
musical sounds and musically dynamic language.

The contrast between the structure of musical sounds in malikai and
ma]irrfkairi ~::>ngsdirectly embodies the differences between the two types



of ritual healing. The four-tone melody of mcilikai, sung without any
changes in pitch, loudness, or tempo, is a musical expression of the
calm, soothing effect that is the goal of the chant owner's performances.
The three-tone and four-tone melodies of malirrfkairi, filled with varia-
tions along a number of musical dimensions, express the agitated, active
condition of the shaman as he attempts to bring back his patient's soul
from the dead. Just as he must visually search all regions of the sky for
spirits of sickness and death, so must the shaman acoustically search for
his patient's lost soul through actively varying the musical pitches,
loudness, tempo, and melodic structure of his songs. The shaman's
transformation is based on metaphor: musical and other behavior is
employed to go from the known, visible world of living human beings
to the unknown, invisible world of the dead. The shaman's songs provide
a metaphorical bridge between knowable and unknowable worlds. The
chant owner, however, bases his musical curing on metonymy: like
Kuwaikanerri, the first vktim of witchcraft in myth, the victim of
witchcraft in this world will survive due to the calming effects of honey
and beeswax. The chant owner places the victim's experience of illness
into the symbolic framework of a known mythical reality, a "mystically
known postulate." which is ritually accepted when properly cast in the
four unchanging tones of mcilikai (Rappaport 1979, 129).

At the highest level of ritual structure, the tones of malikai articulate
the metonymical and metaphorical healing processes into a single system.
In figure 8.5, the identical tonal structure of mcilikai and the third variant
of malirrfkairi is a musical expression of transcendence. At this level, the
complementary opposition of the two genres of curing music that form
the intermediate level of ritual structure collapses, and the two musical
genres are seen as interrelated variants of the same underlying tonal
structure. The unchanging four-note melody of the chant owner ritually
enacts "the powerful sound that opened the world" (kemakani hlimeetaka
hekwapi), the aesthetic principle that ultimately generates the structure
of musical, ritual action trom the top down. The chant owner's un-
changing four-tone melody unites the entire structure of the curing
from above and, at the intermediate level, divides it through the com-
plementary opposition of metonymy and metaphor. At both highest and
intermediate levels, the structure of musical sound acts as a key to
understanding the ritual efficacy of the chant owner and the shaman in
Wakuenai culture.

• chant-owner's journey to
Mtipakwtf MaMlwi

• unchanging tempo

• unchanging pitch

• unchanging loudness

• no instrumental accompaniment

• continuous; small breaks to blow
smoke into pot of food but
without standing up

• shaman's ,ourney to fyarudtfti

• acceleration/deceleration of tempo

• different starting pitches and
microtonal rising

• loud/soft contrast

• percussive instrumental
accompaniment (sacred rattle)

• discontinuous; frequent intermissions
for snuffing dMalO, reading sky, etc.

• quasi or actual second voice,
echoing

FIGURE 8.5. Schematic diagram of the complementary opposition between
mOlik.;i and malirrikairi genres of curing music and the higher level, transcendent
identity of tonal structures that mediates the two genres.

Given the complexity of hierarchical symbolic processes that make
up the musical aesthetic of ritual healing, it is neither possible nor
desirable to reduce the Wakuenai system of healing to purel~' utilitarian,
practical functions. Nevertheless, performances of malikai and malirrfkairi
songs are always defined from the bottom up in terms of the practical
objectives of patients who want to regain physical health. The practical,



instrumental function of restoring physiological health is totally inte-
grated with the aesthetic concern for spiritual renewal through musical
performance and other ritual action. For the Wakuenai, the spiritual
recomposition of the patient must precede any physiological recovery.
Without ritual performances of malikai and mtili!rfkairi, such physiological
remedies as honey, wild plant substances, and modem pharmaceuticals
would not have any effectiveness in treating disease. Thus, at the same
time as ritual performances of music are enactments of aesthetic, higher
level principles of order, the same performances are also seen as in-
strumental means for laying the foundations for physiological recovery.

In conclusion, a radical separation of aesthetic and instrumental think-
ing inhibits our ability to understand Wakuenai curing rituals as cultural
pr<xesses that are central to the social identities of individuals and groups
who perform them. Wakuenai curing rituals are simultaneously musical,
cosmological, social, psychological, medical, and economic events, a
multidimensionality that "embarrasses the categories" of Western sci-
entific and artistic culture (Geertz 1984).12 By focusing on the details
of musical performance, closely related ritual behavior, and the larger
social and mythical contexts that, as far as the actors are concerned,
are the source of ritual efficacy, the study of ritual healing can make a
genuine contribution toward a holistic, intercultural understanding of
human medical knowledge and practice.
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1. In Brazil, the Wakuenai are known as "Baniwa," whereas in Venezuela
and Colombia they are called "Curripaco."

2. The power to bewitch is not accessible to nonspecialists in Wakuenai
society, and not even shamans or owners of malikai are thought to have such
powers. Master shamans, called dzawinaitairi, are the only individuals thought
to be capable of bewitching. Ironically, the master shamans are also considered
to have the strongest curing powers. The master shaman has powers of clair-
voyance with which he can instantly tell what people around him are thinking.
In curing rituals, the master shaman does not have to spend hours of time
searching for the victim's lost soul or dragging confessions out of the victim's
relatives, because he can immediately perceive all these things and know within
minutes whether or not he can effect a cure.

3. In his analysis of native Amazonian myths on the origins of human
mortality, Levi-Strauss derives two opposite perspectives on death, one pro-
spective and the other retrospective (1%9, 162). These two perspectives
correspond with remarkable accuracy to the Wakuenai view of the two worlds
of the afterlife, the celestial paradise and the netherworld of the dead, respectively.

4. Conversely, honey in great quantities is the most powerful and dangerous
evil omen (hfnimai) for living descendant.; in this world. A man who cuts down
a tree containing a beehive and who finds a great quantity of honey inside is
believed to die within one or two years, since he has inadvertently crossed
the boundary between this world and the celestial paradise of lfiapirrfkuli.
Chant owners make extensive use of honey as a curing remedy and of the
symbolism of honey, bees, and flowers in their curing songs.

5. The chant owner with whom I studied in Venezuela had learned div-
ination from a Hoh6deni father-in-law on the Aiary River in Brazil who had,
in turn, learned it from the Desana of the Vaupes River. Tukanoan groups of
the northwest Amazon region probably all practice divination, but the Desana
are considered the most powerful masters of this art. Since divination is not
a traditional Wakuenai ritual practice and has no accompanying musical per-



formances or myths, I will not beleaguer the present study \\ith the chant
owner's many stories of successful divinations.

6. Along the Guainfa-Negro River in Venezuela, the chant owner and
shaman performed curing rituals for Guarequena, Baniwa, Yeral (lingua geral),
and criollo (mestizo) families and individuals. Aside from these curing rituals,
a Guarequena and Baniwa family came to have the chant owner perform a
childbirth ritual for their newborn son.

7. This pattern is established through mQ]ikai songs and chants performed
in rites of passage at childbirth and initiation (Hill 1983). The case of young
children who are sick illustrates the interrelations of the two sets of rituals.
If a young child is brought to be cured, the ritual healers will first ask whether
or not the parents have had the ritual food (ktiridztimai) chanted over. If not,
the two sets of chants for newborn infants and their parents are performed
before beginning to perform ritual curing music. The same procedure is applied
to parents of very young children who have fallen ill.

8. In myth, Kuwcii is portrayed as a monstrous creature combining all
material elements in one being ("The Many-in-the-One"). After his death in
the Great Fire, Kuwai is transformed into a number of distinct flutes and
trumpets named after discrete animal species ("The One-in-the-Many").

9. The myth of the origin of dztiato snuff emphasizes the importance of
the shaman's control while under the influence of the stimulating drug. Four
~nima!-people and a brother of lnap;rrfkuli took dzaato snuff after the latter
sucked it out of the stomach of the daughter of Dzwihwerri. The four animal-
people went crazy from the snuff, but lnapirrfkuli's brother, Eeri, fell asleep
and woke up in full control of himself, and he became the first shaman.

10. R. Wright (personal communication) has recorded HohOdeni shamans
in Brazil who perform mQ]irrfkairi songs in groups. The lead singer's voice is
constantly being echoed by response singers creating a somewhat disorienting
contrapuntal effect, since the echo of the second singer is usually not much
softer than the principal melody.

II. The gap between "speech about music" and "music about music" has
become an important topic of inquiry in ethnomusicology since the work of
Charles Seeger, who called it the musicological juncture.

12. Geertz even suggests that the term "shamanism" is just another an-
thropological category serving to devitalize the wholeness of religious expe-
rience in non-Western cultures.

•••••••••••••••
NOBODY IS THER!E

TO HEAR
Desana Therapeutic

Incantations

For the Desan~, words are endowed with a physical effect. They are
able to affect the intimate experience of an individual in a tangible
manner. This power to interfere in the order of things was given to
words by the Desana's ancestors. The current ritual specialists, known
by the name of kubu, do nothing but reactivate this power. The potentially
creative power of words is particularly evident in the curing rituals that
rest fundamentally on the efficacy of the spoken word. I

The Desana are one of the several Eastern Tukanoan groups who
inhabit the Brazilian-Colombian Vaupes region. This region belongs to
the central northwest Amazon culture area whose main features are:
extensive cultivation of bitter manioc (Manihot esculenta Cranz) combined
with hunting, fishing, and gathering; riverine orientation of the settle-
ments; uniformity of social organization and structure; rich mythology
whose main lines are common to all Tukanoan groups; and male initiation
rites tied to a kind of ancestral cult (Steward and Faron 1959). Within
this homogeneous system the Tukanoan are divided into discrete inter-
marrying groups, mainly differentiated by territorial location, language,



and artistic specialization. The Desana occupy the Vaupes River and its
aHluents, the Tiquie and the Papuri, in a dispersed settlement pattern.
Due to the influence of the Salesian missionaries working in the region
since 1915, villages composed of individual houses have replaced the
ancient copununal houses. The abandonment of the communal house,
or maloca in lingua geral, has profoundly disorganized the ceremonial
and ritual life. Serving as more than a (living place, the maloca was an
essential ceremonial center, the true place of the transmission of myths
and of their perfonnance during rituals. It was often designated by the
expression "house of ceremonies," a denomination that attests to its
important ceremonial purpose.

The Desana traditionally recognize several ritual specialists repre-
senting different concepts of power who exercise the functions of pre-
venting and curing illnesses:

1. The jaguar shaman ye: The term ye places emphasis on the shaman's
capacity to borrow the form of the jaguar in order to accomplish his
goals. The power of ye is tied to the use of porica (Piptadenia perearina
Benth. or Virola sp.), ruled by the Thunder World ancestor, who is also
the master of aggressive incantations.2 The jaguar shamans are described
as "able to see the illness in the patient's body," and to "divine the cause
of the evil." The role of divination is strictly associated to the intake of
hallucinogens in Desana thinking.

2. The sakaka shaman: Sakaka, a lingua geral term, represents another
class of shamans who reside in the subterranean world. By chewing the
roots of the sakaka plant (probably Connaracea), they are able to travel
great distances underwater.3 These shamans, considered the most dan-
gerous by the Desana, are strictly associated with aquatic spirits, "their
relatives. "

3. The kiibii shaman: The third class of shamans is that of the kiibii.
whose power rests on.a perfect mastering of incantations, bayiri, for
protection, curing, and aggression. To recite an incantation is bayi in
Desana, but this term has also the more generic meaning of "ceremony"
or "cure." The Desana generally translate bayi "to pray." This term
reveals the verbal aspect of the cure, putting the emphasis on the
principal activity of the kiibii in every ceremony or cure. In. one sense,
the term "to pray" is not ill chosen because it illustrates perfectly well
the attitudes of meditation and of silence (so appropriate to prayer)
during the curing session and illustrates, moreover, the sacred character

of the "texts" and their link with the primordial language of the an-
cestors. However, the preferred translation of bayiri is "incantation,"
since this term better indicates the pragmatic character of the uttered
texts. (See examples later in this chapter.) The therapeutic knowledge
that every individual desiring to be a shaman has to acquire is submitted
to a strict rule of transmission:

"I have learned, seated with my father." This phrase so often reiterated
by the Desana kiibii, summarizes perfectly the method of training and
the ways of access to the function of kiibii "One learns by listening."
Training consists essentially of hearing and memorizing a large number
of mythic narratives and incantations. The apprentice kiibii, kiibii peat,
is literally "the one who listens," and his master, kUbii bayiri wereat, the
kiibU "who recites the incantations." The priority attributed to listening
in the process of acquiring shamanistic knowledge is again reflected in
the vernacular term that designates intelligence, the faculty to conceive
things, pebiisidi. It is formed of pe, "to listen," "to hear," "to compre-
hend," and biisidi, "to understand," "to know."

One learns by listening. Memorization is facilitated by the intake of
emetic potions (unidentified) at dawn in order to purge the body of all
the substances that could impede access to knowledge. Beyond this
purification for the preparation of the spirit, an "incantation by which
one becomes kUbii" (kiibii suriye bayiriye) is recited over a cigar, whose
smoke should be exhaled around the apprentice's body. 5 The smoke
functions as a stimulant and serves to "fix the individual on his bench,"
or to "make him sit down in only one place." It helps him to retain
his thoughts and prevents distraction. This intimate connection among
the Desana of the bench, the thought, and the act of concentration has
already been noted by Reichel- Dolmatoff ( 1971, 110; 1975) who remarks
lhat this association is explicit in certain metaphorical expressions. Thus,
of an individual who lacks judgment, in other words, who doesn't think
well, one will say "he doesn't know how to sit." The bench is the proper
plaee for concentration and meditation. While seated on his bench, Yeoo
Biro, the ancestor of the world, began to think about creating the world
(Panlon and Kenhiri, 1980). It is while seated on their bench that the
hiM effect their cures. This bench has existed since the origin of time,
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and it is intimately tied to thought and reflection.
Knowledge is never revealed through violent experience. The obser-

\'ations of Reichel-Dolmatoff (1975, 197) on the training of the Tukano
shaman apply perfectly here. "A Tukano paye does not receive a sudden
call to office in an overwhelming traumatic experience, but develops his
personality slowly and steadily, the driving force being a true interest
in the unknown, and that not so much for the purpose of acquiring
power over his fellow men as for the personal satisfaction of knowing
things which others are unable to grasp." The notion of physical and
mental suffering, so often present in the biographies of South American
and Siberian shamans is not, however, absent in that of the kiibii. All
insist that those who want to learn must submit themselves to fasting
before and during the learning experience. My work sessions '.;rith them
were frequently studded with reflections that underscore this dimension
of power acquisition. "For you, with your tape recorder and your
notebooks, it is easy to learn this incantation. For me it was very difficult.
I had to fast and remain awake one entire night to learn it."

Knowledge is transmitted patrilineally, and one is kiibii by family
tradition.6 The father generally chooses the one among his sons who by
his behavior seems most apt to exercise the role according to his behavior
and his interests. The teaching is gradual. The initiation to knowledge,
to comprehension of the mythic narratives and the therapeutic ••ad
aggressive incantations, is slow. Some are taught first, for example, those
incantations destined to take care of problems considered minor (head-
aches, sores, burns, diarrhea), the knowledge of which is not restricted
to specialists. Other incantations are meant to be taught at the end of
the learning experience, for example those intended to recapture the
soul of the patient. This gradation in the transmission of shamanistic
knowledge reflects an increasing difficulty in memorization and in com-
prehension of sometimes very long passages, a complexity that is gen-
erally equivalent to the supposed seriousness of the illness. One of the
difficulties encountered in learning these incantations is their length,
that is, the number of animals, objects, and substances to be memorized
and invoked during a cure. Another difficulty lies in understanding their
hidden meanings, the rules of specific word use and their references in
the incantations that make them part of a very complex symbolic language.

The apprenticeship is generally composed of two phases. The son
first learns all the incantations of protection and curing. When his father

judges that he has internalized them, that is to say, when he has perfectly
mastered both the literal and the symbolic meanings of the incantations,
he begins the second phase of the apprenticeship--when the novice is
introduced into the world of aggression. The incantations of aggression
are secret, and they can only be taught to a son. Only one who has the
hereditary right can benefit from this teaching, a symbol of the spiritual
relation that ties a son to his father, and, t.hrough the latter, to the
ancestors holding this knowledge.

Knowing the incantations of aggression provides, so to speak, the key
to the illnesses by disclosing their origin, their essence. To know the
origin of an illness gives the holder of this knowledge the power to cure
it. Thus, knowledge and apprenticeship of the means of aggression secure
the positive efficacy of therapeutic knowledge. The learning experience
ends with the cigar ceremony, which consecrates the apprentice in the
career of kiibii. Reciting an incantation over a cigar, the father gives the
cigar to his son to smoke. This incantation is supposed to put in reserve,
or leave dormant in one part of the kiibii's body, the shamanistic knowl-
edge that will only be revealed in a concrete situation. It is as if the
incantation conferred to him a power of oblivion: "He doesn't think
anymore about what he knows, he is like a child," the kiibii often says.
This ceremony is, in fact, a protection against the untimely use of
shamanistic knowledge. It protects the learner from the dangers of
experimenting "just to see," which would do nothing but provoke
needless illnesses. The danger of experimenting out of context is well-
illustrated by a number of myths. For example, one describes how Butari
GOObi, God of Laziness, created numerous diseases just for the sake of
checking the worth, either positive or negative, of his knowledge. These
myths, in one sense, set up a posteriori, a validation of the real efficacy-
negative (cause of illness) or positive (therapeutic)--of the aggression
or curing incantations that constitute the shamanistic repertoire current
to all MM. It is necessary to understand this ceremony as a kind of
precaution against a memorized and interiorized knowledge that is con-
ceived as dangerous.

The Desana term that designates illness is dorer; derived from the verb
dore. This verb is not limited to the domain of pathology. "To give an



order to," "to send to," and "to command" attest to its principal
meaning. Dore carries, therefore, an idea of order, of commanding, which
refers to a scheme of aggression, to an exterior origin of the illnesses.
For the Desana, in fact, sicknesses are mainly imputed to animals, spirits,
or to humans. In addition to "the illnesses of the whites," attributed to
a form of Specific sorcery, the Desana distinguish several categories among
thQ "indigenous sicknesses":

1. Catching illnesses, behari: these are the common illnesses without
a known cause, which cannot be attribal'ed to the work of a spirit nor
to that of a sorcerer. These sicknesses are often described by the Indians
as "passing from one to another," and "coming by themselves" without
one's knowing why. In general they are denoted by the expression behari
followed by the description of the symptom, behari etokarikiri "passing
illness with vomiting," or simply by behari; this expression accentuates
their benign and transitory character.

2. Wai beisa doreri and yuki beisa doreri: respectively, "sicknesses of fish
people" (and, by extension, "of the water people") and "sicknesses of
the tree people." This category groups all the disorders tied to the life
cycle as due principally to the action of animals and spirits. The Desana
conceive of the animal world in the image of the human world. The
animals are directed by "animal-shaman," wai basiiyeri or yuki basiiyeri.7

The lizard (Plica plica L.), the jaguar (Panthera onfa Podock), the blue
morpho butterfly (Morpho sp.), the cuckoo bird (Piaya cayana L.), and so
on, are the principal animal shamans cited by the Indians. These animal
shamans are also known as "masters of the illnesses of water people,"
as well as "masters of the illnesses of the tree people." They are not
linked to a specific illness but to all the sicknesses that can happen to
a person during certain critical periods (birth, puberty, death), or to any
individual after transgression of the dietary taboos that are normal at
times of rituals.8 These illnesses generally appear in an ambiguous fashion
through imprecise symptoms such as muscular pains, back pains, fever,
swelling of the body, vomiting, and so forth.

Animals by themselves cannot provoke illnesses. The Desana always
present them as species inoffensive to man; they have to be manipulated
by the animal shamans or by a sorcerer if;.order to cause sickness, thus
becoming the cause of it. The animals then try to strike the individual
with their "weapons" (parts of their bodies that become injurious to
the individual), thus provoking different troubles. The sicknesses of the

"water people" and of the "tree people" are often the result of a personal
error (i.e., dietary transgression during a ritual period), or of the errors
of others (i.e., Hibii's forgetting one or several animal or spirit names
during the recitation of the incantations of protection).

3. Goroweori doreri: sicknesses due to the sorcery of the shamans, the
Ie, the sakaka, or the Hibii. These sicknesses are distinguished by their
perfectly defined clinical picture. Their effects are restricted to a de-
termined part of the body, and they are, therefore, easily recognized
and identified by observation of the dominant symptom (for e&'lmple,
breast tumor, inguinal tumor, menstrual colic, local swelling). These
sicknesses can be provoked by the intrusion of a pathogenic object into
the victim's body or can be thrown on the body as a garment, a cape.

The connections established here between a symptom, an illness, and
a given cause are ideal. In practice, that is in the course of an illness,
there can be continuity between different sickness categories. In the
beginning, illnesses are always considered benign. After failure of family
therapy based principally on plants or incantations the sicknesses are
interpreted on a second level of complexity. Indeed, the resistance of
the illness to words and plants, the intensity of pain, the patient's social
history, his age, the occurrence of other passing disorders, and so forth,
can offer complementary information, thus modifying the previous di-
agnosis and, therefore, the therapy.

The cures take place during the day or night in the Hibii's house if the
patient is able to travel, if not, in the patient's house. The ill person
comes alone or accompanied by a relative. It is not necessary, however,
that he be physically present at his cure. This depends quite evidently
on the seriousness of his sickness. At the very most, he should remain
within hearing distance of the kiibii's voice. Seated on his small bench,
the kiibii recites an incantation over the opening of a gourd (Laaenaria
siceria Mol.) containing a liquid, or over a plant.9 Resting beside him on
the ground is a calabash (Crescentia cujete L.) containing some green
powder of coca, which the kiibii takes frequently. 10 With the aid of a
small spoon or stick, he places it for an instant on his tongue so that
the coca is impregnated with saliva. After taking a dose of coca to "revive
his memory," and "not to sleep," the kiibii begins the cure by drawing



out, through his thoughts, all the "defenses" of the individual (defenses
placed at the moment of his birth at the time of naming ceremony).
Afterward he "opens" the body, the veins, the arteries, the bones, the
intestines, and so on, of the patient in order to permit the sickness to
run out. Finally, he recites the incantation to himself while exh~ling or
blowing on the opening of the gourd or on the plant at certain precise
moments of the recitation. II The incantation is carried by his breath to
this object. At the end of the cure, the kiibii hands the gourd to his
patient, woo is expected to drink the contents. If th.e object over which
the incantation is recited is a plant, the patient should rub it on the
sick part of his body. Cures vary in duration proportionally to the
seriousness 01 the sickness. The kiibii generally recites the incantation
several times in succe<:sion,each time giving to the ill person the liquid
to drink or the plant to rub. The cure implies, therefore, a manipulation
of an intermediary object or substance. For the Desana, this object,
which gives the incantation a material support, functions in the manner
of a "medium"; it transfers the incantation to the patient.

The intermediary object is, therefore, of two kinds: liquid or plant,
chosen in function of the yind of sickness or symptom to be treated.
If the sickness is internal, the kiibii will prefer to use a liquid: water;
boiled manioc juice (that is to say, detoxified); manioc flour gruel; and
so on. Beyond the fact that the liquid carries the words to the patient,
once ingested it cleanses him, purges him metaphOrically of his sickness.
In certain cases, the liquid has a parallel effect to the incantation in that
it reinforces the desired effect. Thus, in the case of a difficult labor, the
kiibii will recite the "delivery incantation" over a potion prepared from
the juice of certain fruits known to be particularly viscous (Pouterio
caimito L.; Rollinia mucosa (Jacq.) Baill.; Theobroma 9randij/orum [Willd ex
Spreng] Schum; Pourouma cecropiaifolia Mart.; U,e,a uIaricera; etc.).12 For
the Desana the viscous juice of these fruits, once ingested by the woman,
lubricates the womb, thus facilitating the delivery. It is clear that this
viscous liquid reinforces and reduplicates the incantation's therapeutic
efficacy, which aims at the expulsion of the infant or of the placenta
(see infra).

On the other hand, in the case of wounds, burns, or local pains, the
incantation will be recited over a part of the plant (bark from a tree or
vine, leaves, flowers) that will be placed, rubbed, or expressed in liquid
form over the affected part of the body. For example, in caring for a
wound, the kiiba will recite the incantation over certain particularly
bitter barks of a tree or vine, which have been grated or mixed with a
little (water (Anacardium ocidentale L.; Byrsonima sp., etc.). This bitterness
cleans the wound, removes coagulated blood and impurities, and closes
tissue. I 3

The presence of a physical characteristic useful in the cure (as in the
two cases cited, viscosity and bitterness) often prevails in the choice of
plants used as the medium of incantation. Plants and incantations do
not have independent contents. The plants can reinforce the therapeutic
efficacy of the language, but they do not replace the action of the latter.
Thus, in the case of a difficult delivery, the kiibii will recite the incantation
over any available liquid if there is no juice at hand from viscous fruits.
This is because "all has been treated by the incantation." In other words,
this quality of viscosity necessary to the treatment of the pregnant woman
is already transferred to her body through incantation. Words for the
Desana are by themselves capable of giving a quality to, or transforming
physically, a being or an object. As we have seen, the intermediary object
over which the incantation is recited, by its own analogous character-
istics, can increase the therapeutic efficacy of the incantation by redu-
pl:cating it. Moreover, it seems to confer to the incantation a greater
power of penetration by the simple act of ingestion or direct contact
with the skin, in other words, of being physically introduced into the
body of the individual. Stated another way, "The vernal message is capable
of greater precision than the figurative language (one with the help of
an object). But the advantage the second has over the first is its per-
manence and its materiality, which makes it remain always available and
that it is possible to receive through other means than those of speech
utterances (by absorption, by anointment, by aspersiO'l)" (Lavondes 1963,
110).

Words offer a resistance to time. Once absorbed by the liquid or by
the plant, they are always available to the individual without the risk
of being changed. Before the arrival of a son who lives in another village,
one informant often would recite an incantation of protection over a



cigar. According to him the power of the incantation could not weaken
even if the son didn't smoke the cigar until some time later.

It is important to keep in mind that the intermediary object over
which the therapeutic incantation is recited is not indispensable. The
incantations are effective by themselves; that is to say, they have the
power, b} themselves, to change, to transform a person. The incantations
could very well be recited in the direction of the ill person, and it is
not the object that gives the words healing power. However, the Desana
admit that in this case the actions of the words on the sickness will be
slower, the incantation having a lesser power of penetration. When
speaking of the liquid carrier of the kiibii's words, the Indians frequently
say "it is like an injection."

The incantations are not a metaphoric evocation of the state or intimate
condition of the patient. (See, for example, the archetypal case of Cuna
songS.)14They do not implore the help of any spirit and are not addressed
to someone in particular from whom knowledge or support is expected.
These incantations do not use a language that is injunctive, supplicatory,
conjuring, or objurgatory. In their totality, they look like a long enu-
meration of names of spirits, animals, plants, and substances having
direct connection with the source of the sickness, or with the restoring
aspect of the cure. In general, they are designated by the name of the
sickness (for example, "incantation of the breast tumor"). The incan-
tations always have the same basic structure. They consist of a rather
long continuum of sequences with two movements, the interior of each
movement having a characteristic overture and end. These two move-
ments can be defined as identification of the protagonists of the shamanic
act and restoration of the body or affected part of the individual.

Identification <1the Protaoonist <1the Shamanic Act

By reason of their relation to the source of the evil, of the sickness, the
p~tagonists must be named. This involves identifying, by name, the
animals, spirits, plants, and substances; their color (or brilliance, the
luminosity of their bodies), and sometimes also their habitats. Then their
"weapons" are enumerated, and, finally, the Hibii's activities -to neutralize

them are described. The principal "weapons" of the animals or body
parts potentially harmful for the individual include: skin, hair, or skin
parasites; limbs (paws, wings, fins, tails); teeth; beaks; residual body heat;
liquids such as blood, sweat, urine; odor; skin reflection; cries (songs),
and so forth. Material objects and plants are considered dangerous by
reason of their inherent heat. They are "hot" because they are born
from the cindered body of the "master of nourishment." By implication,
so are all the objects obtained from these plants, such as bows and
arrows, handles of knives or machete<>,fishing lines made from the fibers
of tucum (Astrocal)'Um tucuma Martius), calabashes, and gourds. All the
cooking utensils made from different types of earth or clay are equally
hot by reason of the cooking processes to which they have been subjected.
Likewise, machetes, axe heads, fish hooks, and so on, are hot because
they are made of a metal that was smelted and shaped at high temperatures.

The heat inherent in these beings, plants, or objects is supposed to
provoke fever, headaches, and also frequent household conflicts. The
person is caught in the middle of this hot environment, which excites
him and provokes frequent quarrels between him and his neighbors.
The danger of these plants resides equally in the parasites that inhabit
their different parts (roots, trunks, or bodies, branches, leaves, flowers,
or seeds).

The verbs of the incantation offer a detailed account of the kiibii's
activities toward each part of the animal's body, or of the plants that
can be dangerous for the person. The kiibii "tears out," "breaks," "pulls
to pieces," "chews," "washes," and "cools down."

The incantation presented below, yarue wihida bayiri (literally, "incan-
tation of the groups of earth worms that kill"), is meant to cure a
sickness that affects the newborn when the kiibii forgets one or more
names of earthworms in the course of the incantation protecting the
bath at the end of the couvade. The latter, not named and therefore
not disarmed, are liable to strike the infant with their weapons, provoking
fever, rash, inflamation of the body, headaches, or vomiting.

These earthworms wiisikiibi, the black, the greenish, the whitish, I have
joillledthe parasites [literally,"those that inhabit"] of their limbs; I tear
their legs; I break their teeth; I break them; I throw them aUin the
subterranean world ["toward the source"]; I cool them [I "cut" their
heat]; I express the fluidsof their bodies [I "cut" their liquids]; I catch
their smell [I "cut" them]; I wash them from head to foot.



Restorino the Body cf the Sick Part cf the Individual

The second movement of the incantation consists of invoking certain
plants, animals, or powers such as stars, or angels and saints (recently
introduced into the incantations), which possess properties particularly
relevant to the cu:e. For example, there could be viscosity for facilitating
delivery, bitterness for disinfecting and repairi~g a wound, black color
for making a wound invisible on the surface of the skin, or coolness for
refreshing a burn.

nie name of the animal or plant chosen is immediately followed by
the designation of its required attribute, then by the hibii's description,
which details the manner in which he instills it or lets it drip into the
patient's body, or else how he paints the body with it. In the course of
a delivery, the kiibii will shed (through language) a liquid coming from
the viscous fruits in the vaginal opening and on the body of the newborn.
After having named all the fruits he says, "I pour the viscous liquid of
these fruits in the door of the birth canal of this Tukanoan woman who
is called X, I pour it [on the body of the infant]. I take it out [the
infant]; I take it out. I pull it down."

In the case of burns, the kiibii will invoke the bats, which in their
mythology have to do with their origin. "Large or small bats living in
the roots, large or small bats living in the trunks, large or small bats
living in the holes of trees . . . I collect them, I take from them their
coolness, I catch it, I pass it [over the bul"'l], I throw [the bats] over
the body of the patient, I cool down [the burn]." The logic of this
incantation lies on the observation that, according to the Desana, when
bats fly at night over our sleeping bodies, they cool us "by making wind
with their wings." The kiibii, through words, throws them and has them
fly over the burn to cool it down, thus reducing its heat, its "fire."
Then invoking their color he proceeds: "I gather these bats, I catch
their color, I pass it [on the burn], I pass it, I paint [the burn], I paint
it." This operation is aimed at making the burn invisible on the skin's
surface.1s

The words of the incantation trace sickness to a number of animals,
spirits, plants, and substances, and describe the way these animals or
these plants-realistically represented down to their finest anatomical
details-are collected, put together, destroyed, and expelled from the
person. The words then tell how, at the time the person's body is

restored, an animal's or plant's attribute necessary to the curing process
is transferred to the body through the words of the kiibii. Animals and
plants are at all times passive instruments of the shamanistic activity.
The efficacy of the incantation depends on the different operations of
the kiibii aimed at neutralizing them or at restoring the body of the
patient. The verbs of the incantation refer only to the actions of the
kiibii. They all are conjugated in the first person singular, in the ~resent
indicative of the active form. In so doing, the Desana emphasIZe the
pragmatic value of such statements, which according to them, are utte~ed
to act upon the patient's body. The therapeutic action is set in motIon
by the words themselves. Thus, when the kiibii wants to pull out the
limbs of some parasite, he grants himself the power to do what he says,
and this he manages by reciting the appropriate incantation. Animals
and plants are named, one by one, and the parts of their bodies or their
organs, their "weapons," are carefully enumerated. For ~e Desa~, ~e
incantory formulation of the name of an animal or plant IS suffiCIent m
itself to give it both form and existence. The frequent process of de-
notation by synecdoche (part of the body for the animal, organ for the
plant) is meant to reinforce the act of naming, trebling an effect aimed
at ohysically olacin~ animals and plants in the presence of the kiibii, thus
giving him ~~hanc~ to control and manipulate them.16 This process also
confers a supplement of strength to the kfibii's actions in the phase of
the final destruction of the animal or of the pathogenic object.

Desana mythology attests, if! the same sense, to the creative powers
of naming. For example, in the origin of fish

The Diroa took a large bowl and began to strike the surface of the water
to attract the anaconda. Hearing this noise, he soon appeared. They
captured him; killed him. Finallythey tumed the flesh of the anaconda
into fish. The first fish that they created in this manner was the carp.
Taking up a piece from the anaconda's flesh they gave it the name of
boreka [Leporinus sp.] and decided that it would be "good to eat." To the
second fish, they gave the name of urn, the pocu [My/op/us sp.], this time
"bad to eat." The third fish, the piranha, was the "fish of envy." When
one eats its meat, one feels full of jealousy towards others ...

Thus they created all the fishesgiving them names.

The incantations are infallible in curing illnesses in the sense that
their power to cure is never questioned. The nonresponse of an illness



to words, the intensification of symptoms, or the appearance of additional
ailments are never attributed to any failure or defect inherent in the
incantation. The lack of reaction of the illness to the kiibii's words is
in fact, understood as nothing less than a forgetting of one or severai
animal or spirit names during the recitation of the incantation, or of an
inaccurate diagnosis. The effect of the cure is immediate. The repeated
a~sorption of the same words should immediately produce a decrease
ot the symptoms.17 An indicator of this belief in the rapid efficacy of
the words is provided by the use of an expression that generally ends
all curing incantations, sij'i, sij'ibea, sij'iJoa; respectively, "I calm it down,"
"I have him sit quiet," and "I leave him quiet and peaceful." In the last
words of the incantation, the sick person must be calmed, reassured.
These expressions are the signal that the words of the kiibii, once they
are absorbed by the patient, have already left an effect on the illness,
in other words, that the kiibii, by these words, dominates the sickness.
So we can say that, for the Desana, the words reel off in the body of
the patient like the beads of a necklace.

As we have seen, the incantations are recited secretly over an inter-
mediary object (a liquid, a plant). One should now examine the symbolic
function of this speaking under the breath, of this silence. One hypothesis
is that this inaudible aspect, which is the mode appropriate to the cure,
confers to the kiibii's language a particular power. One myth insists that
incantations ought not to be heard.

The Diroa were dead. Then the old woman began to stop up their
mouths, the noses and all their body openings with leaves.Then she
recited the incantation but the Diroa were very smart. They had
pretended to be dead so they could see what the old woman would do,
to learn aUher words. Simulatingdeath, they went out of their own
bodies and settled on each side of the old woman to watch all her
gestures, to listen to all her words. This is how they learned the
incantations.

A little later, the myth tells how, in order to bring the old woman back
to life, the Diroa reproduced the gestures they had just learned; they
closed her ears to prevent her from hearing their incantation. Thus, this

'".!,
myth insists on the fact that therapeutic language is not meant to be
heard, or better, to be listened to. Therefore, the cure doesn't present any
didactic aspect either for the patient or for anybody who might attend.
"Nobodv is there to hear," the kiibii often say, which means that, on
one han'd, the curing Jession is not thought of as a means of acquiring
knowledge. An individual cannot, therefore, hope to receive training by
attending curing sessions, as is often the case in T'fany indigenous so-
cieties. On the other hand, the session is in no way expected to fashion
the shape. of the mind (see in particular the analysis of Levi-Strauss
[1958] of the Kuna chant Mu-Igala). In fact, the silent aspect of the
cure doesn't as much explain the secret character of the incantations
as it insists on the necessity and importance of their social circumscrip-
tion. The acquisition of shamanistic knowledge is thus dependent on a
spiritual genealogy. This knowledge can only be transmitted and applied
by certain people who "are distinguished ... not by their 'natural'
characteristics and capacities but by their social relation to others: namely
by standing in a continuous line of legitimate succession to an original
founder" (Skorupsky 1976, 149). The private character of the cure
responds to a practical necessity: this is a protective measure against a
knowledge that is perceived as dangerous when it is used out of its
specific context or when it is applied by laymen.

A rapid survey of the recent ethnological literature on the efficacy of
speech in magico-religious rituals shows two major orientations: some
explain the efficacy of speech by the particular construction of magical
discourse (rhetorical mechanisms and the performative aspect of magical
language), others by the evocative power of the sound of words.

Two articles by Tambiah (1968, 1973) perfectly illustrate the first
orientation. According to Malinowski (1974), the incantations are recited
over an intermediary object, which transfers the incantation to the
specific person by the magical act. In spite of the insistence of the
Trobrianders that "the strength of magic lies in the incantation," Tambiah
shows that the intermediary object and incantation cannot be considered
separately. Austin (1962) states that certain utterances are enunciated
not to inform or account for a state of things, but in order to realize
an action, what he terms the performative aspect or the "iIIocutiona,;'
force" of language. Tambiah, adapting this theory to the analysis of ritual,
shows how object and incantation operate jointly.



· .. in tenns of predication and reference the words exploit analogical
associations, comparisons and transfers (through simile, metaphor,
metonym, etc.). The iIIocutionary force and power by which the deed is
directed and enacted is achieved through use of words of commanding,
ordering, persuading, and the like... The action can be similarly
analysed. The objects manipulated are chosen analogically on the basis of
similarity and difference to convey meaning. From the performative
per'spective, the action consists of an operation done on an object-s)1TIbol
to make an imperative transfer of its properties to the recipient. Or to
put it differently, two objects are seen as having resemblances and
differences, and an attempt is made to transfer the desirable quality of
one to the other which is in a defective state (1973, 222).

thought. Under this private and silent aspect, the therapeutic ritual of
the kiibii differs· from the shamanistic cures usually described as a sort
of dramatization, by gesture and/or voice, of the combat that the shaman
wages with the spirits. Levi-Strauss (1958) has shown that the efficacy
of the cure depends on a triple experiencc--that of the shaman, that
of the patient, and that of the attendants (participating or not)-and
also on the key role of the audience, which, by its participation, stimulates
and reinforces the curing powers of the shaman. On the contrary, the
cure carried out by the kiibii isa solitary ritual: the kiibii doesn't give
anything to see, nor does he give anything to hear. "Nobody is there
to hear," the Desana insist. The shamanism of kiibii is a shamanism of
silence, and in this lies its originality.

The second orientation is illustrated by Stoller, who shows that, for
the Songhay, the sound of the words carries the magical efficacy: "Sounds
of magical praise-names, magical words, and magical sacred instruments
create an auditory presence that can transform a person morally, polit-
ically and magically" (1984, 559). In order to be efficacious, the words
must therefore be pronounced, listened to, and heard: "Sound penetrates
the individual and creates a sense of communication and participation"
(ibid., 563).

The conclusions of Tambiah apply perfectly to the Desana example:
one has seen the function of the synecdoche as a rhetorical means that
confers more strength to the manipulation of the pathogenic object by
th(. kiibii. the importance of the substances, chosen for their analogous
characteristics, which were introduced into the patient's body through
the kiibU's words, and the effect of reduplication of the meaning of the
incantation by the substances used as a medium. Nevertheless, it seems
difficult to account for the power of the incantation <according to the
indigenous theory) on the sole basis of the construction of the incan-
tation. The positive efficacy, that is to say the therapeutic efficacy of an
incantation, also depends on the respect of certain conditions in for-
mulation of therapeutic knowledge that narrowly dehne its accessibility
(importance of the spiritual genealog~') and its use: the therapeutic
knowledge cannot be used except in two contexts, each being charac-
terized by an appropriate mode of recitation (inner recitation in the
curing situation, or audible utterance in the situation of apprenticeship).

The therapeutic speech of the Desana is a silent speech and without
an addressee. Its mode of operation violates the principal functions of
language perceived as a means of communication and translation of

consonants voiceless
sounds

p, t, k, s, h, ,
b, d!r*, g, Y

*Kaye (1965) interprets Id! and Irl as allophones in complementary distri-
bution with the phone In!: the first two appear only in oral context, the last
one in nasal context.

vowels i u

e a 0

At the phonemic level we find nasal consonants and nasal vowels. Kaye (1970)
showed that nasality is a feature of the entire morpheme and not only of one
of its components. The nasality affects consonants and vowels in a nasal
morpheme. It is a feature of morphology. The voiceless consonants p, t, k, s,
h are not sensitively affected by the nasalization process. According to Kaye,
the phones m, n, n, ng are nasal realizations, respectively, of the phones b, d,
y, g, and not particular phones. b is pronounced (m) before or after a nasal
vowel, d is pronounced (n), y is pronounced (n) as in the Spanish "manana"
and g is pronounced (ng) as in the English "tongue." In this article the
nasalization is represented with a (-). disposed over the vowels of the nasal
morpheme.

Translated by E. Jean Matteson Langdon and Alroino B. Eble. A shorter version
of this article was presented in the symposium "Lenguajes y palabras cha-



manicas" at the Forty-fifth International Congress of Americanists (Bogota,
July 1-7, 1985) under the title "The conditions of performance of the ther-
apeutic language among the Desana."
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1. Two works present similar material: one by Reichel-Dolmatoff (1976)
who studied metaphors of the spells and their relationship with Desana society
and culture; the other one of T. Langdon (1975) who examined food prohi-
bitions in the context of Barasana and Taiwano ritual and the preventive and
curative spells of illnesses prcvoked by food transgression.

2. The identification of this plant is not certain (see Wassen and Holmstedt
[1963J on this subject).

3. According to P. Grenand (personal communication), the hallucinogenic
effect of this plant is not yet proven, but its toxic effect on the organism is
certain.

4. n.e research was realized until now with Hibii. There are practically
no J'e or saJr.aka shamans still existing on the Tiquie where I am doing research,
both because they have fled the intolerance of the Salesian missionaries, who
upon settling the Tiquie in 1945 hastened to condemn all shamanistic practices,
and because they have not found anyone to whom to pass on their knowledge.
The quiet character of the Jr.iibiis' therapeutic ritual, however, undoubtedly
contributed to maintain their practice and permitted them to resist better the
missionary intolerance. Their activit~; which deJX'nds on the interior recitation
of an incantation, is solitary. It doesn't require any of the aspects of the collective
ritual in the traditional shamanistic sessions. The existence, at the heart of
[)esana society, of three ritual specialists responsible for the functions of
prevention and cure of illnesses poses some interesting problems. It would be

1
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necessary, in particular, to analyze the relations between these different spe-
cialists and their actual social function. Have the Jr.iibii always taken care of
the illnesses, or is this function recent, follo\\ing the disappearance of the ye
and of the saJr.aJr.a?

5. "Without this incantation, I would have never been able to learn," the
Jr.iibii often say. There exists another incantation, stronger because it invokes
the hallucinogenic parica, which permits them to learn through dreams. Finally,
one cari learn from a hallucinogenic vine "that makes Jr.iibii" (Banisteriopsis sp.).
It is, for the Desana, the rope or vine of understanding, of knowledge. The
individuals subject to the power of this vine or of the incantation must respect
certain food restrictions (avoid fat food, roasted or smoked meat). Disrespect
for this rule results in madness.

6. It is necessary to distinguish the true shamans from those who know
only some incantations. In one sense, every adult man is a little Jr.iibii. Many
of those who are married and are fathers seek to learn from their f••thers or
from their fathers-in-law (or even from an unrelated Jr.iibii) a few incantations
that might help them face certain problems of daily family life (delivery or
minor ailments). The embarrassment of having to ask a nonrelated kiibii to
attend to their family problems, more than a true interest in learning, motivates
them in this case. Their protection and curing activities are limited, in any
case, to the family sphere. There are very few who use their knowledge and
their cornpe<pnce to help others. Th •• snr;,l rh>r,rter of the function is a
fundamental element.

7. The exact nature of these animal shamans is still unclear. Are all the
animal species of the dolphin, of the jaguar, etc., the animal shamans? Are
thele individuals not marked spiritually? And are these animals animal-shamans
or spirit-shamans? Finally, it is necessary to ask about the exact nature of the
manipulation of the animals by these animal-shamans.

8. The Desana, like many other indigenous groups, mark the different
phases or states of human development (birth, puberty, deatn) with particular
ceremonies. These rites, which express the corporeal and spiritual transfor-
mation of the individual, comprise a certain number of dietary and activity
restrictions. The nonobservance of the alimentary restrictions (consumption
of "dangerous" food during a "bad" period, or food insufficiently pUrified by
the shaman) is supposed to provoke (in the consumer, as well as in certain
persons who are directly affiliated to him such as parents or sons) different
troubles that vary with the nature of the food item ingested: digestive problems.
sores, consumptive illness, etc. For the Desani, see Buchillet (1983); for the
Barasana, Taiwano, and other Tukanoan groups, see T. Langdon (197)) and S.
Hugh-jones (1979).

9. Protective incantations that aim to guard the biological famil~' during



periods of crisis or to protect the local group during rituals are recited over
tree resin or cigars. In the food decontamination rite that marks the end of
dietary and activity restrictions characteristic of these periods, incantations are
recited over a sample of food (fish, meat).

10. Coca is the only stimulant with tobacco used by the Desana kiibii in
order to effect a cure. Coca has several functions: consumed in a regular
manner, it reinforces physical endurance and it diminishes hunger; it increases
concentration for the kiibii and reinforces the acuity of his thought and memory.
When not taking the hallucinogenic poriai, the kiibii often have difficulties in
establishing the diagnosis of a sickness. They declare themselves "jncapalJle of
seeing the illness in the body of the ill person," a capacity strictly associated
in the Desana conception with the intake of hallucinogens.

II. The kiibii breathes the incantation over the opening of the gourd or
over the plant either at the end of each sequence or at the end of the entire
text of the incantation.

12. A difficult labor includes: wrong position of the infant, "impossibility
to be delivered" (the woman feeling the pains without succeeding in expelling
the infant), or difficulty in rejecting the placenta. These are attributed to the
act of a sorcerer or to an individual fault of the mother or her husband.

I3. The b~rks that contain tannins are hence chosen for their astringent
and healing properties.

14. See the analvsis of the chant in Levi-Strauss (1958).
I 5. In order to hide a sore the kiibii invokes the plants with a "black body."

Because of the dark color of the Indian's skin, the kiibii will always opt for
animals and plants with black bodies. If the person to be treated is a white
he will invoke the whitish plants.

16. See "synecdoque de la partie" in Fontanier (1%8).
17. The repetition can operate on two levels, joining the particular words-

names of animals, of spirits, of plants, and of action verbs--or the entire text
of the in-.:antation.The repetition confers more force to words, it makes them
act more rapidly on the sickness. The frequent usage in the incantation of the
synecdoche by referring to the pathogenic object in its whole adds to the
redundant character of the incantation.

" TEN

e•• eo"Or••••••••

Manic Jtfelodies

amonn the Mestizo Shamans
if the Peruvian Amazon

The Amazonian provinces of Pe!"'_', like those of all other countries
sharing the Amazonian basin, have experienced great socioeconomic
changes during the last decades due to the intense and chaotic exploi-
tation of jungle products, heavy migration from the Andean and coastal
regions, and indiscriminate deforestation. Many native groups have dis-
appeared-physically or culturally-while others are being subjected to
a rapid process of acculturation. However, there are many elements of
native cultures still present in the mestizo population. Among them is
the persistence of a rich shamanic tradition, which probably originated
through the contact, often extremely violent, between white or mestizo
rubber collectors and Indian groups during the last decades of the
nineteenth century and the beginning of this century (San Roman 1975,
142-49; Taussig 1984; Whitten 1981, 140-41).1

Distinctive elements of Amazonian native shamanism still persist among
people who do not identify themseh-es with any particular tribal group.
Practitioners locally known as veoetalistas, or simply maestros, still cure
and perform other shamanic tasks through the use of tobacco and



psychotropic plants, through magic chants or melodies called icaros, with
which they communicate with the spiritual world, and with the help
of a magic substance variously known as jlema (phlegm), mariri, yausa,
oryachay. 2 As is the case in native Amazonian shamanism, shamans acquire
their powers from spiri,.s of nature--plants and animals~r from de-
ceased native or mestizo shamans, and by means of periods of isolation,
food restrictions, and the ingestion of psychotropic plants. Native ideas
of the supernatural cause of illness are still ubiquitous in the mestizo
population,. coexisting with modem Western concepts (see Andritzky
1989; Dobkin de Rios 1972,83-88; Mabit 1988; Regan 1983,2:31-34).

Among the psychotropic plants used along with tobacco, most im-
portant are those employed in the preparation of ayahuasca, a psycho-
tropic brew known under such names asyane. natem, caapi, Santo Daime,
and so on, which is ritually used by large sections of the populations
of the Amazon and Orinoco basins (Friedberg 1965; Schultes 1982;
Uscategui 1959). (The area where I have carried out most of my fieldwork
is the departments of Loreto and Ucayali.) In the Peruvian provinces
of Loreto and Ucayali this brew is prepared by cooking the stem of
&nisleriopsis caapi, (Spruce ex Griseb.), Morton (Malpighiaceae), a jungle
vine, and the leaves of Psychotria viridis Ruiz and Pavon, or Psychotria
carthaninensis (Rubiaceae). Only one informant used Diplopterys cabrerana
(Cuatrecasas) Gates (Malphighiaceae) instead of P. viridis. This plant was
brought to Iquitos by his wife, who purchased it from Huambiza Indians
in Rio Santiago, near the Ecuadorian border. Other species of &nisteriopsis
have also been reported, and also a large number of additives (Luna
1984b; McKenna, Luna and Towers 1986; Pinkley and Lindgren 1972;
Schultes 1957, 1982). These plants belong to a series of species called
doctores by local practitioners, because if ingested under certain conditions
they are believed to be able to "teach" the shamans (Luna 1984a, 1984b).
During the initiation period, which may last from some months up to
several years, these plants are ingested periodically and successively,
while a very strict diet and sexual continence are observed. The in-
formants affirm that the spirits, or mothers, of the plants present them-
selves to the initiated, either during the visions they elicit, or during
dreams, and teach the shamans how to diagnose and cure certain illnesses,
how to dominate evil spirits of the earth, water, or air domains, how
to travel through time and space, and how to perform other shamanic
tasks (Chaumeil 1982, 1983, 74-89; Chevalier 1982, 346; Kuczinzki

1947, 28; etc.). These powers are acquired mainly through the mem-
orization of magic melodies or songs, called icaras, which the future
venetalistas learn from the spirits of plants, animals, stones, lakes, and so
forth, either during the visions produced by ayahuasca, or in dreams.
The number and quality of his icaros is the best gauge of the knowledge
and power of a shaman. All the informants claim to know dozens of
them. I taped almost all the icaros (totaling about seventy) of Don Emilio
Andrade GOmez, a practitioner who lives 12 kilometers from the city
of Iquitos, and also a number of the icaros of other veneta/isLa>.

Herein is a preliminary attempt to make a survey of the most im-
portant functions of the informants' icaros, and a presentation of some
of the ideas that are intimately linked to the learning and use of these
magic melodies. More fieldwork should be carried out in order to clarify
this interesting and little-studied aspect of mestizo shamanism. l

The word icaro seems to be a castilianism derived from the Quichua
verb ikaray. which means "to blow smoke" in order to heal (Park et al.
1976, 45). This term seems to be used in various parts of the Peruvian
Amazon, both am0l1g the mestizo and among Indians of the Ucayali (cf.
Kamppinen 1989, 103; Karsten 1964, 204-5; Regan 1983, 2:27-29).4
Venetalisras of Iquitos and other areas of the Peruvian Amazon also use
the verb icarar, which means to sing or whistle an icaro on a person,
object, or preparation to give them power.S lcaros are used ritually, but
not only in ayahuasca sessions, as has been stated (Dobkin de Rios 1972,
131; Katz and Dobkin de Rios 1971, 325). They are used also during
the preparation of certain remedies, during healing sessions that take
place independently of ayahuasca ceremonies, and even during activities
such as fishing for certain species.

All the informants claim they learned their icaros by ingesting plant
teachers, and by keeping a diet consisting mainly of smoked fish and
plantains without any salt, sugar, or any other spices (Chevalier 1982,
346; Dobkin de Rios 1972, 70; Karsten 1964, 202; Luna 1984b, 145;
Tessman 1930, 116,229; etc.). Sexual abstinence, isolation-ift the case
of men, total separation from women in their fertile age--and certain
requirements of ritualistic character are also necessary.

Each plant has its icaros, so the repertoire of the shaman apprentice



using San Pedro (Trichocereus pachanoi), among the Yanomama of southern
Venezuela and northern Brazil who use epena (Virola theiodora or ViTola
calophylloidea), and among Mataco Indians who use hataj snuff (Anadenan-
thera colubTina) (Altschul 1972,64; Donner 1984, 171-74, 187; Gonzales
Viana 1979; Pala~ecino 1979,72; Schultes and Hofmann 1980, 122-23;
Seitz 1979; Sharon 1978). The association of t~e learning of chants with
psychotropic plants is also found among numerous tribes using tobacco
and Banisteriopsis (see Baer 1984, 210-13; Bellier 1986; Chaumeil 1983,
131--=32;Elick 1%9, 296-7 cited by Wilbert 1979, 21; Gebhart-Sayer
1985, 1986, 1987; Goldman 1963,210-11; IIIius 1987, 173-78; Ken-
singer 1973, 11; Langdon 1979b; Ramirez de Jara and Pinzon 1986,
180; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972, 104; Siskind 1973a, 24; etc.).

A connection is also found among the mestizo population. Dobkin
de Rios (1972, 120), for instance, reports that patients under the effect
of ayahuasca see a very large snake entering the circle where they are
sitting. If they are not frightened, the snake begins to teach the person
his song. The idea that certain plants teach magic melodies seems in-
timately linked with the use of ayahuasca among Indian and mestizo
populations of Caqueta, in Colombia, and in the provinces of Loreto,
Ucayali, and Madre de Dios in Peru. In the state of Acre, in Brazil,
there are communities who ingest the brew under the name Santo Dairne.
All these communities possess hirnnarios, collections of songs inspired by
Santo Dairne. Some community members have memorized up to three
thousand himnos (cf. Monteiro da Silva 1983, 1985).6

Don Emilio Andrade GOmez, the main informant, related that, during
his initiation to ayahuasca, an old man appeared both in the visions
produced by the beverage and in his dreams, in order to teach him
icaros. When he took other plants he learned more icaTOS.On occasions,
while sleeping, he dreamt of being taught icaTOS.which he brought back
and memorized perfectly during ayahuasca visions. There are similar
descriptions from other informants. It should be observed, however,
that learning icaros is not synonymous with being a shaman. Several
persons have learned a few icaTOSfrom ayahuasca, but do not consider
themselves qualified for curing or performing other shamanic tasks. On
the other hand, knowing a number of icaTOSis a prerequisite to becoming
a ,'enetalista.

When a venetalista is keeping the diet, he may learn not only how to
perform acts that may be considered positive or morally neutral, but

FIGURE 10.1. A Peruvian mestizo shaman blowing tobacco smoke over the
ayahuasca.

expands as he adds other plants to the basic ayahuasca preparation
(BanisteTiopsis caapi plus PS)'chotTia I'iTidis), or as he ingests other plant
teachers that are taken by themselves. The acquisition of magic chants
or melodies and the memorization of myths during shamanic initiation
seems to be a widely reported phenomenon (cf. Halifax 1979,29-33).
The association of the learning of magic chants or melodies with the
absorption of psychotropic plants is quite common (see Dobkin de Rios
1976,69-70). It is found among the Huichol who ingest peyotl (Lophophora
williamsii) and other psychotropic plants (Juan Negrin, personal com-
munication; La Barre 1969,49-52; Myerhoff 1974, 97; Myerhoff 1975,
425). This relationship is also found. among the Mazatec who take
mushrooms of the genus Psilocybe (Estrada 1977, 82; Wasson, Cowan,
and Rhodes 1974). It is also found as well among mestizo practitioners



he may also learn hechicerfa (witchcraft), how to cause harm. The in-
formants claim that the spirits or "mothers" of the plants offer, first,
the ability to cause harm through gifts in the form of thoms, bones,
insects, or razors. If the shaman apprentice accepts them, he will then
become a brujo or evil shaman. Later the spirits will teach him how to
cure and other shamanistic activities. Don Emilio said he never learned
wit"hcraft. In fact, only one of the informants acknowledged knowing
how to cause harm. However, all of them affirm that their powers are
embodied in their icaros. Don Alejandro, another informant, put it in
these words: "A man is like a tree. Under the appropriate conditions
he grows branches. These branches are the ;caros."

By singing icaros obtained from plants, animals, stone, metals, and so
on, veneralistas are capable of using some of the qualities or properties
of these objects in their shamanic practices. In fact, it seems that one
of the central ideas is that certain qualities or properties of plants,
animals, minerals, or metals can be incorporated either by the ingestion
of some part of this object, or by other means unknown. The icaro,
which is the result of this absorption, is like the quintessence of the
corresponding object, and can be used by the shaman for healing or
causing harm, to protect himself against evil shamans or spirits,. to make
journeys into various cosmic realms, and so on. Here are some examples
from Don Emilio's repertoire.

Icara de fa Bobinzana

Bobinzana is a beautiful tree (Swarczia arborecens (Aubl.) Pittier) (Leg-
uminosae) considered a plant teacher by the veneralislaSof Loreto (Soukup
1970, 332). According to Don Emilio, the smell of the flowers of this
tree has healing properties. Birds, monkeys, and insects use it as "their
medicine," and it has the virtue to "clarify" the mind of human beings.
The spirit of this tree is a prince, who presents himself dressed in
beautiful garments and with a sword. The tree is h his palace, and this
is why it always has flowers. Emilio says the icaro of this tree is used
both for healing and as a melody to win the love of a woman.

Catahua (Hura crepirans L.) (Euphorbiaceae) is considered to be a very
strong and even dangerous plant teacher. It is possible to "learn" from

this tree if a few milliliters of its latex are consumed, after a good
\'eneralisra has cooked it carefully, and has sung a powerful icaro during
the preparation. A strict diet of several months is required, otherwise
the tree "can kill the person." Don Emilio explained that a mixture of
the latex of this tree, together with pariquina (Di1Jenbochia sp.) (a genus
containing very toxic constituents) and pucunucho (unidentified) is used
to destroy lakes where there are yacuruna, or evil inhabitants of the
water often identified with huge boas, brifeos (freshwater dolphins), and
mermaids (Arditti and Rodriguez 1982; Dobkin de Rios 1972,80; Karsten
1964, 197; Luna 1986, 80-86; Regan 1983, 2:176-85; Valdizan and
Maldonado 1922, 11).

As a matter of fact, this plant contains strong piscicidal and other
biodynamic compounds (Evans and Soper 1978; Pere, Pere, and Rouge
1981; Sakata and Kawasu 1971). According to Don Emilio, the icaro de
la carahua is whistled before one enters dangerous lakes. If this is not
done, diabolic spirits can produce heavy winds and rain, and the person
runs the risk of being devoured by a boa.

leara del Doctor Oje

Oji (Ficus anrhelminrica Mart.; F. insipida Willd.; F.nlabrara HBK) (Moraceae)
is a large tree, whose latex is widely used in the Peruvian Amazon as
an anthelmintic (Hansson 1986). Species of this genus are rich in bio-
dynamic compounds (Eidler, Genkina, and Shakirov 1975; Elgamal; El-
Taiwal and Fayez 1975; Venkata.halam and Mulchandani 1982). Don
Emilio considers Oji a powerful plant teacher. The spirit of this tree is
supposed to be a big, fat, elegant white man (wearing a hat, and carrying
a walking stick), who instructs the shaman in the cure of certain illnesses.
The icaro of this tree is a powerful defense against evil shamans. By
'\'histling this melod~" a dense fog will be created around the witch,
rendering him incapable of seeing where he is and causing any harm.

Don Emilio's repertoire includes the icaros of several other plant
teachers such as the icaro del Cla\'ohuasca (~rnnanrhus panurensis [Bur.]
Sandwith) (Bignoniaceae), icaro de la rayabolsa (MomrichardlO arborecens
Schott) (Araceae), icaro del ayahUman (Couroupira nuianensis Aubl.) (Lec~'-
thidaceae), and others. He explained that it is also possible dierar (a term
that means to ingest, keep the diet, and learn from) perfumt:"s, certain
minerals like pedemal (flintstone), and even metals, such as steel, so that



one will be able to learn their icaros. By adding some drops of a perfume
to the ayahuasca beverage during its preparation it is possible to learn
huarmi icaros to attract women. By putting a piece of flintstone or steel
in a glass of water for several days, drinking the water, and keeping the
diet, it is possible to assimilate certain qualities of these objects. Th/
icaro del pederna/ is used by witches to cause destruction by fire. The
icaro del acero (icaro of the steel) makes the body strong enough to resist
rains and heav)· winds. In Yarinacocha, near Pucallpa on the Ucayali
River, the son of a well-known Shipibo shaman, Don Guillermo Mvalo,
who was also a practitioner and seriously engaged in the study of the
medicinal flora of his ethnic group, said it is also possible to learn from
gasoline and certain acids, not by ingestion, but by inhaling them and
keeping the prescribed diet.

The spirits of the plant teachers, in their turn, teach the shaman
apprentice other icaros during his initiation by which some qualities of
certain animals can be incorporated. Here are some examples.

/caro del Pelejo

The pe/ejo (sloth) (Bradypus tridacty/us), according to Don Emilio, is a very
clean and strong animal. It is not disturbed by rain or heavy winds. It
never eats meat or fruit, but only the shoots of certain trees. The icaro
of this animal is used for curing children with digestive disturbances,
or those affected by illnesses "produced by the water." (See appendix.)

The pinshe (toucan), according to Don Emilio, is a bird that sings in the
evening to attract females. Its song is sad and beautiful. By singing the
icaro of this bird, one can make a woman cry and win her love.

Icaro del FJaurero-Pinshe

The ftautero-pinshe is another bird (unidentified) whose icaro is used as
a defense against the Yashinao, ChulJachaqui, or Shapshico, a mythological
being who has some of the characteristics of a "master of game animals,"
and who is generally considered evil because an encounter with it may
cause madness (Kuczinski 1947:22; Luna 1986, 75-76; Valdizan and
Maldonado 1922, 11-12).

According to Don Emilio, the ninacuru (from Quechua nina = fire, and
curu = worm) is an insect whose eyes look like the headlights of a car.
By singing this icaro, one is able to look for a person that has been stolen
by the yacuruna (people from the water). The shaman, projecting light
out of his ..eyes, \\ill become like one of these insects and will more
easily find\he person in the underwater world.

Invocations to other animals are frequent, as established through
conversations with other practitioners. Animals such as the eagle, the
condor, the boa, the eel, and the jaguar, are called upon for healing, for
protection, or, in the case of evil shamans, for causing harm. All the
in~ormants claim to be good hunters and are extremely good at imitating
ammals. Don Emilio says he "understands" the language of certain
animals. While the novice is keeping the diet, one of his tasks is to
carefully watch the animals and plants of the jungle to learn from them.
According to Calvo (1981, 232) and Lamb (1985,21-24), when taking
ayahuasca Don Manuel Cordoba Rios is able, through imitation, to bring
the. visions ~f birds and animals to people so that they are able to study
their behaVior. Through the icaros the shaman is able to "become one"
with the anima! and see the world ••ccoIJiuf;~)'This idea is admirabiy
expressed in Lamb's (1985, 24) narration based on interviews with
COrdoba Rios, who is a veaetalista from Iquitos.

Apparently, in certain cases an animal can become the teacher of a
novice during the novice's initiation. On one occasion, a young man
who had been keeping the diet was asked who his teacher was. "A
hawk," he said. Another one, a well-educated man of about thirty-six
t~ld h~w, years ago, ~e kept the diet for several months. During thi~
time hISmentor told him to observe the animals and plants very carefully.
When talking about taking ayahuasca, the older veaetalista asked the
!ounger m~n which, of all the animals he had been observing, had
Impressed him most. "The isula [a large ant]," he said. Durng his visions
he felt himself becoming very small. An ant appeared in his visions,
communicated with him in a tridimensional language, and invited him
to visit the place where it lived. He did so, and remained with this ant
several days, and was able to learn all about its habits (see Luna 1986,
47-50).

In many cases, the healing process comprises an awareness of, and
integration with, the ecological setting through imagery. In the summer



of 1990, while in Tachshitea, a small town by the Ucayali River, a
beautiful example of this idea was found. There Don Williams Vasquez,
a venetal~st~, allowed the ~ping of some of his icaros in Quichua language.
Don WillIams used to sing one of them when a women in labor had
difficulty giving birth. Several animals and plants are invoked-and
visualized-in the song: First, a ray is invoked. The ray is ovoviviparous
(the egg hatches within the mother) and, according to Don Williams,
gives birth to living young in any position, be it sideways, or with the
head or the tail first. Then Don Williamsl.invokes a shuyo (Hoplerythrinus
unitaeniatus), another fish, which has the property of being able to jump
out of the water and transport itself with the help of a pWegm it
regurgitates (cf. Tovar 1966, 186). He then invokes a boa that is so
slippery that it can get into any hole or cavity, and a paiche (Arapaima
ninans), a huge fish with a slippery skin. He finally invokes three trees,
cacao (1heobroma cacao), cetico (Cecropia sp.), and topa (Ochroma sp.). Don
Williams characterizes them as Jlemosos, containing pWegm. The icaro is
sung on a glass of water that the mother has to drink. By invoking and
visualizing the slippery qualities of these animals and plants, the mother
is supposed to be able to give birth with ease.

The material collected so far does not allow great generalizations nor
closed classifications. However, there are certain icaros (described below)
that seem to have specific functions.

/caras.rr Callino the Spirit ef a Person, Plant, or Animal

Implicit in the cosmovision of the informants, as is also the case among
most if not all South American Indian tribes, is the belief that plants,
animals, human beings, rivers, lakes, mountains, and perhaps other in-
animate objects, have a spirit (cf. Karsten 1964, 26-49). It seems the
preeminent mode of communication between the shaman and the spirits
is through magic chants or melodies. The spirits often present themselves
to the shaman while singing or whistling a particular icaro. When the
shaman learns these icaros, he can use them to call on the spirits when
he needs them. By singing or whistling the icaro of the plant teachers,
the shaman invites the spirits to present themselves. Also the guardian

~ .i

spirits, which may be anthropomorphic or theriomorphic, that all in-
formants claim to possess are called through icaros.

By calling the spirit of a man and a woman through an icaro, they
can be attached emotionally. Men in love with women who do not
return their love fre<Juently ask Don Emilio for his help. In an ayahuasca
session Don Emilio whistles the icaro de la piedra, by which he can call
the spirits of the man and woman. A black stone rotating very rapidly
on an axis also made of stone then appears. He attaches the spirits of
both the man and the woman to the stone so that the woman wiN f-eel
dizzy and afraid, and will embrace the man who stands at her side. The
icaro will unite them forever.

Through the icaro de la aranita, Don Emilio says, a similar effect can
be accomplished. By whistling this icarv, a little spider appears that "ill
spin its web around the spirit of the man and the woman, uniting them
for eternity. These sessions always take place during the night. The
woman, who at this time is supposed to be sleeping in her home, dreams
of the man. When she wakes up she feels sad and thinks of the man
and tries to get in touch with him.

Don Alejandro, a venetalista who lives in the city of Iquitos, explained
that there are witches who are able to cause harm with the help of the
spirit of the btifeo colorado (pink freshwater dolphin). The dolphin, in the
m~·thology of the area, is an intelligent and evil being, able to transform
itself into a person in order to steal a partner to its underwater world
(cf. Camara Cascudo 1983, 139; Reategui 1983, 40-43; etc.). By re-
moving the penis of a dolphin it is possible to call its spirit during a
special session, and attach it to the spirit of a woman with the purpose
of causing her harm. She will then have an insatiable sexual appetite
and will have sexual intercourse with any man. Only through an ap-
propriate karo is it possible to neutralize the effect of the karo used by
the witch to call the spirit of the dolphin (cf. Karsten 1964: 197-98; see
also Dobkin de Rios 1972, 81 for a similar report).

/caros to Mod!fj the Ejfrct ef Ayahuasca
and Other Plant Teachers

B~'using icaros the informants claim to be able to modify the hallucinations
produced by ayahuasca and other psychotropiC plants. There are icaros
for increasing or diminishing the intensity of the visions produced by



the plants, for changing the colors perceived, for directing the emotional
content of the hallucinations, or for bringing specific visions. During
the ceremony, the first icaros sung or whistled are usually for sumr
mareaci6n (for calling the hallucinations). If any of the participants be-
comes frightened by the visions, th,;re are specific icaros that will diminish
the effects---icaros para sacar mareaci6n, literally, icaros to take out the
hallucinations. In fact, their visions are sometimes described ;$'; some
sort of electromagnetic phenomena that comes in waves and can be
attracted, modified, o~ sent away.

\Vhen several maestros or persons that know icaros are present at a
ceremony, they all often sing their icaros at the same time. The effect is
highly suggestive, and indeed it contributes to the enhancement of the
emotional state of the participants, and may even alter or intensify the
content of their visions. There are, however, cases in which a master
veaetalista and one or several disciples sing the same icaro, which increases
the effect of the song. 7

Once the veaetansta has entered into that other reality, he needs defenses.
Through the icaros arkana the veaetalista protects himself against attacks
by witches or evil spirits of th~ air, water, or earth. When a veaetalista
is healing, or when he enters the other dimensions through the ingestion
of psychotropic plants, he is particularly vulnerable and expo~ed to the
attack of the agents who caused the illness.s If the veaetalista does not
possess stronger icaros than those of the witch who caused the illness,
he runs the risk of being killed by him. One way a witch attacks a rival
shaman is by darkening his visions through an icaro. But there are also
icaros to counteract this effect and to recover the clarity of the visions
produced by ayahuasca or other plant teachers.

Arkana is, apparently, an abstract concept meaning protection. It in-
cludes guardian spirits (some of whom are ingested symbolically during
a)'ahuasca ceremonies), magic melodies, and also an invisible "shirt,"
which covers the body of the shaman to protect him from magic darts
(Luna 1984b, 143-44). The idea of a magic garment is also found in
certain tribes, for example among Jivaro and Yagua shamans, where it
is made out of the magic darts the shamans keep in their bodies (Chaumeil
1983, 125-230; Hamer 1973, 24). As Metraux clearly pointed out in

his discussion on Amazonian shamanism (1967, 91), the magic substance
that shamans keep in their bodies, the pathogenic darts that they use
to cause harm, and the guardian spirits, are three different aspects of
the same magic power. Perhaps the magic melodies are also another
manifestation of the same power.

Here is an example of an icaro arkana from the repertoire of Don
Pablo Amaringo, a painter and former veaetalista whose religious ico-
nography the author is currently studying (cf. Luna 1989a, 1991; Luna
and Amaringo 1991).

Maimandara shamurimun
yana puma cmcunaca
Urcu puntamantashia
Sbamuirimun paicayari
Allpatashi chuchuchimun
Shamuipana paicayari.

Huashantashi shamuicuna
Otorongo pumacaya
Atunsacha ucupishi
Caparisha shamuricon.

Huashantami shamuricon
Mesticita pumacaya
chaimiyari tingunanchi
Huashantami shamuricon.

Huashantami shamuricon
Chai lluicho pumanchica
Caparishpa shamuricon
sinchi sinchi tingunanchi.

(Where are you caminaflom/ c1fsprina tif the black jaauor./ You nourish the earth
with the milk tif your breasts! In this wayyou comeforth.

Behind it comes,! the otoronao {jaauor] is callina him/ in the midst tif the areat

.fOrest! it cames screamina·

Behind him it comes/ the jOfJuaralready tamed! my tinguna9 is likewise/ it comes
behind him.

Behind him it comes! the red jaauar,! it comes screamina/ my tinguna comes
likewise.



Icaras jOr Healino

Some examples have already been described above. According to Don
Alejandro, icaros are especially effective for curing illnesses caused by
witchcraft or by the actions of evil spirits. There are also icaros to cure
other illnesses, for example snake bites. The following point should be
stressed: it is believed that it is the melodv itself that has curativl'
powers. One example may illustrate this idea. During fieldwork in Augus~
1984, this author met Don Manuel Ahuanari, an eighty-year-old man
who lived with his second wife near the city of Iquitos. He was a
veaetalisra but did not practice anymore, since he had become seriously
ill. In an ayahuasca session at the home of Don Jose Coral, one of the
informants, Don Manuel said that when he was twelve years old he was
bitten by a jeraon (Bothrops atrox), a dangerous snake. When he was near
death, a young man happened to visit the plantation on which he lived
with his family. The young man heard about his case, and said he was
going to try an icaro he had learned against snake bites. By singing and
blowing smoke over Don Manuel he managed to cure him. Don Manuel
learned this icaro during the healing process, and said he had cured many
cases of snake bites during his long life \\ith the help of this magic
melody.

Don Emilio once said something very significant: "If you have learned
from ayahUman [one of the plant teachers, also used in the extraction
of the virote or magic dart thrown by evil shamans J, you do not need
to go out to the forest to bring its bark, because you already know its
icaro. " This shows that, at least in certain cases, the very essence of the
tree is thought of as being in the magic melody, and therefore it can
be used instead of the tree itself In other cases, the icaros are used to
reinforce the effects of medicinal plants. All the shamans interviewed
always sing or whistle an icaro during the preparation or application of
medicinal plants. 10

Huarmi means "woman" in Quechua. There are icaros for winning the
love of a woman. One of the most important tasks of the shaman is
the solving of emotional conflicts in his community. The people of Iquitos
and its vicinity, as with those of many other Amazonian settlements,
have characteristically a very unstable emotional life. Couples break apart

1
J

FIGURE 10.2. A shaman singing an icaro over some cigarettes before curing a
patient.

easily. Many women with large families are abandoned by their husbands,
or, conversely, men coming back from work in the jungle find that their
wives have left their homes. Many of the clients of Don Emilio and
other veaetalisras are men and women looking for advice or help to
recover or retain their partners. Love icaros are extremely important in
this context. Some of these icaros are sung or whistled in association
with ritual baths with the plant sacha ajos (Mansoa alliacea (Lam) A.
Gentry). These baths, very popular in Iquitos, are believed to bring good.
luck in work and love.



FIGURE 10.3. A shaman whistling an icaro over a preparation of sacha ajos, a
remedy used in baths for good luck in love and work.

In the repertoire of the informants there are other icaros. which are not
easily classified. Don Emilio, for instance, has a beautiful icaro to wish
farewell to a "good person" (icaro para despedir a un personaje bueno). T~ere
is one icaro by which he is able to attract a paiche (Arapaima oioas), a
huge fish much appreciated for its delicious taste. Through the icaro del
alcarifor (icaro of camphor) Don Emilio is able to make a witch fall asleep,
so he can try to convince the witch in his dreams to stop doing harm
to people. Camphor, an organic compound extracted from Cinnamomum

camphora is widely used in the Peruvian Amazonas by shamans and
curanderos. It is normally preseht in healing sessions and in ayahuasca
ceremonies. Like tobacco, it is used for helping the shaman to regurgitate
the magic pWegm, which is used as an aid for subtracting magic darts
or virotes from the body of a \ictim. The psychotropic properties of
camphor have been pointed out b~·Lewin (1980, 303-5). This is probably
one of the reasons for its use among the veoetalistas of the Peruvian
Amazonas.

Don Emilio also knows an icaro (icaro para llamar a un indio Yaoua) by
which he calls a Yagua Indian, who presents himself playing a llupana,
a pan flute. Through the icaro del Jfvaro Don Emilio is able to cure
illnesses caused en idioma, that is, caused by chants or recitations in
native languages. It is interesting to observe that anthropomorphic spirits
may adopt the form of Indians, foreign entrepreneurs (the spirit of Doctor
Oje above), black men (one of Don Emilio's guardian spirits is a huge
black Brazilian with wings), in other words, modem inhabitants of the
jungle. Or they may also adopt the form of angels or princesses. Chevalier
(1982, 352), describing the cosmology of a higWy acculturated Campa
shaman, reports how the spirits communicate with each other via radio
frequencies (!). All this bears witness to the incorporation of new ele-
ments in Amazonian shamanism, and is probably of interest to the
religions historian.

There is a certain hierarchy among the icaros of a shaman. Each shaman
possesses a main icaro, which represents the essence of his power. Don
Alejandro says that if a veoetalisca manages to learn the main icaro of
another practitioner, he will inherit his knowledge on his death. There
is also a hierarchy among the shamans, depending on the icaros they
know. Both Don Alejandro and Don Jose Coral value the fact that their
icaros are difficult to memorize. /caros in Indian languages, in contrast
with icaros in Spanish, are considered especially powerful. The language
most frequently used is jungle Quichua, a Quechua dialect, which is
the mother tongue of several tribes of the Ecuadorian, Peruvian, and
Colombian Amazonas (see Whitten 1981, 125). Don Jose also sings in
Cocama and Omagua, and sometimes in a mixture of all three languages,
with the purpose of impressing and confusing rival shamans. Don Manuel
Ahuanari, on the other hand, states that the icaros should be clearly
intelligible, so that everybody is aware of the animal spirits being invoked.



What I have presented here is only a brief and incomplete survey on
the subject of the icaros of the venetalistas in the Peruvian Amazonas. The
learning of icaros is a condition for becoming a venetalista. They are
materializations of the shamanic powers received from the spirits, and
are constantly used by venetalistas in their practice. Communication with
the spirit world is always done by means of the icaros. It is important
to document this tradition as soon as possible. Only in the area where
this author's fieldwork was conducted, there are dozens of venetalistas,
each with his particular repertoire. There are liter~ly hundreds of chants
and melodies that should be recorded and studied before the bearers
of this tradition disappear. The work to be done is enormous and
fascinating, and should be carried out with urgency, before our old wise
men are carried away by time.

This work was supported in part by the Finnish Academy of Finland and by
Donnerska Institutet for ReligioilShistoriskoch Kulturhistorick forskning,Turku,
Finland. I wish to thank Dr. Timothy Plowman (Field Museum of Natural
History, Chicago), Dr. Gerrit Davidse(Missouri BotanicalGarden), Dr. Bronwen
Gates (University of Michigan Herbarium) and colleagues for identification of
plant material; Dr. Ilkka Kukkonen (Botanical Museum ')f Helsinki University),
for supporting the transportation and preservation of vouchers and living
specimens; Prof. Ake Hultkrantz (Institute of Comparative Religion, Stock-
holm), Prof. Bo Holmstedt (Karolinski Institut, Stockholm), and Prof. Richard
Evans Schultes (Botanical Museum of Harvard University), for their inspiration
and guidance; Mr. Alfonso Padilla (Department of Ethnomusicology, Helsinki
University) for the transcription into musical notation of Don Emilio's icaros.
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I. An earlier version of this paper was presented at a conference on
shamanism at the Santa Sabina Center, San Rafael, California, on 11-13 May
1984 and later published as a chapter of my book Veaetalismo: Shamanism amana
the mestizo population rif the Peruvian Amazon. Stockholm: Almquist and Wiksell
International. 1986. Out of print.

2. Yachay. a Quechua term, is also found among Lamista shamans, who
used it both to refer to the magic substance and to a "ritual knowledge giving
rise to spiritual power" (Scazzocchio 1979, 178-83). This magic substance,
reported among several Amazonian tribes (Karsten 1964, 178; Nimuendaju
1919-1920, 1002-39; 1921-22, 367-406; Tessman 1930, 229,406,472, 520)
is known among the Siona as dau (Langdon 1979b), among the Shipibo-Conibo
as quenyon (Arevalo 1986, 158; Gebhart-Sayer 1986, 195), among the Jivaro
tsencsak. "a brilliant substance in which the spirit helpers are contained" (Harner
1973, 17-20), etc.

3. In 1965 Rosa Alarco published a brief article, "Analisis musical de las
canciones del ayahuasca usadas por los brujos de la tribu de los orejones del
rio Napo y por los curanderos de Iquitos. Informe.," which is to be found in
Chiappe et al. (1985, 135-36). Two papers have been written on the magic
melodies of the veneta/istas of the Amazonian provinces of Peru. They both
analyze only the icaros taped during one ayahuasca session (Katz and Dobkin
de Rios 1971; Stocks 1979). A. Padilla (1984) wrote a paper on the melody,
harmony, rhythm, and expressive features of seven of Don Emilio's icaros. based
on the material I gathered during my first period of fieldwork. Until now no
attempt has been made to undertake a systematic survey of the whole repertoire
of a mestizo shaman. It is to be hoped that ethnomusicologists will carry out
new studies in this interesting area.

4. When I questioned a Shipibo shaman living in Yarinacocha about the
origin of this term, he confirmed the Quechua origin of the word: the Shipibo
terms for the magic melodies are taquino, mashQ, and cusho (to work through
blowing). Angelika Gebhart-Sayer distinguishes six classes of songs used in
therapy arnung the Shipibo-Conibo. Icaro songs serve for diagnosis; huehua songs
feature the content of the visions and the actual treatment; mashQ songs enhance
the patient's shino (mind, awareness); shiro-huehua (fun songs) animate the
patient, induce joy and hope; manchari (sometimes thought identical with mashti)
is sung to lead an abducted soul back to its owner; muchaJ songs used to be
sung during eclipses of the moon (Gebhart-Sayer 1'986).

5. In Cesar Calvo's novel on Manuel Cordoba Rios and other shamans of
the Peruvian Amazon, the following definition of icarar is given: "Icarar es



devolverle alas cosas los poderes que no les vinieron de natural en esta su
vida. karar es magnetizarlas con fuerzas que las cosas no aprendieron, no
saben ... " (Calvo 1981, 104).

Rafael Karsten, referring to the Shipibo of the Ucayali, writes: "lcaro is also
the name of a special formula of incantati'j'n which the demon teaches those
who have taken the narcotic nishf. There is a special icaro for every animal or,
more correctly speaking, every animal demon conjured" (Karsten 1964, 2qS).

6. The Centro de Ilumina~o Crista Luz Universal "Alto Santo" published
Lvro dos Hinarios, with the text of the songs of Raimundo lrineu Serra and
some of his disciples. See also Polari de Alverga (1984, 334-42).

7. I would like to point out that a trance state can be achieved alone
without the consulnption of psychotropic plants by singing or whistling certain
icaros. During the summer of 1982 I spent one month in the home of Don
Jose Coral, who at that time was treating two very sick women. He took
ayahuasca approximately once a week, but conducted healing sessions three or
four times a week. On those occasions he entered into a trance state merely
by singing and smoking one or two cigarettes of mapocho (a local variety of
tobacco normally employed by shamans). The trance state cannot be attributed
to tobacco, because he did not inhale large quantities. I would rather say that
it was auto-induced through concentration and the whistling of magic melodies.
He engaged thereafter in long conversations with the spirits in a language he
told me was Cocama. These observations are in accord with those of Olsen
( 1975) among Warao Indians, and certainly reinforce his hypothesis that altered
states of consciousness may be also reached through music alone.

8. In Cesar Calvo's novel on Manuel COrdoba Rios and other "brujos" of
the Amazonas, there is the follOwing paragraph: "'When one takes ayawashka,
one becomes like a crystal,' said Ino Moxo. One becomes like a crystal exposed
to all spirits that live in the air, evil and good ones. It is for this reason we
have icaros, icaros to protect oneself, icaros to heal, songs that call a certain
spirit to counteract others ... " (Calvo, 1981, 208) (My translation).

9. The term tinauna is a word probably related to the Quechua verbs
tincuni, lincunacuny, "to quarrel," "to compete" (Gonzalez Holguin 1989, 342).
Tinaunas are described by Amaringo as some sort of electromagnetic emanations,
which shamans control with their songs, and which may adopt any form
according to the shaman's wishes. Tinaunas are particularly used as a means of
defense.

10. In the healing sessions in which I participated, in the area of Iquitos
and Pucallpa, the veaetalislas usually combined several elements: icaros, tobacco
blowing, sucking the afflicted parts, and the use of plants, both for healing
and for returning the illness to the person who caused it. This is not always

the case among some of the native groups of the area. For example, in
Yarinacocha I participated in an ayahuasca session conducted by Don Benito
Arevalo, a Shipibo shaman, and his son Guillermo. They were treating a young
man suffering from paludismo (malaria). During the whole session they never
physically approached their patient, who was lying under his mosquito net.
At a distance of two meters they sang their icaros in his direction. They told
me that he had been near death a few days earlier, but was now recovering.
I witnessed the same procedures while spending a month with Don Basilio
Gordon, another Shipibo shaman living in Santa Rosa de Pirococha, a small
settlement by the Ucayali River.

For an in-depth study of the role of Shipibo chants in therapy, and their
connection to the design art found in textiles, ceramics, and body painting.
see Gebhart-Sayer (1985, 1986, 1987). On the use of magic chants for curing
among the Sharanahua, see Siskind (197 3a, 31).
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Wakuenai Shaman

and Messiah

ROBIN M. WRIGHT
JONATHAN D. HILL

On the Acque River, a tributary of the upper Rio Negro (Guainfa) in
the northwest Amazon, there is an abandoned villagesite where Yenancio
Kamiko, the famous Wakuenai shaman and messiah of the mid-nine-
teenth century, made his home. Today, Yenancio's tomb, preserved in
concrete and marked with a cross, is regularly visited by the Indians
who continue to worship him, placing candles before his grave and
asking him through prayer for luck in hunting or for special favors. For
the Wakuenai, the memory of Yenancio Kamiko, immortalized in this
shrine and in several legends, serves as a powerful reminder of a historical
struggle, and of the Wakuenai's millenarian beliefs in saviors who guide
and protect them.

Over one hundred years after Yenancio, many of the approximately
three to four thousand Wakuenai living in the border region of Brazil,
Venezuela, and Colombia are Protestant evangelists. This.is the result
of New Tribes Mission proselytism among them, beginning in the early
I950s. At that time, the missionaries unwittingly sparked a resurgence
of millenarian activities (Hill 1983; R. Wright 198I; R. Wright and



Swenson 1982). For the Wakuenai who chose not to follow the ways
of Protestant evangelism because it meant the destruction of some of
their central beliefs, there were, and are still, powerful shamans around
who, like Venancio, are considered to be saints and messiahs.

Wakuenai millenarian ism and beliefs in messiahs have freql'~ntly been
mentioned in the ethnographic literature (e.g., Galvao 1959; Koch-
Grunberg 1967). But until recently, there have been no systematic efforts
to analyze their historical contexts or their basis in indigenous ritual
and shamanism (Hill 1983; R. Wright 1981). .

Herein is a documentation and interpretation of the life of Venancio
Kamiko and the politico-religious movement organized by him in the
late 1850s. This interpretation is based on historical documents from
the eighteenth am': nineteenth centuries, published works by explorers,
scientists, missionaries, and government officials whose work took them
to the upper Rio Negro region in the colonial period, as well as eth-
nographic fieldwork with northern Arawak-speaking peoples of the Is-
ana-Guainfa (I~ana-Guainfa) drainage area of Brazil and Venezuela in the
1970s and 1980s (Hill 1983; R. Wright 1981). Venancio Kamiko's mil-
lenarianism is intelligible only through simultaneously grasping the im-
pact of critical events in the colonial history of the northwest Amazon
region and the structural frameworks of significance within which Ven-
ancio and his followers formulated a strategy of resistance to colonial
domination.

Contextualizing Venancio's milJenarianism in both colonial history
and Arawakan culture demonstrates that Venancio's movement was a
historical rite of passage in which native peoples were struggling to
reorient their social and economic activities in accordance with indig-
enous beliefs and practices. This reorientation was a historical rite of
passage in a double sense. For individuals, Venancio's movement was a
call to take stock of the history of relations with white men and to seek
ritual pUrification through ceasing to participate in the white men's plans
for economic development and political control. At the same time, the
movement was a call for collectively deciding to stay together and act
in opposition to the external forces of colonial domination that threat-
ened indigenous societies of the region with total annihilation.

In a perceptive article on messianic movements during the early post-
Conquest period in the northern Andes, J. Rappaport criticized func-
tionalist and psychological typologizing of messianic movements for
failing to acknowledge that "it is the structure, or the relations between

the total configuration of symbols forming the movement itself, that
defines the movement as a manifestation of messianism" (1980, 368,
authors' translation). Messianic leaders are cultural innovators whose
powers derive as much from their creative ability to extend indigenous
symbolism into new, contradictory sets of relations, as the~' do from
political and economic conditions or psychological stress and anxie~'
~Wagner 1972). Several recent studies have begun laying the foundations
for a deeper theoretical understanding of messianic movements in South
America as historically situated, cultural processes of innovation (Car-
neiro da Cunha 1973; W. Crocker 1967; Melatti 1972; Ossio 1973;
Wachtel 1977). Our interpretation of Venancio Kamiko's millenarianism
is based on a similar assumption that the dynamic, messianic quality of
his movement, its expressive force, was a process of improvisation upon
central symbols of indigenous Arawakan cultures of the northwest Am-
azon region.

Although many of the symbolic elements and activities making up
the messianic movement were taken directly from Catholicism, the
underlying structure of the movement was organized around indigenous
mythical concepts and shamanic practices. Instead of viewing Venancio's
millet'larianism as an i1IU1'trationof rf"ligi/)us~yncretism, th... ~rgument
put forth here is that Venancio and his followers radically selected from
Christian symbolism only those key symbols, activities, and contexts
that made sense in terms of the regional Arawakan cultures and the
historical experience of indigenous peoples during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. In this view, Venancio's selection of Christian
symbols and activities was not so much a rediscovery of autochthonous
messianic ideology triggered by the introduction 'Jf Christian symbolism
as a discovery that the Christian symbolism of the colonizers could be
strategically used to ritually protest the profoundly alienating effects of
colonial domination (Ossio 1973, xxi).

The Wakuenai, or "People of Our Language," are a northern Arawakan
society of three to four thousand people inhabiting the lsana-Guainia
drainage area of Brazil, Venezuela, and Colombia. Like the Eastern
Tukanoan societies of the neighboring Vaupes river basin, the Wakuenai
organize themselves into several exogamous, patrilineal phratries, each



consisting of five or so named patrisibs ranked in a serial order. The
phratries are named exogamous units associated with specific territories
(Hill 1984a). There are five dialects of Waku, which are mutually un-
derstandable. The Wakuenai attribute less significance to dialect differ-
ences than to the basic contrast between the sacred, musical language
(malikl1i) of ritual and the language of everyday social life. This contrast
is, in turn, part of a much wider social and cultural distinction between,
on the one hand, a hierarchical system of ritual specialists and ranking
of sibs according to mythical order of emergence and, on the other
hand, the strongly egalitarian character of everyday social and economic
activities (Hill 1984b ).

Missionization by the New Tribes (a fundamentalist Protestant group)
and by Salesian Catholics, the division of Wakuenai lands among three
nation-states, and a variety of other factors have set in motion a complex
array of change processes. Wakuenai adaptations to these extralocal
factors range from the formation of phratry-Iike, pan-Arawakan ethnic
identity along the lower Guainfa in Venezuela, to total conversion to
evangelical Christianity along the upper Guainfa in Colombia and in
parts of Brazil, and finally, to emigrations to urban and semiurban
locations such as Sao Gabriel, Manaus, San Fernando de Atabapo, and
Puerto Ayacucho (Hill 1983; Journet n.d.; Wright and Swenson 1982).
These transformations are too complex for an interpretation of any
length here (see Galvao 1959; Hill 1984c; Journet 1981; Oliveira and
Galvao 1973; R. Wright 1981, 1983). They are mentioned only to give
a somewhat clearer understanding of Wakuenai culture in the late twen-
tieth century and the rapidly changing sociohistorical contexts as evi-
denced by our fieldwork with the Wakuenai in the 1970s and 19805.

Venancio Aniseto Kamiko was a Baniwa man born in Tsipinapi, a village
on the lower Guainfa between Maroa and San Carlos. I Although little
is known of his early life, there are two points worth mentioning about
his religious upbringing. Documents state that he was raised by a Don
Arnao, a famed preacher of San Carlos, whom Spruce in 1853 described
as "an old man, a Zambo, resident in Balthazar, whose tlent for singing
masses and litanies, and strict attention to religious observances, have
given him great influence, and gained for him the name of Padre Ar-

naoud" (Spruce 1970, 45 1).2 Wakuenai legends of Venancio describe
him as a powerful shaman, capable of transforming in order to escape
his enemies, and with a remarkable gift of clairvoyance. Venancio's
religious upbringing thus combined a deep knowledge of Christian and
indigenous religions.

As most Indian men did in the 1850s, Venancio hired himself out as
a woodcutter in the boat-building industry around San Carlos. It was
common practice in this trade for men to be hired by their employers
with an advance payment in cash or trade goods for the amount of
work they were supposed to do. They were thus in debt before the
work actually started, and on occasion, employers were also expected
to pay back debts of their employees (Spruce 1970, 377). Venancio was
unable to pay his work debt to several employers, including officials at
San Carlos and Maroa in Venezuela and to a Brazilian trader, Manuel
Gon"a1ves Pinto who lived at Sao Jose do Arara on the Isana River.
Undoubtedly, the weight of all his debts contributed to an acute sense
of oppression, which many Indians of the Rio Negro felt at this time.

After being sent to trade for manioc cereal and sarsaparilla on the
Isana, Venancio lived at Santa Ana de Cuiary, a large village of Muriueni
(a Wakuenai sib name meaning, "Children of the Anaconda") near the
mouth of the Cuiary River. While there, he began to explain some of
the Christian teachings hL had learned from Arnao--often, as the doc-
uments say, in the presence of a cross. At some point, Venancio was
struck with a serious illness, known as catalepsy. Early documents from
the upper Rio Negro describe catalepsy as "a type of paralysis in which
the body becomes rigid and immobile, the jaw bone and teeth clench
together, convulsions are universal, and those afflicted with it die if not
treated by the appropriate remedy" (Rodrigues Ferreira 1885, 144). This
sickness was reported among the Indians of San Carlos in 1853 and was
apparently aggravated by excessive consumption of alcohol (Spruce 1970,
378-89).

Venancio miraculously survived his sickness, however, and attributed
his salvation to a divine calling. According to the trader, Pinto:

One day he began to say that he had gone to heaven, had spoken with
God, and other similar nonsense, and the Indians believed him, above all
when he had attacks of soLa from which he suffered, for he said after
that he had died and God had called him and ordered that he give
orders so that no one should cut wood and that they should give him



chickens, this or that pig, etc., and that he had orders to pardon the
debts of those who gave him what he asked for. (Joaquim Firmino
Xavier, Director dos Indios, 1/1/58, in Arquivo do Amazonas 1(4): 116).
(Hereafter cited as AA. All archive translations are the authors'.)

1to's report was later confirmed by a priest, Father Romualdo Gon-
[ves de Azevedo, who was sent to find out about Venancio (Azevedo-
rtado, 2110/58, in AA 2(5): 14).
The powers of a Wakuenai shaman are substantially enhanced by
rviving a critical illness, which is frequently interpreted as a divine
ling. Venancio's experience went beyond the expected, however, for
t only had he overcome death, he was also divinely ordained with
~responsibility of eliminating people's debts, absolving their sins, and
)tecting them from harm. This power is more like that of a saint
lorn one asks for assistance in a crisis. In fact, shortly after his first
lerience of the divine, Venancio began to call himself a saint (Ro-
laldo-Furtado, 10/2158, in AA 2(5): 14). The orders given him by God
transmit to the people were derived, in large part, from the practices
saint cults on the upper Rio Negro at this time. Presents of animals,
:h as chickens and pigs, were promise~ ar given to particu!:lr s:::r.~:;
order to obtain their protection and redemption from sin (Wallace
~, 186). In Amazonian saint cults today, people are expected to
low the orders of the saints, for these are as good as the word of
d, and in fact, people are punished if the orders are not obeyed or
pect not given to the saint (Galvao 1955; Wagley 1968, 220).
At some point, Venancio began to call himself Christu. Like Yaperikuli,
, mythical creator of the Wakuenai, Baniwa, Guarequena, and other
-them Arawakan societies of the region, Christu is considered to be
avior who rids the world of dangerous and threatening forces, or
~rcomes them by his incredible knowledge and miraculous powers. ~
Nerful shamans (dzawinaitairi, "jaguar owners") similarly are believed
lave miraculous powers for eliminating trouble, and hence are equated
h Yaperikuli and Christu.
Throughout 1857 and the early part of 1858, Venancio preached in
la villages; word of his miraculous powers spread to the Rio Negro
I Guainia. Indians ofthe Vaupes soon heard about him, but Venancio's
owing mainly consisted of several hundred Indians and caboclos (In-

dian-white mestizos) from about ten villages of the middle to lower
Isana and upper Rio Negro basin.

With time, his closest followers assumed titles within his movement.
Three old peopl~Nazaria Josefa, Narciso Jose, and Venancio Jose
Furtadcr--for example, became known as Santa Maria, Sao Louren~o,
and Padre Santo (Pinheiro, 24/1l/57, AA 1(2): 62). While he preached
and received those who came to visit him, Venancio sent his followers
to other villages to encourage them to visit him and bring him presents.4

He organized mass meetings during which he preaGhed and his "priest,"
Padre Santo, heard public confessions and assisted at marriages and
divorces. Following these rituals, there would be festivals in which people
would dance, sing, drink, and eat-in much the same spirit as saint
festivals and indigenous exchange ceremonies (dabakuris. lingua geral;
pudali or kwepani, Waku), which all Indians of the upper Rio Negro
celebrated.

As the momentum behind his following increased, Venancio then
announced that the end of the world was at hand. He prophesied that
on St. John's Day (24 June 1858), the world would end in a great fire
and that God would descend to earth to realize the final judgment.

From the general burning, the Rio lsana would be excluded and in it,
those who followed his dicta which consisted in dancing in rounds to
the lugubrious and monotonous sounds of the worck--"Heron! Heron'"
without any significance... With all veneration and frequency they
repeated it night and day ... some arriving at sacrificinglife in
consequence of the continuous motion and absence of food (Arquivo
Hist6rico Nacional (AHN): "Objetos Diversos" 3: 62-65).

People probably danced with crosses, a practice common in other mil-
lenarian movements around this time.

In the ritual calendar of Catholic Amazonas at that time, St. John's
Day was one of the principal saint days. People celebrated elaborate
festivals, and, in the evenings, made large bonfires. The celebrants walked
or danced around the fires and occasionally jumped through in order
to purify themselves from sickness and social ills. On the upper Rio
Negro, St. John's Day had particularly strong--potentially explosiv~
political connotations, for it was believed that at that time the dominant
political and economic relations would be annihilated. In June of 1853,



the English biologist Richard Spruce, living in San Carlos, noted that
the Indians were planning a revolt against the dominant white population
to commence on St. John's Day, when "old scores would be paid off"
and white governance would end (1970, 348-49). Four years later,
Venancio prophesied that the time had arrived when popular hopes for
radical change were to be realized.

In order to guarantee an uncompromising group of followers, Ven-
ancio required a "tribute payment" from the dancers.

Another condition for escaping the burning and the purified ones
ascending to heaven consisted in paying a tribute for marriages, baptisms,
and confessions, the rule being that the more generous would more
quickly enjoy the fiery exemption and the celestial a<cension,... for
Venancioadvised them that in Heaven, they would not need gardens,
nor what they possessed in the world. For it is notable the hunger and
the misery which today the Isana and Vaupesare feelingagain (AHN
"Objetos Diversos" 3: 62-65).

In exchange for material goods, Venancio offered a way of breaking
the political and economic stranglehold in which the Wakuenai and
other indigenous people were ensnared. Instead of being caught in an
endless spiral of debt bondage and dependence on material goods, Ven-
ancio asked that people give the fruits of their labor as "tribute" to
him, in return for which he promised eternal salvation and happiness.
The hunger that people experienced-in large part due to the exploi-
tation of the traders-would be overcome by ritual fasting and rejecting
their gardens altogether, for their needs would be taken care of in
Heaven. By casting his orders in the form of Christian symbolism,
Venancio created a new sense of religious authority and power among
indigenous peoples of the region. They were able to conduct their own
marriages and baptisms, and, hence, they no longer had any use for
Christian missionaries.

Probably the first Brazilian official to learn about Venancio's movement
was Frei Manuel de Santa Ana Salgado, the vicar of 530 Gabriel and
Marabitanas. In September 1857, Salgado went to 530 Jose do Arara
and summoned the messiah who was then preaching at Jandu Falls. He
ordered Venancio to quit teaching and to leave immediately for Vene-
zuela, threatening him with police reprisal should he fail to do so. Word
of the millenarian movement had reached the Director of the Isana

Indians, Captain Mathias Vieira de Aguiar, who quickly dispatched a
large military force to the Isana. Some twenty canoes of soldiers went
to the lower lsana, and when they arrived, they broke up a dance festival
in progress, "sacked" the longhouse, killed chickens and pigs, robbed
the blst handmade goods they found, and took the three leaders, Padre
Santo, Silo Lourencoo, and Santa Maria, as prisoners. On their way back,
they terrorized several other Isana ~illages, warning people that a second
military force was on its way to kill everyone (AA 1(3): 62-67; 1(4):
111-25; 2(5): 1t-15).

As a direct result of the military depredations, the Indians of the
Isana, lower Vaupes, and upper Rio Negro fled in fear to shelters in the
woods, to the headwaters of the Isana and its tributaries, and to Ven-
ezuela. In early November, upwards of four hundred Indians had been
seen going in forty-five canoes via the Cuiary River to Venezuela (AA
1(4): lll, ll5, 125). Four large Wakuenai settlements were totally
abandoned, and one, Tunui, had been burned to the ground.

Some of these incidents are remembered by members of the Hohodene
phratry, for it was a time when many Hohodene left the Isana River
and relocated to the Aiary River. According to the oral history, the
Hohodene were living at SiloJose do Arara, when a mestizo trader came
to live with them and make canoes. One day he began to tell the
Hohodene that it was very "poor" on the Isana and they should all
move to the Rio Negro. The Hohodene held a large council meeting
near the mouth of the Aiary River--many canoes arrived full of people
and bushels of manioc cereal. One of the Hohodene chiefs then ques-
tioned the others: "What is this pain?" he said, "So it was with our
ancestors. They killed our ancestors, we lost nearly everyone, there is
no more Hohodene chief. Now they want to finish us off. . . How are
your hearts? Shall we follow the white man?"

One man replied that he did not want to go, for he was building a
new house and had much work to do on his gardens. Other men replied
in a similar fashion. It was then decided that they would part ways.
Most of the Hohodene, led by three elders, went to the Aiary River to
settle, while only a few followed the trader to the Rio Negro.

The Hohodeae village of Silo Jose do Arara was one of the four Isana
River villages that was completely abandoned after the military raid on
the lower Isana. The merchant Manuel GoncoalvesPinto had been living
in this village for several years and cooperated with the military in



sending Indian laborers to "public service" on the Rio Negro. According
to two reports, after the military raid the Hohodene abandoned Sao
Jose do Arara and went to the Aiary River; despite later efforts by the
military to persuade them to resettle in 5ao Jose, the Hohodene refused
to do so (Xavier-Furtado, 1/4/58, in AA 2(5): 17; "Relat6rio" in Ave-
Lallemant 1860, 130). As the Hohodene state, they refused to follow
the white man because the white man had nearly finished them off once
before, and because their own work had greater meaning for them than
an illusion of prosperity on the Rio Negro. It was the Hohodene's
collective decision to stay together-in opposition to the outsiders, the
white men-that enabled them to survive and retain their political and
economic autonomy.

Despite efforts by the missionaries and Director of the Indians to
reunite the Indians of the lsana, they were unable to persuade more
than a handful of people to engage in "public service," or to send manioc
cereal, or even to leave their refuge settlements in the forest. By early
1858, the millenarian activities and rebellions had spread to the Vaupes
and Xie rivers. Large-scale millenarian dance festivals were reported in
a half-dozen locations, led by Tukano and other Indians of the upper
Rio Negro. These movements became much more militant and deter-
mined in their resistance of the intrusion of outsiders. Until late 1858,
when a military force was sent from Manaus to "quell the rebellions,"
the Indians of the upper Rio Negro managed to pursue their millenarian
activities and keep outside officials away.

After the military raid on the Isana, Venancio fled to San Carlos,
where, apparently, one of his creditors took him and several other leaders
prisoner and sent them to San Fernando de Atabapo. Venancio escaped
and sought refuge on the Acque River, where he continued his mille-
narian activities among .the people of the Tiriquem, a tributary of the
Guainfa (AHN: 62-65; Xavier-Amaral, 20111/57, in AA 1(2): 62). For
many years after, Indians of Venezuela and Brazil visited the messiah,
bringing him presents and seeking his guidance and protection.

BRIEF HISTORY OF THE WAKUENAI PEOPLE:
PRECONTACT TO THE 18505

In precontact times, traditional Wakuenai territory encompassed a large
part of the upper Rio Negro valley, the greater part of it being in the

Isana and upper Rio Negro or Guainfa river basins. This territory was
in the center of a much larger area occupied by northern Arawak peoples
that extended from the middle Orinoco, homeland of the Maipure
people, to the Manao and the Arawak on the middle and lower Rio
Negro. The Wakuenai prinCipal subsistence activities were bitter manioc
cultivation, fishing, gathering, and hunting. In areas where food resources
were scarce, neighboring phratries frequently made reciprocal arrange-
ments to utilize resource areas.

Neighboring phratries also frequently formed social and political al-
liances for the purposes of trade, marital alliances, and warfare. Oral
histories of the Wanana, a neighboring Tukanoan people of the Vaupes,
indicated that the Wakuenai sometimes sent war parties to the Vaupes
and that, at least in some areas, supralocal organizations formed under
paramounts, or "war chiefs" (Chemela 1983, 50-51). Wakuenai oral
histories also recount wars against "cannibal" tribes, and, as in their
mythology, these stories recall a primordial conflict between kinsmen
and outsider groups.

European penetration of the upper Rio Negro valley began in the
first half of the eighteenth century with the slave trade (see especially,
Hemming 1978; Sweet 1974; R. Wright 1981). As many as twen~'
thousand Indians of the upper Rio Negro were taken in slavery during
the height of Portuguese activities between 1740 and 1755.6 By the
17605, several very large nations of the Rio Negro had been exterminated
and vast sections of the river depopulated. The Wakuenai, however,
appear to have remained numerous throughout this time and probably
absorbed refugees from other tribes into their number (R. Wright 1981,
134-~5).

Throughout the latter half of the eighteenth century, the Spaniards
and Portuguese began colonizing and laying claims to territory in the
upper Rio Negro and Orinoco valleys. Spanish efforts were, for the most
part, limited and unstable because the missionaries and military were
scarcely able to establish a permanent colonial structure. One important
industry, boat building, was introduced to the Spanish Rio Negro in the
late eighteenth centu~', but outside of that, the region remained eco-
nomically marginal and its commerce limited (Primov n.d., 13-38; R.
Wright 1981, 163).

Similarly, forced relocation of Indians to mission settlements (reduc-
ciones) met with little success. Very few missionaries were available to



work in the region until the late eighteenth century, and their efforts
to convert the Indians often met with resistance (R. Wright 1981, 160-
67).

Portuguese colonialism was more systematic and its impact more
widely felt. Throughout the latteli half of the eighteenth century, hun-
dreds of upper Rio Negro Indians were relocated to colonial settlements
where they worked in plantations and in the extraction of forest spices.
In the 1780s, major epidemics devastated vast sections of the Rio Negro
and Japura, putting a heavy strain on the descimento (descent, relocation)
system to replenish the settlements. Frequently, soldiers used armed
force to relocate the Indians (R. Wright 1981, 149-53). At the end of
the eighteenth century, the Rio Negro government at Barra (Manaus)
underwent a virtual political and economic collapse, leaving the Indians
to return to their homelands and recoup their losses.

During much of the early nineteenth century, the Brazilian upper Rio
Negro remained a source of labor, forest spices, and certain staples for
the sustenance of colonial settlements. The provincial government at-
tempted, with little success, to institute a labor system and taxes on
manioc cereal, which were to be enforced by government-recognized
Indian chiefs. In the 1830£, Brazilian traders (reoatOes) began operating
around Sao Gabriel and Marabitanas, and by the 1850£, when the mer-
chant system had become firmly established, they were conducting a
prosperous business with their Venezuelan counterparts (Primov n.d.,
40; R. Wright 1981, 210-11).

The territorial government at San Fernando de Atabapo in Venezuela
essentially left the administration of the Rio Negro basin area in the
hands of local officials, or commissaries, who were usually the local
criollo merchant class. As in Brazil, Indians were exploited in trade and
often forced to provide free labor (Primov n.d., 42; R. Wright 1981).
The abuses of this system became so flagrant that, by the early 1840£,
the Venezuelan government attempted unsuccessfully to introduce re-
forms. Indians again sought refuge from the harassment and exploitation
in the forest.

By the 1850s, the Rio Negro basin of Venezuela had become the most
active economic center of the territory, primarily due to the flourishing
boat-building industry at San Carlos and Maroa, the rope-making in-
dustry, and trade with Brazil. Riverine settlements had an air of prosperity
and were attracting many non-Indian settlers, both Venezuelan criollos

and Brazilians. Yet, despite their apparent prosperity, the permanent
settlements were barely able to sustain themselves, suffering chronic
shortages of food and a lack of currency. Indian laborers were often in
severe debt to the criollo boat makers and were apparently kept at work
only by liberal supplies of alcohol (Spruce 1970, 377-78, 475). Ethnic
relations between Indians and non-Indians were based on class differences
in which the non-Indian merchants and local officials oppressed and
exploited the Indian population and those of Indian descent.

In the early 1850£, the newly formed state goventrnent in Manaus
launched a major program for the "civilization and catechization" of the
Indians of the upper Rio Negro valley. The government revived the
system of Directorships of the Indians, increased its number of mis-
sionaries, and instituted a program of "public service" labor, in which
government-recognized chiefs were expected to send laborers and chil-
dren, who could be raised into "civilization," to Manaus (R. Wright
1981, 228-32). Official government policy classified native peoples into
forest Indians (oentios), settled Indians (indios aJdeiados), and "civilized
Indians." The Directors and missionaries were charged with the re-
sponsibility of attracting forest Indians to the main rivers, where they
were more accessible. while settled Indians supplied the labor for "public
service" programs (R. Wright 1981). To accomplish these objectives, the
Directors relied on the support and alliances of the traders and several
powerful chiefs of the Vaupes River, who acted as middlemen in ne-
gotiating resettlement, providing children and adult laborers, and or-
ganizing punitive raids against tribes who resisted.

This system proved to be extremely abusive: "Macus" of the forest
were hunted and sold to the military; children were kidnapped and sold
to the military; periodic raids on villages were conducted to obtain
laborers and manufactured goods; and in 1852-53, a massacre ,vas
perpetrated against the Carapana Indians of the upper Vaupes in retal-
iation for a Carapana attack on the military to avenge the kidnapping
of their children. The Directors of the Indians frequently used armed
force to persuade the chiefs of forest tribes to settle on the main rivers
and to accept "the order of the government" (R. Wright 1981, 239-
75).

Compounding these abuses, the traders and the Directors exploited
Indians in boat building, extraction of forest products, and public sen'ice
works. Consequently, the Indians of the Vaupes and lsana were unable



to provide for their own subsistence needs. In 1853, Richard Spruce
reported a situation of near-famine on the Vaupes, while in 1857, the
Wakuenai of the Isana complained to the authorities of their extremely
miserable conditions, exploitation by merchants, military abuses, and
hunger. The time was clearly ripe for rebellion.

Venancio Kamiko's millenarianism emerged at a critical transition in the
colonial history of the northwest Amazon region. The growth of non-
native political and economic institutions had been temporarily halted
in the early nineteenth century, allowing indigenous Arawakan societies
time to recover from severe population losses and to regain a sense of
sociopolitical order and autonomy. However, mid-nineteenth-century
development of the region in the newly independent states of Brazil
and Venezuela became much more sustained and systematic. Venancio
Kamiko's life coincided with the implementation o(increasingly abusive
programs in Brazil and with the expansion of an oppressive Indian labor
system in Venezuela in the 1840s and 18505. As the I-tohodene oral
histories clearly indicate, the mid-ninteenth century was a time when
Wakuenai ot the Isana were evaluating their previ~us historical expe-
rience and deciding what to do about it.

Although Venancio Kamiko's millenarianism outwardly embodied
Christian symbols of Amazonian folk Catholicism, the symbolic structure
of Venancio's movement was organized around mythical concepts and
shamanic activities, which were deeply rooted in the indigenous Ara-
wakan cultures of the Isana-Guainfa basin. The following discussion
relies on fieldwork with Wakuenai ritual specialists of the Hohodene
phratry along the Aiary River in Brazil and of the Dzawinai phratry
along the lower Guainia River in Venezuela (Hill 1983; R. Wright 1981).
Among the cultural beliefs and practices that are central to an under-
standing ofVenancio Kamiko's millenarianism are: (1) the mythical space-
time of the trickster-creator in the distant past and its transformations
during the mythical life cycle of the monstrous, world-opening, pri-
mordial human being, (2) Wakuenai concepts of immortality, (3) the
cultural significance of ritual fasting and inactivit~· as expressions of
control over basic psychological needs, (4) the belief that sickness and
death are processes in which individual and collective souls split apart,

and (5) the belief that payments of material valuables must be offered
to ritual specialists in exchange for spiritual cures and other services.

Wakuenai mythology outlines a complex cosmic history, organized
into several cycles of myths that describe different stages of creation.
The first of these cycles is aj)(>Uta distant and remote past in which
the world began as a small area around Hipana, a place on the Aiary
River. This miniature world was chaotic, for cannibalistic animals walked
about killing and eating all people. Then, Yaperikuli, the Wakuenai
culture hero and."'rickster, came into the world and proceeded to rid
it of the dangerous animals by taking vengeance against them. Despite
the animals' unceasing attempts to kill Yaperikuli, he repeatedly subdues
them, and, through his extraordinary divinatory powers, creates order
in the world. Underlying Yaperikuli's struggles is a fundamental social
conflict between kinsmen (Yaperikuli and his brothers) and affines, or
"others" (the animals; Yaperikuli is married to a woman of the animal
tribe), the resolution of which is the basis of human society (Hill 1983,
39).

The second major cycle of myths goes beyond the first to explain
how human society is reproduced over time. The central characters of
this cycle are Yaperikuli, Amaru, the first woman, and Kuwai, the son
of Amaru and Yaperikuli. Kuwai is an extraordinaf"'j being whose body
consists of all wordly elements and whose humming and singing brings
into being all animal species. His birth sets in motion a rapid process
of growth in which the miniature world of Yaperikul~ opens up into
the life-sized world of forests and rivers inhabited by human beings and
the various species of forest animals, birds, and fish. Kuwai teaches
humanity the first sacred rituals of initiation; yet, at the end of these
rituals, Yaperikuli "kills" Kuwai by pushing him into a bonfire, and the
world then contracts back to its miniature size. Out of Kuwai's ashes
grow the plant materials for making the sacred flutes and trumpets
played in initiation rituals and sacred ceremonies today. Amaru and the
women steal these instruments from Yaperikuli, setting off a long chase
in which the world opens up for a second time as the women play
Kuwai's instruments throughout the world. Eventually, the men regain
the flutes, and Kuwai, Amaru, and Yaperikuli leave this world to go live
in the various celestial regions from whence they are invoked in ritual.

The Kuwai myth contains a wealth of religious symbolism that is
open to a wide range of interpretation. The Wakuenai are aware of the



diversity of this symbolism and often use it as a conceptual vehicle for
intellectual speculation. The myth is frequently told, for example, to
explain the beginning of initiation rituals and the cult of the sacred
flutes; the beginning of sickness and misfortune that Kuwai left in the
Great Fire; the relationships among people, animals, and spirits; and the
transmission of culture from ancestors to descendants. In effect, this
mrth cycle bridges the gap between the distant, miniature, and eternal
past of the Beginning at Hfpana and a more recent, life-sized, and
dynamic past beginning with Kuwai and Amaru. In short, Wakuenai
mythology outlines a very dynamic version of an expanding and con-
tracting universe in which the notion of time depth is centrally important.
The myths about Kuwai and Amaru essentially carve out a more recent,
human past that is both differentiated from the precultural, chaotic past
and brought into the experience of living people in rituals.

The narrative of Venancio Christu's movement in 1858 provides
unambiguous evidence that Venancio and his followers were evoking
the mythical being of Kuwai and the transformation of the world after
the fiery death of Kuwai at the first initiation ritual. Venancio's order
that his followers dance "in rounds to the lugubrious and monotonous
sounds of the words 'Heron! Heron!'" (see above) was certainlv a
significant symbolic act. The words "Heron! Heron!" are a translation
of "Maariye, maariye," a pan-Arawakan musical verse that refers, among
other things, to the white heron feathers used to decorate the sacred
flutes and trumpets of Kuwai and worn as a sign of prestige by ceremony
owners. Maariye is a refrain word sung at the beginning and end of each
verse in a genre of sacred dance music called kapetiapani (whip dance).
The mythical origins of kapetiapani are found in the Kuwai myth cycle
that describes and explains the first initiation ritual. Kuwai explains to
Yaperikuli that his body is virtually indestructible and that it consists
of all things that can be used to kill peopl~hotguns, machetes, poison
arrows, vines, and so on. The only element that can destroy Kuwai is
fire. Yaperikuli then prepares a bonfire and leads Kuwai--old, drunk
from a night of dancing and chanting, and nearly blind-in a dance
(kapetiapani) around the great fire. At the end of the ritual, Yaperikuli
kills Kuwai by pushing him into the fire, creating an "inferno" that
scorches the earth, causing it to contract to miniature size. Thus, when
Venancio's followers danced to the words "heron, heron," they were
evoking that very moment in Wakuenai mythology when the great, fiery

-,
r
:~

transformation of the world was about to take place. At the same time,
Venancio and his followers evoked Christian beliefs in immortality by
performing kapetiapani in the context of a patron saint festival, St.John's
Day, and by adopting Christian symbols in place of dance whips (kapeti).

Venancio promised spiritual salvation and eternal happiness to his
followers, provided they obeyed his orders to abandon all subsistence
and commercial activities. These orders, in effect, translated into the
idiom of the millenarian mowment, indigenous beliefs in the importance
of ritual fasting and abstention as necessary preconditions for partici-
pating in the creative and transformative powers of Kuwai and his music.
Ritual fasting and abstention is a form of voluntary suffering to which
individuals must submit if they are to demonstrate that they are fully
cultural beings capable of controlling their own destinies, rather than
social animals caught up in a perpetual cycle of violence and revenge.
Abstention from everyday activities of production, sharing, and con-
sumption of food forms an essential part of the relationship between
shamans and their clients on sacred occasions. A client's failure to observe
proper restrictions on diet and daily activities is bPlieved to undermine
attempts by shamans and chant owners to effect orderly transformations
or restorations of the client's identity. Venancio's orders that his followers
abandon all economic activities in 1858 were thus deeply embedded in
indigenous myth and ritual as they were historically situated in the
political and economic stranglehold of debt bondage and "public service"
labor in the mid-nineteenth century.

Ritual fasting is also important as a means for restoring health when-
ever the vital processes of growth and development have broken down.
In cases of serious, life-threatening illness, both the patient and the
patient's kinsmen must fast on manioc drinks over which the chant
owner has blown smoke and sung malikai. Regardless of its cause, serious
illness among the Wakuenai is seen as a process of disintegration in
which the individual, human body-shaped soul (hkaale, or likcJriwa) be-
comes alienated from the collective, animal-shaped soul (lidzaruna, or
/fwaruna). Similarly, when groups of people have been displaced from
their ancestral lands, they experience a painful separation equivalent to
sickness and death.

Chant owners and shamans seek to restore the connection between
the two parts of their patients' souls by using their ritual powers to
travel to the two worlds of the afterlife: the chant owner journeys in



his malikai. s.ongs to the celestial home of the Kuwainyai (Kuwai People,
or bee spmts), whereas the shaman travels in malirrfkairi songs to the
dark netherworld (fyarudati) of recently deceased persons (lidanam). The
musical .journey~ng of ritual curers acts as a means for symbolically
controllmg relatIOns between living human beings in this world (hek-
wapirfko), mythical ancestors in paradise (likaremi), and recently deceased
persons in fyarud6ti. Through fasting and ritual music, the two souls of
sick individuals, or the souls of collective groups of individuals, are
reintegrated, and proper relations between t~e living, the dead, and the
ancestors are renewed.

S~iritual transformation and renewal in the world of living people
has Its counterpart in the belief that the souls of recently deceased
persons (lidanam) transmigrate to rejoin their respective sib ancestral
souls in celestial paradise after a period of painful separation in fyarudati.
The Wakuenai concept of immortality arises from a juxtaposition of two
opposi~ views of human mortality: the continuous, vertical journey of
collectIve lidzaruna (lfwaruna) souls to paradise and the discontinuous,
horizontal transformation of individual likariwa souls in this world into
lidanam souls in the shadowy world of fyarucMti. The period of time
during which individuals must remain in a limbo status as recently
deceased souls depends on the manner of death rather than behavior
during life in this world (Hill 1983, 209; Matos Arvelo 1912,95).

Once the licMnam souls have been pUrified in fire and have transmi-
grated to the celestial paradise of Yaperikuli, they enter into a state of
eternal bliss where all souls are brilliantly white, live in beautiful houses,
eat only the purest food (honey in great quantities), and bask in eternal
sunlight (Hill 1983; R. Wright 1981). Like the Kuwai myth cycle and
the rites of passage through which it is enacted in the human life cycle,
the soul's journey after death is a twofold process of cumulative, irre-
versible transformation from which there is no turning back. Once the
lidanam souls have transmigrated into paradise, they never return to the
world of living people (Hill 1983, 20 I). Thus, Wakuenai eschatology
explores the dichotomy between individual death and collective conti-
nuity in order to construct a belief in individual immortality and salvation
in a celestial paradise, rather than attempt to short-circuit this essential
paradox through beliefs in the reincarnation of individuals as living
members of this world.

Wakuenai ritual specialists are living representations of the idea of

immortality and salvation. They are recognized as charismatic leaders in
everyday social contexts, precisely because they represent a higher order
of sacred and aesthetic values that transcends the narrow social ties
within the local sib, and that can cut across phratric and even ethnic
boundaries. Ritual leaders communicate to nonspecialists the transition
from a precultural, inchoate past to a more recent, culturally differ-

t entiated past, and they carry this sense of cultural order into their
secular lives as model individuals who are in no way exempt from the
practical concerns of everyday social life and subsistence activities. They
are men living in this world who assume the heroic powers of mythical
beings in their struggles to relieve human suffering.

Shamans are usually graded by their peers in terms of their knowledge
and abilities to cure. The highest grade are known as cJzawinaitairi ("jaguar
peoples' owner") and are able to attain the highest level of the cosmos
(where Yaperikuli resides) continuously in their dreams and cures. These
few shamans have extraordinary abilities to foretell and affect events,
send their souls great distances, and cure any sickness. They are con-
sidered to be "saviors" whose powers, like those of Yaperikuli, are able
to overcome or eliminate dangerous and threatening forces in the world
(R. Wright 1981, 62-64). Among Christian Wakuenai, Yaperikuli is
equated with Jesu Christu, ami· the dzciwmaliairi are equaled with both
saviors.

The narrative of Venancio's movement indicates that the messiah's
recurrent attacks of catalepsy enhanced his power among the Indians
of the lsana basin. To the Wakuenai, an individual who survives repeated
attacks of serious illness, in effect, demonstrates an extraordinary ability
to carry out the ritual journeys of shamans and chant owners to the
two worlds of the afterlife, as well as the renewal of life in this world-
through safely returning from the other realms of the cosmos. Life-
threatening or fatal illnesses, such as the seizures suffered by Venancio
Kamiko, are sometimes linked with powerful forces of the cosmos,
especially evil omens (hfnimai). Venancio's m~raculous survival from re-
current seizures no doubt elevated his ritual status beyond that of
shamans and chant owners to the level of cJzawinaitairi (jaguar peoples'
o\\ners).

Venancio's calls for displays of generosity from his followers arose
from the indigenous system of exchange between ritual specialists and
their clients, who include not only sick persons but also newborn children



a~d their paren.ts, young men and women at puberty, and other indi-
~Iduals u~de.rgOlng transitions in the life cycle (i.e., the ritual equivalents
In. Wakuenal culture of the Christian rites of baptism and marriage).
Ritual specialists, called chant owners (malikoi Jim/noJi) and shamans
(moJ~rri), expec~ to .be paid with material goods for providing ritual
services. In cunng ntuals the payment (doK'ainoku) is displayed in order
to he~p the shaman attract the patient's lost soul back to its proper
~Iace In the .human body. This belief that generosity with material goods
mfluences ntual efficacy is part of a more general openness in which
the p~tient and his kinsmen are expected to confess intimate personal
expenences, such as bad dreams or family arguments, to the shaman.
In situations of life-threatening illness, shamans ask everyone in the
village to "contribute," or loan, their most valuable possessions in an
attempt to attract the patient's lost soul back to this world. Venancio's
requ~t that his followers give generously in order to escape the cata-
clys~~ fire, elevated the indigenous system of exchange between ritual
SpeCialiSts an~ .patie~ts to a new level: the messianic leader sought to
ren~w ~ spmtual Integrity of the Wakuenai by ridding them of the
social disorder brought by the white outsiders.

Several I.~ends of Venancio Christu recorded among the Wakuenai of
the Gua~la an~ t~e Aia'! provide crucial evidence for understanding
Wakuenal messianISm (Hill, field notes; Wright, field notes). As might
be ~xpected ~o~ the analysis of Venancio's movement in the previous
sec~lon, Wakuenal legends about Venancio embody indigenous concepts,
which are firmly rooted in the mythology of Yaperikuli and Kuwai and
in the ritual activities of shamans, chant owners, and master shamans.
Two legends of Venancio will be summarized and interpreted in this
section.7 Both legends were told to Hill in response to his questions
about Venancio; the first legend was also told to Wright in the context
of a discussion about powerful shamans who are "like Yaperikuli."

A man who knew that Venancio Christu was a saint told Funes about
him. Funes sent a commission of soldiers to fetch Venancio from his

home on the Acque River. They took Venancio up to Funes's house in
San Fernando to interrogate him. Venancio denied that he was a saint,
since a saint is a person who does not eat bread and meat. Then Funes
asked him if it were true that he had many followers who brought gifts
to him in payment for cures. Again Venancio denied what the others had
told Funes. Funes ordered Venancio to be put inside a cofHl, which was
nailed shut, tied with a cord, and weighted with a rock. The soldiers
threw the coffin into the Rio Orinoco and left it there for one hour.
Then they raised up the coffin and took it back to Funes. When they
opened the coffin, it was totally empty inside..The soldiers explained that
Venancio must have escaped because the cord was not strong enough
and the nails had not been placed close together.

Ag.lin the soldiers fetched Venancio from his home on the Acque
River and brought him to Funes in San Fernando de Atabapo. This time
they tied the coffin shut with a rope instead of a mere cord and spaced
the nails only three fingers' width apart. They threw it into the same
deep part of the river, but again Venancio escaped and the coffin came
up empty.

The third time, they put nails very closely together, only one finger's
width apart, and tied the coffin shut with a very thick rope made of
rawhide. After waiting an hour, they raised up the coffin and untied the
stone. This time, they felt that the coffin was very heavy and were
certain that they had finished off Venancio. When they opened the
coffin, there was a l:.~e anaconda inside. Venancio was seen on the other
side of the river, dancing and chanting. At that moment, Funes decided
that Venancio was really a saint and that he could never kill him no
matter how hard he tried.

After several months, Funes sent his soldiers to fetch Venancio from
his home on the Acque River so that he could apologize to him.
However, Venancio pronounced a punishment on Funes, saying that he
would be killed one day in a revolt by his own soldiers. Funes felt guilty
about what he had done and lived in great fear until his death.

This legend explicitly focuses on the political struggles between Ven-
ancio and the territorial government. More generally, the legend can be
interpreted in terms of the political and economic struggle between the
Wakuenai, whose source of power is represented in Venancio, and the
white man, whose power is represented by the military and an oppressive
government. Tomas Funes, in fact, was a governor of the Venezuelan
Amazon territory in the early twentieth century and not the mid-
nineteenth century; hence the legend conflates two very similar time



periods, for the Wakuenai were faced with a tyrannical government
under Funes just as they had been in the mid-nineteenth century. Ac-
cording to Hill, "During the 1920s, Wakuenai groups living along the
lower Guainfa fled from the terrorism of the Funes regime up the
Guainfa and its tributaries, such as the Torno and the Acque ... The
rise and fall of the rubber baron turned dictator, Tomas Funes, was the
culmination of rubber boom ~politics that decimated whole indigenous
societies almost overnight" (1983, 336). Venancio's prophesy that Funes's
government would come to an end in a revolt is similarly accurate not
only for Funes's regime but also for the late 1850s, when there were
four attempted revolutions in the territorial government (Tavera Acosta
1927, 183-84).

Funes's efforts to kill Venancio can be also interpreted in light of the
Wakuenai myths of Yaperikuli's struggles against the animal tribes who
try to kill him. One key symbol found in both this legend and the myth
of the beginning of Yaperikuli is the container (R. Wright 1981, 536). In
the myth, Yaperikuli's father-in-law tries to kill him by sending him into
the middle of a new garden and setting fire to the garden periphery.
Yaperikuli transforms and enters a small ambauba (Cecropia sp.) tree trunk.
When the fire reaches him, the tree trunk/container bursts apart and
YaperikuIi flies out, unharmed, dec:aring that he is immurtai and cannot
be kiUed.

As the object of legendary narratives, Venancio is a multivocal symbol
who simultaneously calls to mind both the creator, Yaperikuli, and the
primordial, monstrous, and world-opening human being, Kuwai. Ven-
ancio's ability to escape the combined forces of wood (coffin), metal
(nails), vines (rope), water (river), and stone similarly evokes the mythical
figure of Kuwai, whose body consists of all wordly elements with the
exception of fire. Like Kuwai, Venancio cannot be killed by any of these
elements. Finally, the container as a symbol of the primordial womb is
a major theme throughout the Kuwai myth cycle. In the beginning of
the cycle, Kuwai is stuck inside his mother's (Amaru's) womb and has
to be forcefully let out by Yaperikuli. Later, Kuwai himself transforms
into a container when he eats the three boys who prematurely break
their ritual fast. In both cases, whether it is the womb of Amaru or the
belly of Kuwai, the myth cycle focuses attention on the narrow escape
from the container.
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In the legend, the container as a mythical symbol of womb, death,
and rebirth is extended to a new object, the coffin. Three times the
coffin is closed, each time with a stronger rope (cord, rope, rawhide
rope) and more nails (spaced widely apart, three fingers' width apart,
one finger's width apart). As a representation of historical reality, the
rope and the nails can be interpreted as a metaphor of the white man's
economy--specifically, the rope-making industry and carpenters' nails,
both important in the mid-nindeenth century-while the tightening of
the coffin evokes the increasing economic oppression and stifling of the
Indians at the time of the movements. Venancio escapes each time
through his shamanistic abilities to transform: like Yaperikuli, he is
immortal, and like Kuwai, he is all wordly elements combined into one
being.

On the final try, the coffin is pulled out of the water and is found
to contain an enormous anaconda (umawari). The anaconda continues to
evoke the imagery of increasing constriction, since the anaconda kills
its prey by squeezing it to death with its coiled body (see Drummond
(981). In addition, the anaconda is a mythical figure of great importance
throughout the northwest Amazon. Among the Wakuenai, the anaconda
is connected in numerous myths with the concept of adulterous, dan-
gerous sexual relations and a reversai of the container/womb symbolism
found in the Kuwai myth cycle. Instead of expressing the theme of
narrow escape from the womb through fasting and other ritually con-
trolled processes, the anaconda represents the child who refuses to come
out of its mother's womb for fear of permanent separation, or death.
The appearance of an enormous anaconda inside Venancio's coffin ex-
presses a similar theme: the anaconda is stuck inside the container,
whereas Venancio, like Kuwcii and Yaperikuli, has escaped unharmed.

In Holy Week, on Friday afternoon, Venancio Christu told his followers
that he was leaving this world for his house in the sky but that he
would return soon. Privately, he told his wife to take care of his body
and to pray for him while his spirit went to the sky. "We have to wait
for Venancio two days, until late Sunday afternoon," his wife told the
people after Venancio had "died." She told the people that they would



all pray for Venancio and take care of his body during his spirit's two
day absence.

Some soldiers and other white people arrived and asked what the
people were doing, for many indigenous people had gathered to follow
their leader's instructions. Venancio's wife.explained to the outsiders that
everyone was praying for Venancio and that they would continue to do
so until Venancio came back in two days. There would be no dancing or
drinking Qouardienre until Venancio had safely returned.

But the woman broke her promise to Venancio and started a dance on
Saturday while she was supposed tOc'beleading the people in prayer. She
told everyone that they could pray on Sunday and that would be
enough. When Venancio came back, he would see that everyone was
praying as they were supposed to be doing. She danced with the soldiers
and other white men until she had dancerl in all the households of the
village and with earn of the men.

On Sunday, she led the people in prayer until Venancio returned in
the late afternoon. Venancio's body rose and he asked his wife what she
had done while he was away. "We prayed the whole time," she claimed.
But Venancio had seen that she danced with men while his spirit had
been away. He punished his wife by waiting until she fell ill and, instead
of curing her disease, handing her a piece of paper with instructions on
it. The paper told her that she was permanently refused access to God
through prayer. Then a devil with no legs or lower body came and made
love to the woman. When they finished, the wor•.;an was also minus her
legs and 'Iower body. She went on dancing with the devil forever, using
her forearms as feet.

Each year, Venancio died for two days during Holy Week. He told his
followers never to cut any wood during his spiritual journey since to
break even a little twig would break their souls in half. Three brothers
were sitting around talking the day after Venancio had left for the sky,
and one decided to test Venancio's claim by going outside to break a
piece of wood. He went to sleep thinking that Venancio had lied, since
he had broken wood and found it to be harmless. But the next day
Venancio returned and called his followers up to be examined, family by
family. When he got to the three brothers who had broken wood, he
told them exactly what they had said and done the day before. The
three were silent and afraid to answer Venancio. Venancio told them that
a group of men would come to kill them as punishment for their deeds,
and later that same day they were killed.

The second legend may again be read for its specific historical ref-
erences: the documents do state that Venancio claimed to have "died"

and gone to heaven while his followers prayed for his return, and
Venancio did order his followers not to cut any lumber. We also see
more evidence of Venancio's articulation of Wakuenai shamanism and
Christian millenarianism: his death and return, which are characteristic
of shamanistic journeys, are brought into line with Christ's death and
resurrection during Holy Week. Venancio is at once a curer and a saint
to whom promises arc, made, prayers offered, and respect given, who
can punish disobedience and failure to carry out vows and ritual
proscriptions.

As with the first legend, the second can be seen to focus on a larger
historical issue: how Venancio exercised spiritual authority over his
followers and managed to keep his movement together despite the
persistent weakness of his following. The success of Venancio's spiritual
journey to obtain orders from God or the protection of his follOWing
depended on their respecting his ritual rules and proscriptions to remain
spiritually pure through prayer, free from the debilitating influences of
drinking oauordienre. dancing with whites, and physical labor for the
white people. In other words, the principal threats to Venancio's spir-
itually based movement were to be found in social and economic relations
with outsiders.

In the first episode, Venancio's wife succumbs to moral weakness.
She did not only break her promise to the saint to guard his body, she
also lies to him and dances with the soldiers and other white outsiders,
and all of the men of the village--suggesting that sexual relations were
another source of weakness. In the legend, Venancio's wife is eternally
banished from paradise for dancing and, implicitly, mating ",ith the
soldiers and other white outsiders. She is "refused access to God through
prayer" and condemned to dance eternally with the devil with whom
she has sexual relations. In the second episode, one man is a disbeliever,
who "tests Venancio's claims" by breaking an injunction against physical
labor. For this he and his brothers were punished with \iolent death.

In both episodes, body and spirit, or soul, form a central dichotomy,
which is symbolically manipulated to underscore key themes in Ven-
ancio's millenarianism. As discussed above, the Wakuenai believe that
in illness, the individual human body-shaped soul becomes alienated
from the collective, animal-shaped soul. Shamans seek to restore the
connection of the two souls through their cures. Without this restoration,
souls of recently deceased persons are unable to transmigrate to paradise.
They must wander about eternally in the world as shades. Ritual pro-



hibitions, such as fasting, are essential, not only for demonstrating in-
dividual control over destiny, but also are a way to reintegrate body
and soul. Breaking the prohibitions brings about ritual and physical
degeneration and, ultimately, death. Thus, when Venancio's wife sUc-
cumbed to bodily pleasures during a time when she was supposed to
be leading the community in prayer, her transgression set off a process
of complete separation of her soul from her body. She was denied a
cure (i.e., the two parts of her soul remain permanently alienated) and
was ultimately denied salvation in paradise (i.e., she was forever alienated
from her collective sib ancestral soul). She was forced to dance with
the devil in a transfigured and inverted body (she danced with her
forearms).

In the second episode, Venancio's ritual proscription was against
cutting lumber, for even a little twig would break men's souls in half.
Again, the message is that Venancio's followers were expected to remain
spiritually whole during their savior's journey to the heavens. Venancio
sought, perhaps, in this way to revitalize the souls of those men who
constantly labored for the white traders. While the first episode em-
phasizes the importance of respecting promises in marital relationships,
the second focuses on consanguineal ties. All three brothers were equally
punished for the transgression and disbelief of one. Failure to observe
Venancio's interdiction against labor was, in a sense, equivalent to a
failure of the men to control their own destinies. It would bring about
a situation where men killed each other, which ultimately degenerates
into a perpetual cycie of violence and revenge.

Underlying this second legend is a fundamental connection to the
Wakuenai myth of Kuwai and Amaru. Like Venancio Kuwai establishes
the laws of ritual observances, such as fasting during sacred ceremonies,
and punishes with death those who fail to observe his proscriptions. In
the myth of Kuwai, three brothers undergOing initiation break an in-
junction against eating roasted food. As a result, Kuwai devours them,
but spa'-es one who goes on to complete the initiation. In the legend,
three brothers are prohibited from cutting lumber; when one of them
tests Venancio's claims to sanctity, and cuts wood, all three brothers are
killed.

As the Kuwai myth explains how social groups are reproduced over
time and cultural norms passed from ancestors to descendants, so this
legend explains how Venancio suceeded in keeping his movement to-

gether. As the Kuwai myth and related beliefs about death and im-
mortality focus on the proper relationships of body and spirit, which
are kept in balance through ritual observances, and which ultimately
ensure the soul's safe passage to paradise, so Venancio's teachings eJ1l-
phasized that his followers had to remain spiritually pure, free from lite
corrupting social and economic influences of white outsiders, and had
to respect his laws in order to gain salvation.

The millenarianism of Venancio Kamikc was a historical rite of passage
in which Venancio and his followers analogically linked select Christian
symbols to the underlying metaphors of shamanism and religious ide-
ology: the cross and the whip as symbols of ritual suffering, St. John's
Day, and the sacred dance of Kuwai as symbols of pUrification through
fire, and Christ the Savior and YaperikulilKuwai/powerful shamanlVen-
ancio as symbols of salvation and immortality. The mythology of Yaperi-
kuli and Kuwai and the ritual activities of shamans, chant owners, and
master shamans render intelligible the selection of symbols in Venancio
Christu's mo..•.ement and in current narratives about Venancio.

In arguing for the importance of symbolic analysis in understanding
revitalization movements, the implication is not that the symbolic pro-
cesses in Venancio's movement or its interpretation in legends are in
any way autonomous things, or reifications which serve to mask un-
derlying social relations. Although Venancio's movement had its roots
in indigenous religion, it was not merely a passive reenactment of
cosmogonic mythical realities, but a historically situated praxis in which
key symbols were strategically employed to resist the external imposition
of alien political and economic systems (Taussig 1980b; Whitten 1978).
The analogic linking of Christian symbols with the paradigmatic imagery
of YaperikulilKuwai/powerful shaman/millenarian leader illustrates a cre-
ative process of mediating the social and historical transitions of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries through directly embodying these
same transitions in symbolic forms. Thus, in the legend, Venancio escapes
the tomb made for him by the whites, while in history, the Wakuenai
escaped near annihilation at the hands of Funes in the early twentieth
century and the oppressive debt bondage of the mid-nineteenth century.

What was at stake in Venancio's movement was the kind of trans-
formation that Arawakan societies of the upper Rio Negro region were
to follow: whether to become totally dominated tools of the external



ruling classes, or to seize hold of the historical moment and carve out
a ritual space-time in which a degree of spiritual and political freedom
was possible. Wakuenai oral histories and legends portray the mid-
nineteenth century as a time of choice between two starkly opposed
alternatives: e~ther stay together in opposition to the outsiders' plans
for development or "become the white population" of the emerging
towns and cities of Amazonas. The specific fultural forms in which the
Wakuenai cast this historical dilemma are drawn from the mythology
of Kuwai, sacred ritual, and shamanism: control over hunger ~gh
ritual fasting leads to orderly growth and development, whereas failure
to control hunger (i.e., premature breaking of the fast) leads to death
ami destruction. The mythology of Kuwai and sacred shamanistic rituals
are centrally concerned with the mediation of internai and external
experience within Wakuenai society, and in Venancio's movement these
same cultural processes became the principal means for mediating be-
tween an external order of domination and the disruptive effects of that
order on the internal social order.

What Venancio Christu's movement accomplished was a reorientation
of social and economic relations in which the refusal to cooperate with
the external, dominating order of the white men became elevated to
the status of a sacred cosmological postulate. Writing some fifty years
after the climax ofVenancio's movement, Martin Matos Arvelo recorded
the following statements made by Wakuenai ritual specialists in their
advice to male initiants: "The white men are thieves who buy our wares
cheap and sell them to us at high prices. That is why they are rich and
we are poor. Hide your hatred of the white men, for it is strong, and
know that they are traitors" (Matos Arvelo 1912,86, authors' transla-
tion). Thus the transformation that Venancio Christu and other mille-
narian leaders of the nineteenth century effected was a redefining of
the indigenous ancestor cult into a cult of historical opposition to external
domination. Today, the Wakuenai continue to evoke Venancio Christu
as a symbol of their own historical rite of passage and cultural survival.
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I. The Baniwa are an Arawak-speaking people whose ancestral lands cen-
tered around the lower Guainfa River and tributaries (Acque, Pimichin, and
Tirikin). Although the Baniwa language is mutually unintelligible with Waku,
Baniwa mythology and ritual are quite similar to that of the Wakuenai. In
Brazil, the Wakuenai are kno\\n as "Baniwa," whereas in Venezuela and Co-
lombia they are called "Curripaco." The term Wakuenai can be glossed as
"People of Our Language."

2. "Zambo" is a Black, probably a Blackllndian mestizo.
3. In 1900, the German ethnographer Koch-Griinberg was told by an Oa-

lipere shaman that Christu and Yaperikuli were one and the same (1967, 2(0).
hobabiy this identification had been thought of by Wakuenai shamans well
before Venancio.

4. Little information emerges from the documents about opposition to
Venancio's movement by other Indians, except that the chief of Santa Ana de
Cuiary is repo~oo to have expressed resentment at the messiah's activities and
"wished to kill him because he ordered people to steal chickens and pigs to
eat" (Xavier-Wilkens de Mattos, III/58, AA 1(4): 115).

5. Padre Santo, Santa Maria, and sao Lourenl;o were all suffering from
sicknesses but were sent to Marabitanas and later to Manaus. They had in
their possession the following items: one nailed box; two bundles, one wrapped
in old rags and the other in a bag of bark cloth; three old shotguns; and two
old violas (Pinheiro-Furtado, 24/11157, AA 1(2): 62). The significance of these
ite,ns remains obscure, although we may suppose that all were used in the
dance festivals and cult activit),. The three old people were taken to the new
president of the state of Amazonas, Francisco Jose Furtado, who was very
concerned that all of the commotion on the upper Rio Negro might be the
wo~k of a political agent disguised as a missionary, who was encouraging the
IndIans to rebel and to emigrate to Venezuela in order to undermine Brazil's
control of the region (Furtado-Xavier, 11/13/57, in AA 2(5): 8-12). Furtado's
questioning, however, failed to reveal any such motives of the messiah, whom



the old people called "the patriot." Furtado put them to work in "public
service" and sent a missionary. Father Romualdo Gon~alves de Azevedo. to
try to persuade the Indians of the lsana to return to their villages.

6. From the rapids of Corocubi (modern-day sao Gabriel) to the confluence
of the Orinoco and Guaviare rivers, the limits of Portuguese exploration. No
estimates are currently available for the Spanish slave trade.

7. Unlike the myths of YaperikuIi and Kuwai, the legends about Venancio
Kamiko were narrated in the local Spanish and Portuguese dialects of the
upper Rio Negro. The summaries provided here are highly abbreviated trans-
lations of narrations that lasted over ten minutes.
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SIBUNDOY SHAMANISM
AND POPULAR CULTURE

IN COLOMBIA

MARiA CLEMENCIA RAMiREZ DE JARA
CARLOS ERNESTO PINZON CA~TANO

This is a study of how shamans among the Indians of the Sibundoy
Valley have resolved the question of external influence. I Sibundoy strat-
egy for cultural survival consists of integrating foreign elements without
denying their own beliefs by establishing mediations that match native
thought structure, which is based on a movt:ment of complementary
opposites. This integration yields a great cultural plasticity, whose fun-
damental principle achieves a dynamic equilibrium in those institutions,
such as shamanism, on which their cosmic vision is based. It is the
shaman who mediates the diverse contradictions experienced by the
Indians.

As traders since precolumbian times, Sibundoy shamans have incor-
porated different cultural codes and elements from other groups into
their own shamanic structure, thus widening their magical power over
these other groups. This dynamic allows them to resist potentially dis-
ruptive influences. Even though new forms may be introduced, the
traditional content prevails and continues to respond to their cultural
specificity. This strategy was used first in order to achieve a synthesis



of higWand and lowland cultures, later to resolve the contradiction
between Indian and Spanish cultures, and currently to confront the
national society with its diverse manifestations of popular culture.

The importance of the lowland shamanic systems for higWand cultures
of Colombia has been documented bv various scholars. Reichel-Dol-
matoff (1975) investigates manifestatid'ns of the lowland shaman jaguar
complex among the precolumbian Muisca (Chibcha) of the higWands,
as well as its presence in extant higWand groups (Paez and Kogi) and
those of the Pacific lowlands. In particular, southwestern Colombia is
indicated as an important area for such migrations, although extensive
archaeological research is lacking for the Putumayo and Caqueta river
basins. In his study on coca, Henman (1981) discusses the probability
of the upper Magdalena river basin of Cauca as an entrance for lowland
cultures. He calls attention to the fact that the first formative groups
of the Cauca region must have entered from the western and eastern
lowlands around 700 to 200 B.C. During this period, a group known
for its large painted tombs established itself on the eastern slope of the
central chain of the Andes. The vivid geometric designs in these tombs
have close parallels with those made by Amazonian Indians using hal-
lUcinogens. He specuiates that, as in the case of Peru, the introduction
of coca among the early agricultural groups of the upper Magdalena
came from the Amazonian lowlands (Henman 1981,48).

The Sibundoy Valley is quite likely another important migratory path-
way. It is located in the northwestern end of the Putumayo Intendencia,
known as the Upper Putumayo, a mountainous zone in the Andean
chain. A semitropical, humid valley, its altitude ranges between 2,000
and 2,500 meters above sea level, with surrounding peaks of 3,000 to
3,500 meters. The valley forms a passage between the higWands and
lowlands, giving it importance as a strategic intermediate location in
migrations. In addition, the intermediate position of the valley has im-
portant implications for the role of Sibundoy shamans in the south-
western cultural region of Colombia, particularly in popular medicine.

Two Indian groups occupy the Sibundoy Valley: the Kamsa, whose
linguistic affiliation is not satisfactorily established, and the Inga, speaking
a Quechua dialect. According to the 1980 calculations of the Divisi6n
de Asuntos Indfgenas (Indian Affairs Division) 4,000 Inga, and 4,419
Kamsa occupy the valley, along with approximately 12,000 whites (Zam-
brano 1985). The Indians inhabit primarily the rural areas, while ninety
percent of the white population lives in the four townships along the

road linking the valley to Mocoa in the lowlands and to Pasto in the
highlands. Most of the Inga live near the townships of Santiago, Co16n,
and San Andres, while the Kamsci are nearest Sibundoy. Even though
these two groups recognize each other as different, they in fact become
one by sharing various cultural traits without losing their individual
ethnic identities. Because of this common ground, particularly in the
shamanic system, we shall refer to both groups as the Sibundoy, con-
sidering them together. When necessary their individual designations
will be used.

The Sibundoy shamanic system has been investigated by both anthro-
pologists and ethnobotanists (Bristol 1964, 1966a, 1966b, 1968, 1969;
Langdon 1991; Langdon and Maclennan 1979; Seijas 1969a, 1969b;
Taussig 1980a). The primary role of the shaman is to cure illnesses and
other misfortunes believed to be mystically caused. Although there are
other health practitioners in the valley representing both scientific and
popular medicine, the Sibundoy shaman is the only one believed capable
of curing diseases originating from mystical causes. As a consequence,
the shaman has been important in maintaining the Sibundoy world view
as well as ethnic identity.

Sibundoy shamanic practices are inseparable from yane (Banisteriopsis
sp.), a jungle hallucinogenic plant.2 When a Sibundoy shaman discusses
his conceptions of the world, he will affirm that they are learned only
under the effects of yan'. 3 ran' leads to a transcendental experience of
comprehension of the world's essence. This is not gained through simple
ingestion. A long training process must accompany it, enabling the
contents of the experience to be handled and deciphered. As one of
our shaman informants states:

Yaa' is a force that has power, will, and knowledge; with it we can reach
the stars, enter the spirit of other people, know their desire to do good
or bad; we can foresee the future of ours and others' lives, see illnesses
and cure them, and with it we can travel to heaven or hell.

The process of becoming a shaman entails exhaustive training that
demands courage, decisiveness, and above all, mental stability: repetitive
-intakes of yane may lead one to lose mental equilibrium due to the



multiple realities that· must be managed simultaneously. The hallucin-
ogenic journey requires the handling of emotional conflicts, repressed
emotions, past affections, and all kinds of fantasies and visions as one
acquires a greater understanding of the world.

The initiation and learning process generally lasts from four to six
years. The first step consists of knowing the' Yaee Spirit and its predis-
position toward the novice. If the Yaee Spirit accepts the novice, a master
shaman begins his training! The first ceremonial contact with yaee
requires a special preparation called andaki. It differs from others in the
use of &rracheto flowers as an additive (identified as Datura Andres by
Bristol [1969]).

After four to six years have passed and the novice has ingested many
varieties of yaee, experiencing the basic repertoire of sacred visions, the
master shaman awards him with instruments and signs corresponding
to the hierarchy of acquired knowledge. The first awarded is the pichanea.
a whisk of dry leaves; then follows a small feather crown, which signifies
that the novice can now fly with his thoughts, as birds do, and that he
has traveled to heaven. Subsequently, he continues adding more bead
strings to his necklace. The greater number of beaded strings and the
greater variety of colors signify his status as shaman, since they represent
the number of trips taken in each color of yaee .visions. -Later he receives
a quartz crystal, implying that he has become a "Thunder Shaman." As
of this moment, knowledge becomes a matter of perfection and the
most visible symbols of prestige are strings of jaguar, bear, and tapi~
teeth, as well as the number of feathers added to the crown (fig. 12.1).

The decisive test in the passage to master shaman occurs when the
apprentice confronts and endures the same number of uninterrupted
yaee ingestions as his master. This ceremony is held during the full moon,
after four days of fasting and sexual abstinence. The ritual is generally
performed after the master shaman has tested the apprentice's healing
powers on his patients, covering the entire range of diseases from the
most benign to the most serious.

The Sibundoy shamans have various ways of preparing yaee in order
to alter the nature of the visions. Three species of &nisteriopsis used by
the Sibundoy have been identified as B. caapi, B. inebrians, and B. rusbiana
(Bristol 1966b). Gates (1982) has reclassified B. rusbiana as Diplopterys
Malpighiacae. Ethnobotanical and ethnochemical research has demon-
strated that all the known species of &nisteriopsis require an additive to

FtGUIU: 12.1. An loga shaman in his stand of botanical remedies at a Bogota
trade show. Similar stands are found in various localities of Colombia.

activa.te the chemical compounds. Although the jungle groups, such as
the Slona,. ~end to rely most heavily of Diplopterys Malpighiaceae and
other additives to vary the visions, the Sibundoy appear to rely more
on Datura. According to one shaman, it is the addition of Datura that
introduces variations in the visions, and also "there's a type of &rrachero
to mix with the yage and cause the pinta (hallucinogenic episode) that
is desired, yage by itself does not produce fine pintos." The Sibundoy
employ Datura candida, D. saneuinea, and D. Andres (Bristol 1969).

The Kamsa and the Inga have a common origin. Both come from the
south, possibly from Peru and the lowland jungles. The most accepted
theory is that ~e valley was first conquered by the Kamsa. Shortly
before the Spamsh conquest, the Quillacinga followed a route on the



eastern side of the Andean slopes and crossed the Sibundoy Valley before
settling in northeastern Narifio (Groot et al. 1976, 162). Ethnohistorians
and archaeologists suggest that the Kamsa are related to the Quillacinga
and probably were part of the migration. .

The tnga had not arrived in the Sibundoy Valley before the slxteenth
century (Romoli 1978, 16). It is suggested that they might have migrated
from the Peruvian tropical rain forest across the eastern flank of the
Andes, reaching Colombia through the San Miguel River (Friedemann
and Arocha 1982, 108).

Seijas (1969a) and Taussig (1980a) assert that the Sibundoy established
their role as intermediaries between the highlands and lowlands before
the conquest and that they maintained this role throughout the colonial
period. According to archaeologists and ethnobotanists, medicinal plants
were an important commercial item. Frank Solomon cites studies that
make it possible to date commercial links as early as 400 B.C. (in Taussig
1980a, 291). Seijas (1%9a, 71-72) states that active commerce was
carried out during the eighteenth century between Pasto and the valley.
Among other things, the Indians traded the jungle resin to make the
famous Pasto vemiz. Medicinal plants continue to be an important com-
mercial item, and their trade is maintained by the Inga of the valley,
particularly those from Santiago.

Of course this trade has always included more than medicinal plants.
Shamanic healing rituals passed along the trade routes (Langdon 1981!,
as lowland shamans journeyed to the highlands to demonstrate thelr
powers. Taussig (1980a, 231) affirms that tropical forest master shamans
continue to receive great respect from highland Andean healers. The
Sibundoy shamans form part of this important network of healing. In
the past, they journeyed to the lowlands to contact the Siona and Kofan,
two groups famous for their curing powers. There they were taught
the use and preparation of the jungle Jane, as well as the use and
preparation of other medicinal herbs. They were ~ined an~ initiat~
as shamans, and they returned to the valley with Jane to contmue thelr
shamanic practices.

Today the Sibundoy obtain JaOe from the Inga in Yunguillo. in the
lowlands. They also treat whites from many parts of ColombIa who
journey to the valley seeking cures. Many Inga and some Kamsa travel
farthe; into the highlands and to the lowlands of the Choco, as well as
to some of the major Colombian cities to sell herbs and perform cures
with yaOe.

Given that trade in general, and in particular that of medicinal plants,
has been important since ancient times, and taking into account that it
is the Inga who continue to maintain the trading tradition, we posit the
Inga as a hypothetical link between the lowland and highland. It should
also be noted that the Quechua la;-.guage was the lingua geral at the
time of the conquest, allowing them to dominate the region and relate
to the various indigenous groups.

The Spanish arrived in Sibundoy in 1542 and began a deculturation
process that still continues. This "Christianization" was initially under-
taken by the Franciscans. The Dominicans arrived in 1577, to be followed
hy mercenaries, Augustinians, and Jesuits. In 1893 the Capuchins began
their ecclesiastic hegemony, which lasted until 1969 and their replace-
ment by the Redemptorists (Bonilla 1972).

The four-century ideological domination is noticeable in Sibundoy
oral tradition, which records discontinuously the relevant events and
people from within and without native culture. Such histories dem-
onstrate a mediation strategy that clings to historic events by coupling
and solving the contradictions and influences that have threatened their
ethnic identity. For instance, the elderly recall Carlos Tamoabioy, an
eighteenth-century governor, as a mythological hero whose dying wish
allowed the Indians to recover ownership of their land. He is referred
~:)as Saint Carlos Tamoabioy, From the opposing culture, Fray Bartolome
de Igualada, a missionary working in the area during the early part of
the twentieth century, has become a legendary character, highly i:-espected
and remembered for his participation inJaOe ceremonies with the Indians.
He accumulated enough shamanic knowledge to reach the sacred Pa-
tascoy summit, although the spirit dwelling in the mine there prohibited
him from entering.

Thus, a member of their own culture, such as Carlos Tamoabioy, is
magnified by a Catholic title, though in fact he was central in the struggle
against the Church for recovery of native land. The contradiction be-
tween Christian religion and shamanic cosmovision is resolved by ven-
eration of Fray Bartolome as protector of the Indians, honored for his
ingestion of JaOe. However, native superiority is maintained, since he
lacks the full shamanic power necessary to complete his journey to the
sacred mine. Both cases show how the mechanism of mediation resolves
the contradictions and domination from outsiders by means of magical
power. Past events are raised to the mythic level and reinterpreted
according to the native world view.



We can also see that Catholic categories are similarly incorporated
and reinterpreted into the shamanic system. Notions such as heaven and
hell, not part of the native ideology, have been integrated and now
exceed the limits they have in Christian doctrine. Evangelistic efforts
are thus transformed into forces and representations that strengthen the
shaman's power. As a result of the shamans' active trade participation,
the shamaqic system constitutes an open system, as Langdon has pointed
out in shamanic treatment of disease (Langdon 1979b; 1991,48). Rather
than negating Western medicine or opposing its use, the shamans in-
corporate both pharmaceutical and medicinal herbs in their cures. In
this way, both objects and liturgical symbols become part of the healing
rituals and are used as instruments of shamanic power.

In the following, we offer additional examples of the incorporation
of foreign elements into native categories. One Kamsi shaman tells us
about his experience of ascending to the sky after ingesting Cielohuasca,
"Heaven Yage."

I've flown up to heaven where there are benches, just like those we
have here. There were a lot of remedies, as well as a man standing in
the entrance, who might have been a saint. He came out while I was
looking at hiIr and asked, "Why have yo'.! ':.'~~e here?" !tdd him,
"Well, I've just come here to visit, that's all." He replied, "It isn't time
for you to come here. It seems to me that you know many remedies.
There are many here and you can choose what you want. Come." He
showoo me the whole garden divided into big and small sections where
there were all kinds of remedies. He collected some and gave them to
me to bring and plant here on earth. In heaven our Lord sits as if
enclosed in a cupboard surrounded by genuine crystal.

Yaee permits the shaman to travel wherever he wants, to meet and
dominate those supernatural forces spoken of by the missionaries. On
arrival, that heaven reflects the areas most Significant for the expression
of their social relations and magical power. The benches fO"Jndin heaven
and in shamans' houses are such an example. Through them circulate
the oppositions of male/female, crystallizing in symbolic form the system
of social organization. On the other hand, the shaman's garden with its
medicinal and magical plants synthesizes the notion of the power of
activity and movement. The Christian representations, such as the en-
closed God, appear inactive and static.

Within the temporal category the conceptions of Catholicism and
shamanism are mediated through the hallucinogenic ritual. For instance
in the shaman's initiation ritual, he "travels to heaven." In this journey,
the categories of Christianity are recognized, but only within the Si-
bundoy temporal category where it is possible to relive primordial time.
Shamanic journeys with the aid of hallucinogens link the supernatural
and ordinary world, contradicting Church dogma in which such a trip
is reserved for those who have died. In the above vision, the man's
comment that it is not time for the shaman to be in heaven is a reference
that it is not his time to die; however, he gives the shaman further
power and knowledge before his return to earth. The rupture of sacred
and profane time disappears in the shamanic ritual where the shaman
functions as mediator between the supernatural and real worlds. This
mediation function is the foundation and support of shamanic activities.

The blending of the sacred and profane in shamanic journeys is evident
in another shaman's description of the initiate's journe~·. He says the
Bruemansia flowers take the initiated up to heaven, after first running
through his body and irrigating it with his ancestors' blood, which is
the quintessence of the sun's blood. This very first trip through the
supernatural world must reveal its essential nature to the initiated, a
nature that appears as a fluid world of images and rotating webs within
webs in the same way one constellation enters another. This continuum
of images is accompanied by choirs singing to the world's first dawn.
Next the initiate begins an ascent to heaven. The shaman described this
as an entrance to a great moving garden, whose image is seen in the "
distance. Farther off, floating churches lift off into flight; their bells are
the flowers of heaven, and a cascade of polychromatic patterns, each
one with its own sound, descends to earth.

In the same way that Heaven Yael permits contact with the Christian
religious domains, it is under Intihuasca, "Sun Yage," that shamans relive
their origin myth. The shaman establishes contact with the creators of
color and sound, and with the Solar Men. The latter appear as midgets
radiating a golden light and singing beautiful chants accompanied by
flutes and drums as they descend with the yael vine from heaven to
earth. The ancestors tell about primeval times when the whole world
was in darkness. It was already inhabited by all beings, including humans
who lacked intelligence. The humans wandered throughout the earth
in search of food when they stumbled onto the yael vine. They cut it



into portions; one was given to the women to try, and their menstruation
began. The men tried another and became ecstatic when they saw how
the remaining piece of Jane began to grow and to creep up to heaven.
At the same time, shadows formed and their silhouettes glittered. In
the depth of heaven, they saw JaOe penetrate a huge flower that bec,'lme
the sun as it was fertilized. From there the Solar Men descended. Each
one played a distinctive melody with his flute or drum, and each melody
transformed into a different color. When they arrived on earth they
dispersed, depositing light and color to each being ~ere. When the
world was illuminated, all this symphony of colors and music brought
forth understanding to humankind, creating intelligence and language.
YaOe has been used ever since by shamans to see the world as it really
is, and to make everythirtg clear and harmonious for the curaca's spirit.

The hallucinogenic ritual fulfills two essential functions. First, it me-
diates a contact situation in favor of mythic categories and indigenous
procedures. Second, it allows the reconstruction and reaffirmation of a
world\iew, much as Langdon (1979a, 85) has asserted for the Siona:
"The Siona worldview derives much of its authority from the renewal
and reaffirmation given to it by the ritual. Without the authoritative
experience of the ritual, the system as an ordered whole will not persist
in the face of increasing contact with Western culture."

The ethnic identity of the Sibundoy is a continuous affirmation in-
timately related to the blood's tenor, which renews itself in the Jane
ritual. It is through this primeval myth, relived in the ritual, that a
mediating model is generated to explain the separation of nature and
culture, man and woman. The model establishes the dynamic of op-
positions, and thus, those of the mediations that mark the dialectic. It
is in primordial time that Man as a generic being finds JaOe and expe-
riences the mythic episode establishing sex differences. Women men-
struate as they contact Jane, whereas the descent of the Solar Men colors
the world and gives birth to intelligence and language. Thus, the op-
posites are established. Masculinity is linked to intelligence, to order, to
culture, and to the spirit through the plant of highest importance.
Femininity is linked to nature, to disorder, and to the body by means
of the notion of animality.

This model is crystallized through the ritual manipulation of oppo-
sitions derived from the primary one of man/woman. Following these
we have:

man
culture
right
even
fermented com
form

woman
nature
left
odd
cooked com
content

f image substance

The opposites are dynamic and become relativized depending on the
real and immediate context. For example, when men meet to drink
"chicha" (fermented com beer), lower status males occupy the place of
women; during pregnancy, women represent order because the fetus
represents new life and perpetuation of social order. Female categories
can be applied to a man, such as a sorcerer who represents disorder
and death. His rituals involve the use of odd numbers and distribution
on the left side. During the hallucinogenic ritual, the shaman is able to
establish a transformative dialectic from that of masculinity and spirit
to that of femininity and animality. Such occurs when he changes mto
the Jaguar Mother, establishing mediation and synthesis between such
opposites.

In th~ same way, there a.-e LUIl:>ldlll parameters that identify men
and women in daily life. The Sibundoy display them on the forehead
as a color spectrum whose intensity depends on two factors: age and
the number of hallucinogenic trips realized. This, in its turn, defines
gender and status within the group: nonpregnant and nonmenstruating
women can be placed in the male category, and those men whose pinea
(paint color) in the blood has been robbed by sorcery can be placed in
the category of female.

The Sibundoy world arises from the dominion over plants, and it in-
variably returns to them. The importance of plants is present in all social
spheres. From birth to death, plants appear as revealers of the philosophic
and supernatural background, used to determine or counteract destiny
or to assist the passing of a diseased person's soul to the other world.
With children, plants counter deadly influences and help them to enter
the realm of culture through rites of passage. YaOe is the highest force



over all plants and life contradictions. It initiates, activates, and allows
the shaman to possess the power of the spirit.

Cultivation of magical and medicinal plants is a specialized knowledge
and may be performed only by men. A garden should be fenced so that
women cannot enter or touch the plants. This prohibition is related to
the function and character of medicinal and magical plants. The forces
that inhabit them are supernatural and consequently belong to the
masculine sequence of life and spirit. The shaman has his plot of healing
plants near the house where yaOe is prepared. As one shaman explains,
"Magical and medicinal plants are like human beings; they must live
where they belong. They shouldn't mix with the cultivation of other
plants, for they curtail one another. The spiritual force of remedies
cannot be mixed with food. When we take remedies, we maintain a
diet. The jungle's spirit and the earth's are like this. Each one has its
head in its place, and likewise do all the parts of the body."

The garden of medicinal and magical plants is a microcosm containing
the basic elements of the mythic world, as well as its animating forces.
Gardens also have their guardians, ~hich can be the forces of thunder
and lightning or Catholic saints such as Saint Ciprianus. If one enters
a e-arden without oermission. one risks attack.

~ . l •

Plants are generally arranged by species. Foremost are the Borracheros.
Datura candida. and D. sanouinea. of which Bristol has found ten and two
varieties, respectively. They are used for treatment of illness: Macan
Borrachero (lresine ce/ocial) is an anti-inflammatory, antirheumatic, men-
strual regulator, and magical treatment; Orej6n Borrachero (lresine rioens)
is used to remove evil and as a contraceptive. Borracheros potentiate and
increase sensory capacities. The Daturas correspond to the classes of )'!10e.
since the Sibundoy differentiate three genera of each. In both, the three
genera represent animals, the sun, and thunder.

The Cullaouillos are in the second rank. These include Cullaouillo JUG
(Peperomia oalioides) and Vinan (Pepermos sp.), with its subvarieties of
'Jausail'inan and Condorl'ian. In general they have magical powers to prevent
witchcraft, to seal the body, to attract people, and to impart wisdom.

The Chondores are in the third rank. Cucochondor withdraws evil spirits
and prevents evil from penetrating. Tiorechondar and Aichachondor aid in
animal reproduction, giving abundant offspring. Frescochondor is used for
fever. Guarmechondor is for conquering women, and Carechondor for con-

quering men. Cullanouillos and Chondores are men and women and always
go in pairs.

Medicinal plants used to resolve the illnesses or problems of whites
are cultivated apart in order to separate them from the power of in-
digenous plants, and symbolically, to avoid confusion of ethni~ identities.
Native herbs "paint" the blood, whereas foreign plants, even though
grown by Indians, do not have that quality. Their range of magical power
is lower and purely functional, in the sense that they attract or expel
spirits or the witchcraft of whites, generally considered, •..•ferior magical
forces.

In general, both the highland and lowland Indian groups have undergone
a progressive disintegration. They are increasingly isolated in miserable
conditions in resouardos (reservations), or work as servants and laborers.
Nevertheless, it is within the Sibundoy Valley, and specifically within
the shamanic system, that we best observe a capacity for adaptation to
the market-based class society.

Whereas the Sibundoy formerly depended on the lowland Amazonian
groups for their acquisition of ritual knowledge and ceremonial careers,
they have nearly liberated themselves from these teachers. Today, the
Sibundoy Valley is a center of synthesis of native wisdom regarding the
cosmos, nature, healing, and shamanic power. This is most evident in
the shamanic gardens, laboratories of experiment and adaptation for
plants from all over the country. In addition, their reputation as powerful
shamans has increased as the lowland shamans have decreased in number.
Many whites journey from other parts of Colombia for their magical
cures, and Sibundoy shamans, particularly the Inga, make trips into the
highlands and large cities as far as Venezuela.

Taussig (1980a) has argued that the reputation of the Sibundoy as
great shamans has increased as the Amazonian groups have faced cultural
deterioration and as the tensions between ethnic and class groups have
increased. He attributes this to the economics of the sugarcane industry
in the Cauca Valley. Thus, the Sibundoy have infiltrated as the mediators
of interethnic conflicts. They continue to use hallucinogens in these
healing rites, manipulating the visionary experience to allow the whites
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and others to interpret problems in terms of their own cosmogonic
~odes. In particular, one of the manners by which popular culture
10terprets illness and misfortune is through sorcery. Further, the effects
of ethnic and class struggles have been interpreted within the causal
framework of sorttery.

The increase in social conflicts is not limited to those regions affected
by the sugarcane industry, but marks all areas of (this developing country.
With this, a wide network of healers throughout the country has es-
tablishedkself, creating a popular medical system that draws from
prehispanic Indian knowledge, as weD as from esoteric Afro-Caribbean
cults, and European and North American witchcraft traditions (Pinzon
~nd Suarez 1983). In Bogota, where tensions have significantly increased
10 the last ten years, an exceptional variety of healers now flourishes.
The variety of techniques and kinds of healers has been described by
Press (1971). Although he found no Indian healers in Bogota, the fame
of Indian power and certain techniques, said to be learned from a shaman,
were incorporated into the healing repertoires of several curers. fol-
lowing Press, psychologists Rosa Suarez and Carlos Pinzon began a similar
investigation of urban healers. During the first five years, they detected
seventy types of different curers, although none had learned his duties
from a shaman. In 1978, they finally discovered a Sibundoy shaman who
was the son of one of the most famous Kamsa shamans in the valley.
He was at that time training a curer from Boyaci, and he invited the
investigators to begin the shamanic apprenticeship with him.

From the beginning of the apprenticeship, the shaman was emphatic
in affirming that a non-Sibundoy could never become as knowledgeable
as the Indians, for they learn about shamanism and how to "paint the
blood" practically from birth. This particular shaman began at the age
of five, when his maternal grandfather began to instruct him in yoae,
the ritual chants, and plant lore. He claimed he had taught healers from
different parts of the country, but that the rituals were different because
it is the Yoae Spirit that determines, through visions, the point at which
each individual can acquire supernatural wisdom. He said in addition,
the novice must renounce any sorcery and divination techniques alien
to the yoae tradition. According to him, no white healer had ever
complied with this, and thus none had attained all that yoae had to offer.
Two years after initiating his training, the Boyacin curer decided it was
not necessary to take yoee so continually.

The psychologists investigated the differences in perception that the
patients held toward the shaman and toward the healer, as well as the
shaman's and healer's perceptions of each other. Eighty percent of the
patients who consulted the Sibundoy shaman stated that his sorcery was
more powerful than the others', since he made them "see," through
yoae visions, how the harm was caused and who had caused it. In addition,
they felt they could know about. their futures, and that they had learned
how to feel others' energy. They also affirmed that if they needed a
healing again, they would-lIk> so with yoae. since in that way they would
know what was happening to them or what might happen. This would
prevent them from falling into charlatans' hands (who make up an)'
kind of story just to steal their money). Twenty percent of the patients
stated that they would not take yaae again since it caused very unpleasant
sensations. They also said the Sibundoy shaman was an evil sorcerer,
since they had seen demons and black witchcraft in the visions. The
patients of the Boyacln healer stated that they understood better what
he does and his manner of performing rituals. They felt him to be more
accurate than Indians in solving marriage problems, because he knew
whether they were actually resolvable. The Indians always promised to
solve such problems and failed many times.

The sh~an perceived the Boya~an healer as stubborn for insisting
on the use of divination techniques, and he objected to the Boyacan's
life-style. On the other hand, the Boyacin affirmed that the Sibundoy
was efficient in curing magical spells but limited in dealing with other
kinds of magic, illnesses, and domestic problems. He also perceived the
shaman as very domineering.

After seven years of research with two thousand patients who have
sought the Sibundoy's treatments, our conclusion is that each patient
centers his beliefs and values within the experience of yoae visions.
According to them, the shaman's power consists of "projecting us to-
wards our supernatural world." It is because of this that we believe the
Sibundoy shaman plays a "mirror-like" role among the popular classes
(in the sense of Lacan), which permits reconstruction or affirmation of
identity in reference to the total opposition of "the other."

This relation is made clearer by comparison of the learning process
a Sibundoy receives from his shaman and that which a non-Indian
receives from the shaman. In the first instance, they share similar beliefs
in the world's origins, they experience all of the pintas(colors) in the



rainbow, which are linked to the cosmos, to ecology, and to the animal
allies and their power. This is in order to construct a "total image of
the world" and to "imprint it in the blood." During the final test, when
the novice is challenged to drink as much yan' as his master shaman,
the color white, in the form of an animal, appears at the end of the
session to confirm that the novice dominates "all levels of form as well
as all visions of color." When the novice belongs to another ethnic
group, the final test is never administered, for the shaman considers it
obvious that the novice cannot reach the master's superiority. Also, the
non-Indian is never obligated to learn the language, even though the
use of chants and use of ceremonial garments are perceived as signs of
power (Taussig 1980a).

The capacity to recognize the supernatural world in the y..:ai visions
has awakened cultural forces that lie in the unconscious of the popular
classes. In this sense, the Sibundoy have succeeded in returning the
foundations of popular culture, and in inverting them as wdI.

I. This research was done during 1985 under the auspices of the Instituto
Colombiano de Antropologia-ICAN--(Colombian Institute of Anthropol-
ogy). Field\\prk, secondary data, and interviews with Kamsa and Inga inform-
ants since 1977 have been our main sources.

2. Malpighiaceae family, genus BaniSfeTiop"'s, containing harmine, harmaline,
and d-tetrahydroharmine as active ingredients (Schultes 1972, 38).

3. Shaman is the name (concept) that anthropologists designate for the
- native terms CUTQca or TaitLJ; these three denominations will be utilized at
random to denote the expert who manages and controls supernatural, magical,
or religious forces. He is also a botanical medicine man.

4. The shaman is a master shaman when he has complied with all rituals
of initiation, the apprenticeship process, and the final decisive step; he also
must have fifteen to twenty years of demonstrated experience in the community.

The structure of ideas and sentiments created by the Spanish conquest of
the New World in the sixteenth century, pertaining to the ideology of
cast and class relations lives on today as an active force. Folk healing
sustains this structure of ideas... The evil and magic invested in the
exploited people, essential to the colonial hegemony, become the means
by which the colonizer seeks release from the civilization which a:;sails
him (Taussig 1980a, 251).

We are in agreement with Taussig as we continue with our research
on popular culture and urban healers. Since meeting the first Sibundoy
in Bogota seven years ago, we have met several of his apprentices. We
have also met several Inga shamans who are also teaching urban healers,
and healers of various popular religions who include the ingestion of
yanl as part of their ceremonial repertoires. Beyond the whole of Co-
lombia, the ingestion of yan' has extended to Venezuda, Panama, and
the United States. In Brazil, Peru, and Bolivia it has generated a religion
of its own.

What is true is that a popular culture based on hallucinogens begins
to unite threads that were loosened during the colonial period, spreading
to all of Latin America and the Antilles. Because of this, we consider
important the study of popular culture and its relationships with hal-
lucinogens in the formation of a new Latin American identity.
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Director(s) of the Indians, 264-65,

266,269
Diroa, t~e, 223-25

Disease. See Illness
Divination, 46,51, 184,212,271,

175, 300-301
Don Alejandro, a "eaetalisla, 236, 244,

247
Don Amao, a preacher, 260
Dari (magic substance), 27-28, 30, 32-

34,36-38
Dream, personification of, 108-10
Dream(s), 120, 123-24, 128-29, 143-

47,149, 156, 158-60, 164, 167,
169, 275; controlling, 109, 138-39,
158; meanings of, 83-84, 110, 137-
38, 143, 149-50, 153, 164; other
world and, 103-4, 108, 138, 143,
147, 158; power derived from, 17-
18,129,138,158-67,233,235;
shamanic calling and, 119-21, I 37-
40; souls and, 105, 145-46, 159;
witches in, 166-67, 246

Dream ego(s), 75-76, 81, 84, 87
Drinking Stick Snake, 57
Drum(s), 160, 295-96
Dzaaro snuff, 184, 198, 202, 210
Dzamadaperri Kuwinyai, 193
IJawakana, 193
Dzawinai, Jaguar People, 184, 187
Dztiwinaitairi (jaguar People or

shamans), 179, 182, 184, 187,209,
262,275

DzUli, first chanter owner, 181, 184,
194

Dzumahe tokorime (jaguar spirit), 29, 34
Dzupinahe (shaman), 26, 29, 39

Eagle(s), 137, 142,239
Earth, the, 82-83, 153-54, 163
Earthquakes, 58, 95-96
Ecstatic experience, 3, 5, 7, 16, 90,

94, 152-53, 158, 164
EeI(s),77, 136,239
Eeri, first shaman, 184, 210
Embera, the, 41
Empayenar (magic packets), 166, 172
End of the world, the, 58, 96, 176
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Energy, sources of, 20, 52, 142. See
also Power

Epeluka'i (magic substance), 30-33, 36,
37,39-40

Epieyuu, Sepaana, a shaman, II 5
Evil beings, 29, 66-68, 75, 84, 106-7,

146, 157, 170,237-38
Eye soul, 81

Familiars, 134-35, l41, 142, 144
Fasting, 182, 214, 264, 270, 273-74,

278, 282, 284, 290. See also
Treatment

Female deities, 83, 181, 271, 272,278,
282

Fire, 142, 168, 179, 181, 210, 238,
262-73; dreams and, 56,66, 138-
39; purification by, 183, 263, 274,
283

Fish,26, 106, 131-33, 135-37, 161,
191-92,223,233,240,246

Fishing, 128, 152, 211, 233, 267. See
also Subsistence activities

Hower(s), 95, In, 199, 295-96
Rutes, 181, 271-72, 295-96. See also

Musical instruments
Food(s), 33-35, 55, 69, 103-4, 152,

161, 169, 185-86, 199, 210, 230,
233; intolerance of, 106, 107, 123-
24, 182, 228; restrictions on, 65,
83, 140, 165, 179, 182,229,298

Funes, TOllJas,governor, 276-78, 283
Furtado, Francisco Jose, president, 285

Gasagonaaa (owner of storm), 156
Ghost(s), 137, 144-45
Ghsolalia, 152, 167
God, 167-69, 261-63, 280-81, 294
GOmez, Don Emilio Andrade, a

veaelalisla. 233, 235, 236-40, 246-
47

Gom,;alvesde Azevedo, Romualdo, a
missionary, 286

Goods, material, 151, 152, 264
Gordon, Don Basilio,a shaman, 253

Gourd rattle, 164, 172
Great Boa, 68-69, 74, 77
Great fire, 181, 210, 272
Guainia River region, 178, 184, 210,

260, 262, 266, 267, 278
Guajiro, the, 14, 17-18, 103-25
Guarani, the, 144, 172
Guardian spirit(s), 87, 90, 92, 98-99,

242-43, 247
Guarequena, the, 187, 210, 262

Hallucinogen(s), 90, 99,117,123,212,
229, 232, 234-35; types of, 41, 86,
124, 251; uses of, 14, 17-18,41-
42, 59, 146, 158, 194, 200, 212,
234. See also ~ahuasca; Banisleriopsis;
Datura; Yaae

Halojk (power), 14, 161-62. See also
Power

Hawk(s), 142, 239
Healers, 63, 127, 184-86,300
Healing, 15-16,239-40,242,292,

302; elements of, 143, 252-53, 273,
298-300; music and, 188, 233, 236,
244; power for, 142, 162-63, 167,
239, 290. See also CUring;Treatment

Health, 44-45, 105, 167
Heaven, 42, 43-44, 58, 168, 264,

294-95
Heaven River, a sacred place, 43
Heaven Yage,294-95
Heemapana, a sacred place, 194
Hekwapiriko (living people), 183, 274
Helena, story told by, 84
Heron, 263, 272
HidZl1ma (peccary), 29, 34
Himnos (chants), 235. See also Chant(s);

learos
Hinimai (evil omens), 182, 275
Hipana, a sacred place, 178-79,272-

73
Hohodene phratry, 265-66
Hoh6deni, the, 209-10
Holy Spirit, 167, 172
Holy Week, 279-80

Honey, 136, 183, 192, 199,206,208-
9,274

Huambiza, the, 232
Huarmi iearos. 244-46
Huehua. 65, 251. See also iraros; Song(s)
Huichol, the, 234
Hunting, 34-35, 84, 99, 128, 144,

151-52,211,239,267; dreams and,
59,129, 137-39, 141, 143; spirits
with, 130, 135, 139, 143, 159,
160-61; taboos of, 86, 151. See also
Subsistence activities

Hysteria, 104, 118, 121-23

learo arkana, 242-43
/caros, 65, 231-53; examples of, 236-

40, 249-50; uses of, 232-33, 235,
236, 240-42, 244, 252. See also
Song(s)

de Igualada, Fray Bartolome, 293
Igwaka, a shaman, 130, 131, 134, 140
lidielakawa (bringing back soul), 194,

195
Illness, 105, 215-17, 220; diagnosing,

164, 185, 217; dreams and, 109,
129, 137; in myth, 182-83,215;
payment and, 118-19, 276; physical
agent of, 163, 195, 221, 252;
protection from, 99, 163;
shamanery and, 123-24, 140, 275,
280, 289; social conflict and, 83-86,
114, 273; supernatural causes of,
30, 43, 50-51, 63-65, 107, 130,
161-63,217,270,281; symptoms
of, 86, 118, 121, 187, 214; taboos
and, 30-31,83-86, 114, 151;
treatment of, 39, 46, 66, 138, 164-
65, 167, 172, 212-13, 244, 273;
types of, 117-18, 195, 198,215-17,
252

lmage-soul(s), 159, 164
Immortality, 95-96, 270
lfiapirrikuli, a deity, 179, 181, 192-93,

276. See also Yaperikuli
Inca, the, 73, 74

Incantations, 212-13
Inca People, 73
Incest, 83, 96
lne'lsaane <guardian spirit), 93, 95-%
Infant(s), 36, 44. See also Chilclbirth
Infertility, 38, 40, I 16 1

Inga, the, 288-89, 291-92
Inheritance, of power, 161-62, 167,

247
Initiation, 211, )39, 272, 284, 290,

295. See also Apprentice(s);
Novice(s); Training

Instruments, musical, 226. See also
Flutes; Trumpets

Intermediary object(s), 219, 220, 225,
236-38,240

lnlihuasca, Sun Yage, 295-%
lpaji (shamanic power), 14, 128-29.

Se" also Paje
Isana River, region of, 178, 193, 258-

59, 262-63, 265-67, 270
Isolation, 65, 232-33
ltariano, a culture hero, 136
Ivaga'nga, Sky People, 132-36, 140-

42
iyarudtili, 183, 194, 274. See also

Underworld

Jaguar(s), 29-30, 43, 115, 243, 288,
290; shamans and, 41, 53, 58, 66,
77,97, 212, 216, 239; ~pirit(s) of,
36-37, 131, 133-34

Jaguar Mother, 56-57, 297
Jaguar People, 182, 184
Jahyra'ga, a shaman, 135
Jaqa'a (other), 154-55, 163-64, 167
Jayaliyuu, Aura, an informant, 109,

120
Jayaliyuu, Isho, an informant, 118
Jayaliyuu, Maria, a shaman, 106, 108,

111-13,118
Jayaliyuu, Ouusilia, a shaman, 116
Jayaliyuu, Reeachon, a shaman, 106,

116,118-19
Jesu Christu, 275



Jibaro, the, 251
Jinnu, Moono, an informant, 115
Jivaro, the, 61, 242
Jivaroan, the, 177
Jovenil, an informant, 140
Julio, an inform••ht, 140

Kagwahiv, the, 13, 14, 17-18, 127-48
Kamiko, Venancio, a millenarian, 15,

.257-86. See also Venancio
K~a, the, 288-89, 291-92
Kanawana, a deity, 145
Kapetiapani (whip dance), 272, 273
Kdridzamai, 182, 210. See also Food(s)
Kavaveti, a sacred place, 132
Kimakdni hlimktaka hekwapi (creation

song), 181, 191, 206
Kepiga'rite, Poison-People, 84, 86
Kinship, 80, 178-79
Kipatsi, a deity, 83
Knowledge, 48-49, 52, 105, 155,

225-26; dreams and, 143, 156, 162;
gaining, 53, 59, 150, 155, 213-15,
247,298

Kofan, the, 292
Kogi, the, 41, 288
Koidza (beverage), 33-34, 35
Kubu (shaman), 211-13, 217-24
Kupehava'ga tribe, 148
Kuwai, 181-82, 188, 191, 210, 271-

72, 278, 282-84
Kuwaikanerri, 192-94, 200, 205, 206
Kuwainyai (bee spirits), 183, 193, 200,

274
Kwaranti, a shaman, 135
Kwatijakatu'i, a deity, 132, 136

Labor, forced, 151-52, 269, 273, 278,
281

Ladder to spirit world, 87, 88, 92-93,
97

Lapii, a supernatural being, 108-9
Lawanek (nonhuman entities), 163, 172
Leaf fans, ritual, 92-93, 95
LiaMna (spirit-name), 138

Liddnam (souls), 183-84, 194, 195,
200,274

LidzaTuna (soul), 273, 274. See also
Lfwaruna

Light, 90-91, 167, 239, 274, 295-96
Likdriwa (soul), 181, 183, 198, 199,

200, 273, 274
LiminS: attributes, 98, 100
Lfwaruna (souls), 181, 193-94, 200
Loreto, province of,B2, 235
Lupuna tree, 66-69, 81

MaaT!ye (heron), 272
Macus, the, 269
Madeirinha, the, 135
Maestros, 231, 242. See also Vegetalistas
Magic, 7-11, 122-23, 298
Maipure, the, 267
Makiritare, the, 18, 141, 144-45
Maleiwa, a culture hero, 112, 115
Maleness, 26, 28, 38, 211
Mdlikai, 181-82, 186-87, 190, 192,

194, 195-97, 199-200, 202-6, 260,
273. See aiso Song(s)

Mdlikai limlnali (chant owners), 179,
181, 184, 205, 276

MaUrri (shamans), 179, 184, 197-98,
200, 201, 276

Mdlirrfkairi (songs), 186-87, 190, 192,
195, 1%, 199-200,202-6, 274

Manao, the, 267
Manaus, city of, 266, 268, 269, 285
Manioc, 81, 130, 211, 218, 267
Manioc cereal, 265, 266, 268
Manioc drink(s), 33-34, 182, 196,

197, 199, 200, 273
Manu River, 80, %
Mapakwa Makakwi, a sacred place,

193,194
Marginality of shamans, 107, 175
Mashd, 65, 251. See also Song(s)
Mataco, the, 235
Matsigenka, the, 13-15, 17, 19-20,

79-100
Matsma'nari (witches), 14,83, 87

Macsi'panko (guardian spirit), 91-92
Mazatec, the, 234
Mbahira, a culture hero, 136-37,

141-42
Mbirova'umi, a deity, 134
Mbirova'umi'ga. See Pindova'umi'ga
Mboave'im, 132
Meat, 36, 55, 106. See also Food(s)
Mediators, shamans as, 9-10, 15, 59,

99,109-10,151, 155-56, 178-79,
190, 295, 299-300

Medicinal plants, 292-94, 298. See also
Plants

Medicine(s), 46-47, 51, 72, 86, 132,
208

Meeting(sl with nonhumans, 156, 162,
167

Men, 25, 245, 271,296; roles of, 51-
52,116, 151, 166,297-98; as
shamans, 25, 26, 115; wildness of,
28-29, 33-34, 116

Menstrual blood, 98, I51
Menstruation, 37-38,44,48, 187,

217,2% 298
Mestizo{s), terms for, 73, 263
Mestizo shamanism, 13, 15, 17, 210,

231-53
Metal Saint People, 58
Milky Way, 82
Millenarianism, 257-59
Missionaries, 60-61, 169, 293
Mitum moiety, 137, 142
Moha'gi, an informant, 138, 141
Mohang, a deity, 132-34
Moon, the, 56, 59, 83
Moreno, a shaman, 163
Mosquitoes, 136, 142
Motifs, 53, 54. See also Design(s)
Muirueni, the, 261
Muisca, the, 41, 288
Music, 175-210; power(s) of, 176-78,

180, 186, 188, 242-43, 274;
journeying by, 188-89, 205-6. See
also /caras; Malmai; Malirrfkairi;
Song(s)

Musical instruments, 181, 210, 226,
271. See also Flutes; Trumpets

Nambikwara, a spirit, 131
Nam; budi (underground worlds), 29,

36-37. See also Netherworld
Naming, 14, 175-76, 188-89,218,

220,223
Namiremi'ga, a spirit, 131
Nanderuvu<;u,a deity, 100
Narciso Jose, 263. Seealso Sao

Louren<;o
Nazaria Josefa, 263. See also Santa

Maria
Nett (aura), 64, 73
Netherworld, 154, 183, 194,209,274.

Seealso Underworld
New Tribes Mission, 257, 260
Night, 33, 137, 154-55, 164
Nightmare(s), 137, 187
Noanama, the, 41
Nonhuman entities. See Lawanek; llio'we!
Nonhuman reality, 150, 164
Novice(s), 53, 55-56,61,112-13,145,

215, 290, 300, 302. Seealso
Apprentice(s); Shamanery; Training

No'wet (nonhuman being), 155, 159-
62, 165, 167, 169, 171-72

Object(s) and illness, 161-62, 165,
198-200, 217-18, 230

Oji (plant), icaro of, 237, 247, 250
Omagua language, 247
Ornen(s),84, 182, 185, 187
Oneiroid experience(s), 149-50, 158.

See also Dream(s)
Order, social, 83, 185-86, 275, 278
Orinoco River region, 184, 267, 277
Oso'sha, a demon, 146
~trich, 160-61, 165
Other earth, the, 154. See also

Underworld
Other world, 104-5. See also Spirit

world



Outsee"" (shamanic calling), 110, 120-
21. See also Calling

Pa'chakama, a deity, 83
Padre Santo, a millenarian 263 265

285 ' , ,

Paez, the, 41,288
Pajak (nonhuman entity), 172. See also

Na· ••.et

Paji (singers), 130, 136,138-39,142
Panoan, the, 39
Paradise, 183, 193,209,281-82,273-

74
Pa'reni, a deity, 83
Parica (hallucinogen), 212, 229
Parintintin, the, 128. See also

Kagwahiv,the
Patasco\"summit 293
Paulino: an infor:nant, 131-32, 134-

35, 148
Payment, 118, 165, 184-85, 194, 198,

271, 275. See also Illness,payment
Peccary(ies), 29-30, 34, 36,81, 131,

135, 144, 148
Pe'l'ek (owner of the night), 157, 170
Pentecostalism, 1SO,152-53, 167-70
Performance, sharnanic, 176, 225-26
Perfumes, 237-38
Peyotl (hallucinogen), 234
Phlegm, 65, 240, 247. See also

Substance(s), magic
Phratries, 178, 259-60, 267
Pindova'Urni'ga, 132-33, 135-37, 140-

42, 145
Pintas (colors), 291, 297, 301-2
Pinto, Manuel Gon~ves, a trader,

261-62, 265-66
P;'oBonaq. I 56
Ptraharnarana'ga, a deity, 132, 136
Plants, 181, 271, 294-95, 297-99;

curing with, 86, 165,217-19,222-
23, 240, 252; individual types, 72,
86, 95-96, 138-39, 159-60, 165,
232-35, 237, 240, 245-46, 298-99;
spirits of, 232, 236, 237

Pleiades, the, 168-69, 184
Pleiades People, 56
Poetry, 18-19, 180. See also learos;

Song(s)
Poison-People.,84, 86
Portuguese, the, 267-68
Possession, 3, 127
Power, 14, 16, 59, 134, 155-56, 161-

62, 164, 167, 169; acquiring, 59,
73, 105, 141-42, 150, 161-67, 248;
dreams and, 143-44, 146-47, 156;
knowledge as, 52, 214; sources of,
12-13,42,75,77,140-43 232
262, 299; symbols of, 72-7'3, 11'1,
164, 172, ~9O,302; use of, 9, 14-
15, 141, 223-24, 275. See also Dau;

Dori

Prayer(s), 166-69, 212-13, 279-81
Prediction(s), 117, 137-39, 159
Protestants, 257-58, 260
Psychological instability,5-7, 103-4,

121-24, 175
PsychOlria (plant), 86, 232. See also

Ayahuasca
Psychotropic plants, 2, 231-32. See

also Hallucinogen(s)
Puberty, 182, 216, 275-76
Piilasii (entities), 105, 107, 111, 120.

See also Supernatural world
Pulowi, a deity, 106
Pure spirits, 81-82, 87, 90, 99
Purging, 213, 218
Piishaina, Aana, a shaman, 109, 118
Piishaina, Setuuma, a shaman, 108,

113,116-17
Piishaina, Too'toria, a shaman, 107,

116-17

Quenyan (magic substance), 65, 251
Quillacinga, the, 291-92

Rain, 140-41, 154, 156,237-38
Rain People, 43
Rattle, sacred, 195, 1%, 198
Ra'uv (spirit), 135, 148

Ray, 136, 240
Rebirth, 180, 278-79
Restoration of souls, 178, 183
Rio Negro region, 175, 177,257,

261-63, 265-69
kite(s) of passage, 182, 229, 275-76,

283-84,297
Ritual(s), 11-12, 32, 46, 271, 276,f

283; music and, 188-91, 206, 271;
performance of, 18-20, 33,60-61,
98; social function of, 14, 21, 59,
177, 179, 190,284,296; specialists
for, 14, 178, 182, 185,211,213-
15, 228-29, 260, 274-75

River People, 58
Role(s) of shamans, 6, 15, 27, 32
Ronin, 77. See also Great Boa
RupiBwara. 134-35, 141, 142, 144. See

also Familiars; Spirit(s)

Sacha ajas (plant), 245-46
Saint(s), 262, 263
Saint Carlos Tamoabioy, 293
St. Jehn's Day, 263-64, 283
Sakaka shaman, 14, 212
Salesian missionaries, 212, 228, 260
Salgado, Rei Manuel de Santa Ana, a

vicar, 264
Salvation, 273, 279-83
San Pedro. 234-35. See also Ayahuasca
Santa Maria, a millenarian, 263, 265,

285
Santo Doime, 232, 235. See also

Ayahuasca
sao Lourem;o, a millenarian, 263, 265,

285
5eance(s), 6-7, 87, 90-98
Second heaven, 42, 43-44, 58
Seers, 53-54, 59
Seizers, 166. See also Witch(esj
Self-healing, 162, 275
Semen, 28, 36, 39-40
SeripiBari. 14, 79, 86, 87. See also

Shaman(s)

Sexual abstinence, 55, 58,65,98, 116,
232, 233, 290

Sexual intercourse, 28, 138, 279-81
Sexuality,6, 103-4, 112-16, 123
Shadow-soul, 159
Shaman(s), terms for, 14, 26, 144-45,

163-64, 21t-14, 217-24, 247, 296,
303. See also MaUrri; Seripi 'nari

Shamanery, 4, 6, 120, 177. See also
Calling; Training

Shaman-jaguar complex, 41
Shanpavire'niari, 92
Shapshico, an entity, 238
Sharanaua, the, 39-40,61, 253
Shash<imi'ga,a deity, 132, 140
Shinan (vital power), 14, 64, 66, 69,

73,75
Shipibo-Conibo, the, 13, 17,63-77,

242,251-52
Sibundoy, the, 15, 17,287-303
Sickness. See Illness
Sigit;gajk, an entity, 160
Singers, 53, 130
Singing, 140, 164-65, 167, 188. See

also Song(s)
Simla, the, 13-15, 17-18,20,42,251,

291-92,2%
Sky, the, 82, 136, 138, 154, 163
Sky People, 132-36, 139, 140-42
Slaves, 80, 267, 269, 286
Snake(s), 55-57, 61, 1t3, 134, 166,

169, 235, 244
Social order, 5,9-10, 15, 37-39, 83-

84, 99, 179, 181-82, 296-97, 299-
300

Solar Men, 295-96
Song(s), 36, 73, 106, 130, 152-53,

158, 244-46, 251, 295; acquiring
knowledge of, 16, 33, 160; curing
and, 32-34, 51,65-68, 71-73, 132,
176, 202-5; elements of, 18-20,
53-54, 91, 176; in seances, 87, 89,
98; light and, 90-91, 296; power
in, 13, 177,233,273-74.

Songhay, the, 226



Sorcerer(s), 65, 182, 216-17. See also
Witch(es)

Sorcery, 44, 144, 190, 300. See also
Witchcraft

Soul(s), 7, 63, 108, 117, 127, 172,
185, 282; disembodied,S, 36-37,
90,94, 127, 136, 164, 185, 276,
281-83; relation to body, 105, 119,
198, 205, 273, 281; spirits and,
199, 143, 172; types of, 36, 81,
(90, 192

Sound, power and, 19, 176, 179-80
225-26 '

Spanish, the, 60-61, 151, 168, 247,
267-68, 293, 302

Spirit(s), 90, 94, 110, 131 134 144
272; animal, 131, 216, ;129,232, '
237, 251; contacting, 59, lOS, 131,
143, 167, 194, 240-41, 249;
guardian, 86, 91-93, 95-96, 240-
:1; hostile, 145, 216, 237, 242;
Incarnation of, 139-40, 247;
naming, 53-54, 190-92; shamans
and. 14, 112, 117, 121. 131-37
141, 232; types of, 16,'29-30, 81-
82,91,94,97, 135, 138, 148, 163.
See also Anang; Auxiliary spirit(s);
TokOrime

Spirit-names, 190-92
Spirit world, 16, 18,42-44,56, 138.

See also Other world; Supernatural
world

Stone(s), 86-87, 165, 198, 236-38,
241, 290

Subsistence activities 128 IS2 185
211, 267. See also Fis~; H~nt~

Substance(s), magic, 27-28, 35-38, 65
232, 242-43, 246, 251 '

Sucking, healing by,)..6, 164-65, 198,
252. See also Treatment

Sun, the, 43, 56, 83, 90, 98
Sun People, 58
Sun Yage, 295-96
Supernatural world, 129, 295, 302. See

also Other world; Spirit world

Swallow-tailed kite, 91-92, 100
Sweet Poisons, 86
Sympathetic magic, 166
Systems of shamanism, 128, 135 141

143-47 ' ,

Taanki' a culture hero, 154
Taboo(s), transgression of, 16 43-44

84-85, 114, 140, 164-65, '185 '
216-17 '

Taiwano, the, 229
Tamang, the, 147
Tapirape, the, 18, 144
Tauri numa, 194, 195. See also

Netherworld
Thunder, personified, 43, 58, 133

144-45 '
Thunder Shaman, 290
Thunder World ancestor, 212
Tineuna (emanation), 243, 252
Tiquie River, 212, 228
Toba, the, 14-15, 17-18, 149-73
Tobacco, 29, 103-4, 110, 194, 199,

247, 252; effects of, 17, 99, 107,
124; spirits and, 97, 103-4, 194;
use of, 17, 65, 69, 86-87, 109,
111-17, 136, 144-45, 229-31 235
245 ' ,

Tobacco smoke, 56,75,84, 182 192
195-%,213,215 "

Tokaia (curing ceremony), 130-37,
141-42

Tokorime (spirits or ritual), 27, 29-30
32-34,36 '

'Tomiri-'tomiri tree, 95-96
Tonal structure of curing sor.gs, 203-8
Tapa (tree), 240
Training, shamanie, 4, 65,213-15,

289~90. See also Apprentice(s);
Novlce(s)

Trance(s),5-7, 17-18,99,129,142-
44, 146, 279-80; curing with, I31,
140-41; inducing, 87, 202, 252;
processes in, 81, 146; spirits and,
134, 138, 143. See also Dream(s);

.-.~~
~

Hallucinogen(s); seance(s); Visions
Transformation(s), 27, 35, 82, 130,

158, 179-80, 280-82, 283-84
Treatment, methods of, 51,67,71-72,

164-65, 217-18, 230. See also
Curing; Healing; Illness, treatment
of

Tree people, 216, 217
Trickster, 56,136,145,179,270-71
Trickster Fox, 159-60
Trumpets, 181, 271-72. See also

Musical instruments
Tudairi (snuff), 194
Tukano, the, 214, 266
Tukanoans, the, 14, 17, 19-20,60-61,

178, 21I, 259, 267
Tunebo, the, 100
Tungus, the, 129
Tupa, a deity, 100, 133
Tupi, the, 142
Turtle(s), 106, 131, 142

Ucayali, province of, 232, 235, 253
Uliana, Makantre, an informant, 115
Underworld, 82,154,170,183,194,

274. See also Netherworld
Unfree persons, 80, 83. See also Slaves
Uru-eu-wau-wau, the, 135

Vasquez, Don Williams, a reeeealisea,
240

Vaupes River region, 178, 193, 209,
211, 259, 262, 265-66, 269

Veeeealistos. 231-32, 235-36, 240-41
Venancio, a millenarian, 261-83. See

also Kamiko, Venancio
Venancio Christu, legends of, 272-73,

276-84
Venancio Jose Furtado, 263. See also

Padre Santo
Vigilants, 172. See also Auxiliary

spirit(s)
Visions, 167, 235, 242; controlling, 16,

47-48, 49, 54-56, 241-42, 299-
300; hallucinogens and, 52-59,

232-33, 252, 290; use of, 47-48,
58-59, 166, 301. See also Ayahuasca;
Dream(s); Trance(s); Yaae

Vomit, 30, III, 195, 198
Vultures, 135, 136

Wakuenai, the, 14·JI5, 20, 178, 259-
60, 266-67

Wanadi, a culture hero, 146
Wanana, the, 267
Waniiliiii (power or spirit), 14, 106-7,

1'11,121,124
Waramapwa (spirit of sickness), 195,

198-99
Warao, the, 252
Ware, a trickster, 145
Wariperidakena, the, 184, 187
Water, 154-55, 161, 238
Water spirit(s), 84,216,217
Water tube, great, 58
Weapons, 66, 73, 107, 216, 220-21
Western culture, 177, 208, 296
Witch(es), 14-15, 32, 39, 80, 83,

166-67, 236, 238, 241, 246
Witchcraft, 34, 50, 76, 209, 235-36,

297, 301; illness and, 31-32, 64,
144, 153, 164, 182, 185, 190,206;
warding off, 169, 198, 237, 242,
298

Wives, 28, 34, 98-99
Womb, symbolism of, 112-13, 278,

279
Women, 29, 233, 244-45, 271, 280-

82, 296, 298; attracting, 236-38,
241; roles of, 14, 19, 32-33, 34-35,
52-53, 87, 89, 98, 151, 166, 297

Worms, 165, 221-22

Yochay (magic substance), 232, 251
)ocuruna (water spirits), 237, 239
YaSe. 41,48, 51, 56-58, 232, 289-%.

302; dou and, 48, 52; plants in, 46.
86,90-91,93, 229, 232, 290-91,
298; power and, 52, 297-98; use
of, 42, 46-47, 51, 55-56, 289, 300,



302; visions and, 294, 30I. See also
~ahuasca; Hallucinogen(s)

)oSe Mother. See Jaguar Mother
YaSe People, 58
Yase Spirit, 290, 300
Yagua, the, 242, 247
Yaiguaje, Estanislao, an artist, 54, 55
Yanomama, the, 235 f'

Yaperikuli, a deity, 262, 271-72, 274,
275, 283. See a/so liiapirrikuli

Yashingo, an entity, 238
Ye (jaguar shaman), 14, 212
Yeba Biro, a deity, 213
Ye'cuana, the, 145
Yeral, the, 210
Yoco (stimulant), 51,61
Yonna dance, 114, 115
Yoshinbo (dangerous spirits), 66-68, 75
Yuvraija (lesser gods), 100


