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one common source, composed of male energy ( tulári) and female 
energy ( bogá). These complement each other and replenish each 
other continually, but their total capacity has a fixed limit. It is not 
an inexhaustible source but a restricted capital; there is only a cer­
tain amount of available energy and, therefore, it is necessary to 
maintain an equilibrium. The human waste of energy immediately 
diminishes the procreative energy of the animals and, as this is 
known to be very restricted, the obligation of society is to curb any 
activity that might cause loss or dissipation of human energy. Rec­
ognizing man's tendency to consume without restraint as well as 
his tendency to exploit the environment, Desana culture has formu­
lated a series of very strict norms in order to assure the maintenance 
of a biotic equilibrium. In this mechanism the two administrators 
of the energetic capital meet: the payé and Vaí-mahse. Both are 
phallic beings, procreators, each one attempting to influence the 
sexu'al sphere of the other; between them the dialogue is established; 
they bargain, and each one attempts to gain advantages for their 
charges. It is not a competition for food, for meat, or for the mere 
physiological satisfaction of the moment; it is a struggle for the partic­
ipation in energy, in life itself, and the pawns that are put up are the 
souls of men. Thus the relationship between the payé and V aí­
mahse is not a simple, routine ritual but represents a contest in 
which the entire society participates because survival, in the bio­
logical and metaphysical sense, is at stake. 

Within the wider framework established by the law of reciprocity, 
the sexual repression of the hunter figures in first place. The reten­
tion and accumulation of human sexual energy is not only conceived 
as a conscious control of the birthrate but has as its equally impor­
tant goal the conservation of a broad margin of sexual potential in 
which the game animals can participate. This participati~n operates 
on two levels: on one hand it is indirect and metaphysical, the ani­
mals receiving a generalized energetic inftuence; on the other hand 
it is direct in the sense that, in an imaginary sphere-but not for that 
less real for the person-an erotic relationship exists between men 
and animals. This relationship or contact is effected in dreams, 
nightmares, and hallucinations, or simply in daydreams. In these 
cases the animal is a sexual object, a voluntary succubus, fertilized 
by man, that multiplies its own animal species. But this contact 
can also be produced in the inverse; the animal can appear in the 
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visions or dreams as an incubus, and in this case the investment of 
energy is not only lost but can even be lethal to the involuntary 
victim. 

The relationship between man the hunter and his prey has then 
a marked erotic component.ª The hunt is practically a courtship and 
a sexual act, an event that must be prepared far with great care in 
accordance with the strictest norms. The verb to hunt is vai-meri:i 
gametarári, translated as "to make lave to the animals." The expres­
sion is derived from vaí-mera/animals, "beasts," gamé/mutua1, 
tarári/to pet, to caress, in a wider sense, to cohabit. The manifest 
idea is that of sexually exciting the game so that it will draw near 
and allow itself to be killed, an act that in itself is an attitude of 
sexual domination. "The game animals are li](e coquettes," the in­
formant says. Even the dangerous animals like snakes or jaguars 
are "caressed" in this manner, the person trying to appear to them 
sexually attractive and, thereby, friendly and harmless. 

In arder to achieve this sexual attractiveness, the hunter has the 
following means at his disposition: sexual abstinence and conse­
quently a latent state of excitation; physical cleanliness produced by 
bathing, emetics, and dieting; ritual purity of his weapons; the use 
of aromatic herbs whose perfume is exciting; facial paint; the use of 
tobacco; special amulets and, finally, magical invocations. By fol­
lowing these rules, man may hunt; he is always conscious of the 
erotic aspect and of the essentially sexual relationship that unites 
him to his prey. The man prepares himself far the courtship and 
"under this disguise he goes hunting." 

The magical preparation of the hunter begins in childhood. Be­
fare a hoy has reached puberty, he has already taken small doses of 
infusions of certain plants that become stronger and stronger, so 
that their aroma and magic power will saturate his body. From his 
male kinsmen he has learned the details of the behavior of the game 
animals, their habits, their weaknesses and strengths. He has learned 
that which is the animal and that which it can be as a gift from the 
Sun Father or as an instrument of the Master of Animals who pun­
ishes those who do not observe the rules. The child already knows 
that he should never mock a dead animal and, above all, he knows 

6. Zerries (1954, pp. 186 ff) has already observed this relationship. 
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that not ali of the animals can be hunted but only sorne of them and 
under very strict conditions. 

The principal condition for hunting is sexual abstinence. For at 
least one day before undertaking a hunting trip the man should 
avoid ali sexual contact, and he should not have had dreams with 
an erotic content. On the contrary " ... the animals are jealous; 
it would be like a theft for them. Only those who have had no sex­
ual contacts can count on the sympathy of the animals," the in­
formant says. Besides, it is ncessary that none of the women or girls 
who live in the maloca be menstruating. It is important to note that 
these three conditions in themselves represem a very strong system 
of control that notably limits the activities of the hunter. 

The next phase of the preparation obliges the hunter to purify 
himself physically. Hours before dawn he must absorb an infusion 
of chili through the nose and take emetics and thereby cleanses him­
self of ali "residues" in the form of phlegm or stomach content. He 
then takes a bath in the river. Moreover, befare going off to hunt, 
he must not consume any food prepared with fresh chili peppers but 
only that which is cooked, and in general the hunter must consume 
only cooked food. He should not eat fish or meat that is roasted over 
the coals: the odor of burning or of smoke other than tobacco has 
an impure character that would repel the game. 

The use of aromatic herbs is considered to be of great importance 
for the success of the hunt. The plants used and the manner of using 
them correspond in detail to the practices of love magic a man uses 
in his courtship of a woman. Under the generic term of 
tá-diihka/little herb, a multitude of small plants are known; these 
grow in the forest or can be planted near the maloca. The criterion 
used in the selection of these plants is based upon the similarity be­
tween the color of the leaves. and that of the animal one wants to 
hunt. There is tá-diihlw of deer, tá-diihka of tapir, and many others 
because their color is similar to that of the specific prey. The roots, 
or leaves, of these plants are chewed, and the entire body is rubbed 
with the mass as well as the weapons the hunter uses. On the one 
hand, the hunter looks for herbs that drive away certain dangers, 
whether they be snakes, the boráro, or other spirits; on the other 
hand, he uses herbs that attract the game. Finally, a small part of 
the chewed mass is mixed with red paint, which is kept in a deer's 
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skull, and the hunter paints bis face, drawing certain motifs on bis 
cheekbones, forehead, and chin. These designs correspond in their 
form to the game animals he wishes to pursue or, rather, "to make 
love to." In order to hunt deer, for example, the outline of deer 
bones are painted vertically on the cheeks; to kill certain rodents, 
motifs in the form of eyes or triangles are painted, each drawing 
corresponding to a certain species. The eye motif can also be inter­
preted as "drops of semen," a motif believed to have strong in­
fluence on the fertility of the animals.1 

In a small bag hanging from bis belt the hunter carries a provi­
sion of tá-dehka and of red paint to replace or to change bis orna­
ments as the case may be. Facial painting is also interpreted as a 
"mask"; while making the hunter appear as a harmless friend, a 
"member of the family," it hides bis true intentions; the animals ap­
proach without fear, also attracted by the exciting smell of the herbs. 
The perfume not only produces a state of excitation between man 
and animal but also between anirnals of the same species, thus con­
tributing to their increase. OriginaUy, the game animals were the 
only possessors of these magic herbs, and only later did the hunters 
also come to know of their qualities. The animals recognize the at­
traction of these srnells and do not ftee but come closer to the 
hunter. 

The use of tobacco in hunting rituals has other, very different 
aims. Before leaving for the forest, the hunter smokes to make a 
"fence" of smoke around the territory that he will transverse so that 
unwanted animals will not wander into it. He also blows smoke over 
his weapons to give them the power of wounding the prey. 

Besides these preparations, the hunter uses a series of amulets 
and magical practices in order to assure success in hunting. The dry 
and pulverized brains of a certain snake ( vége) are carried in a 
small container to give the hunter the sight, agility, and aim of this 
reptile. In the same manner an eye of a guinea pig is carried to give 
the hunter the ability to approach silently and without being seen, 
as this animal does. A small bone of the cervical vertebrae of the 
rodent is also kept as a hunting amulet. A leg bone of a certain 
variety of jaguar called ye' e yama (jaguar-deer) is used to make a 
flute whose sound attracts the <leer, but this instrument can be 

7. Zerries, 1965. 
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dangerous because it also might attract the jaguars. The eye of a 
jaguar itself can be used far success in hunting, but it also carries a 
certain risk because its possessor can easily become too aggressive. º 

Invocations are an important part of the preparations far a hunt. 
Generally, the payé is in charge of these, and he takes vihó to put 
himself in contact with Vihó-mahse who serves as an intermediary 
with Vaí-mahse and with other supernatural beings. There are many 
farms of invocations. Above all, the payé attempts to find out ex­
actly where the game animals are to be faund. To insure that they 
will gather, or stay, at a certain place, the payé, in a trance and 
smoking his cigar, attempts to prepare the pL.ice by making it at­
tractive far the animals. He puts fresh grass and clean water there; 
in the drinking places of the animals he "sweetens" the water with 
the flavor of pineapple, the "flavor of maternal milk or with the 
milk of the Daughter of the Sun." When the Sun is invoked or 
Emekóri-mahse, the payé says: "By your power we are going to put 
fresh grass and pineapple-flavored water in the place where the 
animals are." When the hunting is done with traps, a technique used 
to capture certain birds or rodents, the corresponding invocations 
speak of the trap as a "garden" where there are small, red, delicious 
fruit or other especially attractive faods. Of course, the person who 
makes and sets the traps must be ritually pure and must not have 
eaten fresh chili peppers. In the trails of access to the hunting ter­
ritories or to the place where the traps are, the payé now places a 
series of magical obstacles, tree trunks, branches, or ditches, so 
that the boráro, the poisonous snakes, or other dangerous beasts 
will not come near. The payé prepares open and attractive "trails" 
so that ali dangerous animals or spirits will leave the place where 
the hunters are. Putting himself in contact with Vaí-mahse, the payé 
finds out where the boráro is and whether he is near the place where 
the men want to hunt. lf he should be there, he attempts to put him 
to sleep; he leads him to his "house of the hills" and makes him sit 
on a bench, curled up in a comer, where he sleeps and forgets about 
the hunters. In his invocations the payé also refers directly to the 
hunters, making them appear to be friendly and harmless not only 
to the animals but also to Vaí-mahse. The payé speaks of their sex­
ual attractiveness, their ritual purity, their perfume, and he describes 

8. Koch-Grünberg ( 1909, l : 153) mentions that among the Cubeo the 
eye of a small falcon is u~ed. 
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the hunters as feminine elements, sexual objects for Vai-mahse who 
thus "falls in love with them and tries to caress them." However, 
there is no consummation of the sexual act between the Master of 
Animals and the hunters; the aim is only that of "pleasing" Vaí­
mahse and of favorably disposing him to the hunters. It is interest­
ing to note that in the course of the invocations the payé never 
speaks of killing or of food. Addressing the game or Vaí-mahse, 
the payé speaks of "making love," "caressing," and other erotic acts, 
but he never openly asks the animals to allow themselves to be 
killed to serve as food for men. 

Hunting dogs must also be prepared properly. The day before the 
hunt they are given morsels of meat and cassava over which their 
owner has blown tobacco smoke, and the payé invokes the Sun so 
that they will pick up the scent of the game. The hunters themselves 
attempt to sharpen their own olfactory sense and absorb through 
their noses sorne dry, pulverized herbs that are kept in a small con­
cave bone extracted from the muzzle of a tapir. 

Finally, before entering the forest, the participants, generally a 
group of three or four men, must again observe a number of rules 
without which the hunt would be unsuccessful. It is believed that the 
hours when certain animals begin to roam in the forest correspond 
to the appearance of certain constellations of stars with which the 
species are identified.9 The animals "weep" when their constellation 
has not yet risen over the horizon, or they "sing" when it appears, 
and the hunters listen anxiously to all the noises of the forest that, 
like a great dock of nature, mark the entrance or exit of the actors 
of the drama. If sorne member of the group has not strictly followed 
the prescriptions, especially those referring to sexual abstinence, 
the hunters will find only anacondas, which cast themselves upon 
the men, and laughter is heard from the bilis from whence the ani­
mals make fun of thcm. When they see these men, "the animals 
closc their eyes" because they are ridiculous and repulsive. The 
hunter must also listen carefully to the voices of the birds because 
they predict the success or failure of the hunt. When the hunter 
approaches his quarry, the sibiá (quail) jumps and dances, an­
nouncing good luck, but if this bird runs on the ground, which is 
its custom, the luck will be bad, and it is advisable to return to the 

9. We unfortunately lack more data about this interesting aspect. 
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maloca. The water hales, or the places where the tapir, peccary, or 
rodents wallow in the mud, are places which have been especially 
prepared by Vaí-mahse and should be respected as such. Adult 
women or prepubescent girls should never pass there. 

When a hunting excursion is prolonged far severa! days, the nights 
in the farest bring new dangers far the hunter. The game animals 
appear in the dreams and nightmares of the men and, in the shape 
of attractive girls, try to seduce them. The infarmant says: "The 
animals seek sexual contact with the hunters in arder to increase 
their brood. The females of the animals seduce the men." When 
they return to their maloca, these men become ill and die; their 
souls are transfoimed into animals that return to the houses of the 
hills. It is told of a recent case, of a youth who went to hunt without 
having observed sexual abstinence: after an unsuccessful trip, the 
youth went to sleep in the forest and had an erotic dream in which 
a female ainmal appeared to him. When he returned to his maloca, 
purple spots appeared ali over his body, and shortly after he died. 
The most dangerous places where the animals attempt to seduce the 
hunters are the water hales; frequently, after hours of silent waiting, 
the tired hunter falls asleep and thus becomes a victim of the ani­
mals. 

When the hunter catches up with his prey and kills it, again cer­
tain rules must be observed. When a deer is killed the tangue is cut 
out immediately, and it is buried at the spot where the animal fell. 
Then tobacco is smoked and, blowing the smoke over the spot, the 
hunter asks pardon from Vaí-mahse. The tangue is thought to be 
the most essential part of this animal because "the deer speak." 
When the tangue is buried in the farest, the danger of revenge from 
Vaí-mahse is avoided, at least. near the maloca, but the spot of the 
burial must be avoided from then on. There is a story of a hunter 
who did not carry out this ritual and was dragging his prey along the 
trail when suddenly an immense deer appeared and barred his path; 
the man tried to flee, but the "spirit" of the deer pursued him. 

A hunter does not excuse himself to the game far having killed 
it, but quite often he speaks to the dead animal, especially when it 
is a female. In any case, he observes in detail the genitals of his 
prey and makes comments on their size or form. When asked if 
the hunter felt sexually excited, the informant answered dryly: "To 
kili is to cohabit." 
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When a jaguar is killed, the payé invokes Vaí-mahse in order to 
avoid the revenge of a payé from another tribe or phratry who 
might have been incorporated in the beast. In the corresponding 
invocation, the "penetrating glance" of Vihó-mahse is compared to 
that of the payé who looks fixedly at the dead animal and "makes 
the skin of the jaguar sink into the ground." As it is feared that a 
dead jaguar can revive, it is burned. If the burned carcass "bursts," 
producing a loud noise, this means that the jaguar will rise again, 
in another place. 

Children should not see a dead animal, especially not a tapir, 
a peccary, ora monkey. This prohibition mainly attempts to prevent 
children from making fun of animals, especially their sexual organs, 
that would cause the fury of the boráro.1º The boráro takes a special 
interest in these three animals because they use the same trails that 
he has prepared for himself. As young children do not yet have ef­
fective magical protection, the boráro could cause sudden death, 
thus "recovering the prey." After hunters have killed a tapir, a pec­
cary, or a deer, the old women of the maloca bum grains of a fra­
grant resin in a broken pottery vessel and blow smoke around the 
maloca and over the trails near it. 

The first quarry of a youth requires the observation of special 
rites. When the boy returns from the forest with his first prey, the 
payé invokes Vaí-mahse, giving thanks and asking him not to take 
revenge for the death of his animal. lnvoking Emekóri-mahse, the 
payé surrounds the young hunter in imagination with a magic fence 
to make him invisible and invulnerable. At the same time, he in­
vokes the "shadow of the maloca" and the magic fence that sur­
rounds the dwelling. Around the soul of the youth another fence is 
placed so that, from this moment on, he can begin to hunt freely. 
The first catch of the young hunter is painted red, and the boy him­
self is covered from head to foot with the same color, thereby 
identifying himself with the Master of Animals and identify~ng his 
gift. Smoke is blown over the container holding the red paint, and 
Vaí-mahse is invoked as a protector. Only then can the meat be 
eaten and, if it is prepared as a soup, plenty of anatta is added to 
dye it red. 

When a hunter uses a new bow, the first game he kills with it 

10. Or of Vaí-mahse? The informant expresses doubts in this respect. 
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must be prepared without fresh chili, and no pregnant woman must 
participate in the meal; otherwise the hunter will lose his aim. Only 
after having used the bow for sorne time can the meat be prepared 
and consumed in other ways. The same restrictions apply in the case 
of the first game that a dog catches. 

The distribution of the prey is as follows: whosoever kills an ani­
mal is considered to be its owner, but after the meat is cooked at 
least half of it is distributed among the other families of the maloca. 
The liver, which is not highly appreciated, is given to the old 
women. Pregnant women must not take much brnth so that it will not 
rain on the day of their delivery. Should it rain, this would cause 
great pain to those who suffer from rheumatism, and all other dis­
eases will be aggravated. The bones of game animals or the scales 
of fish can be thrown anywhere outside of the maloca, and neither 
the skulls nor other parts are kept as trophies. Blood, however, is an 
element that must be dealt with with care. As a general rule, the 
animal is bled outside of the maloca, although then a risk is taken 
that the odor will attract snakes as well as lightning. The informant 
says: "It is blood that unites men and animals, in a sense of fertility 
and kinship. Semen is quite another thing; that would be a matter 
of lineage. But blood is a tie that establishes communication and 
unity. Between men and animals there is a very close kinship, and 
the expression of this kinship is blood." 

This kinship is a reality if we take into account that the game 
animals owe their existence and their vital energy in Jarge part to 
the incarnation of the souls of those men who, by their conduct, 
have been condemned to the hills of Vaí-mahse after death. Speak­
ing of this, the informant says: "To kill animals is to kill people. It 
is a punishment that the Sun Father imposed because they went 
away to the bilis and did not obey the rules. However, when killing 
an animal, one does not think about this"; after a Iittle while he 
added: "But there is a sense of family ties." 

And in order to conclude this part, we quote the words of our 
informant in summing up the relationships that exist between man 
and animal: "The animals have no ~orals; they have only their way 
of procreatmg. They have no spec1al rules; they simply multiply, 
live, and die, but they are always subject to Vaí-mahse. He tells 
them what they sho~ld. eat, where they should walk, and how they 
should procreate. It 1s hke a second world. Vaí-mahse is the reward 
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for man's actions; his zeal serves to formalize the rules that the Sun 
Father has established, and he makes uses of the animals to enforce 
these rules." 

FISHING 

We said at the beginning that the Desana consider fishing an ac­
tivity of minor importance and of little or no prestige for a man. 
This attitude is maintained even in view of the fact that the riverine 
resources are a most important part of the food supply and that 
most men have to admit that they devote considerable time and ef­
fort to fishing. 

Only the men dedicate themselves to this task, while the women 
are in charge of most horticultura! Iabors, activities that, in the 
scale of values, occupy an even lower position than fishing. Just as 
hunting is a true masculine activity in every sense of the word, fish­
ing has a feminine connotation, not symbolically but as a physical 
task. Besides, the rivers and the water are female elements; so are 
the fish and the reptiles, and in this manner the fisherman acts now 
in another sphere that is not considered masculine. 

The ritual preparations for fishing are essentially the same as 
those required for hunting. The man must be ritually purified; he 
must have kept a rigorous diet and have made himself attractive to 
the fish he will have to "seduce." Facial paint, composed of red pig­
ment and of the sap of certain plants, varies; the motifs that cover 
the cheeks represent the fins of the fish or, sometimes, their heads 
or eyes. In a tubular container made of <leer or peccary bone, the 
fisherman also carries a supply of this pigment so that he can change 
the motifs to accord with the kind of fish he happens upon. 

The invocations of the payé are addressed to Vaí-mahse, in this 
case to his personifications as the Master of Fish, in his dwelling 
place in the rapids. At the same time the wife of Vaí-mahse, V aí­
bogó, who acquires here the characteristics of a Mother of Fish, is 
invoked. Vaí-bogó sometimes shows herself as a large aquatic 
snake, the progenitor of fish, and when such a snake attempts to 
overturn the canoe of a fisherman, it is insinuated that it was a 
"caress" from the Mother of Fish and an unequivocal sign that the 
fisherman will be lucky. She and her daughters forro the category 
of Vaí-nomé, or Fish Women, to which the fishermen should appear 
sexually attractive in order to be able to trap them. Sometimes the 
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youths sit for hours on the large boulders along the riverbanks, and 
when they watch the waters they say: "We are wooing the Fish 
Women." 

The anaconda represents a danger to the fishermen, and in his 
invocations the payé "doses the path" of this snake and opens 
others that lead away from the place where the men are. Painting 
the face with circles and spots that imitate the anaconda would in 
this case be very dangerous for a fisherman or for any person who 
travels on the river. 

Fishing with barbasco poison (Lonchocarpus?) is a special event 
in which the payé plays an important role by invoking Vaí-mahse 
and also by "opening a path" so that the poison ftows and is effec­
tively diluted in the water. It is the only occasion during fishing 
when the participation of women, even pregnant women, is per­
mitted, and it is interesting to learn the reasons for this exception. 
Under normal conditions, during daily tasks, the women live in fear 
of the attacks of Vaí-mahse, who in dreams or in the form of a liz­
ard or a squirrel might attempt to cohabit with them. This danger 
is especially serious for women who bathe in the rivers; Vaí-mahse 
then turns into a phallic fish and enters her body and fertilizes it. 
The creature, after causing great pain to its mother, dies during 
birth "because it cannot cry; its soul does not make contact with 
the air." In this instance the soul of the child goes back to the do­
minions of Vaí-mahse where it is transformed into an animal. But 
in the case of fishing with barbasco, this danger does not exist. The 
women can participate freely as long as they have bathed before­
hand in water poisoned with barbasco. This bath produces a passing 
form of sterility because the poison that kills the fish is, at the same 
time, a contraceptive and a protection against V aí-mahse who, 
having turned into a fish in order to attack the woman, would also 
die. This explains why women are permitted to take part in the fish­
ing with barbasco, a necessary collaboration because a maximum 
number of hands is needed. Apart from this, only those who are 
ritually pure can take part, and even newlywed couples are ex­
cluded. Fishing with barbasco is also considered to be a kind of 
"game" with Vaí-mahse, an erotic incitation to "deliver his dauoh-

b 
ters to the fishermen." 

But fishing and hunting are two very different activities. A man 
who has been hunting in the forest and comes suddenly to a river-
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bank cannot fish there; in such a case, he must return to his maloca 
and ritually prepare himself for fishing. He might gather up sorne 
little fish in the brooks which he finds in the forest, but he must not 
fish in the river; one must not mix the two activities. The hunter 
carries with him the smell of smoke, singeing, and blood, which fish 
loathe, especially the anacondas that are their representatives. This 
smell also causes the fury of the boráro and of V aí-mahse in bis role 
as Master of Animals of the forest. Thus, a man who is fishing can­
not switch suddenly to hunting; the two activities must be kept 
strictly apart because the "mixture" of the male with the female, of 
the forest with the river, of meat and fish, wol,lld be equivalent to a 
forbidden sexual relationship, contrary to the law of exogamy. 

There is no doubt that at the present time fishing is increasing in 
economic importance among the Desana. The rivers and the la­
goons off er more permanent and abundant resources than the forest, 
and it also seems that fishing involves less physical effort than the 
long excursions through the forest. But even though the economic 
basis is changing and the exploitation of riverine and horticultural 
resources becomes more pressing, the attitude of the men has not 
changed. For them, to accept being a fisherman or a tiller of the soil 
would be to admit the decline of the hunter; it would mean that man 
has ceased to fulfill his true functions that has given him the highest 
prestige and the most desirable food. 

GAME AS Fooo 

The diet of the Desana is based on cultivated vegetable products, 
on game, and on the gathering of wild fruit, insects, and honey. All 
of these foodstuffs are divided into certain categories that carry a 
well-defined symbolism according to which food is evaluated and 
its use is determined in the diet of the individual and group. The 
categories refer as much to the qualities of raw foodstuffs as to those 
of cooked foods. 

In the daily food cycle, the obtaining of foodstuffs, whether they 
are animal or vegetable, is only a first step in the nutritional process 
whose associations constitute a complex mesh of traditional con­
cepts. Categories of foods exist, but these classes change according 
to the phase of the process in question and their values and at­
tributes are transposed step by step until the food is consumed. 
Even then, as we shall see, the cycle continues, now oriented to-
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ward the use of the new energy far the obtaining of new foods. 
The first dividing line is established by a sexual dichotomy ac­

cording to which the produce of the forest has essentially a mascu­
line character while the produce of the river and of the fields has a 
feminine character. This dichotomy is not established by the di­
vision of labor, because fishing is a masculine activity, but is it em­
phasized that the forest and its animals belong strictly to the sphere 
of man. We wiJJ first consider the produce of the hunt. In the pre­
ceding pages in which we spoke of the erotic relationship that exists 
between the hunter and his prey, we said that the act of killing 
transforms the game animal into a feminine element; this element is 
dominated by the male, i.e., by the hunter, the real sexual character­
istics of the animal no longer being important here. The hunter feels 
a certain sexual excitcment, carefully examines the genitals of his 
prey, and if he has killed a female sometimes speaks to the animal, 
expressing his sorrow at having killed "such a pretty beast." This 
sexual transformation into a feminine element, however, has validity 
only at the moment of death or during the short instant in which 
the hunter takes his prey. When this instant has passed, a new trans­
position operates, and the prey then acquires a masculine character 
and must be manipulated in accordance with this new property. 
Now the prey is a representative of the forest, of the environment 
of men. Once it is dead, the game animal enters into another sphere, 
another stage of the energy circuit. The immediate erotic element 
remains covert, but now there is no longer a direct relationship be­
tween the hunter as a person and a specific animal, and the next 
step consists of reincorporating it into the circuit, but in another 
forro. 

When returning from the forest, the hunter deposits the dead ani­
mal near the entrance of the maloca, and it is then taken in by the 
women; if the hunt took place in a site accessible only by river, he 
leaves the dead animal in his canoe at the landing and goes to the 
maloca to tell the women. Under no circumstances should the man 
carry the animal into the maloca, whether this is represented by the 
door of the dwelling or the canoe at the landing: both form a 
threshold, a limit between two spheres of activities, that must be 
very strictly observed. To this point, but no farther, can the hunter 
act; once this threshold is crossed, the prey enters the feminine 
sphere where it will be transformed into food. Of course, during the 
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entire process, the hunter has not acted as an individual; his actions 
and their results, according to our informant, have always formed 
part of a social fact that is the maloca, the sib, and the biosphere. 

These rules and attitudes have the following ideological basis for 
the Desana. The maloca is a uterus and therefore a place at whose 
entrance a fundamental transformation operates. The act of the man 
in bringing an animal to the maloca is equivalent to a sexual act, a 
fertilization of the uterus by the male factor. This act, that of pro­
viding male foods, is expressed with the words bári moa yúri/food­
to-produce-to-introduce, a phrase in which the meaning of the verb 
yúri is of special importance. Yúri has here the meaning of "insemi­
nation," "fertilization"; it is thought that "the food prepares the 
uterus"-the uterus of the maloca as well as tqe uterus of woman­
so that it will be fertile thanks to the energy it has assimilated. At 
the same time, the men who consume this food receive new energy, 
prepared by their women through the culinary process. Thus the 
circuit remains closed; energy is conserved and life has continuity. 

The further preparation of the prey, women's work, is thus equal 
to a process of gestation. The scheme of reciprocity is evident in 
that the man fertilizes the feminine environment of the maloca and 
receives in exchange the product of this fertilization in the form 
of food. This food, in turn, is interpreted as a contribution of the 
women. 

In the case of foodstuffs coming from the fields, from the river, 
or from gathering in the forest, the women themselves carry the ob­
ject in to the maloca. Here, however, we are not dealing with an act of 
fertilization since, for the most part, these foods have an inherent 
female character. It is above all the dead game animal, the product of 
the hunt, of the forest, that has this seminal quality when it is incor­
porated into the female environment of the dwelling. Certain wild 
fruit, however, have a marked masculine character, especially those 
gathered in the form of pods of mimosaceas or of the fruit of the 
rubber tree ( vahsú). In these cases the male factor is identified in 
the gelatinous texture that is associated with semen and with the 
arrangement of the seeds that are compared with "drops of semen." 
In the case of vahsú, and notwithstanding the fact that it is a tri­
partite fruit, an association is made with the testicles. 

An important criterion in the divisen into male and female food­
stuffs is the smell; the meat of game killed in the forest is said to 
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have a male odor of smoke and blood while the aquatic animals 
have a female odor of fish. The principal male foods are the mam­
mals, birds, the different species of edible ants, and the above­
mentioned fruit. The female foods are fish and turtles, ali eggs, the 
fruit of the avocado, and all of the vegetable products grown in the 
fields. 

The culinary process, or the transformation in to a "meal" ( bári), 
introduces a new dividing line on the basis of sexual attributes. 11 

Everything that is boiled (solará) is considered to be female, the 
fundamental criterion being the intrinsic quality of hot Iiquid and 
the process of boiling. In opposition, that which is roasted ( meh­
pera) or smoked ( siyúra) has a male character; in both cases what 
is emphasized is the odor of smoke, of singeing or scorching, said 
to have a very marked masculine quality. However, the culinary act 
does not necessarily transform all foodstuffs in the same way; a 
piece of meat cooked in water becomes a female element, but a 
smoked fish continues to be female because its characteristic smell 
is not eliminated with the smoke. We will add here that all foods 
with a salty or sour taste are essentially male while those with a 
sweet or insipid taste have a female character. The rotten and the 
fetid are always associated with the female sex; the same is true of 
overripe fruits or any very bland food. 

The act of cooking and boiling has the feminine connotation of 
uterine gestation. The humming of a kettle or the vibration of a 
simmering liquid introduces here a note of warning, a latent threat. 
The very hearth, as we have mentioned in another chapter, is a 
feminine element of transformation, a uterine microcosm in which 
an act of creation is prepared. For this same reason, the fact that a 
bubbling liquid might boíl over is considered dangerous because the 
odor causes the fury of Vaí-mahse who, at once, produces the flood­
ing of the rivers and sends the anacondas. In these cases one must 
blow tobacco smoke over a firebrand and throw it into the river 
where the sizzle frightens the serpents and calms the waters. Given 
the sexual interests of Vaí-mahse, the underlying symbolism is clear. 

Equal importance to the hearth is the barbecue for smoking meat 
or fish. This simple apparatus, which is formed by four vertical 
supports of wood over which a framework of crosspieces has been 

11. Concerning this theme see Lévi-Strauss, 1965. 
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placed, is another microcosmos with its associations of colors, solar 
and telluric forces, and its capacity for transformation by means of 
heat and smoke. The barbecue is called abé kéya/sun-barbecue, 
and the crosspieces, shiny with soot, are identified with a seminal 
concept. The entire structure of the barbecue has a male character 
attributed to it. The animal or the piece of meat that is put on top 
of the crosspieces is a female element that now, under the inftuence 
of the smoke and the yellow color of the ftames, is transformed into 
a male one. In dealing here with a culinary manipulation so com­
plex in symbolic terms, it is natural that the activities involved are 
controlled by special norms. In the first place, due to the male 
character of the process, meat and fish should be smoked only out­
side the maloca and only men should take part in this work. These 
are, above all, the old men who build the ba{becue, bring the fire­
wood, prepare the meat, smoke it, and watch over the entire proc­
ess. In the second place, not all meats can be smoked, and this 
method of preparation is limited almost exclusively to the meat of 
tapir, deer, peccary, monkey, and guinea pig. Of birds, only the 
toucan is prepared in this manner, and we observe in passing that 
because of its large beak it is considered a phallic animal. Of 
course, fish are sometimes smoked, and as we have already men­
tioned, they do not lose their quality of being female food by being 
prepared in this manner. Once the process is ended, the men tell 
the women to take the smoked meat to the maloca. The act of smok­
ing meat itself is interpreted as an act of fertilization in a double 
sense: the food thus prepared increases the virility of its consumer, 
but at the same time the smoke and the smell have a fertilizing in­
fl.uence upon all the animals of the forest. 

Meat is either smoked or cooked; it would be unthought of to 
prepare the meat of one and the same animal in different ways. 
Also, the rule of not cooking and smoking simultaneously over the 
same tire is strictly observed. The intestines of the animals are never 
eaten but are discarded, as are the foetuses of animals. The kidneys 
are only rarely eaten, but the liver and the eyes are eaten either 
cooked or smoked. Bird and turtle eggs are female elements and are 
only eaten cooked. The Desana cuisine does not include frying, and 
roasted foods are extremely rare, thereby reducing the culinary 
processes to boiling and smoking, i.e., to liquefying and drying. 

The strict division of foods into male and female categories has 
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an extraordinary importance in the life of the group because it de­
termines which foodstuffs can be consumed simultaneously. The 
principal function of these categories is to avoid the consumption 
of "mixtures." Meat cannot be cooked together with fish, nor avo­
cado with meat, nor ants with fish. The mere idea causes revulsion 
and is emphatically rejected as unthought of and highly dangerous. 10 

This aversion is so charged with emotion that it is evident that the 
reasons go beyond mere taste predilections. The rules that govern 
the composition and combination of the diet are rigorously ob­
served, and above all the old people continuaily insist on complying 
with them. Such neutral foods as small wild fruit, can be eaten in 
different combinations, but the differentiation between male and fe­
male, in terms of forest and aquatic game, dominates the entire 
culinary process and with this the daily diet. 

We must then ask ourselves: what could be the causes of these 
preoccupations that obviously are profound and are verbalized with 
great anxiety? When discussing the danger of food "mixtures," our 
informant said: "To mix meat and fish would be like committing 
adultery." The Desana believe that the mixing of two categories of 
food will lead to the birth of twins. This eventuality is considered 
to be a great disaster, and people proceed immediately to infanticide 
because the birth of twins can only have been produced by adultery 
of one of the parties. But what does this disgrace really involve that 
it justifies infanticide? Why does this culture interpret a biological 
phenomenon in terms of a danger so great that it forces society to 
formulate the entire process of nutrition as a mechanism for avoid­
ing the eating of certain proscribed food-combinations? The idea 
that the birth of twins proves adultery is obviously a secondary 
elaboration of a much deeper problem. According to our informant, 
the nutritional mixture refers to the "mixture" on the social leve!· 

' that is to say, to the violation of the rules of exogamy. To mix meat 
and fish means arbitrarily lo mix lhe male and female, and leads to 
incestous endogamy. Adultery is incest. This explains the interpre­
lation of danger that is attributed lo twins, and this is the threaten­
ing message transmitted by the vibrating hum of the kettle over the 
tire. The mylhs speak of a pair of divine twins, and they attribute 

12. The informant expressed repeatedly his preoccupation with the indis­
~riminat~ manner in which foods are "mixed" in the culinary practices 
m Bogota. 
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the origin of the sibs to the sons and daughters of the "first Desana"; 
in other words, reference is made to an original situation of incest­
ous endogamy followed by a period of chaos. Only after this was 
the law of exogamy established. The birth of twins denies this law 
and announces a return to chaos. In this manner the nutritional and 
culinary categories, together with their prohibitions of "mixtures," 
express the exogamic imperative and the latent danger of incestous 
appetite. 

This line of thought is followed by the rules that govern the dis­
tribution of food whether within the sib or outside of it. In a maloca 
occupied by one sib there may be sorne four to eight hearths, each 
one belonging to a nuclear family, but ali of these hearths hardly 
ever are in use at the same time because it generally happens that 
one family is away, another is in the field or in the forest, and an­
other, very probably, does not have any food to prepare. The daily 
meal for the entire group is prepared then in one or perhaps two 
hearths belonging to those families that, at the moment, are present 
and have sorne food. The women who cook it carry the meal to 
their husbands, who invite the other men to take part. The women 
in turn invite those who have not cooked, and thus the two groups 
eat, apart but in full participation. The exogamic sexual division is 
maintained, and the rules of reciprocity permit the cooking to be 
done in turn so that no one goes without food. Of course, food is 
only distributed in its cooked form, and raw food is never given 
away on these occasions. 

Outside of the sib the distribution of food also follows strict reci­
procity. A Pira-Tapuya, Tukano, or Uanano visitor who arrives at 
a Desana maloca will bring sorne smoked fish as a gift, and he first 
receives a piece of smoked meat, a symbol of the male character of 
the Desana phratry. Only later do they give him cooked food. A 
Desana, on the other hand, who visits a maloca of the Pira-Tapuya, 
Tukano, or Uanano will carry gifts of smoked meat and will re­
ceive smoked fish. The exchange of foods is coordinated with the 
rules of exchange of women; the phratries that give women must 
bring fish and, in exchange, receive smoked meat, i.e., men. 

There is only one occasion when one of the most essential rules 
referring to the inherent qualities of food can be broken. As we have 
seen in the preceding pages, the hunter should never bring a dead 
animal in to the interior of the maloca. This rule, however, is not 



Man and Nature · 237 

valid on the occasion of the periodic reunions in which various 
phratries are gathered to distribute ceremonially the foods the visi­
tors bring. With laughter and violent gestures the men then pene­
trate into the maloca of the hosts carrying smoked meat and pursue 
the women and girls, attempting to strike them over their backs with 
the meat. In this manner woman-exchange is shown in the symbolic 
enactment of sexual aggression. 

When analyzing the hunt and the utilization of its produce in 
terms of an active participation in the circuit of sexual energy, it is 
understandable that it is forbidden to a young boy to eat tapir, <leer, 
peccary, or monkey meat befare reaching puberty. The young boy 
<loes not forro part of the circuit because he is not married; in eating 
this meat, useless energy would be accumulated, diminishing the 
total potential without being able to replace it. It is obvious that 
this rule is sometimes difficult to enforce, especially when there are 
no other foods available or when a hungry child simply grabs a 
morse); in these cases V aí-mahse is invoked and is asked pardon 
while the adults exclairn "álkero" /grandfather, thus momentarily 
giving to the boy the status of an adult and procreator, i.e., of an 
active participant in the energy circuit. 

Finally, we would like to refer to a point that seems of special 
interest. The division of foods into male and female categories, in 
accordance with their origin in the forest or the river and in ac­
cordance with their form of preparation, is undoubtedly a very old 
culture trait and must belong to a very early hunting stage. Now, 
the division into "cold" and "hot" foods that Greco-Arabic medicine 
established for the Mediterranean and then for Latín America seems 
to be related to the ideas of the hunters. In the last resort, the cold 
and dry are the masculine and the hot and humid the feminine. The 
division between "cold" and "hot" foods that the Creole peasant and 
the aborigine still acknowledge might well be a last survival of exo­
gamic law. 

The A nnual Cycle 

The Vaupés area has not yet been the object of detailed ecolooi­
cal studies, and we know very little about such basic aspects bas 
climatology, soils, fauna, and flora. Unfortunately, we also lack 
data on rainfall distribution and on the seasons of the year when 
certain fruits ripen or in which certain other food resources are 
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abundant or scarce. The meteorological data published by Keses 
(1956) only refer to the region of Yavareté, and the few additional 
data provided by Brüzzi (1962) are deficient. Obviously, rainfall 
distribution varies a great deal all over the Northwest Amazon; the 
cycle of many activities change with it, as does the entire rhythm of 
lite. Table 3 is based on data furnished by our informant, enlarged 
and corrected somewhat by our own experiences in the Vaupés. 
According to this information, there are two rainy seasons, the first 
from the end of March until the middle of June and the second from 
the middle of September until the middle of November. The first 
rainy season is called anyá puíro, anyá being an unidentified poison­
ous snake that appears as a constellation at the end of March and 
thus announces the beginning of the rains, while puíro meaos ftood; 
in other words, for the Desana, the concept of winter (rain y season) 
is interpreted above all with reference to the water leve] of the 
rivers. The second rainy season is called nahsikáme puíro, accord­
ing to the constellation of the "crab" that then appears in the firma­
ment. Both rainy seasons are preceded by sudden, heavy showers 
that coincide with a constellation called ye'e dihsiko poári/jaguar­
mouth-hair and that, according to the Indians, looks Iike the whisk­
ers of an enraged jaguar. The hairs stand up suddenly when the 
jaguar is attacking, but when it traps its prey they relax again. The 
Desana compare this detail with the sudden appearance of brief rain 
showers that then calm down again. 

The first aspect of importance related to the periodic rising and 
falling of the rivers is fishing. Even with the first rains the river­
banks become ftooded, and river fishing soon becomes impossible; 
only small fish can then be caught in the brooks. During the second 
rainy season sporadic fishing goes on in the rivers, because this 
season is somewhat less marked than the first one. In the dry seasons 
of "summer" when the waters descend, there is fishing for small 
river fish (July-August), and during the month of December the 
tributary streams can also be fished. The best time for fishing with 
barbasco is, of course, when the rivers reach their lowest water level 
and the fish are reduced to deep pools and stagnant waters. In July 
weirs are made, and fences and traps are put in the rivers to catch 
aracú that abound during this month. The best months for fishing 
are from January to March, July-August, and of lesser importance, 
October. 
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Hunting is an activity of the dry season, January to March, July­
August, and November-December. This coincides with the period of 
the gathering of honey and of various species of edible caterpillars. 
1t is also the time of the burning of the fields to prepare the chagras 
for planting, begun a little before the first rains fall. Also, a little 
while before the rains come again, small pools are dug in the banks 
of the tributaries that become breeding places for certain edible 
frogs (omá) when they fill up. 

The gathering of wild fruits is of great importance to the Desana 
and coincides with the rainy seasons. In April the vahsú fruit begins 
to ripen, and the harvest lasts until the end of August. Toá, a fruit 
described as "black plums," is gathered in May and June, and a 
somewhat different variety ripens in October. The fruit mee, said to 
look like "a round mango," is also harvested in May and June. 
Nyumú is the fruit of a palm tree ( Oenocarpus Bacaba Mart.) gath­
ered in the same months, one variety ripening in October. The fruit 
of the mihí palm ( Euterpe oleracea Mart.) ripens in November, and 
the fruit of semé, a mimosacea, is collected in the month of July. The 
pineapples ripen only in the second rainy season, but there are al­
ways avocados during the months of the first dry season, from Dc­
cember to May. 

The availability of these food resources forms two periods of rela­
tive abundance that coincide with the two dry seasons and two 
periods of relative scarcity that correspond to the rainy seasons. In 
the first case the combination of hunting, fishing, and avocado­
gathering makes large quantities of proteins available; in the second 
instance, in the periods of scarcity, the food is rather limited to car­
bohydrates. Seen within the religious context of Desana culture, it 
is natural that the periods of abundance be at the same time periods 
of certain danger, and it is precisely then that attempts are made 
to maintain friendly relations with the Master of Animals. Protein 
cannot be consumed without diminishing the total energy of the 
biosphere, and thus this becomes a latent preoccupation of the en­
tire society. The periods of scarcity, on the other hand, do not have 
this dangerous character. The food that is consumed then is "in­
offensive," it is practically a ritual diet, and thus disequilibrium is 
avoided. 

The annual ritual cycle is adapted to this situation in the follow­
ing manner. In ritual terms, the periods of scarcity are called bári 



Man and Nature · 241 

ka' a/food-fence, an expression that refers to the invocations in 
which protective "fences" are formed around the foodstuffs, whether 
they be plant or animal. It is a period of social gatherings during 
which chicha is drunk and there is singing and invocations to the 
Sun and to Vaí-mahse to ask for game, fish, and abundant fruit in 
the future. These gatherings have the character of supplications, of 
requests addressed to the supernatural beings so that the animals 
will multiply and the plants will grow during the rainy season. The 
rites celebrated during the dry season have a very different empha­
sis. This period, a consequence of the first, is that of growth and is 
called nyéari kóa/to seize-gourd container, or to receive the foods 
that the Sun has procured for mankind thanks to its fertilizing 
power. It is the period of festive dances when peopie come together 
to drink chicha, to sing, and to dance, rejoicing in their well-being. 
At the end of each period of néari kóa, the feasts of po'óri and of 
abé kóa are ceiebrated, and food is ceremonially distributed (see p. 
136). "It is like a thanksgiving," our informant says. The kumú 
and the payés give thanks to the Sun and to the Master of Animals 
for the abundance of food and for the good health society enjoys. 

The rainy season is the period of fertilization and of develop­
ment, of incubation; the dry season is the period of harvest, when 
that which has grown during the preceding months is gathered in, 
in compensation for the privations suffered. Nature thus repeats the 
same cycle of the woman who conceives and gestates in order to 
give a new member to the family and to society, a new potential of 
energy who comes to complement and to replenish the energies ex­
istent until then. 
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Conclusion 

According to the Desana, the goal of life and of ali human activities 
and attitudes is the biological and cultural continuity of their so­
ciety. This goal can only be achieved by a system of strict reci­
procity in ali relationships that man establishes in the biosphere, 
be they in the framework of his own society or with the animals. 
The paradigmatic model is that of the two sexes, and in their inter­
relationship sexuality is compared to nutrition: the man fertilizes 
the woman who, in turn, produces the child, a cyclical phenomenon 
that implies a smaller and accelerated cycle of nutrition. Man is the 
producer of one category of foodstuffs, the proteins, while the woman 
produces complementary foodstuffs, the carbohydrates. Its daily 
culinary transformation produces new energy in which man partici­
pates, thus guaranteeing the continuity of the wider procreative 
cycle. This reciprocity is based, in part, on the division of labor 
according to which the men are mainly occupied in the masculine 
sphere of the forest while the women are in the fields. On the social 
plane this involves exogamic marriage among men identified as 
hunters and women identified as horticulturists. In the technologi­
cal-artisanal sphere specialization also exists in the manufacture of 
certain artifacts, canoes, basketry trays, carrying baskets, manioc 
graters, pottery, and so on, each produced by a single group and 
thus available for exchange and barter. A social unit that gives 
women to another unit al so gives certain artifacts and is, ideally, the 
producer of certain foodstutfs, ali of which are exchanged with the 
group receiving the women. This system avoids ali competition; 
there is always a market for the goods that a group produces, and 
there is always demand for the products of the others. On the other 
hand, the system leads to a strong sense of cohesion, controls ag­
gressiveness, and promotes the maximum utilization of ali available 
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resources. In this manner not only survival but the continuity of the 
distinctive cultural norms of each group is guaranteed. The circuit 
of energetic potential, as the Desana formulate it, remains closed; 
each debit is recouped, and the current circulates without inter­
ruption. 

Goal: biological and cultural continuity 
Means: exogamy and reciprocity 
Result: closed circuit of energetic potential 

Of course, this model is an abstraction established by the inform­
ant. It is the scheme of how it ought to be; but the existence of very 
complex restrictions demonstrates an awareness of faults in the sys­
tem. lt is not always possible to keep the circuit closed; sexual re­
pression leads to sudden eruptions in the form of rape and the 
violation of women and girls or it leads to an increase in homo­
sexual practices, ever-latent in Desana society. In these cases energy 
is "misspent" because the accumulated potential <loes not return to 
the circuit. On the other hand, the animals of the forest are be­
coming scarcer and scarcer, and the dependence on horticulture is 
thereby increased through an intermediary phase, fishing. The model 
subsists, but the practica! difficulties in following it increase little by 
little. 

Let us see now in greater detail how the Desana structure the 
large components of this general model. We will examine the 
symbolism of the institutions that form each sector of the larger 
model, beginning with the basic motivation given by the biological 
and cultural continuity of tribal society. Although the Desana prac­
tice birth control by sexual abstinence and by the use of contra­
ceptives, they attempt to foment human fertility within the culturally 
accepted limits. During ceremonial gatherings, when each group of 
the sexes places itself "under the reftection" of the light symbolic 
of the opposite sex, there is lengthy talk of the necessity for pro­
creation with much emphasis on the virility of the men and the 
fecundity of the women. The recital of the Creation Myth and of 
the genealogies, which precedes festive reunions, emphasizes this 
continuity of the biological "current" and of the "chains of drops of 
semen" that form the lines of descent. The motif of drops is graphi­
cally represented on the walls of the maloca, i. e., on the uterus from 
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which the fertility of the sib or phratry is expected. On the other 
hand, the adults stimulate the youths during puberty in their erotic 
games and are proud of their precociousness even when this is not 
expressed in heterosexual acts. On a cultural plane the emphasis is 
on the continuity and "purity" of traditions as expressed in the 
myths, genealogies, and councils. This preoccupation with the con­
servation of traditions finds its culminating expression in the scene 
when the kumú, on the occasion of taking yajé, proclaims himself 
to be the "last one," the only one who can still transmit the cultural 
heritage. In the group trance that follows, the men return in their 
hallucinations to the primogenic uterus to verify this cultural reality, 
to see with their own eyes the beings and fundamental events of 
their tradition. 

The basic institutions related to this continuity are the following: 
the recital of myths and genealogies, the concept of drops of semen, 
the kumú as priest, and the trance produced by the hallucinogenic 
drugs. We can also add here the concept of the maloca as the uterus 
of the sib and the fundamental focus of sociocultural cohesion. In 
all of these cases, what is evident is a concept of synthesis, of union 
of opposed principies to produce a new life, a new link that, as a 
biological entity, transmits a cultural charge. The sequence is linear, 
in the form of a chain. 

The next large component of the basic model is the law of exog­
amy. Here the model is that of two opposed but articulated poles, 
but this articulation is the means to achieve the desired equilibrium. 
The opposites are formulated in terms of man and woman, forest 
and river, meat and fish, smoked and cooked, with all their in­
numerable associations. As institutions, we find in the first place the 
message of the Sun Father himself, expressed in the yuruparí, the 
bull-roarer, and the stick-rattle. Here the emphasis is on that which 
is permitted and that which is forbidden, and on the danger of any 
compromise in the form of "mixtures." The model is the incestuous 
relationship between the Sun Father and his daughter. The division 
of labor, the categories of food, and the organization of feasts in 
which food is exchanged externalize this fundamental mandate, all 
subordinate to the wider message of exogamy. 

The result desired is equilibrium, the closed circuit. Here the 
model is circular, showing a continuous current perpetually reno­
vated. The representative institutions are the payé, the ritual of the 
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hunt, fishing, and sexual repression. The idea according to which 
human existence is a single chain of intrauterine existences­
A hpikondiá=maternal uterus=maloca= gra ve=A hpikondiá-be­
longs to the same model, as do the. rites of the life cycle that channel 
individual energy into permitted paths. Artisanal specialization also 
contributes to this concept of stabilizing ebb and flow. 

We must now examine the manner in which each of these models 
formulates and transmits its message. The religious symbolism of the 
Desana expresses, in a synthesized form, the ethos of the culture. 
The structure of the Universe and the personality of its Creator is 
represented in it, as are re.flected the characteristics of the intermedi­
aries, and it is emphasized that all Creation is interdependent. The 
symbolism is therefore language that codifies and promulgates and 
continually manifests itself to the individual and society, using a 
multitude of vehicles of expression and transmission of ideas. lt is a 
great code of signals and signs that determines. and guides the pro­
gramming of cultural conduct within the representative institutions 
of each principal model. This programming follows the pressure of 
needs felt by the entire group: social equilibrium by means of exog­
amy and reciprocity, biotic equilibrium by means of the mainte­
nance of the energy circuit, psychological equilibrium by means of 
ritual conversations, dances, songs, and through group trances pro­
duced by hallucinogenic drugs. 

But the various symbols do not operate in isolation in transmitting 
their message. They are grouped into constellations, in clusters, and 
it is the specific manner in which each cluster is formed that is im­
portant. In arder to be able to appreciate this process, we must 
remember what the informant called the "jumps of thought." In the 
course of our research we have attempted to orient its development 
in such a manner that, instead of working with a preconceived 
model, the informant himself would set up the model of his culture 
as he conceives it and not as an abstraction of the investigator. 
When we stated this final problem to our informant, he expressed 
the opinion that the main constellations of symbolic elements are 
formed and transmitted by means of artistic expression; he con­
siders art, in the widest sense of the term, the highest level of com­
munication. 

We return here to the basic themes of Desana culture that are 
found reiterated in almost all manifestations of tribal life: the Cre-
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ation, exogamy, and the circuit. Following the suggestion of the 
informant, it is obvious that we can find a series of artistic expres­
sions in these themes, which transmit a specific message. Referring 
first to the theme of Creation and of origins, the public recitals un­
doubtedly must be considered a form of art. In the dances we also 
see that the swaying of the dancers is interpreted as the movements 
of the mythical Snake-Canoe, a level of symbolism openly physio­
logical; it is evident that the rhythmical movements of the dance 
imitate coitus. In the dance of the aracú fish this symbolism is 
especially marked, but it also appears in other dances. In music the 
ftutes of yuruparí are the living remembrance of the Creator. In the 
plastic arts, we find the wooden figurines of the kumú that represent 
the Sun and other divine personifications, and in the graphic arts it 
is the motif of the Snake-Canoe, painted on the maloca, the drum. 
and on the vessel from which yajé is drunk. Even in the motifs inter­
woven in the baskets we find represented the mythical snake that 
gave origin to humanity. The theme of Creation is thus abundantly 
expressed in art. 

The second theme, that of exogamy, also gains expression 
through a series of artistic manifestations. In the ceremonial conver­
sations this norm of the culture is emphasized in a very elaborate 
form. The musical instruments that produce a buzzing sound pro­
claim the same norm, and the masks, another artistic element, 
exemplify the consequences of the failure to observe this law. The 
principal petroglyphs, those of the Wainambí Rapids, are interpreted 
as a perpetua! reminder of the act that gave rise to the law of exog­
amy. 

The last principal theme, that of the maintenance of the energy 
circuit, appears again in the recitations concerning the complemen­
tary lights, red and yellow, or in dance when the black male takes 
as partner the red female in representation of cosmic union. In a 
great number of dances we observe a representation of the fertility 
of the game animals, and the sexual symbolism of the pictographs 
in the hills of Vaí-mahse is the graphic expression of this great trend 
to maintain an equilibrium of energies. 

From the sphere of art we pass to that of nature. Each sound, 
each form, each attitude an animal takes, any meteorological phe­
nomenon, any tree or rock, continually transmits the same message. 
A hollow trunk, an ant hill, the fruit of a tree, or the drops that 
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trickle over the surface of a stone contain the same meaning. The 
warbling of a bird, the color of a leaf; black clouds that gather on 
the horizon, or the mosquito that buzzes monotonously before bit­
ing; all these are nothing but voices and images that insistently 
propagate the cultural norms. No one can escape these voices of 
nature. 

We may well ask then: does the concept of the supernatural exist 
for the Desana? The informant affirms that it does and explains that 
it is tulári-bogá, biocosmic energy, the equivalent of our notion of 
the supernatural. "lt is that which cannot be modified," the inform­
ant says. "On the contrary, man always depends on it." 

But do all the members of the group understand it in this way? 
This question leads us to a summary the informant formulated, 
synthesizing all that had been discussed in the previous months. But 
before summarizing his reply we should point out that our inform­
ant is a thinker, since childhood a person of unusual intellectual 
faculties who has an exceptional knowledge of the religious struc­
ture of his tribe. Surely, an old kumú or payé would know ad­
ditional details, but he would not have verbal facilíty or the gift of 
methodical expression or an interest in communicating to us the 
foundations of his metaphysical thought. 

lt is obvious that the informant gave us his vision of the tribal 
religion, his concept as a specialist and as a man profoundly pre­
occupied with the spiritual values of his culture. He described his 
religion to us as it ought to be according to the traditions and as it 
ought to be practiced according to the elders. Of course, he recog­
nizes that only a few members of his tribe truly comprehend the many 
details he describes, and he also admits that, as in any other culture, 
there are disbelievers, people who only observe the outer forms but 
who are not "religious persons" in the sense of living their creed. 
But according to our informant these persons are rather few. Those 
who participate in the tribal system, who live with their sibs and 
who function as members of a maloca household, are believers and 
practice their religion. They constitute the majority. But those who 
have been marginal to tribal life due to the inftuence of missionaries 
or to prolonged contact with the rubber collectors and colonists are 
not concemed to the same degree with the teachings of their elders; 
it is not due to a "lack of faith" but due to their isolation and to the 
lack of continua! participation, having lost contact with the payé 



Conclusion · 249 

and thus with the interests of the community. By living in Creole 
villages and working as peons they have removed themselves from 
the interests and common beliefs of the Desana. 

Within the "believing" majority there are, of course, diverse 
levels. There is a traditional nucleus, believers who assiduously 
participate in the reunions and feasts, who take yajé and submit 
themselves to the rigorous norms of hunting and fishing; but there 
are also those who only occasionally participate in the reunions; 
there are those who do not attain such convincing hallucinations as 
the rest or, due to personal inclinations, are simply less "devout." 

It cannot be denied that religious experience operates not only 
in the collective sphere but manifests itself on the individual leve!. 
In the reaction to hallucinogenic drugs and in the conversations 
with the kumú and other men of deep religious wisdom there are 
personal experiences of sudden insight and lasting perception. Even 
in daily life the ubiquitous presence of the divinity that is manifest 
and continually commemorated produces intimate, personal im­
pressions of true transcendence. The voices of the forest and the 
river, so filled with meaning, awaken profound reactions whose 
impact goes far beyond the dull sense of collective security that is 
produced in the large gatherings. The experiences of the informant 
and the examples related by him, clearly attest to this. 

The following outline, according to the informant, shows the 
structure of the congregation of the faithful: 

kumú 
payés 
heads of sibs 
heads of families 
initiated youths 
women and children of both sexes 

The kumú ( or kumús) are at the apex of the pyramid together 
with the five to eight recognized payés. These form the hier~rchy. 
Below them are the headmen of the sibs, approximately thirty, ali of 
whom are older men. Then come sorne one hundred and fifty heads 
of nuclear families, taking as an average five families per sib. The 
young initiated, approximately sixty, form the base. These five cate­
gories, a total of sorne two hundred and fifty individuals, forro the 
active and participating congregation. The rest of sorne seven hun­
dred and fifty individuals do not practice directly. Of course, the 
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women are present at the dances and gatherings, but they remain on 
the margin of the ritual and play a very minor role in the transmis­
sion of the norms and religious traditions, with the exception of 
sorne old women who have acquired a certain status as counselors. 

Parallel to this outline, the informant traced the following scheme, 
distinguishing four levels of religious comprehension and activity, 
each identified with a certain state of knowledge and consciousness 
(Table 4). The scale goes from mere existence, passing through re­
fiection and knowledge, to the level of wisdom. 

Speaking of the lowest level ( 1 ) , the informant explains that the 
word áriri conveys the idea of existence, living, but "they do not 
know why." Approximately half of all the adults, including the 

TABLE 4 RELIGIOUS COMPREHENSION 

LE V EL 

1. Existence 
(áriri) 

2. Reflection 
(pepíri) 

3. Knowledge 
(pesíri) 

4. Wisdom 
( mahsí-doári) 

CONCEPTS AND ACTIVITIES PERCENT 

Ahpikondiá as paradise 
Pamurí-mahse and pamurí-gahsíru 
Emekori-mahse and Diroá-mahse 
V aí-mahse as Master of Animals 
Boráro and uáhti 
Yuruparí as "devil" and "dead people" 
Story of the turtle trickster 

50 

Invocations and cures 30 
Dances and ceremonial conversations 
Councils 
Descriptive myths 

Sun Father, Daughter of the Sun, 17 
Daughter of Aracú 

Genealogies of sibs and phratries 
Yuruparí as promulgation of exogamy 
Interpretation of hallucinations 
Priesthood of the kurnú 
Equation: payé= jaguar= phallic intermediaries 
Symbolism of manufactured objects 
Culinary code 

Energy (tulári-bogá) 3 
Interpretation of the symbol (keorí) 
Ahpikondiá as a uterus 
Hallucinatory trance as a temporary return to 

the uterus 
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young initiates, fall within this category. They know the principal 
characteristics and functions of the divine intermediaries and are 
instructed in the rules applying to hunting, fishing, and to cere­
monial gatherings. They know the myths referring to the funda­
mental structure of the Universe, to the origin of mankind, and the 
paradisical condition of Ahpikondiá. On this elemental leve] the 
yuruparí is interpreted as a ritual in which "the dead" and the devil 
appear to terrorize people. The story of the mischievous turtle is 
known from childhood. 

On the next level ( 2), reftection is in itiated. The word pe pí ri is 
derived from perijto listen, and ri, an element that suggests the con­
cept of knowing. "They are those who hear and learn; but they only 
feel. But then they think and reftect," the informant says. This Jevel 
implies above all the learning of invocations, of songs and dances, 
ceremonial conduct at gatherings, counsel, and a repertory of myths 
and descriptive tales. It is rather the young meo who form this cate­
gory, of crucial importance in the acquisition of status and function. 
Many individuals remain on this leve] throughout their lives. 

Those few who attain the next leve] (3) have achieved profound 
knowledge. "They hear and understand. They reason," the inform­
ant says. Their knowledge embraces the myths that refer to the 
Creator and the Creation, the incest of the Sun Father, and the 
genealogies of sibs and phratries. The yuruparí is interpreted as a 
commemorative rite that promulgates the Jaw of exogamy; and the 
hallucinations produced by yajé and vihó are interpreted as the 
manifestations of divine and mythical personages. The function of 
the kumú is known in detail, and it is known that the payé-jaguar, as 
Vaí-mahse himself, are phallic intermediaries. Also, the person 
knows in detail the symbolisrn of the maloca and of all manu­
factured objects, the acoustical code of the musical instrurnents, the 
code of the animals, and the culinary code. 

Very few, perhaps 3 percent, reach the superior level of true wis­
dom ( 4). These are the kumús, sorne payés, and sorne exceptionally 
gifted individuals who develop this grade of comprehension. Only 
these know the great law of the energy circuit of the biosphere and 
the mechanism of the "echo" ( keorí) by which all Creation con­
tinually transmits the message of its Creator. For them the sequence 
of the intrauterine stages is clear. They also understand the acceler­
ation of time and the hallucinations that permit them momentarily 
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to retum to the source of everything, to be reborn with the con­
viction of faith. The level of wisdom is the level of mahsí-doári 
(from mahsiri/to know, doári/to sit down); it is the level where 
the person is "seated on his bench." 

When he finished dictating this scheme, the informant made an 
important observation. He said that when our conversations began 
he had believed himself to occupy the third level, that of knowledge, 
but now he had been able to rise to the highest level. By speaking 
about his culture, <lay after day for many months, attempting to 
interpret it to a stranger, he had acquired a comprehension of values 
and mechanisms that he had not achieved before. 

And here our inquiry ends. In the course of it we have traveled 
through the Universe; an immense world of signs and symbols, of 
images and colors, has opened before us; in this world we have, at 
times, recognized forms of thought that are not foreign to us, be­
cause they are universal. 

That such a world could have been created in a comer of the 
Amazon, that such an effort has been exerted to construct this great 
scheme of being and becoming in the rain forests of the Vaupés, can­
not but arouse our admiration and confirm our conviction that the 
world we label "primitive" contains values we can ill-afford to 
depreca te. 



Appendix 1 

Myths 

In the course of our research we recorded a series of myths that are pub­
lished below. This material is very fragmentary and sometimes dis­
connected, but it constitutes an interesting document, as much for its 
content as for the form in which it was told. We will transcribe these 
myths in their original form, exactly as they were told to us. The reader 
will be able to appreciate the diction of the informant who spoke spon­
taneously and with great freedom on all occasions. Since the myths do 
not have specific names, we have simply numbered them. 

1 
"The one who taught us to make copper earrings was a fugitive. That 
was in the days of the Creation. He was a strange man; he was not a 
fugitive, but he was like one. He was a master in these things, in these 
matters. He had sorne molds of yellow clay. Nearby there was some 
yellow water. There, without anyone being allowed to see him, he took 
water and put it into the mold. In this way he madc many carrings. They 
wcre of two metals, white and yellow. But the material was extracted 
from a pit, Jike a mine. This pit was lost. lt was in the days of the Daugh­
ter of thc Sun. He was not of any tribe; he was callcd nyahpá mahse, 
from nyahpá/gold. The yellow material is like fine grains. This man also 
taught us to makc some little animals, butterfties of metal, of silver. He 
taught us how to make the molds. Thcn thc Spaniards came, and there 
was an end to it. But it is known where his things are hidden. They say 
that in this place there is a supernatural being who appears ali of a sud­
den. He is called nyahpá mahse; he is a tal! man, red-faced. His eyes are 
Jike fire. He wcars these long earrings which shine a lot. He is good; no 
one is afraid of him." 1 

1. It. see~ns ~hat this myth points to an Andean intluence, probably in pre­
h1stonc times. The fact that thc word for gold contains the root ahp 
might suggest that this metal haú a very important symbolic value. 

253 
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2 
"Once upon a time the first Desana happened to be in the place where 
the Daughter of the Sun used to take her rest. There was a very large 
tree with a lot of leaves. The Desana approached and saw that sorne 
fruit had dropped from it. They looked good to him. It was the fruit 
kenó. Then another fruit fell from the tree; it was very tasty, and then 
another fell; it was the fruit poé. Then a little fruit like a pineapple fell. 
It stuck to bis skin; it was like dust, with a sweet flavor. The man con­
tinued to gather the fruits. Suddenly a large turtle fell down. It was the 
morrocoy turtle. We believe that the turtle carne from this tree. The turtle 
wanted to orient itself; he looked to the east, to the south, to Ahpikon­
diá, but that was not the right direction. Then he looked toward the Dark 
Region, and it was not there either. Then he looked in the direction of 
the Desana; it was there. Thus the turtle populated the region. Now this 
turtle serves as a guide for those who are lost in the forest. It is invoked 
in a prayer. One has to climb on the turtle, and then one finds the right 
direction. He points to it with bis head. My mother told me this. From 
this tree also fell the fruits of the palms and all the wild fruits. But of the 
animals, only the turtle." 2 

3 
"The Daughter of the Sun left the seed of me'e to plant far us. It is 
yellow and is used far making a beverage. The Pira-Tapuya did not have 
it and asked the tapir to steal it from the Desana. The tapir ate the seed. 
It is very fond of sweets; it did not leave any far the other animals. Then 
it went to the Pira-Tapuya and defecated the seed. Then the Desana 
made war on them. They were aided by the wild guinea pig. It is similar 
to a rabbit; it approaches silently and watches. lt went to the Pira-

. Tapuya and stole the seed. Suddenly the seed dropped; the guinea pig 
went and got it, but the tapir saw what was happening. The tapir almost 
grabbed the guinea pig, and with its hoof stepped on its tail. Since then, 
the guinea pig has a very short tail." 

2. This fragment represents one of the many versions of the Tree of Life 
motif. The turtle, as a uterine animal, symbolizes this aspect of the 
"origin of all things." 
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4 
"In the days of the Creation Pamurí-mahse arrived on earth. With him 
carne rnany dangerous beasts such as piruá, the large snakes of the river 
that are the progenitors of fish. Also a snake arrived that had seven 
heads. This snake was in love with a girl who was at puberty. In thc 
maloca of the girl there was a payé and a little dog. After trying to se­
duce the girl, the snake decided to attack the people of the maloca. He 
appeared with one head, ready to devour them. The payé confronted 
hirn and hit hirn with a stick. The dog bit its body. Between the payé 
and the dog they shattered the head. Another head carne, and they did 
the sarne to it. They kept on until the seventh head; but it was one single 
snake! At last it was dead. The payé went and brought firewood and 
built a large bonfire. He burned the snake. When it was well burned, the 
snake burst. It rnade a loud noise; it produced srnoke, a large black 
cloud that rose up to the Milky Way. The wind carried it down to the 
sea. Then it rained and the snake was reborn. Since then, it exists in the 
sea, in a large river." 3 

5 
"The first Desana had a son. He was an adulterer. As a punishment the 
Sun sent hirn another head; then he had two heads. When he ate, he had 
to feed two. Then the father gathered all the members of the family 
together; they drank cachirí and yajé and danced. They gave the boy a 
medicine made from plants, and at two o'clock in the morning they took 
hirn to the river to drink a lot of water and to vomit. Then the Daughter 
of the Sun intervened. At the request of the boy's father she rnade a deal 
with the terrnites. In front of the landing there was a termite's nest in a 
tall tree. She took it down and removed the terrnites and threw them in 
the water to feed the aracú fish while the boy was vomiting. Then she 
tore off the second head and put it in pláce of the termite's nest in the 
tree. This is why there are now two kinds of termites; they have a musky 
fiavor. Thus she destroyed the termite's nest to replace them with the 
head and to conceal the punishment. The boy was well. This is the origin 

3. Obviously, this rnyth refers to the epoch of chaos. While the rnotif of 
the Hydra seems somewhat strange here, that of burning a monster is 
quite frequent in the mythology of the Vaupés area. 
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of the bees. Sorne termites of the first nest had stayed and now they wen 
to establish themselves again. Then the Daughter of the Sun change1 
them into bees. Thus, the termites and the honey were born from th1 
head." 4 

6 
"There was a large snake, sumurí-tára, at the headwaters of the Macú 
paraná. Sumurí is to grow, to foam, to ferment, and tára is a place witl 
water and palm trees, but few other trees. In this place there are a lot o: 
snakes. It is the maloca of Uári; they also call him Wuá or Wuawuá 
There is a lagoon in this place. It is necessary to climb up into a tal 
palm. The owner of the pairos is Wuá. The owner became jealous be· 
cause they cut the leaves, because the man had bad an erotic dream. 
Being on top of the palm, the palm uprooted itself and rose to grea1 
height, carne back down and set itself in the middle of the water, witli 
the man on top. Wuá had carried him off. Thus the man went to live in 
the maloca of Wuá, and the palm disappeared. 

"His daughters looked for him everywhere, but they did not find him. 
They only found a very large hole where the palm had been. It changed 
into a large hole where the people from the maloca carne out to see who 
was approaching. The daughters of the man arrived. They cut thin pieces 
of straw and made sorne little triangles of straw and threw them into the 
hole. It was a game. The daughters of Wuá liked the game and told their 
father about it. He, too, liked it. The man had been twining cumare 
fibers. During the <lay he had made two halls of twine and began again 
but he did not finish anything. As this moment Wuá went out to talk to 
his daughters. He saw the triangles. In the maloca was the grandmother 
of Wuá. She felt sorry for the man because he was unable to finish twin­
ing the fibers. She spoke to him, and the man told her what had hap­
pened. She said that W uá was her grandson. 'He is the Master of the 
Leaves that he has planted. I know that you cannot twine thread. He will 
return in the afternoon and if you have not finished twining it, he is 
going to devour you.' Then she told him, so he would be free from this 
danger, she would tell him the secret. She went to see if Wuá was nearby, 
but he had gone off with his daughters. Then she told him and went back 
to where the man was. She taught him the secret of twining thread 
quickly. It consisted in this: the cumare fibers had to be burned com­
pletely, and the ashes had to be heaped up in the hand in a little pile, 

4. Lévi-Strauss (1966, pp. 108-9) cites a Kraho myth in which we find 
the motif of a human head transformed into a beehive. 
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and then he had to snuff the powder. The man did this, and ther~ ap­
peared at the tip of his nose a little piece of thread, already_ tw_med. 
Then a lot more appeared, and thus he formed seven halls of twme m no 
time at all. Wuá released him. He carne and asked him for his task; he 
did not devour him. The man stayed there, and his daughters saw the 
girls under the water. The daughters of Wuá asked their father to bring 
them to their maloca. At their request he made the waters rise until he 
could bring the girls in. There they were reunited with their father. They 
stayed there. The man was a Boréka-porá." 0 

7 
"We'á is a name, a nickname. lt comes from we'ári/to scrape. There 
were many animals: tapir, deer, turtle; there were many. We'á is not 
imagined as a man but as a very big snake. But he also lives in the 
malocas of the rapids. He changed into human form and went up the 
Papurí River. When he carne to a rapids, he did not pass through the 
current but caused them to be flooded so that he could pass. 

He arrived at a rapids called ehta-yabu, in the Macú-paraná. This 
comes from ehtá/rapids, and yabu/long. He got there and wanted to do 
the same thing but he was not able to pass. Thus he changed himself 
into a man. With the first step he took on land, he met a deer; it seemed 
pretty to him. As he was a snake, he killed it;" then he admired it: its 
antlers, its ears, the shape of the head that was so well formed; he ad­
mired its penis. He said: 'What a shame that I should have killed such 
a pretty female.' He removed the hide to see that it had a penis. Be­
coming sexually aroused, he decided to eat the deer. He licked it with his 
tongue; he left ali the bones and ate the flesh, but he did not eat the head 
beca use it looked too pretty. Ali of this can be seen on a rock: the he ad, 
and a little beneath it, the bones.' 

"After this, he wanted to go walking in the forest. When the macaw 
saw him, it screeched. As it screeches uáaaaaaa, he thought that it called 
his name; he became frightened and returned to the landing. There he 
found a tapir. Aftcr killing it, he admired its penis, its head and snout. 
He did not like it because it was very ugly. He cut off the head and ate 
the rest. 

5. The myth motifs of the task of spinning and of the old woman who helps 
the youth be telling him the secret perhaps suggests a European origin. 

6. We remember that Vaí-mahse specifically forbids the anaconda to kili 
thc deer. 

7. The informant refers to petroglyphs. 
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"At this precise moment Emekóri-mahse was watching him; he was 
observing him between the cracks 8 in a tree called vahsúpe. It has tall 
roots, and he was hidden there.0 We'á had a sort of heavy bag. While he 
was eating the tapir, he had put the bag aside. Emekóri-mahse ap­
proached and lifted up the bag and went back with it to the forest. There 
he opened it to see what was in there. In this bag there were spare parts 
of a tongue in the form of knives; they were magnetized. In the center 
it had something like grooves of blood. These were the representations 
of all the snakes, and had the quality of absorbing, like sandpaper, with 
the tongue. Emekóri-mahse seeing this, that these things were not good 
for people, threw them into the water, and they were carried down­
streams. We' á, when he carne back, saw that bis bag was gone. He threw 
himself into the river again and went back in the form of a snake. This 
tongue is at present the poisonous tongue of the snake; it represents the 
venom. The payés invoke this tongue to cure diseases. They imagine 
that they attract the diseases with it and then devour them with these 
tongues." 

8 
"V ahsú was a person who represented vahsú, the fruit. 10 He was a living 
being but did not have a phratry. He had the habit of bringing cotton. 
He brought with him another person: Vaí-bogó/fish woman. 

"One day Vahsú found Buhpú-mahse on the trail. Buhpú is that which 
resounds in the thunder; the noise, the sound. Then Buhpú-mahse put 
five fingers on the head of Vahsú. With this contact they were able to 
exchange words, they could speak. Buhpú-mahse, the tbunder, asked to 
bring bim a lot of starcb, and Vahsú asked Buhpú-mahse to bring bim 
fisb. This made Vai-bogó furious because she was of the fisb family and 
represented tbem. 

"When they met again, Buhpú-mahse put his fingers on bim; Vahsú 
lost consciousness and stayed unconscious. In consequence, Buhpú­
mahse did not fulfill bis promise of giving bim fisb. Buhpú-mahse re­
turned to tbe spot where Vahsú was unconscious and found bim lying 
tbere. He bad murdered Vahsú. He put bis fingers on bis bead. He saw 

8. The informant refers to the act of watching througb cracks or boles. 
9. The rubber tree; the large roots for.m vertical partitions that are fre­

quently mentioned as hiding places. 
10. Tue vahsú fruit has a marked seminal cbaracter. Although vahsú can be 

eaten, it must be cooked and squeezed much like manioc since it contains 
a similar poison. 
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that there were many fruits of vahsú that are like large beans. 11 He said: 
'We have taken bis life for no reason'; then he repented. In this instant 
Vaí-bogó arrived; she intervened, and now there were three. Seeing that 
there were three, Buhpú-mahse left. In this case, as only two remained, 
Vaí-bogó became jealous and furious because he had asked her for fish. 
The Vaí-bogó, the Mother of Fish, intervened. She was the one who 
saved V ahsú; Buhpú-mahse, as a revenge, met V ahsú so that he could 
poison him with barbasco. He wanted to do this because Buhpú-mahse 
was the one who killed him. When he revived, Buhpú-mahse said that it 
had been V aí-bogó. 

"In this instant they drank yajé; they tasted the fruit. Until Vaí-bogó 
split bis head. She tore out bis extremities; she tore him to pieces. She 
left because he had asked her for fish. The fish like it there because of 
the fruit. The next day she returned and looked at him: his hands, his 
feet. She blew on him to revive him. Then Vahsú saw what had hap­
pened. Although Buhpú-mahse had made him unconscious, he now re­
turned as bis protector because Vahsú had asked him to do this. He 
agreed. 

"This was how barbasco was invented for the first time. He told him 
to look for this certain color and the seeds, and showed him. He told 
him to make a basket in the river, of wood, to crush the fruit. He showed 
him where Vaí-bogó was and that he should go fishing at midnight to 
catch Vaí-bogó. He started at the Yuruparí Falls in the Vaupés. He 
threw the barbasco in at midnight. All of the small rivers were affected. 
He was pursuing her. Vaí-bogó saw that he was after him; he fied with 
his women but only found dead fish along the river. There was no time 
to Iook for magic help for the fish. He went as far as the Río Negro; 
there he crossed over to the sea. He hid there. This is why the Vaupés 
does not have many fish anymore. But along the Isana River he did not 
have time to go to bring the magic objects for the fish. This is why in the 
Jsana there are still many fish." 

9 
"Vahsúpe-mangé 12 had the first twins. This was because he ate a lot and 
was very lazy. The fruit he liked to eat is like a tripod. Then he had 
three sons. He killed one of them because he was born without an anus · 
he made a hole for him but he died. The other had bis mouth in hi~ 

11. This is an error; the large "beans" are the fruits of a mimosacea, which 
have also a seminal character. 

12. "Son of Vahsú." 
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throat. The other had a harelip 13 instead of a nose. They died. It was a 
punishment from the Sun Father for his laziness and because ali he did 
was to hoard these fruits. There is a sib with this name. They don't like 
to be called this; it is a very big offense." 

10 
"There is a tradition that there was once a tribe Iike the Makú. They had 
the obligation of taking care of the children of certain sibs or of the 
headman. The headman was very strong and intelligent. They took good 
care of his child, giving him fish and good meat of forest game. The boy 
lived very well purified. These Makú took care of the child for a certain 
period of time. The Makú also gave him mojojoi larvae; they took good 
care of the child. At the end of three months they ate the child. This was 
the general custom, but they did so to acquire thf! customs of the child 
and the prestige of the headman, and also to acquire the knowledge of 
this headman. They wanted to raise themselves to the leve! of the head­
man. They made a very large fire for the meal, and it was in this fire that 
they burned them alive, they did not kili them with sticks. After killing 
them, they cut them up and roasted them slowly over the fire. They did 
this quite often. The vice of eating people also led them to eat the bones 
of the headmen, removing the bones from the graves. After removing 
them, they burned them and mixed the powder with their chicha. It was 
to inherit the virtues of the headman. They were a part of the Desana,1·1 

but this led to many lights. They began to separate until they were lost. 
These Makú were very big, fat and nice. They were like slaves; they 
helped to raise the children, but they became cannibals. They kidnapped 
the headmen to eat them. 

"Once an old man went to the forest to get his headman's instruments, 
and they kidnapped him there. His son lost hope, but did not have any 
illusions about the situation and went to where the Makú were staying. 
In the place where they were, there was no meat but one of them was 
missing. He walked until he found him. They had made a large bonfire 
and on top of it the meat of the old man was roasting. The son killed the 
Makú who watched over the bonfire and replaced the meat. Then, in­
stead of eating the meat of the headman, they ate the meat of the Makú. 
Because of this the fighting and persecutions began." 15 

13. The informant describes it as a congenital defect. 
14. We have already mentioned that the close relations between the Desana 

and the Makú might suggest a common origin. 
15. The myth undoubtedly refers to a situation of endogamy. 
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11 
"The alligator 16 was the son of a Desana. At night he dreamed of having 
sexual intercourse. At dawn he awoke and told his father. The father 
said: 'Don't go to the landing or to the forest.' He also said: 'You ought 
to protect yourself with an invocation, with tobacco.' But the boy forgot 
and took a bath at the landing. His older brother was watching him; the 
younger brother began to have scales. His feet and hands were changed, 
one foot turned into a tail. Then the older brother told the father. But 
the younger one was changed; now his head. When the father carne with 
his invocation, it was already too late. The younger brother swam around 
in the water and climbed out on the branches and stayed for a long time 
at the landing. His mother talked to him, but he did not speak. In this 
manner the alligators carne into being; they are good food. The mother 
urinated at the landing so that he would not leave, and he stayed there. 
The urine is the remedy. When an alligator is seen in a place, one uri­
nates in the water, and then it stays where it is and can be caught. This 
is true only for this kind of alligator." 17 

12 
"There was a man who had two sons; the older was married and the 
younger was a bachelor. The bachelor had intercourse with his sister-in­
law. Her husband learned about it because it happened at the Ianding. 
Then he used a blowgun against the younger brother. He fell down; the 
girl ran to the maloca. The older brother cut off the penis of the wounded 
man and threw it into the river. The fish unyú is the penis. 

"The father of the two men was far away, and when he returned he 
did not find his younger son. Then the bird vi'i kasenéno was singing. It 
was a bad omen, and it still is. The bird sang: 'They just cut off your 
son's penis-sene-sene-sene.' The father understood. He went down to 
lhe landing; the younger son was dying. Praying, he brought him to the 
maloca. Therc was a strong mat, and he wrapped him up in it. He prayed 
and blcw on him and revived him. 

"The Sun Father, when he carne to crcate this world, is said to have 
maslurbated in the forest. The only witness was a mushroom that had the 

16. Pa/eosuclws sp. 

17. Cf. the Chimila myth of "the Man who Dreamed of an Alligator" 
( Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1945, pp. l 3-14). 
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shape of a penis; it is called abé-yéru/Sun-penis. The father pulled up a 
mushroom and planted it in the hoy. He lived a few days, and then he 
died. The woman swept off this artificial penis with the manioc skins and 
threw it into the river. From this another fish was born. It is also called 
unyú, but it is smaller." 

13 
"The turtle is a trickster. He was in the farest and saw sorne monkeys 
in an ehná palm. The turtle called: 'Cousin, what are you doing there?' 
He asked them to throw hirn sorne fruit. The rnonkeys said: 'Cousin, are 
you a woman that you can't climb up?' 'Certainly not,' said the turtle; 
'I am corning up.' The rnonkeys helped her. The turtle ate, and after a 
while the monkeys left. Then the turtle stayed clinging to the branches, 
up there, far ayear. He was on bis last fruit. He could not get down. The 
birds rnade fun of hirn, and the toucan, the paca, ,and all the birds too. 
He could not get down. Then a jaguar carne by. He saw sorne turtle 
excrernent below and looked up. 'What is this old girl doing up there?' 
the jaguar said. The turtle answered: 'You don't know how to climb up 
here.' The jaguar asked far sorne fruit, and the turtle threw it down to 
him. He liked it and asked far more. Then the turtle said: 'Jaguar, man; 
stand still just below me, with your eyes closed.' The turtle let herself 
fall on top of the jaguar and nothing happened to her, but the jaguar 
died because the turtle fell right between his eyebrows. But the turtle 
was hungry; she waited until the jaguar was rotten. After three days she 
called her family together, and they ate the jaguar. Then she pulled a 
bone out of its leg. She made a flute out of it and played it: 'This is the 
bone of my cousin the jaguar who is a big coward!' Then the other 
jaguars took notice. War broke out between the jaguars and the turtles. 
Quite often one finds a turtle shell in the forest, with toothmarks of sorne 
jaguar. The jaguars asked: 'What is it the turtle sings?' The turtle played 
and sang, and then she withdrew into her shell. 

"The turtle rnet the fox. There was a hole in the ground, and the tur­
tle bid in it. The fox stayed around waiting. The turtle likes to eat pine­
apple/ peyú-sená, and the fox said: 'I bet that you can't stay in this hole 
until the pineapples ripen.' They bet this, and the fox stopped up the 
hole. A week went by. 'What's up?' said the fox; 'Are you still alive?' 
Six months went by until the pineapple ripened. They made another bet; 
'Now wait until 1 eat the pineapple,' the turtle said. Now the fox went 
into the hole, and the turtle stopped it up. After three days he died of 
hunger. The turtle invited her family, and they ate the fox. She removed 
a bone and made a flute out of it and played it: 'This is the bone of my 
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cousin the fox who is a big coward ! ' Already the turtle had two enemies: 
the jaguar and the fox. 

"Then the turtle met the <leer. 'Cousin, let's bet to see who can run 
faster!' They went to the forest, which was very dense, sorne three or 
four kilometers. They made trails, one for the turtle and another for the 
<leer. But the turtle placed fifty relatives every ten or fifteen steps. 
The <leer ran, and the agreement was that he who was ahead should 
call from the front. The deer called: 'Cousin turtle!' The turtle would 
answer from the front. This went on until the deer died. When he be­
came rotten, the turtle ate him and made a flute and sang: 'This is the 
bone of my cousin the deer who is a big coward!' Now there were three 
enemies. 

"Then he met the tapir. When he wanted to bet with hirn, the tapir 
kicked hirn and left him sprawling on his back in the rnud. Sorne years 
went by. Finally a guinea pig carne. 'Please, help me!' the turtle said. The 
guinea pig dug and set him free. The turtle was furious at the tapir. The 
tapir, when he walks through the forest, leaves a lot of excrement. The 
turtle went to find it. From the excrement, plants grow because the tapir 
eats ·a lot of seeds. First the turtle went along finding dry excrement. He 
followed it asking along the way. Finally, the turtle found fresh excre­
ment, about six months old. He measured the size of the plants that grew 
from the seeds in the excrement. Thus, he knew how far away the tapir 
was. Then he found warm excrement. He found the tapir sleeping. He 
walked around it until he saw his testicles. Then he decided to bite them. 
The tapir woke up, but the turtle kept hold of his testicles and killed the 
tapir. 18 This is why the payés invoke the turtle, for his physical cunning 
against the evil beasts. The turtle is alrnost indestructible. They invoke 
him like this: 'Big turtle, little turtle; black-colored turtle, red-colored 
turtle; great turtle of the river; your teeth, your shell; under your pro­
tection I defend myself.' This is how they invoke the turtle." 19 

14 
"A man was receiving instructions on how to be a payé. Against the rules 
he had sexual intercourse. He said: 'I arn going to Jook for Ahpikondiá.' 
He said good-bye and went off in a little canoe. He journeyed along the 
river but a little farther on he sank in a lake. Then, after a long time, he 

18. Other versions of this widely diffused myth have been analyzed by Lévi­
Strauss, 1966, pp. 248-49. 

19. The tricks of the turtle are the therne of many stories told to Desana 
children. 
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appeared again. He told all; he explained the density of the water in the 
river. Below, there were malocas and fish. When he returned, many had 
airead y died. He said: 'Y our brother is there; he sends you greetings.' 
He told them how pleasant it was there. Instead of becoming a payé, he 
went directly to Ahpikondiá." 

15 
"A Desana wanted to travel from the Papurí to the Vaupés River. On 
the way night fell. He climbed up in a tall and thick tree. When he was 
ready to go to sleep a beast in the shape of a person approached and 
shook the tree. It went away. Other beast-people carne by. Then they 
went to knock down the tree. But they couldn't knock it down. They 
brought the turtles as weapons; with their shells they began to cut down 
the tree. But they couldn't. At dawn a little man carne, a toré uahtí. He 
began to cut the tree with his stone ax. He had cut through more than 
half when the day dawned; the stone didn't cut '¡inymore when it was 
light. The man climbed down, frightened. From 'this comes the belief 
that the stone ax, so it will cut, has to be washed during the night." 20 

16 
"Between Uacaricuara and Montfort there is a place where there lived 
a family, and their landing place was near a deep pool in the river. They 
were not Desana. The children who bathed there disappeared. A huge 
snake, pirú, lived there, a monster of the waters. It devoured the chil­
dren. Then an old man got a clay trumpet, one of those that are played 
at feasts, and prepared a vabéro, a shield. It is reinforced with fine vines 
and is very strong. He got a long rope and tied himself to it. At one end 
he tied a large piece of balsa wood. He threw himself into the river, and 
soon he was devoured. In the belly of the snake he closed the mouth of 
the stomach and shut it so that water could not enter; then he sat down. 
Then the snake swallowed earth to kill the man. It was like a strong 
rain. He protected himself with the shield. The piece of balsa wood 
floated up and down, but no one took any notice. The old man sounded 
the trumpet, but it was not heard under the water. Then the snake went 
to its cave in a hole between the rocks. It got out of the water. The piece 
of balsa wood remained still. The old man sounded the trumpet, but it 

20. The motif of felling a tree with the help of certain animals is found 
in severa} Colombian tribes. 
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was only heard faintly. When the snake finally got to its cave, the male 
was there. There was a male and a female, and it was the female that had 
devoured him. Then the people heard, and they dug until they fo~n~ the 
snake. They opened it and found the man and all the children. Th1s is an 
often quoted tale. The old man carne out very white from the cold." 

17 
"Below Pira-mirí there is a large lagoon where there are many dragon­
fties. A young couple, after their first coitus, went to fish there. As soon 
as they reached the center of the lagoon, they did not see the water any 
more. The lagoon had become a garden; there were houses, children, 
people, all of Vaí-mahse. They never returned home; they stayed there 
to live. It was a punishment." 

18 
"The jaguar was a man; he was a payé. He changed, transformed him­
self into a jaguar and attacked men, but only men of another phratry. 
He scared the girls, those who had not reached puberty; he caressed 
them, rubbing therri with his tail. Once he met a man. When he was dis­
guised as a jaguar, he had told them to call him by his name so that he 
would not be killed by mistake. When they called him like that, he would 
then put his ears back, Jike a dog, and he would turn and leave. But 
when he met this man, this one <lid not call him by his name. Then he 
killed the man and dragged him for a long distance. He tore off his head 
and hid it in the forest. The friends of the man tracked him down and 
tied him up. Bringing him back to the maloca, they made a big tire and 
burned him. But at tirst he was only roasted a bit. Then, when the tire 
burned more strongly, the jaguar burst and the smoke rose up high. 
Afterward the body of the jaguar burst. They took this as the abandoning 
by the human man of the disguise. The man did not bum." 

19 
"The woodpecker, by its color and appearance, signifies the vagina and 
is called by the same name: koré. 1t was a mischievous character. It did 
not come in the canoe with Pamurí-mahse but had already been created 
by the Sun. lt conversed and drank chicha and had many women. Once 
it made a bet with the duck to see who could walk best in the forest. The 
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woodpecker won. Before, its red crest had belonged to the duck, but now 
the woodpecker had won it. Now the woodpecker is the penis, and the 
duck is the vagina. He also bet to see who could climb up in the trees 
the longer. The duck lost because he couldn't get any food." 

20 
"In certain isolated lagoons there are many ducks. These ducks are 
called the "lice" of a very large snake that lives there. If a pregnant 
wornan bathes there, the ducks come singing with rage. The maloca 
opens and the water rises and it rains and there is lightning. Many ducks 
appear, and the huge snakes emerge to grab the woman. From the forest 
other snakes come to attack her. She defends herself with invocations. 
Then the ducks disappear, and a noise is heard from the bottom of the 
water like the closing of a huge gate." 

21 
"Bisíu appears in the fields. He is like a man. He descends from the sky 
and makes the whole atmosphere sound like wind and rain. There are 
also sounds like strange music. When a woman sees him, she faints in 
fear. Then Bisíu teaches her to plant pineapple, plantains, and manioc. 
Then he disappears in ftames, burning up. The particles of the ashes are 
like black beetles (ukasía). He comes at certain seasons. Bisíu teaches 
by giving advice. The woman becomes a great producer. But when she 
dies, she becomes a Bisíu." 21 

22 
"The eagle had stolen the finger of the coca plant and ate it until he was 
gorged. He had to fty away then, and he carried off a louse. When they 
got to the sky the louse fell off and fell on a large cloud. It is said that 
the lice Jet down a huge stone that existed in the sky. No animal could 
carry it, but the lice could. They moved it and rolled it and pushed it un­
til it fell on this world. The sky was populated then with animals. The 
eagle helped the louse to go to the sky; this is why the eagle has now so 
many lice." 

21. Cf. Zerries, 1954, p. 51. 
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23 
"There is a certain snake that has a large scale in the shape of a gourd 
cup. The exterior is like sandpaper. A Desana, taking vihó snuff, threw 
himself into the river and found the scale. He was living on the head­
waters of a small stream. He kept the scale in his bag together with his 
crystals and his vihó without giving it any importance. Then many snakes 
of different kinds carne, snakes that he had never seen befare. Then he 
spoke to another payé. This one told him that certainly he had some­
thing, something that belonged to a snake, and that he ought to get rid of 
this thing. The man threw the scale into the river, but the water was very 
shallow because the stream was small. At night the stream grew, and many 
snakes carne, followed by fish. The place where he had thrown away the 
scale became a lagoon; it became the best fishing ground." 

24 
"Megadiáme was an ant. He was a Desana and lived below Mitú. The 
opossum/oá 22 lived on the opposite bank. Megadiáme was a very good­
looking man, very pure and courteous. At the same time he was very 
amorous. He had an aptitude for attraction; he attracted just by the way 
he was. His food was not contaminated, as meat and fish are, but was 
ants, a very pure food. As to his habits, he rose very early. That sound 
that he made in the water was very clear. Also his manner of making a 
noise with his hand, of whistling with his hand. He was a man who had 
ali the qualities that youth should have. At three in the morning he 
played the drum, and the sound was very sonorous, very clear. His face 
paintings were perfect, mixed with the grease of his skin, as a consequence 
of eating chili. His body had the odor of herbs that induce respect and 
!ove. He had a very clean landing place. The appearance of the landing 
was attractive to young girls. But on these trips, when they passed by his 
landing-Tukanos, Uananas, and Pira-Tapuyas-they ali passed by. 
But the landing revealed the appearance of its owner. The maloca was 
very well painted. He lived with his grandmother who was the representa­
tive of her tribe. The old woman told hirn how to do things best. He also 
chewed coca. He was a great dancer, and he also sang well. 

"He had a neighbor, a man who was called the opossum. But this 

22. Although the informant calls it a "fox," the opossum is meant, and 
this term has been substituted throughout the story. 
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opossum also wanted to fix his landing, but grass was coming up in it, 
and it did not have a pleasing appearance. He did not follow the advice 
and customs of his grandmother who lived with him in the maloca and 
did not rise early; he was a lazy man and dozed off. When he wanted to 
play the drum, the sound was hoarse and did not call one's attention. He 
never had a covering of grease on his face, although he used a Iot of 
chili. He also ate a kind of ant that is called oá-mega/opossum ant, that 
has a fetid odor. His maloca did not have any attraction. There was a 
lot of food but there were also lots of flies, so many that there was a 
noise: mo-0-0-0-0. The girls who passed by his landing kept far away out 
of disgust. 

"Once, two girls passed by. They fell in love with the landing of the 
ant. But their father did not Jet them go there because girls should not 
look for men but man ought to look for girls. Then these two ran away 
from their father. They stayed on the opposite bank from the landing 
of Megadiáme. At this moment a duck went by, ~raveling. He was also 
going to Megadiáme. He said, 'No, I am not going to carry these old ugly 
girls on my back because they will contaminate me with their feminine 
odor.' He went right on by. Afterward, the kingfisher went by. They 
called to him and begged him; because he, too, was going to the maloca 
of Megadiáme. But he did not want to carry them either. He said: 'I 
don't want to harm you because I have a very long beak.' He went by. 
The hummingbird also passed by; he hummed and stopped in the air 
when he heard the voices of the girls. Then he said: 'I am not going to 
carry them either because they will cause me to be blind. I have a very 
keen eyesight.' And he passed on. Then a friend of Megadiáme passed 
by, a small duck/diákoma. This one, on the request of the girls, at first 
refused to carry them. But afterward, he offered them his neck so that 
they could climb on. Thus he carried them to the landing. This is why 
this Jittle duck has white spots on his neck; it is like a cloth, a scarf. 

"The little duck went ahead and told his friend that he had visitors. 
Megadiáme went down to the landing and brought the girls back to the 
maloca. AH the others were there who had refused to bring the girls. 
This day they celebrated a feast. During the feast this man had sexual 
intercourse with the girls, alternating them; the older one went first and 
the younger second. The grandmother took very good care of them and 
gave them food. The maloca was very pretty and visitors carne often. 

The opossum heard about all this. He also wanted to invite the girls 
to his maloca but they refused him because of his disgusting appearance 
and his odor. They did not like the food either because it smelled awful. 
The opossum, as he was envious, got up early in the morning and played 
his drum. But the sound was like the screeching of the name of the 
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opossum: oáaa, and was out of tune. Megadiáme was asleep with the tw_o 
girls, and one was in his left arm and the other in his right. But th1s 
Megadiáme also had the appearance of a tinamou and sang like it; he 
was very clean. Then he was singing, at the same time that he was play­
ing. But the girls heard the sound of the drum and did not like it. Thus 
the first attempt of the opossum failed. 

"In the second attempt he brought them ants, but they smelled bad, 
and the girls did not want to receive them. At that time there existed 
already the custom of leaving the food near the house. They went out 
and saw the ants that were full of flies. The flies made a sound like 
calling the opossum: oáaaaa. The girls threw the ants away. So this sec­
ond attempt failed. 

"The third attempt was the theft of the drum. The opossum wanted to 
change his drum for that of Megadiáme that had a very good sound. At 
night he stole the drum and exchanged it for his. On the following 
morning the opossum got up early and played; it gave a very good sound. 
That morning Megadiáme wanted to play but knowing the trick of the 
opossum he abstained. He fixed it the next day so that the drum of the 
opossum sounded good. The drum of the opossum did not have a good 
sound. Thus the third attempt failed. 

"Afterward the conflicts arose; fights between the opossum and Mega­
diáme because the former pursued him on the trails because Megadiáme 
had sorne very clean trails, and the opossum had very bad ones. As he 
could not catch him in the forest, the opossum made use of the eagles 
who were the representatives of the diseases. The opossum made a deal 
with them. Megadiáme had sexual intercourse and sang at the request of 
the girls. In spite of the danger, he sang. The eagles always pursue the 
tinamou. Then the eagles carne down with their nets and tried to catch 
him at the two doors of the maloca. During this attack Diroá-mahse 
intervened, but the diseases penetrated invisibly and entered the cracks 
of the houseposts. Instead of catching Megadiáme, the eagles did not 
catch anything. But they fell into the nets of Diroá-mahse. The eagles 
were very big. Their cheeks dripped with the color of coca. Diroá-mahse 
killed them and threw them upon the Milky Way. Then we see that it 
is the first time in history that the grandmother purified the maloca by 
burning resin. Thus it ends." 



Appendix 2 
Lexico-Statistical Word Lists 
(after M. Swadesh) 

DESANA TU KA NO PIRA-TAPUYA 

I ye' e ye' e ye' e 
thou me' e me' e me' e 
this i'i ari aridó 

who noá noá noá 
what dohpá deró dohsé 
not beá ve' e raha 
ali áripera nipetira ihipietyekina 
man y bahara pahará peyekina 

one yuhúge nike ehkakiro 
two perá peara pe ad a 
big vea ge pahige pahirikiro 
small amigega kageaka amerikiraga 

woman noméo numio numina 
man eme ge eme e meno 
person mahse mahse mahseno 
fish vai vai vai 
bird mirimage mirike minikeh 

dog diaye diayi diera 
loe se geibege · eiá keá 
tree yuhkege yuhkee yuhkee 
seed ahteri oh tesé ahtée 

leaf puuri puri puuri 

root nuhgú nahkó nehkó 
bark gahsiro kahséro kaseró 
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UANANO 

ye' e 
me' e 
ariró 

noá 
dohsé 
raha 
hipityekina 
payu 

kakira 
pe aro 
pahiriro 
kaariraka 

numino 
eme na 
mahsena 
vai 
minikek 

diera 
keá 
yuhkee 
ohtáa 
puúri 

nehkó 
kahseró 
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DESANA TU KA NO PIRA-TAPUYA ÜANANO 

skin gahsíro kahséro kaseró kahseró 

flesh díro di'iró diíro diíro 

blood dií dií dií dií 

bon e goá o'á koá koá 

gr ea se eye ühse ehsé ehsé 

egg diú deé dee deé 

horn sáro saáro saáro sáaro 

tail poréru pihkóro pihkóro pihkoro 

feather poári póari poári poari 

ha ir poári póari poári poari 

head dihpúra dehpóa dahpúu dahpúu 
ear gamiró eméperi kamoro mamono 

e ye kuirú kahperi kahperi ka peri 

nose igíru ahkéa ekero ekero 
mouth dihsiro ehséro dese ro dese ro 
tooth geikeri ihpíkari ihpiri ihpiri 
tongue néduu neéro neéno neéno 
claw gahsíro kahséro kasero kas ero 

foot gubúro dehpóka dapuka dapuka 
knee nyigágekuri dehpókakuri dapukakuri dapukakuri 
hand mohotóo vamuka umuka umuka 
belly paaru paára paaga paaga 
neck venúgu veenehko vamúa vamúa 

breasts ahpíri ohpéri ohpeni ohpeni 
heart simpóra eheripora eheripora eheripora 
liver nyemeturí nyemeturí nyemeturí nyemeturí 
drink iriri sirisé siníye sinia 
eat bári b<Uise iyaye iyáa 

bite kuríri bakesé bakée bakáa 
see inyari inyasé inyée inyáa 
he ar peri teosé teóye teoa 
know mahsiri mahsisé mahsiye mahsia 
sleep karirí karisé kariye karia 
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DESANA TUKANO PIRA-TAPUYA UANANO 

die sirirí verisé yariayé y aria 
kill ve herí vehesé vehée vaháa 
swim baári basé báye baáa 
fty verí ve sé veye ve ea 
walk kuríri tirisé tiniye tinía 

come aríri alisé atáye atáa 
líe siage yohságe yohsarikiro yohsariro 
sit doage duhige duhirikiro duhíriro 
stand nigige nuhkuge duhkuriro duhkuriro 
give óri o' osé oóye oóa 

say aríri nisé niíya nia 
sun abé muhípu ahse ah.re 
moon nyamí-abé nyami-muhípu nyami-ahse nyami-ahse 
star néka nyohkóa nyohkóa nyapikoa 
water dehkó ohkó ohkó ohkó 

rain dehkonyée ohkóro ohkoro ohkoro 
stone ehtayé ehtáa ehtáa ehtagá 
sand imípa nuhkúpoari padero padero 
earth nihke dihtá dihtá dihtá 
cloud imika e meó eméo eméo 

smoke imika e meó eméo eméo 
tire pe amé e pehkamée pehká pehká 
ash nuhá nuhá nuhá nuhá 
burn eheri ehsé ehenye eh ea 
path maá maá maá maá 

mountain ehtege ehtee kene kene 
red di aro soaró soano soano 
green yahsaro yahsaro yahsaro yahsaro 
yellow diari diari diari di ano 
white boréro buhtiró buhtíro buhtiro 

black nyiró nyiró nyíno nyíno 
night nyamí nyamí nyamí nyamí 
hot ahsiró ahsiró ahsiró ahsíro 
cold guhsaró nyuhsaró yuhsaró yuhsaro 
full ohoteriro mumuró vahpára vahpáro 
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DESANA TU KA NO PIRA-TAPUYA ÜANANO 

new mamanyée mamaró vamanó vamáno 
good váro anyoró kenóano nyóano 
round beró betó betó betó 
dry dehkó mariró ohkó mariró ohkó mariró ohkó mariró 
na me vaí vame vamé vamá 



Appendix 3 

N ames of A nimals 

DE SANA LATIN 

PRIMATES 
Howler monkey urá A louatta seniculus 
"Churruco" monkey gahkí Lagothrix lagotricha, ssp. 
Nocturnal monkey ukuámee Aotus trivirgatus, ssp. 

CARNIVORA 
Jaguar ye' e Panthera onca 
Ocelot ye'e-gá Felis parda/is 
Coa ti mihpí Nasua nasua 

ÜNGULATA 
Tapir vehke Tapirus terrestris 
Deer nyamá Mazama gouazoubira murelia 
Peccary yehsé Tayassu tajacu; Tayassu pe-

cari 

RODENTIA 
Guinea pig bohsó Cavia aperea 
Cu tia mihpínga Dasyprocta agouti, ssp. 
Paca semé Cuniculus paca virgata 
Ca pi vara diá-yoáme Hidrochoerus hydrochaeris 

MARSUPALIA 
Opossum oá Didelphys marsupialis virgi-

niana, ssp. 

EDENTATA 
Anteater bugú Mirmecophaga tridactyla 
Sloth urábege Bradypus tridactylus 
Armadillo pamó Dasypus novemcinctus 
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SCIUROMORPHA 

Squirrel 

CETACEA 

Dolphin 

AVES 

Curassow 
Tinamou 
Gull ( "tijereto") 
Eagle ( "churruquera") 
Cock-of-the-rock 
Buzzard 

Trumpeter 
Oropendola 
Cacique bird 
Hummingbird 
Woodpecker 
Toucan 
Nightjar 

PISCES 

Aracú 
Piran ha 
Catfish 
"Tucunaré" 
"Mojarra" 
Electric eel 

REPTILIA 

Anaconda 
Boa 

Fer-de-lance 
"jacaré coróa" 
"jacaré tinga" 
"morrocoy" turtle 
"charapa" turtle 
"tatacoa" 
Lizard V aí-mahse 
Lizard kumú 

0ESANA 

mihsóka 

pira-yauára 

koramahánge 
angá 
pingusée 
gá'a 
goro-póra 
ehta-teoro 

moá-borébu 
umú 
erimíri 
mi mí 
koré 
nahsí 
tu'ío 

boréka 
unyú 
vaí-pe 
bu'ú 
uarí 
sa'a 

diá oléro 
mahka-píru 

sunguséro 
dia-ke 
diaken-diage 
peyú búru 
peyú diáge 
ehse 
vaí-mahse ye'e 
kumú ye'e 
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LATIN 

Sciurus sp. 

lnia geofjrensis 

Pipile p. cajubí 
Crypturellus 
Colymbus ludovicianus (?) 
Harpía harpia 
Rupicola rupicola 
Hipomorphnus urubutinga, 

ssp. 
Psophia crepitans 
lcteridae 
lcteridae 
Trochilidae 
Picidae 
R)famphastidae 
Caprimulgidae 

Leporinus copelandi Steind. 
Serrasalmo 
Pseudoplatystoma fasciatum 
Chichla ocellaris 
Cichlidae 
Electrophorus e/ectricus 

Eunectes murinus gigas 
Constrictor constrictor con-

strictor 
Lachesis muta muta 
Pa/eosuchus palpebrosus 
Caiman sclerops 
Geochelone denticulata 
Phrynops geoflroana ssp. 
Amphisbaena fuliginosa 
Plica plica L. 
Urocentron werneri 
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lndex 

abé goró (mythical place), 35, 74-
75, 79; see a/so Cemetery 

abé mangó. See Daughter of the Sun 
abé yéru (Penis of the Sun), 118, 

129,263 
Abiyú River, 5, 6 
Acculturation, 13-14, 248-49; see 

a/so Missionaries, Missions 
Acoustical code, 52, 58-59, 96-97, 

102, 11 Jff., 142, 170, 209, 210, 
233, 247, 251 

Adolescence. See Puberty 
Adultery, 71n., 72, 235, 255, 261 
A frica (place na me), 6 
Aggressiveness: in interpersonal 

relations, 149ff., 156ff. 
ahpí. See Coca 
ahpikondiá (Paradise, River of 

Milk), 25ff., 36, 42, 45, 46, 49, 
54, 55, 57, 63, 64, 66, 75, 99, 
107' 109, 11 o, 113' 118, 122, 
123, 135, 138, 150, 151, 173, 
192-93, 246, 250, 251, 254, 263-
64 

Alcohol. See Drinking patterns 
Amulets, 220, 222 
Anaconda, 57, 63, 72, 74, 102, 107, 

109, 122, 132, 133, 147, 177, 
182, 183, 208, 209, 215, 216, 
224, 229, 230, 233, 257n. 

Anatta ( Bixa orl'lfana), 226 
Ancestors, 4, 165, 166; mythical, 

10, 67, 75, 141, 148, 1891f. 
"Ancient eagles," 29, 32, 43, 75, 

106-7, 173; see a/so Harpy 
Animals, characteristics of, 21 Off.; 

see a/so Game animals 
Annual cycle, 237ff. 
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Antcater, 1O1, 198 
Ants, 26, 31. 53, 62, 73, 90, 99, 

115, 129, 146, 182, 183, 200 
Aphrodisiacs, 99, 198, 206, 218 
Aracú fish, JO, 30, 31, 73, 99, 154, 

164, 182, 189, 195-96, 205, 215, 
147, 255; see a/so Daughter of 
Aracú 

Arawak (tribes. dialects), 4, 10, 15, 
17, 24n., 131 

Archeology, 33n., 48n., 83n., 111 n., 
121; see a/so Petroglyphs, 
Pictographs 

Armadillo, 13, 34, 62, 93, 101, 111. 
154, 200 

Arrow, 27, 90 
Art, 246-47; see a/so Dccorative 

designs 
Artifacts, symbolism of, 11 Off. 
Arum, 12 
Ashes, 100, 143, 152 
Astrocaryum. See Cumare fibers 
Avocado pear, 13, 239 
Axis mundi, concept of, 49, 94, 

106, 111, 113, 121, 152 
Ayarí River, 6 

Banana, 11 
Ba11isteriopsis caapi. See Yajé 
Barasana ( phratry), 4, 5 
Barbasco (fish poison), 13, 88, 259; 

see a/so Fish poison 
Barbecue, 233-34 
Barkcloth, 27 
Basket, 27 
Basketry, mythical origin of, 119 
Bat, 30, 62, 89, 90, 10 l, 179 
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Bathing, ritual, 31, 35, 128, 141-42, 
143, 144, 149, 176, 220, 221 

Bee, 98, 99, 115, 195, 256 
Being of Day, 76; see also 

Emekóri-mahse 
Being of Blood, 76, 108; see a/so 

Diroá-mahse 
Being of Vihó. See Vihó-mahse 
Bench, 36, 108, 110-11, 119, 122, 

127, 136, 141, 200 
Biocca, E., 9 
Biotic equilibrium, 18, 67, 68, 96, 

97, 147, 185, 219, 246 
Biosphere, 42, 43, 47, 50, 55, 88, 

95, 96, 126, 132, 133, 203ff., 
214, 218, 232, 239, 251 

Birds, 13, 32, 33, 34, 203ff. 
Birth control, 68, 219, 244; see also 

Herbs, contraceptive 
bisíu (spirit), 266 
Bixa ore/lana. See Anatta 
Blood, 24, 31,60,65,99, 101, 147, 

227, 230, 233 
Blowgun, 27, 36, 90 
Boa. 102-3, 107, 108, 164, 216 
Bodiger. Ute, 10 
bogá, 152, 219, 248; see also Energy 
Bone. symbolism of, 49, 98 
boráro (spirit), 34, 58, 86ff., 117, 

221, 223, 226, 23~ 250 
boréka (aracúfish,sib), 10, 11, 14, 

17, 30, 161, 164, 195-96, 257; 
see a/so Daughter of Aracú 

Bow, 27, 90, 119, 226-27 
Brazil, 3, 6, 9, 12, 207 
Brüzzi da Silva, A., 9-10 
buhpú-mahse, 258-59 
Bull-roarer, 59, 113, 116, 245 
Burial, 15, 135, 138-39, 147; 

burial rites, origin of, 36; urn 
burial, 139 

Butterfiy, 89, 218 

Cachoeira Rapids, 3 
Cachirí, 159, 255 
Cacique bird, 197 
Calandra palmarum. See Mojojoi 
Cannibalism, 18, 260 
Caquetá River, 4 
Caribs, 4 
Carrion. See Decay 

Cassava, 12, 13, 14; see also 
Maní oc 

Castelivi, M., 9 
Caterpillars, 239 
Cecropia. See Guarumo tree 
Celestial bodies, 71 ff.; see a/so 

Constellations, Moon, Stars, Sun 
Cemetery, 36, 52, 72, 75, 79, 102, 

148, 184, 209, 214; see a/so 
Burial 

Census data, 5, 6 
Centipede, 31, 33, 99, 177 
Chagra (field), 11, 12, 14 
Chaos, mythícal, 57, 58, 71, 72, 86, 

89, 91, 161, 255n. 
Chicha (maize beer), 14, 23, 36, 

76, 127, 139, 142, 143, 144, 148, 
160, 162, 167, 169, 174, 189, 
191, 198, 200, 240, 260 

Chiefs, headmen, 4, 15 
Childbírth, 76, '139-40, 146, 147, 

176 
Chili peppers, 12, 32, 119, 128, 

141, 186, 221, 223, 227 
Cigar, 118, 140, 143, 150, 152, 153, 

155, 181, 223; see a/so Cigar 
holder, Tobacco 

Cigar holder, 118, 122, 149, 152 
Climate, 4 
Club, 117-18 
Coatí, 101, 199 
Coca (Erithroxylon coca), 29, 46, 

47, 64, 107, 123, 151; origin of, 
37 

Cock-of-the-rock, 81, 98, 173 
Cockroach, 99, 218 
Colonization, 6, 83 
Color symbolism, 47ff., 122-23, 

144, 160, 161, 163, 172, 179, 
185, 187, 247 

Communication, supernatural, 
150ff.; see a/so Intermediaries 

Constellations, 73-74, 74n., 117, 
199, 224, 238 

Cooking, symbolism of, 109, 194, 
233ff. 

Cooking vessel, symbolism of, 62, 
85, 108, 146n. 

Cotton, 13, 258; symbolism of, 48, 
95, 134, 185, 195, 199 

Coudreau, H., 7 



Couvade, 146-47 
Crab, constellation of, 238, 26n., 

103, 184-85, 216 
Creation Myth, 23ff., 73, 74, 143, 

161, 203, 244 
Crystal, 48, 49-50, 78, 89, 267; 

see a/so Quartz 
eubeo (tribe), 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 27, 114, 

131, 165, 223n. 
Cucura Creek, 5 
Cuduyarí River, 3, 7 
Culture hero, 31 n., 35, 74, 166 
Cumare fibers (Astrocaryum), 43, 

48, 51, 53, 98, 100, 117, 143, 
176, 177, 181, 183, 256 

Cuna (tribe), 55n. 
Curare poison, mythical origin of, 

37 
Curassow bird, 30, 102, 201 
Custard apple, 12, 13 
Cuyucú Creek, 5 

Dabucurí, 16, 159 
Dances, 16, 114, 116, 11 7, 13 7, 

143, 149, 153, 159ff., 247, 250; 
mythical origin of, 36 

Dark Region (mythical), 25, 28, 
46, 66, 254 

Daughter of Aracú (boréka-man­
gó), 30, 31, 32, 37, 52, 73 •. 
74, 99, 101, 102, 103, 161, 164, 
173, 189, 215, 250 

Daughter of the Sun (abé-mangó), 
28, 29, 3ln., 35, 37, 57, 64, 71, 
72, 73, 74ff., 79, 86, 98, 113, 
115, 121, 122, 137, 161, 169, 
173, 174, 205, 217-18, 223, 250, 
254, 255, 256 

Daughter of Sweet Potato, 12 
Daughter of the Water, 12 
Dawn, magical importance of, 13 7, 

141, 143, 190, 221, 255 
Death, 46, 53, 65, 88, 102, 147ff.; 

mythical origin of, 35, 74-75, 
165-66 

Decay (rotten matter, carrion), 43, 
45, 46, 53, 75, 100, 102, 107, 
123, 152, 176, 178, 182, 209, 
217 

Index · 283 

Decorative designs, 107, 110-11, 
114, 119-20, 137, 172, 228, 247; 
see a/so Art 

Deer, 13, 32, 87, 100, 115, 179, 
203ff. 

Demography, 6, 14; see a/so Census 
data 

Demons. See Spirits 
Dew, 72, 73, 179 
Dietary restrictions, 61-62, 119, 

128, 143, 146, 147, 183, 186, 
220, 221, 237 

Diroá-mahse (Being of Blood), 27, 
28, 37, 43, 65, 76-77, 108, 109, 
110, 118, 122, 128, 130, 135, 
140, 141, 161 ' 164, 173. 1 81 ' 
182, 250, 269 

Disease, 47, 53, 107, 108, 121; 
categories of, 181 ff.; cure of, 16, 
51, 65, 76, 85, 101, 102, 129, 
154ff., 175ff., 197, 214, 250, 258; 
mythical-magical origin of, 29, 
43, 45,46,49-50, 51, 65, 73, 75, 
79, 81, 98, 99, 134, 152; see a/so 
Splinters, pathogenic 

Dreams, interpretation of, 122, 
133-34, 214n., 219-20, 225 

Drinking patterns, l 62n. 
Drum, 32, 89, 93, 113-14, 116, 247 
Duck, 102, 180-81, 191 

Earthworm, 103, 209, 217 
Earrings, 24, 35, 72, 253 
Eclipse, lunar, 73; solar, 72 
Echo, concept of, 94, 127, 251 
Ecological adaptation, 9, 14, 18 
Eel, 178 
Emasculation, 261 
Embryo, 51, 58, 61, 62, 101 
Emekóri-mahse (Being of Day), 

27, 28, 29, 37, 43, 76ff., 110, 117, 
118, 128, 130, 135, 137, 141, 
154, 173, 226, 250, 258 

Emetics, 35, 128, 142, 182, 140, 
220 

Endocannibalism, 138-39, 260 
Energy, concept of cosmic, 42ff., 

54ff., 66, 94ff., 218ff., 231, 237, 
243ff., 247, 250; see also bogá, 
tulári 

Exogamy, 10, 15, 17, 18, 29, 41, 
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59, 67, 90-91, 96, 102, 112, 118, 
143, 147, 164, 166, 167, 170, 
206, 216, 235-36, 237, 243, 245, 
247, 251 

Family, 10, 140 
Fauna, general characteristics, 13; 

see also Animals, Game animals 
Feather crown, 16, 24, 72, 98, 116, 

136, 143, 159, 162, 163, 177, 
199, 217 

Fecundity. See Fertility 
Fence, symbolism of, 98, 107, 109, 

140, 141, 147, 150, 152, 153, 
154, 161-62, 176, 177, 179, 183, 
222, 226, 240 

Fertility, of nature, 27, 28, 42, 43, 
47, 48, 67, 73, 78, 82, 98ff., 120, 
122, 129, 141, 152, 161 

Fields. See Chagra 
Figurines, 137, 139, 247 
Fire, mythical origin of, 35, 74; 

symbolism of, 53, 54, 100, 108, 
109, 126; see also Hearth 

Fire-drill, 35, 109 
Firewood, symbolism of, 100, 115 
First Night (myth), 26 
Fish, 30, 52, 103, 146, 178; 

mythical origin of, 25, 30, 33, 
206-8, 262-63 

Fishing, 11, 17, 18, 73, 228if., 238 
Fish poison, 13, 198, 203ff., 229, 

238; see also Barbasco 
Flood Myth, 34 
Flutes, 112. 115, 120, 166, 167-68, 

169-70, 222 
Food, 13: categories of, 53, 62, 

230ff.; exchange, 16, 136-37, 
159, 162, 171, 201, 236, 245; 
"hot" and "cold," 237; prepara­
tion of, 12, 233ff.; production of, 
11 ; see a/so Dietary restrictions, 
Reciprocity 

Food plants, mythical origin of, 
11-13 

Frog, 239 
Fruits, 13, 35, 239 
Fulop, M., 9 

gahpí ( Banisteriopsis caapi). See 
Yajé 

Game animals, 13, 15, 66, 74, 8lff., 
130, 132, 176, 218ff.; fertility of, 
15, 50, 51, 112, 132, 247 

Geertz, C., 93 
Genealogies, recital of, 128, 141, 

143, 144, 149, 160, 189, 244, 
245, 250, 251 

go'á mee ( divinity). See Bone 
Goldman, Irving, 7, 9 
Grater, 12, 13, 27, 217 
Great World Fire (myth), 34, 79, 

100, 143, 214 
Guainía, Comisaría del, 4, 5, 6; 

river, 7 
Guama fruit, 13 
Guarumo tree (Cecropia), 32, 114 
Guaviare River, 7 
Guinea pig, 13, 1101, 165, 186, 254 
Gull (tijereto bird), 33, 102 

Hallucinations, 27, 45, 51, 64, 66, 
77, 79, 82, 98, 107, 123, 126, 
127, 129-30, 132, 133, 151, 152, 
155, 172ff., 190, 219, 245, 249, 
250, 251 

Hallucinogenic drugs, 16, 27, 43, 
77, 82, 128, 129-30, 131, 133, 
150-51, 152, 17lff., 184, 190, 
207, 245, 246, 249, 251; 
mythical origin of, 36, 37 

Harpy, 98, 100, 101, 178; see also 
Ancient eagles 

Hearth, symbolism of, 53, 54, 62, 
108-9; see also Fire 

Herbs, aromatic, 120, 134, 142, 
207, 220, 221; contraceptive, 
145; magical, 66, 73, 74, 80, 82, 
85, 90, 98, l 19, 157, 221, 222, 
224, 228; medica!, 31, 68, 98, 
182, 186 

Hoe, 36, 87, 88, 117, 129 
Homosexuality, 19, 68, 244 
Honey, 30, 34, 173, 239, 256; 

symbolism of, 48, 60, 61, 62, 73, 
99, 102, 146, 152, 194, 218 

Horticulture, 11, 17, 18 
Horsefly, 34, 58-59, 60, 96, 97, 

112, 115, 157 
Household unit, 14, 104-5 
House. See Maloca 
Houses of the Bilis; of the Waters 



(mythical), 28, 30, 31, 62, 65-
66, 76, 77, 8lff., 86, 99, 100, 
121, 122, 130, 131, 132, 134, 
135, 173, 189, 206-7, 211, 223, 
227, 257 

Hummingbird, 62, 64, 102, 115, 
130, 154, 173, 179, 192tf. 

Hunting, 13, 14, 74, 78, 80ff., 130, 
218ff.; attitudes toward, 11, 17, 
18, 67-68, 97; ritual of, 74, 85, 
120, 207, 220ff.; symbolism of, 
55, 145 

Hunting dogs, 224 

Illness. See Disease 
Jnambú River, 6 
Incense, 150, 226, 269 
lncest, 20, 23, 24, 28-29, 35, 41, 

57, 60, 67, 68, 71, 72, 75, 98, 
116, 166, 169, 170, 171, 230, 
235-36, 245 

Infanticide, 235 
Inírida River, 6, 7 
Initiation, ritual, 15, 14lff., 143-44 
Intermediaries, supernatural, 18, 

27, 28,43,45,47,51, 52, 59, 64, 
76ff., 79, 98, 99, 130, 132, 135, 
177, 223, 251 

lnstitutions, mythical origins of, 
29-30, 31, 35, 74-75 

Invocations, 26, 29, 31, 35, 36, 46, 
50, 76, 78n., 79, 82, 99, 102, 
107, 108, 109, 117, 128, 129, 
137, 140, 141, 144, 148, 153tf., 
161-62, 164-65, 175ff., 197, 
208, 216, 220, 222-23, 226, 
228, 229, 240, 250 

Jpanoré (place name), 27, 33 
1 peka (tri be), 10 
Isana River, 24n., 259 

Jaguar, 28, 52, 77-79, 86, 98, 100, 
106-7, 108, 129, 132, 133, 141, 
147, 150, 175, 176n., 180, 200, 
211, 212, 220, 222-23, 226,250, 
251,262-63,265 

ka'í (mind), 65, 94, 126, 184 
Karapana ( phratry), 4, 6, 17 
Karihóna (tri be), 4, 11 
Koch-Grünberg, Theodor, 7, 9, 10 
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Kogi (tribe), 48n., 55n., 64n., 7ln., 
75n., 126n. 

kumú, 16, 64, 103, 106, 108, J 16, 
135ff., 148, 154, 161, 172, 173, 
184,240, 245,247, 249, 251 

Kuripáko (tribe), 4, 5, 131 
Kurupíra. See boráro 
kusíro, 34, 58 

Labor, division of, 11 
La Estrella (place na me), 5 
Landing, landing place, 11, 31, 32, 

84, 104, 109-10, 128, 134, 140, 
141, 143, 144, 146, 153, 159, 
167, 168, 169, 170, 177, 180, 
189, 257, 261 

Languages ( families, dialects), 4, 
9, 10 

Lévi-Strauss, C., 26n., 33n. 
Lice, 31, 80, 86, 88, 266 
Life cycle, rituals of, 15, 16, 136, 

l 39ff., 246 
Lightning, 49, 52, 78, 93, 126, 129, 

134, 138, 177, 227 
Lizard, 80, 81, 89, 103, 116, 134 
Love magic, 221 
Love talk, 74n., 78, 209 

Macana palm, 128 
Macaw, 48, 98, 102, 165, 187, 199 
Macú-paraná River, 5, 6, 29, 205, 

256, 257 
Madremonte, 80n. 
Makú (tri be). 4, 5, 6, 10, 18-20, 

27, 119, 121, 131, 162, 189, 
21 ln., 260 

Maloca, 10, 14; construction of, 
10-1 l. 16, 104ff.; myth regard­
ing. 29, 30; symbolism of, 106ff., 
135-36, 140, 141, 149-50, 154, 
159-60, 161-62, 232, 245, 251 

Mankind, creation of, 55-56; see 
a/so Creation Myth 

Manioc, 11, 12, 13, 14 
Marriage, 15, 17, 144 
Masks, 27, 165, 166, 167, 171, 247 
Master of Fish, 30, 80, 215, 218, 

228; see a/so Vaí-mahse 
Master of Game Animals, 15, 28, 

55, 80ff.; see a/so Vaí-mahse 
Matafrío. See Tipití 
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Meals. See Food, preparation of 
mii'ii (fruit), 13, 35, 167, 239 
Menstrual blood, 73 
Menstruation, 28, 29, 34, 60, 62, 

73, 80, 84, 101, 143, 147, 221 
Metallurgy, 24n. 
mihí palm, 13, 32, 84, 167, 239 
mihí-mahsii, 84, 106 
Mihpínya River, 137 
Milk, River of, 46, 64; see also 

Ahpikondiá 
Milky Way, 25, 28, 29, 35, 37, 42, 

45, 46, 47, 50, 51, 77, 100, 101, 
107, 113, 123, 130, 133, 152, 
173, 176, 179, 190, 255, 269 

Mimí-porá (Sons of the Humming­
bird), 10 

Mimosacea, 63, 141, 196, 232, 239, 
259n. 

Mingao, 12 
Minnow, 103 
Mirití Creek, 6 
Mirití-Tapuya (phratry), 4, 5, 17 
Mission centers, 6, 7, 9 
Missionaries, 6, 7, 135, 166, 167 
Missions, activities of, 248 
Mitú, 3, 5, 7, 165, 267 
Mohán, 80n. 
Mojarra fish, 103 
Mojojoi (Calandra palmarum), 62, 

62n., 147, 218, 260 
Monkey, 13, 101, 165, 186, 203ff. 
Monsters, 33, 34, 58, 72, 86ff., 122; 

see also boráro, Spirits, uahtí 
Montfort (mission), 7, 264 
Montfortian Congregation, 7 
Moon, 24, 45, 60, 71ff., 116 
Mother of Fish. See Vaí-bogó 
Mourning, ritual, 147ff. 
Murutinga Creek, 5 
Mushroom, 261 
Musical instruments, 16, 167-68; 

symbolism of, 96-97, 11 lff., 120, 
247 

Myths, 253ff.; see a/so Creation 
Myth 

Names, personal, 140, 141 
Nest, symbolism of, 61, 62, 95, 

101-2, 179, 193-94, 196-97 
New Tribes Mission, 7 

Night, mythical origin of, 26, 57 
Night of the Ant (myth), 26 
Night People, 28, 46, 79 
nyamíri-porá (Sons of Night), 66 
nyumú (fruit), 13, 35, 74, 90, 167, 

239 

Omens, 34, 35-36, 52-53, 73, 89, 
101, 102, 118, 165-66, 170, 177, 
180, 210, 213,214, 224, 228 

Opossum, 1 O l 
Oropendola bird, 101, 154, 179, 

186, 196-97 
Otore, Cerro de, 3 
Owl, 52, 53, 102, 209 

Paca (rodent), 32, 101, 186, 200 
Paca River, 5, 6, 9 
Pacu River, 6 
Paint, body and ·facial, 80, 120, 

136, 142, 143, 144, 163, 183, 
220, 221-22, 228, 229 

Pamurí-gahsíru (Snake Canoe), 26 
55, 57, 82-83, 108, lll, 173, 
250; see a/so Fish, origin of; 
Snake Canoe 

Pamurí-mahsii, 25ff., 30, 33, 36, 
110, 215, 250, 255,265 

Panpipe, 111, 112, 142, 143, 162 
Papaya fruit, 12, 13 
Papunaua River, 6 
Papurí River, 3, 5, 6, 9, 17, 25n., 

33, 55n., 131, 134n., 257, 264 
Parakeets, 62, 187 
Paradise. See Ahpikondiá 
Payé (shaman), 15, 16, 35, 36, 43, 

49,51, 52,53, 54, 64, 65, 66, 76, 
77, 78, 82, 86, 93, 98, 100, 106, 
107, 108, 111, 113, 114, 117, 
118, 122, 125ff., 140, 141, 143, 
144, 147, 148, 154, 172, 190, 
194, 203, 207, 208, 219, 226, 
240, 245, 251; apprenticeship of, 
263-64 

Peach palm, 13, 197 
Peccary, 13, 32, 82, 87-88, 200, 

203ff. 
"Penetrating glance," concept of, 71 

126, 137-38, 183, 226 
Penis. See Phallic symbolism 
Penis of the Sun. See abé yéru 



People of the Wind, 10 
Petroglyphs, 29, 30, 32, 33, 36, 75, 

83n., 121, 169, 189, 257 
Pets, 186-87 
Phallic symbolism, 30, 37, 46, 49, 

51, 55, 58, 78, 82, 85, 88, 90, 
98ff., 102, 103, 106, 109, 113, 
114, 115, 117, 118, 119, 120, 
122, 126, 129, 133, 134, 149-50, 
152, 165, 172, 180, 182, 183, 
185, 190, 191, 192, 195, 197, 
198, 200, 201, 209, 214, 217, 
219, 229,234,250, 251, 261-62, 
266 

Phenotype, 1 O 
Phratries, 4, 5, 16, 17, 19, 75, 96, 

133, 144, 159, 208, 236-37 
Pictographs, 82-83, 85n., 121, 247 
Pindahiba Creek, 6 
Piptadenia, 16; see a/so vihó 
Piramirí (place name), 6, 7, 33, 

134n., 265 
Piranha fish, 189 
Pira-paraná River, 5, 6 
Pira-Tapuya (phratry), 4, 5, 9, 15, 

17, 25, 27, 96, 135, 167, 170, 
208, 236, 254 

Placenta, 31, 46, 57, 62-63, 99, 103, 
107, 140, 151, 177-78, 215 

Plantain, 11 
Poira, 80n. 
po'ori (ritual), 240 
Pottery, mythical origin of, 35 
Pregnancy, 30, 31-32, 53, 62, 72, 

80, 85, 119, 146, 147, 155, 176, 
177, 183, 195, 227, 229 

Prestige, 14, 52, 156, 228, 230 
Preventive medicine, 186-87 
Protestantism, 7 
Puberty, 84, 111, 115, 142, 220 
Pupúnya fruit, 13 
Purity, ritual, 35, 82, 106-7, 141, 

143, 148, 151, 152, 154, 190, 
204, 205, 206, 214, 215, 220, 
221, 223, 228, 229 

Quail, 170, 196, 224 
Quartz cylinder, 16, 98, 118, 128, 

129, 134, 136; symbolism of, 48, 
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52, 100, 118, 134, 155, 176, 177, 
181 

Querarí River, 3, 6 

Rain, 78 
Rainbow, 79 
Rainfall, 4, 237-38 
Rape, 20, 34, 58, 72, 84, 89, 133, 

147, 149, 196, 197, 244 
Rapids, 3, 10, 26, 28, 100, 137, 

147, 257 
Rattle, gourd, 16, 36, 49, 114. 1 16, 

119, 129, 185; seed, 114, 116, 
143, 162, 163; stick, 16, l 16, 
117, 121-22, 128, 129, 163. 173, 
245 

Reciprocity, 18, 42, 68, 86, 96, 
136-37, 139-40, 144, 159. 167, 
200-1, 219, 232, 236, 243 

Reptiles, 203ff. 
Reunions, 14, 16, 23, 76, 159ff., 

240, 244 
Revenge, 130, 149, 150, 156-57, 

177 
Right-left symbolism, 121, 129, 181 
Río Negro, 3, 7, 207, 259 
Ritual, 137; see a/so Disease, Payé, 

Reunions 
Rodents, 13, 203ff. 
Rodríguez, J., 5 
Rodríguez Lamus, L. R., 9 
Rubber: collectors, 6, 12, 13, 83, 

89, 155, 248; tree, 13, 232, 258 

Saint Xavier, Order of, 7 
Salesian Fathers, 9 
Saliva, 48, 72, 73, 98, 179, 195 
San José de Guaviare, 3 
Santa Cruz. See Uaracapurí 
Sao Gabricl-do-Cachoeira, 3 
Scorpion, 31, 147, 177 
Seasons, 4, 11, 42, 74, 137, 237-40 
siimé fruit, 35, 63, 74, 167, 196, 

239 
Seminal symbolism, 43, 47, 49, 50, 

51, 52, 61, 63, 72, 75, 78n., 88, 
95, 98, 103, 107, 110, 117, 118, 
120, 129, 133, 134, 141, 146, 
151, 152, 176, 179, 180, 182, 
183, 185, 194, 195, 196, 198-99, 
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212, 222, 227, 232, 234, 244, 
245, 258n. 

Sex, physiology of, 46, 60ff., 95 
Sexual repression, 19, 50, 67-68, 

127, 128, 145, 185, 219, 220, 
221, 224, 225, 244 

Shield, 116-17, 163 
Shaman. See Payé 
Shamanism, mythical origin of, 36 
Shrimp, 74 
Sibs, 4, 5, 10, 14, 15, 16, 23, 105, 

113, 140, 161, 189ff. 
Sickness. See Disease 
Siriano (phratry), 5, 17 
Sloth, 30, 101 
Smoking. See Cigar, Cigar holder, 

Tobacco 
Snake Canoe ( mythical), 26-27, 

30, 32, 55, 57, 63, 107, 114, 137, 
141, 146, 151, 161, 172, 174, 
189, 203, 247 

Snakes. 32, 147; mythical origin of, 
25, 32-33, symbolism of, 102-3 

Snail, 62, 179 
Snuff, narcotic. See vihó 
Social cohesion, 16; see also 

Reciprocity, Reunions 
Solar animals, 48, 50, 61 n., 78, 98, 

101, 102, 103, 197 
Solar energy, 48, 50; see a/so 

Energy 
Sons of the Hummingbird, 10, 192ff. 
Sons of the Oropendola, 136 
Songs, l 63ff. 
Soul, concept of, 25, 64-65, 79, 82, 

126-27, 130, 131, 135, 138, 147, 
153, 176, 177, 181, 219, 225, 
227, 229 

Soul theft. 65, 197 
Spells. See Invocations 
Sperm. See Seminal symbolism 
Spider. 31, 62-63, 99, 147 
Spider web, 63 
Spirits, forest, 18, 25, 52, 86ff., 101, 

213, 221, 223; see a/so boráro, 
uahtí 

Splinters, pathogenic, 16, 65, 80-
81, 114, 128, 129, 134, 176, 
177, 181, 204n. 

Squirrel, 48, 84, 98, 101, 173, 179, 
185, 197 

Starch, 12, 48, 61, 152, 215 
Stars, 42, 71, 73, 74; see a/so 

Constellations 
Status, 16, 17, 19, 114, 116, 118, 

135, 194, 199, 251 
Sterility, 145, 229 
Stick rattle, 36, 113; see also Rattle 
Stingray, 31, 103 
Stomping tubes, 114, 137 
Stone ax, mythical origin of, 35, 74, 

264 
Stradelli, E., 7 
Subservience, concept of, 18-20, 

86, 88, 189, 205, 211, 260 
Summer Institute of Linguistics, 7 
Sun, 23, 24ff., 42, 45, 47, 59, 61, 

7lff., 102, 108, 116, 121, 122, 
126, 128, 137, 141, 154, 161, 
164, 173, 240 

Sun Father, 24ff., 32, 33, 36-37, 
41ff., 47, 48, 57, 63, 64, 67, 68, 
71, 76, 86, 96, 98, 109, 110, 117, 
126, 129, 135, 169, 176, 194, 
195, 203, 204, 214, 220, 227, 
228, 245, 250, 251, 260, 261 

Surplus, 13 
Sweet potato, 11, 46 
Symbol, definition of, 93ff. 

Tapioca, 12 
Tapir, 13, 101, 203, 254 
Tariana (tribe), 4, 5, 6, 9, 10, 15, 

19 
Temperature, 4 
Teresita (place name), 5, 6, 7, 

134n., 135 
Termites, 99, 182, 183, 255-56 
Thunder, 28, 52, 78, 100 
Tí River, 6 
Timbó Creek, 5 
Tinamou bird, 34, 48, 98, 102, 146, 

187 
Tipití, 12, 32 
Tiquié River, 3, 5, 7, 25n. 
toá fruit, 74, 167, 200, 239 
Toad, 90 
Tobacco, 13, 16, 29, 32; ritual use 

of, 31, 34, 59, 79, 81, 100, 111, 
115, 118, 123, 128, 134, 140, 
143, 144, 148, 150, 152, 153, 



154, 155, 156, 172, 181, 182, 
220, 224, 225, 233 

Toucan bird, 88, 234 
Trade, 13, 14 
Transformation, concept of, 62, 100, 

151, 175, 194, 195, 208, 212n., 
231 ff. 

Traps, 223 
Tree trunks, hollow, symbolism of, 

62, 100, 102, 199 
Tri bes: distribution of, 3ff.; na mes 

of, 5, 10, 19 
Trickster, 101, 103, 250, 262-63 
Trumpeter bird, 102, 146, 186-87 
Tukano (phratry), 4, 5, 6, 9, 17, 

19, 27, 135, 167, 171, 236 
tulári, 54ff., 219, 248; see a/so 

Energy 
Tunda, 80n. 
Turtle, 30, 62, 103, 155, 178, 254, 

263, 264 
Tuyuka (phratry), 4, 6, 17, 25 
Twins, 24, 71, 235, 259-60 

Uacaricuara (place.name), 5, 6, 
264 

uahtí, 12, 34, 58, 891f., 264 
Uanano (phratry), 4, 5, 6, 9, 12, 

13, 17, 25, 96, 167, 171, 236 
Uaracapurí, 6 
Umbilical cord, symbolism of, 31, 

51, 57, 63, 76, 99, 139, 140, 157 
Universe, structure of the, 24-25, 

41, 55, 246 
Urine, 33, 35, 51, 52n., 85, 87, 88, 

109, 130, 169, 189, 211, 261 
Uterine symbolism, 46, 47, 49, 53, 

54,61,62, 63, 65,75, 82, 83, 85, 
95,99, 100, 101, 102, 113, 114, 
117, 119, 120, 121, 133, 138, 
140, 141, 151, 152, 155, 172, 
174, 175, 179, 184, 192, 196, 
197, 199, 217, 232, 233, 244-45, 
246, 250, 254n. 

Vaí-bo!fÓ (Mothcr of Fish), 28, 
228, 258, 259 

Vai-mahse (Master of Game An­
imals), 15, 28, 29, 30, 36-37, 43, 
51, 80ff., 86, 87, 103, 109, 112, 
J 16, 117, 122, 128, 131' 132, 
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133, 134, 135, 138, 139, 140, 
147, 154, 155, 157, 165, 173, 
174, 176, 177, 182-83, 184, 185, 
187, 203ff., 219, 223ff., 233, 237, 
240, 247, 250, 251, 257n., 265 

Vaí-mangó (Daughter of Fish), 30 
Vaí-nomé (Fish Women), 30 
Vagina, symbolism of, 30, 31, 53, 

62, 75, 79, 85, 90, 98, 101, 102, 
103, 113, 114, 1 J5, 165, 170, 
184, 191, 192, 194, 213, 217, 
265-66 

vahsú (fruit. tree), 13, 167, 196, 
198, 232, 239. 258 

vahsú1?ii, 13 
Vaupés, Comisaría del, 3ff. 
Vaupés River, 3, 4, 5, 6, 27, 33, 264 
vearí-mahsá ( "ransackers, kid-

nappers ""). 34, 58, 72, 133 
Venus, 71 
víhó ( Piptadenia, Virola). 16, 27-

28, 36, 43, 77, 82, 126, 128, 130, 
152, 184. 190, 223, 251. 267 

Víhó-mahsii, 27, 28, 29, 34. 35, 43, 
45, 51, 77, 79, 82, 117, 130, 
134, 135, 157, 173, 176, 190, 
223, 226 

Virarí River, 5 
Virola. See vihó 
Vomiting, 45 

Wainambí ( rapids, petroglyphs), 
5, 28, 30, 32, 36, 60, 74, 169, 
189, 247 

Wallace, A. R., 7, 9 
Water, symbolism of. 100, 128-29, 

180 
Wcaver bird, 179, 180 
Winds, 25, 43, 50, 5 l, 64, 99, 130, 

179, 190 
Wirá, 10 
Witchcraft, 28, 53, 153, 156ff. 
Womb. See Uterine symbolism 
Woodpccker, 102, 116, 185, 265-66 
W11á (Owncr of Thatch), 28, 

256-57 

Yajé (Banisteriopsis caapi), 16, 29, 
107, 120, 128, 131, 133, 245, 
247, 251, 255, 259; mythical 
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origin of, 36-37, 150, 151, 152, 
l 72ff. 

Yams, 11 
Yavareté (mission center), 3, 4, 6, 

9, 238 

Yí Creek, 6 
Yuruparí Rapids, 5, 33, 259; ritual, 

112, 116, 166ff., 245, 247, 250 
Yurutí-Tapuya (phratry), 4, 5, 6, 

15 
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In Amazonian Cosmos, a unique and fascinating contribution to South American 
ethnography, Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff investigates the world view of an 
isolated lndian tribe, the Desana, of the Northwest Amazon. The author worked 
with a single informant over a prolonged period, and later checked his findings 
extensively in the field. The acculturated native informant expressed his ideas 
of Man and the Universe in terms that go beyond the narrow limits of a 
specialized ethnological work and that revea! an interrelated system of signs and 
symbols of much wider interest. By using mythology and native languages 
as keys to an understanding of social behavior, the author has reached a level 
of inquiry and a depth of perception rarely achieved in a study of primitive 
rain forest lndians, those remnants of once powerful tribes that now are 
rapidly disappearing. 

Claude Levi-Strauss writes of Amazonian Cosmos: "1 have examined your 
book with passionate interest and I am amazed at the riches of that universe 
which you revea! to us in it. South American ethnography will never be the 
same again, for you have brought it into a new era ... it is impossible to 
express adequate appreciation for the brilliant demonstration you have given us of 
hitherto unsuspected possibilities for investigation in depth." 

Amazonian Cosmos is the author's own translation of Desana, published 
in Spanish in 1969. 
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