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Made-from-Bone. Trickster Myths, Music, and History from the Amazon. Jonathan D. Hill. 2009. University of Illinois: Urbana. Xxii + 195 pp. ill., 2 app., glossary, paperback.
In reviewing a book about a different branch of the same people with whom, like the book’s author, I have studied for the past 30 years, I have the privilege of being able to point out important differences in cultural patterns, myths, ritual, and cosmology. The review becomes more than an exercise of finding what one culture has that the other does not, but rather it allows for a deeper understanding of how and why each branch may emphasize certain patterns and not others and consequently how approaches to ethnography differ in order better to account for those differences. So, while the Wakuenai described by Jonathan Hill in his new book in many respects are similar to the “Baniwa of the Icana and Aiary” that I and my students have documented, in other ways they seem to have re-arranged key associations which shift the kaleidoscopic arrangements of the two in noticeable ways. This means that no ethnographer of the Wakuenai/Baniwa, and Curripaco – three names by which these people are known in three distinct areas of the Brazil/Venezuela/Colombia borders – can possibly claim to provide “a complete set of translations of narratives about the mythic past” (outside back cover). Nor is it sustainable to say that this work is “the only ethnographically generated cosmogony of contemporary or ancient native peoples of south America” (idem.) Hopefully, other ethnographers of South American native peoples will quickly pass over these claims to get to the really valuable contribution the book makes.

Collections of mythic narratives from the Baniwa/Curripaco/Wakuenai peoples exist in several languages – the Portuguese and Spanish collections are probably the more complete since the English collections are selections made for interpretive purposes. In Portuguese, the collections by Cordeiro, Fontes, et al. (ACIRA/FOIRN, 1999) from the Hohohodene and Walipere-dakenai clans of the Aiary River , along with the Mitoteca of the Icana River Baniwa, by Lourenco, Jose, et al. (2001) are without a doubt the most complete and best-documented. For the Colombian Curripaco,  the collection organized by Filintro Rojas (19__), himself a Curripaco, on the “Natural Sciences of the Curripaco” adds astrological dimensions to the same narratives which were not noted by any other author, as well as an extensive glossary and dictionary. The Salesian priest Wilhelm Saake in 1959 published half-a-dozen articles in German on stories of the Baniwa of the Aiary and Icana.
My 1998 book, based on my 1996 Livre Docencia thesis, was the first “ethnographically generated cosmogony” of Baniwa mythical narratives and oral histories. Its primary concern was to understand the “millenarian consciousness” evident in many narratives of creation which end with the phrase “so it will be for those our descendants”, or “until another end of the world comes”. Hill correctly notes the ambiguity in the phrase I used “For Those Unborn” as the subtitle of my book, which is more accurately translated as “for our descendants, the new generations of the next world” which also does not lose the underlying tone of a world-change in some unspecified future.

Hill’s book is organized into three main parts, each with two subdivisions. Part I, “The Primordial Times”, includes the stories of the creator-brothers who are introduced as Tricksters. Unlike the mischief-making trickster figures of North American mythology, who teach the right way of doing things by their comic antics, Made-From-Bone’s trickster nature comes from his uncanny ability to know things before they happen and to thus outwit their enemies – most, but not all, of them. Through foil, subterfuge, and incredible prescience, Made-From-Bone (or, as the Baniwa of the Aiary and Icana say, Nhiaperikuli, “He Inside the Bone”) is said to “know everything before it happens” , “without anybody ever having taught him”. This quality is not only the basis of his trickster-ness but also, and more importantly, I would say, his ability to divine and prophesy to his followers, his people. 

Other deities have some of this same quality – such as Made-From-Bone’s child, Kuwai, who “knows” beforehand that his own father would sacrifice him in a huge fire. Also, some of Made-From-Bone’s enemies  seem to know what he is up to and escape from his traps, thus leaving the vestiges of their harmful acts – such as witchcraft, assault sorcery, evil omens – in the world today from which people suffer. The message underlying all of these stories of Made-From-Bone’s struggles seems to be that IN THIS WORLD, as it was created and left for descendants, humans must be constantly aware of possible traps set for them by their enemies and, beyond that, always seek to be one step ahead of your enemy to foil their traps. True happiness for humans is not to be found in this world but rather in the “ancient, hidden world” of Made-From-Bone, which only powerful shamans can come to know. “Salvation” from the “sick world” itself, the “world of evil”, as the shamans say, is to be found in Made-From Bone’s eternal world of bliss free from sickness. This is the basis for the various prophetic movements that have arisen in Baniwa history. 
The surprising story in this section is on “The Great Sickness” which for the Wakuenai is a title given to “Grandfather Fish-Poison” (Kunaferi). It is surprising because at least on the Aiary river, the “Lord of Sickness” is not Grandfather Fish-Poison, but rather, the child of the sun, Kuwai, whose animal-body is covered with poisonous fur that is the substance of assault sorcery. Perhaps the “Great Sickness” among the Wakuenai is of greater importance because his body gave rise to malaria, as well as fish-poison plants, whereas for the Aiary River Baniwa, assault sorcery and witchcraft have greater importance in their explanation for human death.  In Hill’s book, Kuwai’s principal achievement is as the initiator of children for his body is full of holes from which comes the sound of musical melodies. Powerful musical sounds are what “made the world open up” to its present size, from its previous miniature size. As the world opens up, so young children grow to become adults by hearing the music of the sacred flutes and trumpets, the present-day “body of  Kuwai.” 
 Each of the three main parts of the book on cosmogonic narrative are followed by “ethnohistoric interludes” which associate some of the characters of the primordial epochs with historical processes of transformation in the Colonial and late colonial periods. Such associations are certainly possible, but they risk confusing sacred narratives with the memories of the past instead of what they are, ways of understanding and living in the world today. For sure, the primordial past and the distant historical past do bear strong similarities, as I have also shown in my book (1998). The stories of primordial conflicts provide models for remembering the early history of contact as a state of war against enemy others. It would have been more convincing, however, if Hill had provided material from these more “historical” narratives of contact. Also, here and throughout the book, the reader wishes for more contextual material on the narratives themselves: when are they told, why, what are their relations to healing rites, and so on. More native exegesis about the stories could have strengthened his arguments about their meanings.  
In Part II “The World Begins”, narratives tell how Made-From-Bone obtained night from its “owner”, as well as cooking fire, ceremonial music, garden work, important dances, and the peach-palm fruits (with the exception of the last mentioned, all other stories do not have equivalents on the Aiary River). In general, the stories have in common that whatever new was not “created” from nothing or transformed from a previous state, but obtained from spiritual owners who demonstrated how the cultural item could be reproduced. Transmitting the process of reproduction is essential to cultural reproduction. Often the stories contrast the “magical” ways that things were accomplished before one of the primordial beings made a ‘mistake’ which turned the reproductive process into one that involves human labor today. Hill’s interlude for this part is actually a light and entertaining narrative of his experience with ceremonial exchange festivals in which he appears to have been associated with the mythical characters. Hill’s special interest in ethnomusicology put him in the role of encouraging the ceremonies while being deeply involved in learning and participating in them.
Part III “The World Opens Up” presents a set of very important stories about shamanism and the world-opening, monstrous child of Made-From-Bone, Kuwai, who performs and teaches the first initiation rites, that is, how new generations are reproduced.  Among the Aiary Baniwa, this is the most important narrative of all; indeed, narrators place it amongst the first narratives to be told about creation for, without Kuwai, they say, nothing else would have been possible.
 One 98-year old shaman, for example, started a three-day marathon of story-telling with how Kuwai began, which encompasses or is followed by all other narratives. Similarly, the collection I organized together with Baniwa narrators placed the Kuwai story as among the very first, preceded only by the emergence of Made-From-Bone and the origin of shamanic powers. Without shamanic powers, Made-From-Bone could not have “created” Kuwai in his thought.

Hill states that Kuwai was born from an incestuous sexual relation between Made-From-Bone and his “aunt”, and, for that reason, he was “banished” to a corner of the sky (p. 110). The Aiary Baniwa narrators never stated that Kuwai was a progeny of incest. They do say that his body was “full of holes” which emitted musical sounds. Hence he is “not of this world” and is sent to live for awhile in the forest and then in the sky world. The question of sexuality at the birth of Kuwai has I believe less to do with his being a “progeny of incest” than with his seemingly androgynous  identity as both male and female, and his ambiguous social identity as belonging to the father but having been borne by the first woman who wants him for her own. Kuwai’s “blood”, in the material form of shamans’ snuff, is also equated with “menstrual blood”. Kuwai’s form and growth defy all forms and shapes known in the world up to that period in time. His body is identified with the expansion and contraction of the earth at various critical moments in his existence. Kuwai, in fact, is growth and change in physical, material and spiritual senses. He is also the paradoxical union of opposites: creative and destructive forces in the world, through his music and through his sickness.  He is the very principle by which there is change in the midst of order – one of the critical questions of Baniwa cosmogony. If Made-From-Bone is omniscient, omnificent, stability and order,Kuwai – his child with the first woman Amaru- is instability, ever-changing, dangerous power of fertility and the threat of chaos if humans disobey his “laws” of fasting. After his death, his body becomes the sacred flutes and trumpets and the first ancestors of all the Baniwa, Curripaco, and Wakuenai. 

The final story “The Origin of Enchanted Spirits and the City of Gold” refers to a more recent time and provides fascinating tropes on Wakuenai shamanism. Hill skillfully interprets it as an extended comment on recent political changes in the Venezuelan State of Amazonas. Indigenous histories, Hill argues, cannot be understood apart from the shifting power relations at the state level (p. 148), which is a very instigating approach as he develops the surreal imagery of the story which seem to reflect state co-option of shamanic practice. Nevertheless, under the current Chavez dictatorship, the story presents a tremendous irony. At the time it was told in the late 1990s, the Wakuenai were certainly at a crossroads; in that context, it is interesting that the most famous Baniwa shaman from the Aiary River named Mandu da Silva (who is my most important interlocutor), traveled to the town of Maroa in Venezuela in order to warn his fellow companions of the dangers of straying far from the way of the “religion of Kuwai” – that is, the ancient ways. A film titled “The Warnings of Mandu” was made of his journey and his message. Jonathan Hill’s book and his publications in Spanish provide strong support for the contents of Mandu’s message.
� The earth, Baniwa narrators of the Aiary said, is the excrement of Kuwai, a giant boulder in the middle of the rapids at Hipana, the place of the creation of the world on the Aiary river. The “owner of manioc gardens”, Kaali, got the earth from Kuwai and transformed it into a place for gardens. 


�  Hence the Aiary Baniwa version is very different from the Wakuenai version. It would have been helpful if Hill had documented the ethnographic contexts when the story is told in part or from beginning to end. Many questions are left hanging from the narrative presented here, but the basic point of it all is that Kuwai is the principle of cultural transmission. This is a common theme to all narratives.





