Book Review

Yurupari: Studies of an Amazonian Foundation Myth, by Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff. Harvard University :Press, Cambridge MA, 1996. xxxviii, 300pp., photographs, bibliography, index. ISBN 0-945454-08-2 (hardback).

For scholars of the Northwest Amazon and South American ethnology in general, this contribution by one of the reknowned specialists in native Amazonian religions is of fundamental importance. Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff dedicated over 25 years of his life to studying and interpreting the oral literature and culture of the Desana and Tukano Indians of the Colombian Vaupés region. This book is the first of a series of 10 volumes which he had projected before his death in 1994. What characterizes this work, as well as his more than 16 articles and books published on Northwest Amazon cultures, is its comprehensiveness,  originality, and analytic depth which appear in every page of Yurupari.

The book is organized in the following manner: First, a general introduction to the ethnography of the Tukano and Desana Indians, followed by a discussion of the literature on the Yurupari myth cycle which first came to be known to the Western world with the publication of Ermanno Stradelli’s “Legend of Jurupary” in the late 19th century. After briefly discussing his methodology for gathering, transcribing and translating myths, Reichel-Dolmatoff then presents the texts which he gathered. The book is divided into four parts corresponding to four versions of the cycle, the first being a “key text” through which the author elaborates the main points of his analysis. The texts are first  presented in English translation, as nearly as possible to the original narration yet without being literal. Next, the author presents extensive line-by-line  commentaries which seek to reveal the meaning of the text through ethnographic detail and analysis of semantic associations. Finally, the author presents the texts in the native language with interlinear translation, useful especially for linguistic analyses. Reichel-Dolmatoff’s principal Desana interlocutor, Antonio Guzmán, transcribed the texts according to an orthography which they had previously agreed upon. Guzmán clarified lexical meanings, but it was Reichel-Dolmatoff who constructed the semantic fields and elaborated the metaphors and tropes   which form the basis of the analysis. Guzmán “broadly speaking” (xxxii) confirmed the author’s analyses.

Reichel-Dolmatoff presents an enormous amount of evidence to sustain the argument that the Yurupari myth cycles have, as their underlying meaning, a complex symbolism related to sexual reproduction and social norms governing gender relations. This is, in fact, an argument which he began developing in his well-known monograph on the Desana (1971) and which he has elaborated in numerous places since then, most notably his key piece on “Biological and Social Aspects of the Yurupari Complex...” published in 1989. All of these pieces are what we may call explorations in the meaning of the Desana and Tukano Yurupari myths in which the author analyzes semantic associations in mythic discourse showing how the biological reproduction of natural (plant and animal) species serves as a metaphor for human reproduction. Reproduction in nature is a model through which humans reflect on their own biological and social reproduction: this is the essential meaning of the Yurupari cycle. In his analysis, the author seeks to interweave the Desanas’ highly accurate and detailed perceptions of  their environment, with the data of scientific observations, thereby enriching the understanding of mythic discourse. In this analytic effort, the author is relentless and, in my view, thoroughly in tune with indigenous ethnobotanical and ethnozoological observations.

A key element in the analysis is the complex set of erotic associations which the author points to, presumibly based on his interlocutor’s suggestions, although it is often difficult to tell when Desana interpretations begin and end, and when the author is defending his own associations. He asserts, for example, that “a large number of verbs have multiple meanings, among which erotic meanings predominate” and that “in many cases the language of these texts becomes relentlessly erotic.” In fact, the reader gets the distinct impression that this is the author’s own sociobiological pressuposition, one which has appeared in his works on the Desana since the 1960s. In other words, the erotic associations he adduces aim in that direction. Without denying the importance of sexual symbolism to the Tukanoan Yurupari cycle, one is nevertheless led to question whether it is the predominant meaning. Numerous assertions are frankly questionable such as that:  paddling a canoe has “erotic associations” (p. 43); there is “considerable amount of lesbianism among Tukanoan women”(p. 45); down feathers of the harpy “represent aggressive male sexuality and impregnation”(p. 54); the word for ‘sloth’ is “related to” (in what way ?) the word for “vagina” (p. 54); the vari fish, together with the hummingbird, “represent coition” (again, in what way and at what level ?). In short, at every turn the reader is besieged by erotic associations, and asked to believe that “the Indians” consciously make these associations, or that they are of central importance to the myth’s meaning.

Also curious is that the texts presented in the book begin with an episode which is relatively late in the myth; that is, the episode is in fact part of a larger and more complete story about the origin of sacred flutes and trumpets with which the Indians initiate their children. These sacred instruments, according to the complete Yurupari myth cycle, arose from the body of an extraordinary being (‘culture hero,’ in many versions) who taught humanity the first initiation rituals. At the end of the ritual this being was burned in a huge fire and from the fire there emerged the plant materials with which the sacred instruments are made. In Desana, this being is called Guram~uye by some groups and “caapi person” by others (see Pãrõkumu & K~ehíri, 1995; and Diakuru & Kisibi, 1996). These sacred instruments were “stolen” by the women which set off a long process in which the men pursued the women throughout the world until they regained the instruments. This is why the men control initiation today and the women are prohibited from seeing the instruments under pain of death (In this regard, I am obliged to point out that it was ethically inappropriate to publish a photo of a Yurupari trumpet in the book, plate 10). 

In the myths told by the Desana and their Arawakan neighbors the Baniwa, this being is not only attributed the origin of initiation rituals but also shamanism and rites of passage in general. To the Baniwa, whom I know through fieldwork since 1976, this being, called Kuwai, is a kind of All-in-One figure representing univocity in the primordial world. His body consists of all known species of plants and animals in the world,  and he is responsible for the growth of the world from its miniature size to its present shape and form. He is an exceedingly dangerous being, other-worldly; hence he must be “killed” at the conclusion of the first initiation rite. His knowldge is nevertheless reproduced and transmitted by ritual chanters today, as his body became the sacred flutes and trumpets  the harmonious music of which the Indians play when they initiate new generations of adults. At initiation, new generations are taught the ‘secrets’ of the world and the ‘mystery’ of the instruments. 

What is this mystery ? Reichel-Dolmatoff  says that is is the nature of biological and social reproduction. But, I question whether it is only that. As I have shown in numerous works, the Baniwa myth of “Yurupari” is told to explain various questions on the nature of the world, e.g., how sickness began; what are the relations among humans, animals, and spirits; how is culture transmitted over time. In order to understand these questions, the Baniwa tell the complete story of the life of the being whose body gave rise to the sacred instruments.

Now, the episode on which Reichel-Dolmatoff bases the entire book occurs after Yurupari has been burned and his body transformed into the sacred instruments which the women then steal. By itself, there is no doubt that this episode refers, as the author argues, to the foundations of social organization - exogamy, virilocal post-marital residence rules and patriliny - in which male dominance is a culturally formulated goal. Yet this is one aspect of native cosmology - i.e., having to do with the creation of other peoples and places on the horizontal plane of this world - which is the complement to the equally important creation of other worlds parallel to our own, on the vertical planes of the cosmos, and through which the horizontal plane receives its underlying meaning. These vertical planes are largely understood  through the story of the life of Yurupari. In this sense, the life of Yurupari is indispensible to understanding how the foundations of social organization are directly related to divine, creator beings. 

The two aspects of the cosmos - vertical and horizontal - are antithetical yet complementary and correspond in reality to two important principles of social organization: hierarchy, which defines social relations among sibs of the same phratries; and egalitarianism, which defines relations among peoples of different phratries or language groups with whom marital exchanges may be made. Reichel-Dolmatoff’s analysis of the Yurupari cycle concentrates solely on the second principle, leaving the first in the shadow. Thus, I cannot agree with his conclusion that the predominant meaning of the “complex” as a whole is sexual, erotic, and related to male dominance and exogamy. As a complex worldview, I believe it is more than that, at least for the neighboring Arawakans with whom I am more familiar and from whom the Tukanoans most likely received the “complex.”

The extraordinary richness of this book lies in the author’s interpretations. Often he uses the mythic discourse as a springboard or window to the ethnography of Tukanoan culture, or at least one important aspect of it. If it was possible to construct such a wealth of interpretations for one episode of the myth, imagine what it would have taken to interpret the entire myth or corpus of Desana myths related to Yurupari ? 

Campinas, Brazil
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