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Foreword 
Concerning mental pivots and civilizations of memory

Fritz Saxl used to say that Warburg, in each of his 
articles, would write an introduction to a science that 
would never see the light of day. (p. 38)

[E]very technique for remembering is also a technique 
of the imagination. (p. 199)

It’s hard to deny, these days, that many fields of anthropology have been 
reduced to a desultory state. These include some of those that, tradi-
tionally, have been most vital, such as the study of kinship. But nowhere 
is it more true than for the study of myth, ritual, cosmology—all those 
endeavors through which anthropologists once aspired to contribute to 
a broader, comparative science of meaning. It is very hard to imagine 
any contemporary anthropologist producing an analysis of a mythic 
cycle, a sacrificial ritual, or even, say, temple architecture with the rich-
ness and density we used to expect regularly from figures like Claude 
Lévi-Strauss, Nancy Munn, or Victor Turner.1 The irony is not because 
there have been no advances in our understandings of such matters over 
the last several decades. To the contrary: it’s precisely because there 
have been. 

1. Or, if someone did, of anyone taking them seriously or paying much atten-
tion to them.
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The dilemma is, as cognitive science has demonstrated, that the entire 
apparatus of assumptions about the nature of language, meaning, and 
thought on which those analyses was founded is simply false, but it has 
not yet provided us with the tools to create nearly as sophisticated analy-
ses on a more sound basis. We know now that symbolic thought is not 
structured like a language. We understand that no synthesis of Prague 
school phonemics and Schleiermachian hermeneutics will ever get us 
even remotely close to understanding what is really happening when a 
man in Borneo recites a prayer over the disinterred bones of his ancestor, 
or a woman in Burundi tells a funny story while embroidering a piece of 
cloth. We know the tools we had been using were wildly inadequate. But 
any new tools we have are still extraordinarily crude. Cognitive science 
(let alone neuroscience, or allied branches of philosophy) has not come 
anywhere close to providing us with means to build analytical structures 
that could rival something like, say, Jean-Pierre Vernant’s (1980) analysis 
of the myth of Prometheus, Lévi-Strauss’ The raw and the cooked ([1964] 
1983), let alone, to take just one example, the kind of richly beautiful 
ethnographic analysis we find in a book like Catherine Hugh-Jones’ 
From the Milk River (1978) or Stephen Hugh-Jones’ The palm and the 
Pleiades (1979). 

We have, therefore, the promise of a new science of thought in front 
of us. We know it will someday exist. But we still don’t know what it will 
ultimately look like. 

True, the situation has, admittedly, played itself out quite differently 
in the English-speaking world than on the Continent. Anglophone so-
cial theorists have reacted mainly by abandoning any pretense that what 
they are doing has much to do with science in the first place. It’s rare even 
to hear the term “social science” anymore, except from rational choice 
theorists and similar positivists. Instead, the project has been redefined 
as “social theory,” and “theory” now refers not to hypotheses that can be 
tested in some way, but to ideas culled from the tradition of Continental 
philosophy, starting with Spinoza and ending, perhaps, with Derrida, 
Agamben, or Badiou. In contrast, French, German, and Italian social 
theorists have been reluctant to accept such a division. Many are much 
more willing to try to incorporate the results of cognitive science with 
the (largely Anglo-American) tradition of analytic philosophy that has 
engaged with it. They have, in other words, at least begun to undertake 
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the painstaking and often decidedly unglamorous work of rebuilding 
everything from scratch.2 

*

Carlo Severi’s The chimera principle is, it seems to me, the first work in 
that latter tradition that affords us a glimpse of what this new, fully 
evolved science of meaning—one that does not simply do violence to 
what we know now about the human mind and human communication, 
but one that also is capable of genuinely engaging with all the big ques-
tions of myth, magic, art, ritual—might eventually look like. This is why 
its publication in English can be considered a landmark. 

Granted, it is a first effort, a series of explorations, a throwing open 
of windows, each vista opening the way to another even more sweeping 
vision of some body of inquiry that may someday come to exist. But this 
is only half its charm and power. It is a work that reminds us of futures 
long forgotten, of days when it seemed self-evident to those drawn to 
the discipline that anthropology would, eventually, unlock the secrets of 
the human soul. Fittingly, Severi draws here on a great tradition of other 
such unrealized or half-realized intellectual projects from those early 
days: Augustus Pitt-Rivers’ biology of images, Aby Warburg’s Atlas of 
Memory, Gregory Bateson’s sketch for an ethnography of the materiality 
of Iatmul thought, Frances Yates’ (1966) work on the Medieval arts of 
memory and the literature that has followed in its wake.

Yates’ book is an excellent example of such frustrated promises—or 
perhaps it just seems that way to me because I’m old enough to remem-
ber when it was (re)discovered in the anthropology department in Chi-
cago in the 1980s. I well remember, as a graduate student, the excitement 
with which many of us felt, especially as we compared it with A. R. Lu-
ria’s The mind of mnemonist (republished in 1987), and Jonathan Spence’s 
The memory palace of Matteo Ricci (1985). We were convinced that some-
thing important was happening—or should be; that a new sub-discipline 

2. It is not of course entirely confined to the Continent—my own department, 
at LSE, has a significant cognitive tradition as well. But it is somewhat ex-
ceptional in this regard, and there are direct links—especially via Maurice 
Bloch—to the tradition of Dan Sperber and Pascal Boyer in France.
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dedicated to the comparative study of mnemotechnics was in the process 
of formation. But it never ultimately happened. Apart from a couple 
pioneering, but largely ignored, works by David Napier (1987, 1996), the 
anticipated field failed to materialize, and everyone moved on to other 
things.3 Perhaps now, in retrospect, we can understand why: the field just 
wasn’t ready to absorb this kind of material; the intellectual tools at our 
disposal were simply inadequate. Now, with this book, a quarter century 
later, the moment seems to have finally arrived. 

*

It is as a book about the arts of memory, one imagines, that The chimera 
principle is most likely to make its mark. Perhaps this is understandable: 
it certainly makes a very provocative intervention in this regard. Much 
of what we have considered “primitive art,” the author argues, were not 
meant as self-contained objects in their own right, or even as elements 
in some larger performance, but as memory cues to texts—usually to be 
performed in some sort of ritual context—whose exact nature is, often 
as not, entirely lost to us. These images were never meant to exist apart 
from words. Yet those words were a form of artistry in and of themselves. 
The conclusion immediately shatters half a dozen complacent assump-
tions we normally bring, unthinkingly, to any analysis of comparative 
aesthetics: the assumption of a simple distinction between “orality” and 
“literacy,” for example; the notion of “picture-writing”; most of our as-
sumptions about the relationship between icon, ritual, and text. And that 
shattering of assumptions, in turn, proves endlessly productive. Over the 
course of the book it allows Severi to raise a whole series of further 
questions about magic, knowledge, trauma, and imagination to create a 
fresh technical terminology (e.g., the song-form, nachleben, objective and 

3. One particularly poignant memory I have from Chicago in the 1980s was 
Napier delivering a Monday seminar, in which he outlined the possibility 
of a Yatesian anthropology of memory; then, watching as he stood awk-
wardly about the wine and cheese table and not a single faculty member 
approached him to ask any questions about it. I desperately wanted to ap-
proach him, but couldn’t figure out quite what to ask.
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subjective parallelism, chimera-objects, projective belief ), and thus to 
cast even more complacent assumptions into doubt.

Still, it would be a shame if The chimera principle ends up being re-
membered simply as a book about memory techniques. True, even if 
that’s all it were, its publication would be a landmark. But its aims are in 
fact much more ambitious. Severi not only builds on imaginary sciences, 
he also lays the groundwork for a veritable science of the imagination. It 
is not memory but the nature of the human imagination that the author 
is ultimately trying to understand. The matter is rarely stated quite as 
explicitly as it might be. Sometimes one almost has the sense the author 
feels if he were to name his quarry too explicitly, it would take heed and 
slip away. Still this ultimate purpose shapes every aspect of the argu-
ment: from the early evocation of Vischer and Löwy on memory images 
to the startling analyses of messianic and penitential cult movements 
with which The chimera principle comes to a close. The premise of the 
book is that there is always, everywhere, an intrinsic relation between 
the means by which we store and classify knowledge, and what would 
otherwise seem to be its opposite, “evocation, ideation, and poetic im-
agination,” the inner resources that enable us to leap beyond the received 
order of things to create something radically new. 

Hence the “chimera principle” itself. The central argument is that im-
agination is a social phenomenon, dialogic even, but crucially one that 
typically works itself out through the mediation of objects that are at 
once paradoxical, startling (in such as way as to become imagines agen-
tes, “active” in the Yatesian sense), but also—and this is the crucial ele-
ment others have largely ignored—to some degree unfinished, teasingly 
schematic in such a way as to, almost perforce, mobilize the imaginative 
powers of the recipient to fill in the blanks. Even what we are accus-
tomed to thinking of as religious or magical “belief,” Severi argues, is 
largely to be accounted for through the workings of this unstable, inher-
ently ambiguous, endlessly imaginative process of paradox and imagina-
tive projection.

*

A science of imagination. It’s hard to imagine an intellectual project 
more ambitious. As much as anything that has been written in recent 
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decades, this book really is an attempt to use the tools of anthropology 
to unfathom secrets of the human soul.

*

How then to celebrate a book of such ambitions? Perhaps best by sim-
ply pausing to reflect on some of the vistas it opens up. Consider, for a 
moment, the question of history. It was always clear that the ancient 
and medieval systems of “artificial memory” described by Yates (1964), 
Carruthers ([1990] 2008), and the rest, based on the arrangement of 
striking images in sequence within a fixed imaginary space, had to be 
rooted—however idiosyncratic they seemed—in some kind of universal 
human capacity. How else, for instance, could Luria’s twentieth-century 
Russian mnemonist have come up with almost exactly the same system 
with, apparently, absolutely no awareness that he was doing so? So: are 
the various lost arts of memory described in this book also independent 
inventions, historically unconnected? Actually, there is one surprising 
piece of evidence that suggests that they are not. 

For Severi, the “chimera principle” goes well beyond the mere crea-
tion of “chimera objects” such as Warburg’s lightning-serpent, or actual 
gorgons and chimeras—that is, images created by schematizing and for-
malizing parts of animal or human bodies and recombining them in 
striking and unexpected ways. It is a much more general principle which 
lies at the heart of human imaginative practices everywhere. Still, it is 
helpful to focus for a moment on monstrous images of this sort. Be-
cause they do seem to have a specific history. They did not always ex-
ist. As archeologist David Wengrow painstakingly demonstrates in his 
recent monograph The origins of monsters (2013), in the Pleistocene, and 
on through the Neolithic, such figures were either extraordinarily rare 
or entirely nonexistent. The habit of breaking creatures up into abstract 
component elements and then reassembling them into strange—and 
usually terrifying—forms has a specific historical origin: it is the prod-
uct of what he calls “the first age of mechanical reproduction,” roughly 
corresponding to the creation of the first bureaucratic systems of gov-
ernance in Mesopotamia and Egypt, whose administrative cadres were 
also responsible for the systematic development of systems of math and 
writing, and who, generally, specialized in this sort of schematization 
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and rearrangement of aspects of the world. Odd though it may sound, 
chimeras were originally a bureaucratic invention. 

In other words, for much of our history, some of the features we are 
used to identifying most closely with “primitive art” simply did not ex-
ist. At best, hybrid creatures might have popped up here and there as 
isolated flights of fancy, but there was nothing remotely like the system-
atic elaboration we’ve come to associate with, say, Sepik River societies 
of Melanesia, the Northwest coast of North America, or the nomadic 
kingdoms of Central Asia. And when they did appear in the bureau-
cratic environments of Egypt or Mesopotamia, they do not seem to 
have had anything to do with the kind of mnemotechnics that Severi 
describes. True, once they existed, the “cognitive catch” that made such 
images so potentially easy to fix in memory did, gradually, have its ef-
fect. Eventually, images of composite creatures spread almost every-
where, and took on a new life and new meaning as they did. Yet how 
this happened, and why, is something historians have hardly begun to 
piece together. 

We don’t know what really happened, but, since this is a book about 
imagination, perhaps it would be fitting to apply some and try to envi-
sion one possible scenario. Let us say, perhaps, there came to be a certain 
band of civilization, existing alongside, in opposition to, yet also inti-
mately related to the bureaucratic urban civilizations with their writing 
systems. These have been referred to as heroic societies (Chadwick 1926, 
Wengrow 2011, Graeber 2013), but they could just as easily be referred 
to as “civilizations of heroic memory.” Both the bureaucratic and com-
mercial cities of the valleys, and the heroic societies of the hills, deserts, 
and steppes surrounding them, came to define themselves against one 
another. Where one valued order and administrative regularity, the other 
created an endlessly fluctuating world of heroic aristocrats, boasting, du-
eling, vying with one another in every sort of spectacular potlatch or sac-
rifice. Where one was held together by registers, ledgers, and accounts, 
the other rejected writing systems altogether, substituting either the kind 
of elaborate systems of oral composition that Parry (1930) and Lord 
([1960] 2000) so famously described (which almost invariably were used 
to extemporize heroic epics that celebrated precisely this sort of heroic 
society), or, we can now add, the kinds of iconographic memory systems 
Carlo Severi documents.
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Could these arts of memory have formed originally not as an alter-
native but as a defiant response to urbanization and written script? It’s 
possible. In fact, in the case of the Old World, it fits the evidence quite 
nicely. Still, the case of the Americas renders this picture infinitely more 
complex. It is by no means entirely clear what relation, say, the Hopi or 
Bellacoola had to the large urban civilizations of the Mississippi Valley 
or Central Mexico. And those urban civilizations themselves had an ex-
tremely ambivalent relationship with writing. We would have to ask why 
the evolution of bureaucratic systems of tallies and accounts, which ulti-
mately led to the development of Mesopotamian cuneiform and Egyp-
tian hieroglyphics, took such a different course in the Andes—where the 
tallies did not lead to the emergence of a script—and Central America, 
where writing emerged only among the Maya and was not adopted by 
any of their neighbors.

In fact, it has always struck me that the latter is one of the great 
historical mysteries that almost no one has really attempted to explain. 
Mesopotamian cuneiform was widely adopted by neighboring urban 
civilizations, and in the process simplified into Ugaritic, and then into 
the Phoenician alphabet, which became the basis for an endless series 
of different scripts. Nothing like this happened in the Americas. Why 
was the Maya syllabic system never adopted by any of their neighbors? 
Why did the urban civilizations of Oaxaca, for example—who obviously 
would have known about it—instead continue to write codices using the 
sort of memory systems Severi describes?

Once we throw off the evolutionary shackles that still implicitly 
dominate our thinking on such matters, and realize that politics has al-
ways existed, such questions become far easier to address. After all, what 
is politics, in the final analysis, but a collection of quarrels over contrast-
ing conceptions of what is valuable in human life? Perhaps the balance 
of forces in the Americas simply came out the other way. In Eurasia 
and Africa, bureaucratic civilization proved resilient and enduring, and 
heroic systems of memory where either pushed to the margins, or, as in 
the classical and medieval European worlds, were maintained as a kind 
of subculture in the shadow of the written word. Could it be that early 
systems of writing did emerge in a remote historical past we are now 
unable to reconstruct—perhaps not just in the Maya lowlands but else-
where? And that a similar dynamic of schismogenetic mutual definition 
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did take place, but that the political balance in this case tipped the other 
way? After all, if, say, the Olmecs had produced thousands of barkcloth 
codices, how would we really know? Perhaps the complex of values that 
came to be ranged against the urban, bureaucratic systems simply proved 
more resilient, and even in the cities, scribes came to adopt the alterna-
tive memory systems instead. 

This is pure speculation. We really do not know. It’s possible we never 
could know. Still, I think the notion of “civilizations of heroic memory” 
might provide a helpful starting point for a larger historical analysis—
even if one that will probably have to be discarded once we develop a 
more nuanced understanding. If nothing else, many of the techniques 
described in this book seem designed to lend themselves to ostentatious-
ly heroic feats of recall. One need think only of the extraordinary capaci-
ties of Iatmul men of knowledge, each bearing in his head lists of up to 
tens of thousands of totemic names. The Iatmul seem a perfect example 
of a society in which heroic values have been, as it were, democratized: 
where instead of a mass of retainers shifting allegiance between a col-
lection of boastful feuding aristocrats, and an elite of bards or priests or 
druids—masters of complex, unwritten arcane lore—all adult males are 
expected to be either “men of violence” or “men of discretion,” boastful 
warriors or guardians of totemic lore. Surely, in the endless heated men’s 
house debates that mark Iatmul political life, feats of memory are meant 
to directly parallel heroic feats in war. Here, memory itself becomes an 
exploit. 

Yet it is also—as in just about every example recounted in the book—
a memory of exploits as well. 

In no case, among the many cases Severi assembles, do we encounter 
the kind of lists, inventories, and accounting procedures that appear to 
have led to the development of writing in Mesopotamia, Egypt, the In-
dus Valley, or China. Math is minimal. Even the Iatmul lists of names, 
which might seem to bear the closest resemblance to what we have 
come to think of as bureaucratic procedures, really encode moments in 
a mythic journey that led to the gradual creation of the material and 
social universe. In every case the narratives these arts of memory seek 
to preserve involve travels, either in physical or conceptual space; almost 
invariably, too, these travels are punctuated by heroic feats of creation or 
destruction. They are memories of hunts, shamanic journeys, or military 
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expeditions. The form, and content, of the systems of memory appears 
to bear a constant homology, one which itself suggests a structure of 
value inherently opposed to those embodied in writing as administrative 
technique.4

*

One legacy of that complex of values that has historically surrounded 
and supported techniques of writing is the notion of the “text.” Ide-
ally, a text, once created, is seen as floating entirely free of any concrete 
context of its creation or, not to mention, as a purely linguistic abstrac-
tion in no way dependent on any particularly visual element (type-
face, illustrations, size, shape, design, etc.) through which it might, at 
any moment, be embodied or conveyed. This is the conception of text 
that lay behind the most influential works of interpretive anthropology 
(the Balinese cockfight being, of course, the most famous example)—
much to the disadvantage of the hermeneutic project as a whole. But of 
course, this conception of text itself represents a kind of utopian ideal, 
in which the imaginative genius of a single, unique artist is seen to cre-
ate an equally unique object destined to transcend space and time to 
endure forever. 

That complex of values that has supported the various arts of memory 
has entirely different implications. In many of the cases examined in this 
book, the “texts,” such as they are, are precisely what we no longer have. 
But in a way, this is a minor absence, since texts in anything like that 
utopian sense clearly do not exist and no one really imagines that they 
ought to. We are confronted instead with a series of material technolo-
gies that externalize the process of memory and imagination, making 
that process something intrinsically dialogic and contextual. Everything 
turns on a tacit complicity, whereby the author leaves the work, in effect, 

4. All of this leads to equally interesting questions about shamanism, which 
we are used to imagining as the primordial form of religion, again, on tacit-
ly evolutionist grounds. Is it possible that shamanism—at least in the form 
we currently know it—was also a historical innovation that did not exist 
before a specific, identifiable point in time? Imagining such a thing seems 
particularly daunting.
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half-finished so as to “capture the imagination” of the interpreter. This 
clearly has powerful implications for any theory of human creativity. 

It seems to me it has important implications for our most basic un-
derstanding of human thought as well.

Let me conclude by explaining what I mean by this. In recent years, 
two philosophers of mind, Andy Clark and David Chalmers (1998), 
have created a great deal of stir both among analytical philosophers and 
cognitive scientists by challenging the assumption that the human mind 
must necessarily be coextensive with the brain. The assumption seems 
to be contradicted even by the most ordinary everyday experience. Con-
sider, they propose, two people: one is trying to remember a colleague’s 
name and calls it up from their memory; the other has a bad memory 
and turns just as automatically to their address book. Or perhaps one is 
doing a problem of long division in her head, and the other is working 
it out with a pencil and paper. If so, why is the notebook, or the pencil 
and paper, not, at that moment, part of that person’s mind? If mind is a 
process of thinking, then surely the notebook, or the pencil and paper, 
play exactly the same role in the process as the part of their brain would 
have done and which otherwise would have been activated. It would be 
completely arbitrary to insist that the part of the woman’s brain in which 
one is working out the long division is part of one’s mind, during the 
moment when she is solving the problem, but that the pencil and paper 
is not. 

This would indeed seem to be common sense; but it has enormous 
implications. Clark and Chalmers are more interested in human beings’ 
relations to technology than in their relations to one another, so they 
devote a great deal of energy to fobbing off what any anthropologist 
would (I hope) consider the obvious next question: if this is true of the 
dynamic relation between human brains and physical technologies (aba-
cuses, computers, rooms arranged in such a way to act as astrological 
calendars, etc.), then what about the relationship between brains and 
other brains? Cognitive science reveals that fully self-conscious thought 
is remarkably fleeting. Unless one practices some form of artificial men-
tal discipline like meditation, conscious reflection rarely lasts more than 
a few seconds. Or, this is true of solitary reflection. It’s obviously not the 
case when one is engaged in intense conversation with someone else. 
(This is presumably the reason so many people engage in imaginary 
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dialogues when trying to work out a problem.) But if so, self-conscious 
thought generally tends to occur precisely when the difference between 
one mind and another is least apparent, when it might make just as 
much sense to speak of a single, dialogic consciousness. 

The extended mind hypothesis, as it has come to be called, is one of 
the more dramatic philosophical breakthroughs of recent years. Yet it is 
riddled with gaps, contradictions, and conceptual blind spots. Its best-
known exponents have almost nothing to say about creativity, cultural 
meaning, or social relations; sometimes they write as if they were actually 
unaware of them. Yet a book like this is precisely what’s required to begin 
to turn all this around.

But consider the perspective such an approach opens up. Severi cites 
Vischer, Löwy, Warburg, and ultimately Boas to make a compelling case 
that what was then described as “primitive art” is not a crude attempt to 
represent the world as it reveals itself to human vision, but, rather, is a 
representation of mental space, of objects of memory and imagination 
as they reveal themselves to the human mind. Yet if he is right about 
the role so many of these objects played in arts of memory, and if the 
extended mind hypothesis is right, then we can go much further. When 
an archeologist unearths a series of ancient chimera-objects, she is not 
simply discovering a representation of the inside of an ancient mind, she 
is holding in her hand an object that actually was part of a human mind. 
Indeed, insofar as we think through our physical environment, we are 
surrounded by objects that are, in certain contexts, forms of conscious-
ness, though merely background noise in others. But if so, the images 
discussed in this book are of a class of objects that plays a particularly 
important role in human thought because, by mobilizing imagination 
in such a way to link different brains, at least momentarily, contextu-
ally, into one unified process of thinking, they become pivots around 
which—through which—new forms of dialogic consciousness—new 
minds—come into being. 

Armed with this understanding, would it not be possible to return to 
some of the foundational issues of classical social theory—e.g., Marx’s 
fetishes, Durkheim’s ritual effervescence—and see them in an entirely 
different light? But this time, return to them armed with a conceptual 
apparatus that actually reflects the findings of contemporary science? It 
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is exciting to imagine that we are finally living in times when such things 
have become possible again.

 David Graeber
 London, January 2015
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Introduction

My great-grandfather, to honor God, used to leave his house in the very early 
hours of the morning, at first light. He would make his way to a wood, along 
a path known only to him which led to a meadow lying at the foot of a hill. 
When he reached a spring, he would stand before a great oak tree and there, in 
Hebrew, he would chant a solemn, ancient, and secret prayer.

His son, my grandfather, likewise used to rise very early in the morning and 
follow the path that his father had indicated to him. But, being short of breath 
and with much on his mind, he would halt before the path reached the mead-
ow. Here he had found a fine birch tree, close to a stream, and, standing before 
it, he would chant the Hebrew prayer that he had learnt as a child. It was his 
way of honoring God.

His eldest son, my father, had fewer memories, was less religious and more 
fragile in health than his father. He would go to a spot quite close to the house, 
in a garden where he had planted a small tree. There, to honor God, he would 
murmur no more than a few words of Hebrew that were often quite imprecise 
and ungrammatical.

I myself, who have neither memories nor time to pray, have forgotten the way 
to my great-grandfather’s wood and now know nothing of those streams and 
hidden springs, nor do I know any prayer to recite. But I too rise early and will 
tell this story to whoever cares to listen; it is my way of honoring God. 
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This story, which belongs to the Hebrew tradition of the Hassidim of 
Eastern Europe, is less simple than it appears. At first sight, its meaning 
may seem banal. It is no doubt a kind of apology, a story supposed to 
set an example and that contains a traditional lesson: man’s memory is 
fragile and is bound to disappear. From one generation to the next, the 
narrator seems to be saying, all is lost. Knowledge that is not committed 
to a written document (for example, a map that would fix the name of 
the wood close to the village, trace the path leading to the meadow at 
the foot of the hill and the place of the oak tree before which the grand-
father’s father would pray .  .  .) tends to disappear, as do the details of 
the religious hymn in honor of God that the narrator’s ancestor used to 
chant so carefully. Everything fights against memory: words, all words, 
even the most solemn of them, such as those pronounced in a prayer, are 
lost without trace, our story seems to add.

Another meaning of this tale no doubt concerns the status of writing 
and the use of books, or the Book, as is natural within the Hebraic tradi-
tion and its relation to memory. Without the support of the Book, no 
tradition is possible, this story seems to say. So then one thinks about oral 
traditions: about their fragility, the way they disappear, for they depend 
solely on the voices of those who speak of them. Every oral memory is, 
inevitably, the memory of a person. And whoever tells of it is constantly 
assailed by the vicissitudes, often tragic ones, that characterize all human 
lives. Whoever tells a story (including this story, the narrator seems to 
claim) is mortal. His memory is destined to disappear into oblivion, in-
comprehension, indifference. Even the narrator himself, who no longer 
remembers much, is living proof of this loss that is as progressive as it 
is ineluctable. The one telling the story, here and now, no longer knows 
anything. He, just like ourselves today, has lost the ritual wisdom and 
skill of his ancestor.

Yet—as he himself declares—that does not stop him from continu-
ing to honor God. He does this in a somewhat paradoxical fashion, for 
he seems to wish to offer him a cult by telling of how the prayer that he 
might have recited has, between the time of the father and that of the 
son, disappeared to the point where he himself can remember only a few 
words of it. Here, the text no longer distinguishes simply between the 
spoken word and the written word. It introduces a further distinction 
that concerns two distinct domains of orality: a distinction between, on 



3IntroductIon

the one hand, what can be recounted, that is to say, stories, and, on the 
other, forms of speech that should be addressed, solemnly, directly to 
God. Some words are destined for stories. Others, more important for 
men’s memories, are destined for prayer. But now a first contradiction 
appears, for the narrator of this apologia produces proof that what sticks 
in the memory of a tradition is narrative, not ritual chanting with all 
its incomprehensible words. It is only the story, and not the prayer, that 
persists in the memory of the narrator and allows him to celebrate the 
glory of God.

This first conclusion (which confirms a whole school of thought de-
voted to the essentially narrative nature of memory) is nevertheless far 
from covering the meaning of our story. There is something in this tra-
ditional apologia that is at odds with its obvious content and seems to 
change its meaning, scope, and internal equilibrium. Let us go back to 
the beginning: the narrator claims to be telling this story in order to 
honor God. So the narrator is praying: recounting the story—he tells 
us—is his way of doing so. We are to conclude that this story can cer-
tainly not be reduced to a narration, handed down from father to son, 
about an episode in the life of the narrator’s great-grandfather. It is also 
something quite different: it is a recounted prayer designed to honor 
God. Even if the ritual recitation in honor of God here gives way to a 
story that now seems to have no link with the deity, this account (which 
turns out to be the story of a prayer that disappeared from the conscious-
ness of the narrator) nevertheless, thanks to its ironical and ambiguous 
character, preserves a definite performative efficacy. If you but tell this 
story, it turns into a prayer.

Whoever tells the story glorifies God: the narrative and the ritual 
recitation—which constitute the two major branches of the oral tradi-
tion—turn out, in this apologia, to be in a relationship of reciprocal im-
plication and this produces a state of perfect equilibrium. The story of 
a prayer which, even if it fades from memory, turns into pure narrative 
is eventually recognized to be the best of prayers. So when the narrator 
declares that everything gets lost, he is, on the contrary, affirming that 
something essential will persist. 

So it is really the performative value of the prayer, the act of celebra-
tion through speech, rather than the content of the story, that persists 
in the tradition. It is the ritual act—and not the narrative form—that 
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makes this story memorable. What is in play is reversed, and we discover 
that the surface of this apologia resembles one of those graphic illusions 
that contain two images simultaneously; like the crude sketch that often 
appears in Wittgenstein’s Philosophical investigations and that, depending 
on the point of view that one adopts, shows either the head of a rabbit or 
else a duck with a half-open beak (Figure 1).

Figure 1. A visual illusion: the rabbit-duck.

So this story is perfect in that it includes the ritual register within the 
narrative register and vice versa, to the point where the one becomes in-
dissociable from the other. But it also suggests that the same ambiguous 
relationship that is established within it between speech that recounts 
and speech that celebrates, between story and prayer, is reflected in the 
relation between memory and oblivion. The trace left by a forgotten 
prayer is implicitly present in a story that the narrator does not forget. 
According to him, it is the story, and only the story, that remains in his 
mind. Nevertheless, that very story may turn out to be fluid, unstable, 
contested, or lacunary. What remains of it, its true value here and now, 
lies solely in the prayer which, implicitly, lies within it. 

The present book studies certain modalities of the relationship that 
becomes established within a culture between, on the one hand, narra-
tive speech and ritual speech and, on the other, memory and oblivion. 
Our analyses will be carried out within traditions generally called “oral” 
and “non-Western.” We shall be studying narrative’s modalities of exist-
ence and the ritual use of speech within the framework of an investi-
gation devoted to the modes of construction of what is memorable in 
societies which, in order to fix and formulate their knowledge, depend 
essentially upon the use of spoken words. This relationship between 
ritual, narrative, and social memory, which the Hassidim tale seemed to 
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describe as a kind of paradoxical implication, is by no means fixed once 
and for all or even foreseeably within those societies that are different 
from our own. I shall try to show that an analysis of this relationship 
opens up a whole new field of study: that of the anthropology of mem-
ory, which implies starting off by reflecting upon the nature of cultural 
difference. In what respect are these cultures that we call “oral” different 
from our own?

Our daily, unconsidered, spontaneous way of thinking about cultural dif-
ference is clumsy, binary, and seemingly simple. Us and them. In Africa, 
Oceania, America, and elsewhere too, there are peoples that we no longer 
wish to call “primitive,” social situations that we are no longer happy to call 
“retarded.” There are cultures whose values we can no longer share yet that 
we can no longer hastily dismiss as “barbarian.” The words used so easily 
barely thirty years ago to qualify all those differences today seem inad-
equate. One of the great merits of anthropological research has been, pre-
cisely, to make our understanding of this difference increasingly difficult. 

Nevertheless, there can be no doubt of the persistence of our sense 
of a separation, a strong difference between our experience of social life 
and that which characterizes other societies, many of which, still today, 
are known to us no more than superficially. Us and them; them and us: the 
confrontation is enmeshed in a whole series of illusions. The first of these 
is, of course, a belief that this immense region outside our culture is truly 
one region that it is possible to consider as a single unit; so we set it in 
opposition, as a whole, to our society. But that is not simply a summary, 
almost rudimentary, view, but also and above all a negative definition: a 
definition that declares only what those cultures are not. It says pretty 
well nothing about what they themselves do constitute. And it is indeed 
this binary logic that, for the most part, dominates our daily discourse on 
alterity and that determines our experience of cultural difference.

One of the domains in which this logic of “us and them” rules al-
most without exception is that of writing and social memory. We no 
longer wish to call these peoples “primitive” but prefer to call them 
“peoples without writing.” The absence of writing—the usual argument 
goes—determines a particular kind of social memory and so produces 
a particular type of society. This banal theory, often repeated, produces 
certain corollaries: the absence of writing goes hand in hand with a 
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lack of documents, a lack of credible memories, a lack of organized 
knowledge, and a lack of order in tradition and thinking .  .  . Such 
reasoning, which could be described as “inferences based on a lack of 
x,” is widespread. We seldom notice that these apparent banalities are 
founded upon negative definitions, on reasoning that always concerns a 
failure or absence of what we ourselves know and know that we possess. 
Strangely enough, it is clear that the hypnotic aspect of such reasoning 
stems from the fact that it rests upon observations that are generally 
correct. For who could deny that the use of an alphabet remained un-
known in Oceania, Indian America, and much of the African conti-
nent? However, to understand such lines of reasoning, what counts is 
not their veracity. Rather, it is their rhetorical and psychological effects. 
Formulated, as they are, within the binary logic that sets “us” and “them” 
in opposition, they produce a limited horizon by narrowing the domain 
of what is possible.

Such a way of thinking (which makes understanding of cultures that 
are distant from our own almost impossible) is so widespread that it is 
probably worth pausing at this point and taking a closer look at it.

A good example, to illustrate the nature of this apparent paradox 
(namely, a way of interpreting a cultural difference entirely composed 
of irrelevant truths), is in many cases offered by the museum-space in 
which, in orderly fashion, we set out objects that come from cultures that 
are different from our own. Resorting to a procedure that some experts 
called “ideal experimentation,” let us imagine an African Zande harp 
from the Congo and mentally place it in a museum, protected by the 
usual glass case (Figure 2). A label is provided on which we read: “Zande 
harp, a stringed musical instrument, African (Congo). The neck bears an 
anthropomorphic decoration.”

That apparently perfect definition is deeply erroneous with regard 
to the nature of this object, in particular as regards the relation between 
a sound and the image that is presented. To the question, “Is this harp 
a musical instrument?” the reply is affirmative if, placing ourselves in 
what I have called the universe of inert truths, we wish to say that this is 
indeed a mechanism for producing sounds. But if, instead of classifying 
this object according to what we already know, we try to seize upon the 
ideas that inspire its conception (in particular the interaction between 
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Figure 2. A Zande harp (1875).

a sonorous mechanism and an “anthropomorphic image”), the reply be-
comes negative. African art, in situations quite close to that of this harp, 
has often posed and in visual terms resolved a problem that could be for-
mulated as follows: how does one represent a sound or a sonorous pres-
ence by a visual form? A group of Bamileke, Banum, and Luba-Shaba 
drums (Figures 3 and 4) presents an example that may resolve this prob-
lem. As with the label that accompanies our Zande harp, our museums 
customarily classify such objects in the category of musical instruments 
to which, by way of decoration, some image, whether anthropomorphic 
or not, may well be attached.
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Figures 3 and 4. Luba-Shaba drums (Congo-Zaïre).
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If, on the other hand, we decide to pay attention to the interarticula-
tion between the forms and the ideas that characterize these drums, we 
discover that what, at first sight, appeared to be a decoration superim-
posed upon a function (the emission of a sound) is, in actual fact, the 
idea that dominates the image. No decoration appears upon these drums. 
Here, it is a matter of something quite different: the ancestor or animal 
that is sculpted into the wood gives a face to the sound of the drum. In this 
way it transforms the sound produced by the instrument into a voice. So 
the human or animal image that appears on the image is inherent to the 
sound. It qualifies the nature of the instrument by representing its voice 
in a specific way (which belongs to a specific idea of a synesthesia between 
visual and sonorous perception). Through this instrument there comes 
into being a relationship both complex and unexpected between a voice 
and an image: a surprising link engendered by the interaction established 
between two different registers of perception. It is a very close link, so 
close that it makes the sound and the voice of the drum indissociable. It 
is this link that renders the instrument capable, within the ritual context, 
of representing a specific situation: the presence of a now vanished being 
(the ancestor) or an intervention by a being against which one needs to 
protect oneself (a threatening spirit) (Severi 1991: 226–34). Through the 
very action that relates a sound to an image, a specific type of presence 
is established, a presence which, in both cases, is strictly associated with 
an absence.

Let us now return to the Zande harp. It would not, at this point, be 
useful to go into the entire, albeit relatively rich, ethnology concerning 
these instruments (see Laurenty 1960; Dampierre 1992). I shall stress 
only a few essential points that are connected with the relation between 
voice and instrument. The ethnologists who have investigated these tra-
ditions emphasize that, although there are naturally technical ways of 
tuning a harp (for instance, by following the set of intervals of a xy-
lophone), any instrument of this type is, in Zande tradition, endowed 
with an irreducible individual existence. The reason for this absolute in-
dividuality of the African instrument (which makes it a good example of 
this type of thinking in the singular that Eric de Dampierre’s researches 
[1992] have illuminated) lies in the fact that a Zande harp is always 
tuned to the voice of whoever plays it (Dampierre 1992: 40–41).
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We should not forget that a Western musical instrument, despite cer-
tain individual features that are attributed to exceptional objects, always 
belongs within a mechanical and organized system of sound emissions 
that are common to the entire orchestra. It is accordingly always con-
sidered to be a member of a class of objects that implies the existence 
of a graphic system of notation, that of a particular tonal temperament. 
Whoever plays an instrument will, by definition, place himself within 
or in opposition to that system. Within this framework, the relation be-
tween voice and instrument is made possible by the fact that the voice is 
always that of the singer. Such voices are trained, amplified, and treated 
to a lengthy positioning process (in fact, the expression “the position of 
a voice” is actually used). In short, the training of these voices is always 
steered toward the instrument, whose possibilities of emission are in-
tensified or limited within vocal music designed to be produced by an 
orchestra or by one or several instruments.

African tradition completely overturns that situation in which the 
instruments always, right from the very first chord, guide the sing-
ing. Here, it is the instrument that is “adjusted” to the voice. In fact, a 
Zande harp is considered to be an object that is symbolically close to the 
body of its player. As the musicians questioned by Eric de Dampierre 
(1992: 61) told him, the harp utters the words of its player, even as it rep-
resents his voice. Perhaps, in order to remain as faithful as possible to 
Zande aesthetics, we should say that the instrument captures the singer’s 
voice. This is such a close link that, among the Azande, at the birth of 
every new instrument, a harp must die as a body before starting to emit 
sounds. So whoever wishes to play it finds himself obliged to mourn its 
death. And it is only after this ritually realized death that the instrument 
becomes able to emit sounds. It is through this gesture that leads the 
voice of the singer to place itself in a dying body in order to welcome it 
(thereby forfeiting all innate vocality of its own) that an initial identi-
fication can be established between the singer and the instrument that 
emits sounds. That identification is then completed or at least intensified 
by the appearance, on the instrument’s body, of a symbolic image of a 
face. Once this has happened, when a string is plucked it utters words, 
thereby conveying the voice of someone, of a face whose representa-
tion is an essential part of the instrument. As in the anthropomorphic 
drums mentioned above (see Figures 3 and 4), the representation of a 
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face transforms the sound that the instrument emits into a voice. It is 
accordingly perfectly logical that every note or sound emitted by the 
harp should, in the Zande language, be called kpolo: “voice” (Dampierre 
1992: 34–35).

Now let us reflect upon the difference between the Zande and the 
Western situations. What do we mean when we declare that the Zande 
“do not have” a notation system similar or comparable to ours, or that 
they “think differently” about the relation between a sound and a voice? 
What we are doing, surely, is formulating an inert truth. In contrast to 
the European tradition, here there is neither opposition nor symmetry. 
Rather, there is a twofold reversal of rules. On the one hand, it is not 
the voice that chimes with the instrument but, on the contrary, the in-
strument that chimes with the voice. On the other hand, what we have 
here is not something that is common in our own tradition, namely an 
imitation or possible mimesis between the voice and the instrument. The 
Zande situation seems to set us in the presence of a mutual interpenetra-
tion of a voice and a sonorous object. 

In this example, the cultural variation concerns not only the structure 
of music, but also the frontier which, within a culture, separates what 
is “music” from what is not, and what is considered to be an instru-
ment from what is not. Here, an image conveys the transformation of 
a mechanical sound into a human voice. After its ritual death, the harp 
“adorned by an anthropomorphic image” becomes in reality a ritual im-
age of a voice. So in this case the difference between us and them lies not 
only in the music but also in the nature of the object and in the type of 
synesthesia conceived and put into practice by a culture. In the Zande 
harp, the clear separation between vocal music and instrumental music 
(and the infinite possibility of imitations, references, etc.) that character-
izes our own musical tradition is not present. The Zande tradition has 
found a way of its own to formulate the relationship.

We should therefore conclude that the harp is not an instrument su-
perficially adorned by an anthropomorphic motif. On the contrary—if I 
have correctly seized upon the logic that guides its form—it now appears 
to us as a voice-object, itself a replica of a living body. The sculpted head, 
ritually associated with the death–rebirth of the instrument’s body, now 
becomes inherent to the sound of the harp. It represents its iconic part 
that is indissociable from all the music of the Zande tradition.
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A study of this example makes it possible to introduce a first distinc-
tion between two possible forms of variation. The first type is illustrated 
by Bach’s Goldberg variations. A theme initially introduced with great 
clarity progressively engenders a great number of variations. The com-
position rule that guides satellite compositions of the theme, which we 
shall hear again right at the end, is very clear: the theme itself must reap-
pear in each of the proposed variations. The sonorous image that results 
from the progressive development of the twenty-four variations is that 
of a marvellous rotation around a central point. It resembles the form of 
a sea-star, a rock-crystal, a snowflake, seen through a microscope. As in 
a fractal, each element recalls the center and carries it within itself. This 
is the very shape of ethnocentric reasoning: all that is different is organ-
ized around what is already known. All that is resistant to the schema is 
characterized by a kind of anamorphosis that conceals its appearance or 
modifies it to the point of deformation.

There is, however, another possible model for variations. Anton 
Webern was the first to think of it. In his Variations for piano opus 24, 
he discovered a linear and progressive way (as opposed to the traditional 
circular structure) to formulate variations. Once the theme has been pre-
sented together with its first variation, the second will be a variation 
not of the theme but of the first variation; and the third variation, for 
its part, will be a variation of the second, and so on. In this way, one ob-
tains a structure that generates not only variations organized around a 
center but also other centers that can produce other variations. This model 
makes it possible to illustrate a way of organizing differences that does 
not recognize any preestablished center of epistemological priority. This 
is a method which, while providing us with the means to invent a com-
parative approach, in no way confines us to a single evolutionary path or 
reduces a “different” case to an exotic variation of one single case that is 
assumed to be the central paradigm. Such is the path that I have chosen 
to follow in this book.

I have spent years studying a number of oral traditions in Native America 
and Oceania. For a long time I focused my research on how these tra-
ditions functioned and on the specific constraints that the paths taken 
by the transmission of knowledge impose upon the forms and contents 
of shared knowledge (whether those paths involve narration or images, 
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action or ritually delivered speech). Such work demands that close at-
tention be paid to the examination of indigenous examples and texts and 
specialized literature. One works in this way, sometimes for long periods, 
in relative isolation, protected but at the same time severely limited by 
the exclusive company of specialists.

There comes a day when one feels the need to sketch in a wider ho-
rizon, think about the possibility of generalizing one’s local observa-
tions about the traditions that one has studied. A shamanistic song, a 
ritual dance, a mask, and a myth of origins are above all complex things 
that need to be deciphered. But what meaning may they carry beyond 
the culture to which they belong? What do they suggest about the way 
in which they use language? What social memories do they transmit? 
What kind of thinking?

The first question posed naturally concerns the very concept of tradi-
tion. If I look beyond my study of specific situations in order to evaluate 
them within a wider perspective, I may arrive at, essentially, two conclu-
sions. The first is that the opposition between oral traditions and written 
traditions, which is still current in anthropology and to which plenty of 
historical and linguistic traditions still refer, is, albeit not without some 
bases, fallacious. It may involve a number of traps, in the first place be-
cause it tends to consider the dimension of “orality” as adverse, the oppo-
site of “written,” and fails to consider its specific qualities. As a result, this 
opposition that appears to be so obvious proves incapable of perceiving 
the particular mode of existence and functioning of certain so-called “oral” 
traditions (and those include the patterns of utterance, typical mental rep-
resentations, and discursive genres that stem from the accepted exercise of 
the spoken word). Secondly, this opposition hides the fact that in between 
the two opposite poles of an exclusive use of orality and an exclusive use of 
writing (even if one accepts that such traditions did exist), there are a great 
many intermediate situations. In those situations, neither an exclusive use 
of the spoken word nor that of linguistic signs dominates. When one 
takes the trouble to reconstruct the ways of transmitting shared knowl-
edge, what one discovers is, rather, a particular way, used for mnemonic 
purposes, of combining a certain type of images with certain categories 
of words in the language. This happens in the case of virtual discourse, 
which, in the course of my researches, came to appear to be one of the es-
sential situations that involved social practices connected with memories. 
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 The third pitfall that underlies the seemingly commonplace oppo-
sition between the oral and the written concerns the socialization of 
memory. Whereas the use of writing is necessarily a part of a series of 
collective practices, “oral” cultures may, at first sight, seem to be based on 
the memories of individuals. This may suggest the existence of societies 
endowed with a fragile memory. But this is misleading. In fact, in such 
societies, the use of memory is extremely elaborate, steered toward spe-
cific purposes and preserved as an essential asset. For these are cultures 
founded upon ritual gestures and images as much as upon the use of 
speech. Such cultures are part of a very rich body of iconographic tradi-
tions founded upon the use of ritual memory. One of the ethnographic 
cases that I have been able to study in detail, that of the pictographs of 
Native Americans, appears in this perspective in an entirely new light. 
Far from being, by and large, marginal ethnographic curiosities, often 
interpreted as failed attempts to invent a writing, these graphic systems 
can help us to understand the modes of functioning of plenty of tradi-
tions that have discovered a path midway between orality and writing.

Another conclusion reached in my study of iconographic and oral 
traditions in Oceanic and Amerindian territories concerns working 
methods. As my research progressed, I came to realize that in order to 
understand such graphic systems (such mnemonic uses of iconography) 
and to be able to identify their basic elements and thereby generalize 
the results obtained from their analysis, it was necessary to reverse the 
perspective in which they have hitherto been considered. The drawings 
designed to “preserve memories” in oral traditions have everywhere been 
studied on the basis of more elaborated systems, the model of which 
remains ideographic, syllabic, or alphabetic writings. In order to set up 
comparisons, researchers have resorted to means (of a finite and coherent 
nature) of representing the sounds of a language. Seen from this point of 
view, pictography is bound to seem an unsuccessful attempt to invent a 
type of writing. In the present book, I intend to follow a quite different 
path and to consider the pictograms invented by Native Americans as 
the crowning outcome of a long process that leads, starting from rela-
tively simple models for organizing the relation between images and 
words (examples of which are to be found, for instance, in a number of 
Oceanic traditions), to the establishment of veritable “memory arts” in 
non-Western cultures. I have accordingly chosen to analyze pictographs 
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starting not from very elaborate systems, but rather from more simple—
sometimes infinitely simple—cases. This choice has made a new opera-
tion possible: that of sketching in a morphological scale, of mounting 
complexity, of iconographic traditions that are not solely “oral” but are 
nevertheless unconcerned with any phonetic transcription of the sounds 
of a language. Such a morphological scale is based upon the type of 
relationship that is established, case by case, between images and words 
within the traditional techniques of memorization.

The study of a number of apparently marginal graphic techniques has 
thus engendered a new intellectual project: a comparative anthropol-
ogy of the arts of memory. The elaboration of this project has led me to 
take a new look at various different areas of knowledge hitherto kept 
separate, passing from a study of what is customarily called “primitive 
art” to a history of writing, a study of “oral” literatures, and even—for 
reasons that will become clear later—an anthropological study of certain 
thought processes.

This project of an anthropology of memory, the purpose of which was 
to expand the traditional concept of “the art of memory” so as to include 
a vast collection of techniques for constructing memorable knowledge 
by means of elaborating and deciphering an iconography, was fraught 
with difficulties.

The first difficulty was clearly the almost total absence of special-
ized literature on this theme. The scholarly literature certainly includes 
historical analyses of social memories and studies of oral traditions 
and also aesthetics, semiotic and sociological studies of iconographies. 
Anthropologists have accumulated many fine studies of non-Western 
arts as well as of ritual action and discourse. In those domains, research 
is lively and produces rich results. However, the idea of a new perspec-
tive inclined, through the interaction of particular aspects of research in 
these domains, to establish an anthropology of mnemonic practices in 
so-called “oral” cultures does not, except in a few sporadic studies, appear 
to have appealed to ethnologists.

On the other hand, the last fifty years have seen the appearance of a 
number of historical explorations into the Western traditions linked to 
the art of memory, ranging from the pioneering works of Paolo Rossi 
(1991) and Frances Yates (1966) to the more recent research work of 
Lina Bolzoni ([1995] 2001) and Mary Carruthers ([1990] 2008). Some 
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of that work even recognizes that it is influenced by an anthropological 
approach. Mary Carruthers, for instance, considers the arts of memory 
not so much as practices linked purely and simply to memorization, 
but rather as the technical context of the craft of thought that, ever since 
late antiquity and throughout the Middle Ages, has influenced a vast 
collection of practices linked to memorization and mental images. A 
technique of memorization, together with the taxonomic organization 
of knowledge that this implies, should, as Carruthers rightly declares, 
be considered as an artifact. The only aspect that differentiates it from 
a work tool is the fact that, in this case, it is a mental artifact: a tool for 
thought.

Studies such as those of Carruthers have been of great value to my 
own work. However, one has to recognize that the existence of a number 
of different arts of memory, implying precisely a connection which, ac-
cording to Paolo Rossi (1991), characterizes all ars memorandi, between 
memory, classification, and inference, on the one hand, and evocation, 
ideation, and poetic imagination, on the other, has been completely un-
noticed by a large majority of ethnologists. According to the latter, the 
traditions of the peoples whom they studied might, at the most, possess 
just a few protowriting systems of “mnemonic supports”; but the under-
lying background remained orality.

 The idea that a logic of memorization might influence the use of these 
uncertain and rudimentary drawings and that, alongside the illuminat-
ing inquiries into the mnemonic practices of the medieval West that 
historians were publishing, one could therefore consider reconstructing a 
general anthropology of these techniques of memorization seldom even 
crossed those scholars’ minds. One of the major consequences of such a 
new approach remained equally unexplored: namely, the idea of consid-
ering the Western situation itself not as a universal model but, instead, 
simply as one possible form of an ideal series of techniques for exercising 
thought that were suited to the social practices of memory and could 
lead to the establishment of a tradition conceived as a body of shared 
knowledge. 

Clearly, the illusion that I found myself on a truly unexplored path 
did not last very long. As soon as I embarked on my research, I real-
ized that even if the project of such an anthropology had occurred to 
me alone, there were already numerous research studies devoted to one 
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aspect or another of the question of memorization. If my project was to 
succeed, I would have to abandon at least some of the usual practices 
of an anthropologist in the field (an Americanist, Oceanist, Asianist, 
or Africanist), who would normally limit himself to one single cultural 
area, for my work would lead in two new directions. The first, naturally 
enough, led me toward comparative anthropology, to research into cases 
comparable to those that I had already studied. The second was equally 
obvious: I would have to try to gain an understanding of the historical 
roots of the ethnographic problem that I was posing for myself. In those 
very general terms, the problem could be formulated as follows: What 
might an iconic representation of knowledge be? That question, at once 
epistemological and historical, led me into a quite ill-defined area of the 
history of ideas, a kind of intermediary zone in between works devoted 
to the “origins of art” (in particular drawing) and those devoted to the 
history of writing. In this way, a whole tradition of studies was revealed to 
me, a kind of subterranean and almost forgotten layer of anthropological 
knowledge which underwent a remarkable intellectual development be-
tween the late eighteenth and the late nineteenth centuries. Plenty of the 
problems that my ethnological studies led me to consider were already 
formulated and debated here: How does one produce memory without 
writing? How can images assume and preserve meaning in a durable and 
not vague way? How and why does an image function as a protosign? 
What is a pictogram and—more importantly—what is it not? How does 
one cultivate a memory of images? Once I had set out along this path, I 
was thus led to return to an intellectual domain still somewhat vague and 
unexplored because it was reckoned to be a kind of cemetery of scientific 
ruins (Gall’s phrenology, Lavater’s physiognomy, and even Humboldt’s 
obscure theory of landscapes): namely, the morphological tradition. The 
study of one of these half-forgotten traditions was particularly fertile 
for my research: this was a discipline which, between the 1840s and the 
early twentieth century, was practiced under the name of the biology of 
images or, even more specifically, the biology of ornamentation. We shall 
be considering its essential features a little later on.

In an essay written in 1900, the Austrian archaeologist Emanuel 
Löwy, who was a friend and advisor to Freud, concluded that primitive 
drawing is far from rudimentary: it deploys the resources of memory-
images not to depict reality but another world of images that exist in our 
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minds alone (Löwy [1900] 1907). That interpretation, formulated in the 
course of an illuminating analysis of archaic Greek style, really marked 
the outcome to an entire tradition of studies now completely forgot-
ten. This biology of images is defined by its founder, the British general 
Augustus Henry Lane-Fox Pitt-Rivers, as the application of Darwin’s 
theory of evolution to the domain of forms conceived by humanity and 
to the mental representations that those forms imply. Like animals and 
like ideas, Pitt-Rivers added, the drawings that we find in many different 
human cultures undergo an evolution as time passes and, like animals 
and ideas, these are to be found in regions of the world that favor their 
survival.

This intellectual tradition, elaborated in Great Britain between 1850 
and 1870, is in fact composed of two major currents. The first, to a large 
extent, derives from German inspiration. It is linked with the synop-
tic perspective (for many years opposed to Darwinism) of the Goethe-
style morphology founded mainly by Bastian, Humboldt, and, above all, 
Semper and Boas. The other current originated in England. Its founder 
was Pitt-Rivers, a true pioneer, whose work would lead to the formation 
of two great museums, the one devoted to ethnology, the other to archae-
ology. Among those who picked up on its intellectual heritage, which, 
although nowadays forgotten, was at the time surrounded by consider-
able prestige, were the Swedish Hjalmar Stolpe and the British Alfred 
Haddon and Henry Colley March. This English tradition, which devel-
oped mainly in Cambridge, in between biology and anthropology, was, 
through the works of Samuel Butler, to influence the work of the young 
Gregory Bateson. In the course of the nineteenth century it grew strong-
er in America, where, in intellectual circles linked to the Smithsonian 
Institute and in particular for those who discovered “the early writings 
of the Indians of America,” it became a model of scientific practice. In 
this way, the biology of images was, between 1896 and 1898, to exert a 
strong influence on a young historian of art who had early on become 
disgusted with his chosen discipline and was ready for an ethnological 
adventure: he was Aby Warburg. By exploring the strange epistemologi-
cal dinosaur that was the biology of ornamentation, one can discern the 
origin of the project of an anthropology of social memory that Warburg 
formulated under the title Mnemosyne. It was a project that he kept in 
mind throughout his life, even though he never really developed it. 
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I came to the conclusion that it was within this tradition that I had 
to seek the bases of a new approach to the mnemonic use of images. It 
was a matter of reinterpreting the point of view that this remarkable 
group of researchers called biological. And it was not until I had explored 
this unexpected field of research in which so many open problems were 
posed (and so many unacceptable responses formulated) that I was able 
to return to a comparative anthropology of iconographic traditions. In 
this domain I applied what seemed to be an elementary methodologi-
cal instruction for morphological thinking. This could be formulated as: 
“Seek out the simplest case and evaluate its own complexity.” While the 
description of this first Urform is complete enough, subsequent, more 
complex cases may be arranged in an orderly series, thereby (through 
similarities and differences) revealing aspects thitherto unnoticed. Natu-
rally enough, it also proved necessary to note and understand all the 
reefs encountered by morphology and carefully evaluate the reasons for 
its historical failure. Reversing the perspective of that tradition, it proved 
necessary to pass on from an analysis of simple graphic forms (in the 
manner of a scholar such as Stolpe or, today, one such as Carl Schuster) 
to an analysis of the groups of relations between images and words that 
became established in a tradition (or, rather, within the techniques of 
memorization peculiar to a given tradition). The elementary phenom-
enon upon which my research is founded is thus not the material ex-
pression of so-called “primitive” graphic systems but instead the mental 
link that is established between two forms of mnemonic traces, the one 
iconic, the other linguistic. As we shall see, systems that seem, from the 
form of the images that they employ, to be very different sometimes, seen 
in this perspective, turn out to possess deep affinities. 

This new anthropological approach to mnemonic forms was possible 
for me to adopt not only because I had emerged from my study of the bi-
ology of images with a new set of working hypotheses, but also because, 
at the same time, a surprising number of non-Western memory arts had 
emerged from my research. While a number of Amerindian cases differ-
ent from those that had served as my point of departure did appear, other 
mnemonic procedures founded upon the use of a systematized iconogra-
phy likewise emerged in Melanesia, Polynesia, Africa, and Asia. On the 
basis of a number of relatively “simple” examples attested in Melanesia 
(what might, somewhat imperfectly, be called minimal iconographies 
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linked to proper nouns, be they peoples’ names or toponyms) and even 
far more complex cases in Native America, I was thus able to sketch in 
a genealogy of nonwritten, iconographic, and oral traditions founded 
on the types of mnemonic practices that they implied. In this way there 
appeared a literary form different from the narrative form—a kind of 
Urform of memory that was typical of these traditions and that I sug-
gested calling a song-form. This was a form deeply linked with a ritual use 
of language, in which image and word carry strictly equivalent weight 
and dignity both from the point of view of their logic (inference, clas-
sification, etc.) and from their sometimes intensely poetic aspects.

An analysis of this form also made it possible to reach another 
conclusion: non-Western arts of memory are founded on at least two 
psychological criteria of a general kind. The first is an elaboration of a 
salience that is attached to counterintuitive graphic representations that 
one might consider to be imagines agentes belonging to non-Western 
cultures. A memorable image, in its elementary manifestation, is often a 
chimera. The second psychological feature of a general nature lies in the 
organization, equally necessary and constitutive, of memorable images 
into ordered sequences.

Here, as in the Middle Ages studied by Mary Carruthers ([1990] 
2008), the mnemonic techniques are mental artifacts. Iconic traditions 
organize the images that they transcribe against a material backing 
(or some other form) in a manner that continues to reflect the articu-
lation of mental images within the memory: through the salience and 
construction of an order. The emergence of this double criterion gener-
ally produces a mnemonic efficacy. The material image plunges its roots 
in a mental representation, as a pure product of ideation. Yet that is not 
enough. All the arts of memory that I have studied also obey another 
condition: they are of a ritual nature. They are always linked to a cer-
emonial context. For in traditions in which memorization is assigned to 
a particular use of iconography, the use of language is equally carefully 
controlled. An analysis of several cases has shown that these traditions 
apply to language the same criterion that is applied to the construction 
of salient iconographic representations that are deliberately designed 
to be counterintuitive and set apart from everyday perceptions. In the 
same way as mnemonic images, the type of communication that inspires 
the construction of something memorable within a tradition must be 
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perceived as something particular and counterintuitive. In other words, 
these traditions (in America as well as in Oceania and elsewhere) propa-
gate and preserve counterintuitive representations by inserting them into 
counterintuitive situations.

The discovery of the role played by counterintuitive contexts of com-
munication has made it necessary to set up, alongside the analysis of 
mnemonic relations established by the use of an ad hoc iconography 
linking images and words, an elucidation of the special pragmatics that 
steer and orient ritual communication. The crucial part in this switch 
from a simple construction of counterintuitive images (such as chime-
ras, fantastical animals, nonhuman spirits, etc.) to the establishment of 
counterintuitive conditions that apply to the process of communication 
lies, in all the ethnographic cases that I have been able to examine, in 
the pragmatic definition of the status of the locutor. The image of the 
man or woman who speaks in the name of tradition always undergoes 
a transformation. In the context of communication that is ritualized, 
whether it be a matter of the recitation of a ritual song or of a sim-
ple performance of a danced pantomime, that image fills the publicly 
recognized position of an I-memory. It involves the figure of a locutor 
that invariably transcends the real locutor, a figure that the ritual action 
defines in detail. The voice of this locutor is one of the key vehicles in 
this symbolic identity-transformation: not only in the case of the words, 
whether comprehensible or obscure, that this voice pronounces, but in all 
its possible registers—the intonations, breathing, cries, onomatopoeias, 
even the rhythms marked by legato or staccato sounds . . . In traditions 
such as these, the voice becomes a sonorous image of the speaker and of 
his or her ritual transformation. As an iconic element that is essential to 
an iconographic tradition, the voice thus demands particular attention. It 
is as a result of this route imposed by an analysis of ethnographic factors 
that a book initially consecrated to non-Western memory arts has also 
turned into a book about ritual utterance and the iconic use of language. 

As I understand it, what is at stake in the exercise of an art of memory 
is both codification and evocation. From a cognitive point of view, the 
practice of such an art involves, on the one hand, taxonomy and inference, 
and, on the other, the invention of an iconography and the establishment 
of a specific context, often ritualized, of communication. By use of these 
terms it is possible to sketch in what, in order to set it in opposition to 
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narrative and its sequential forms, might be called iconic memory. This is 
an art of memory which, although unable to represent sounds, constructs 
around the mental representation a series of conditions affecting its vo-
cal expression and thus, in its own way, preserves traces which, through 
the experience of ritual, have become part of tradition. This is the matter 
from which the memory of a great many traditions long described as 
“oral” is composed. In the present book, we shall take the concept of art 
of memory to consist of a series of practices which, as we shall see from 
certain shamanistic traditions, can constitute the context that guides in-
ference and at the same time the persistent schema that influences evo-
cation and therefore also, as we shall see, the source of the process which, 
within the context of the rite, leads to belief. 

What we have here is the exercise of a complex memory in which sev-
eral aspects and processes are combined. However, in the wake of Freud, it 
would be extremely naïve to ignore the fact that an element of forgetful-
ness is at work at the heart of all mnemonic traces. And it would be equally 
naïve not to take into account the very real fact that even such a memory, 
defined in Freudian terms as an internal configuration of representations 
and affects in which mnemonic traces and forgetfulness are indissociable, 
very often operates amid disorder, at the heart of social conflict and ethnic 
and cultural confrontation. And, finally, it is not possible to ignore the 
fact that a society’s memory is never single. Memories are always plural 
and often antagonistic. Whatever the view of persistent prejudice, in this 
respect traditional societies (that is to say, “oral societies”) are no different 
from others. This is why I wished to add an example, in which we find 
the exercise of a social memory applied to the image of an enemy. Here, 
within a period of confrontation between Whites and Native Americans 
and within a single region—lying between Arizona, New Mexico, and 
the north of present-day Mexico—we shall be able to follow a trans-
formation that affects the supernatural field. On the one hand, we shall 
see the appearance of an Apache Christ, at once a prophet and a sha-
man, who becomes the founder of an ambivalent cult organized around 
the image of a crucified snake. On the other hand, among the Whites, 
who were at that time the direct antagonists of those Native Americans, 
we shall witness the emergence of another transformation of tradition: 
a Lady Sebastiana who, armed with bow and arrows, brings death to a 
Christ in the throes of his passion. Lady Sebastiana and the Christ of 
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the Apache enter upon the scene to illustrate one last point. What we 
learn from a formal analysis (founded on the relation, on cognitive bases, 
between images and words) about the constitution of a tradition is by no 
means alien to an understanding of cultural conflict. On the contrary, the 
schema that emerges provides an indispensable vocabulary with which to 
decipher the memory of present-day conflicts, both the paradoxes within 
it and the consequent birth of cultural hybrids within societies that have 
chosen the sphere of the supernatural to represent the conflicts that set 
them now, as they will in the future, in opposition to the society that be-
lieves itself to be founded upon written memories: our own. 





chapter 1

Warburg the anthropologist, or the decoding  
of a utopia
From the biology of images to the anthropology  
of memory

For such is the condition of the human mind that un-
less continuously struck by images of things rushing 
into it from outside, all memories can easily escape 
from it.

Galileo, Sidereus nuncius

Why do we simply call the traditions of peoples who lack the use of 
writing “oral”?1 Many ethnographers today reveal that, in many cases, 
these traditions are iconographic just as much as oral; they are founded 
on images as much as on words. In truth, the opposition between oral 
and written traditions is not only unrealistic—in that it pays scant at-
tention to intermediary situations in which graphic techniques complete 
the exercise of speech but do not substitute for it—but it furthermore 
rests upon a fallacious symmetry. The fact is that there are numerous 

1. An early version of this chapter appeared in L’Homme, Image et Anthro-
pologie 65. My warmest thanks for allowing me to republish here go to its 
editor, Jean Jamin.
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cultures in which, although the social memory seems to be based solely 
on spoken words, the role of images is part and parcel of the process of 
transmitting knowledge. So, in these circumstances, there is no sym-
metrical opposition between the oral and the written domains. What is 
contrasted to writing, in this opposition, is not simply the spoken word. 
A combination of words and images that forms a memory technique, 
particularly within the context of ritual discourse, constitutes the alter-
native that, in many societies, has prevailed over the practice of writing.

However, neither the simple decoding of the meaning of “aesthetic” 
objects nor the work of specialists in oral traditions suffices on its own 
to describe in detail how these relations between language and iconog-
raphy become established in societies said to be without writing. As for 
anthropologists who set out to explore the concept of tradition itself, the 
critical and epistemological work that they have accomplished on the 
cognitive bases of cultural communication limits itself to the study of 
verbal exchanges and laboratory experimentation (Sperber 1975). So far 
it does not encompass the material offered by the anthropological ter-
rain. Consequently, for a variety of reasons, those three approaches turn 
out to be incapable of defining the domain shared by iconography and 
the use of speech in societies that do not engage in writing, that is to say, 
the domain of practices and techniques linked with memorization.

I should like to show that an anthropology of memory, based on an 
empirical investigation of these practices, could renew this field of study 
in which the image seems to be one of the most powerful means used. 
But how should we approach thinking about the relation between im-
ages and memory? How should we regard an iconographic tradition? A 
whole series of studies, from Frederic Bartlett (1932) down to the pre-
sent day, has linked the concept of memorization with that of narration. 
The salience of a narrative structure, with its sequence of actions, both 
for fixing a mnemonic trace and for evoking a memory, has been gener-
ally recognized by both psychologists and philosophers. Jerome Bruner 
(1990), for example, suggests that no memory can be imagined outside a 
narrative structure; according to him, any memory, even a visual one, is an 
account. Paul Ricoeur, for his part, defends an even more radical position,2 

2. Ricoeur’s position, which presents the temporal dimension as one of the 
essential elements in the concept of memory, seems still close to that of 
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maintaining that telling a story is a way not only of evoking it in our 
memory but also of reconfiguring temporal experience (Ricoeur 1988: 3).

The relation between memory and image is much less clear. Through-
out his life, Aby Warburg endeavored to analyze this and to formulate 
a psychology of the human mind that was based on a study of social 
memory. A project for setting up an anthropology of the practices of 
memorization linked to images may therefore be sketched in, starting 
with some reflections on his work.

WARBuRG: VISuAl SyMBolS And CHIMeRAS

A seismograph placed along the dividing line between cultures: that 
is how Aby Warburg, in a text written at the end of his life, suggested 
describing the inspiration that guided his entire oeuvre: “When I look 
back on my life’s journey, it seems that my function has been to serve 
as a seismograph .  .  . to be placed along the dividing lines between 
different cultural atmospheres and systems” (Warburg [1927] 2007: 
332). With the extreme concision that characterized all his writing, 
that text, in just a few words, summed up the whole collection of an-
thropological questions upon which Warburg reflected throughout his 
intellectual itinerary: cultural difference and the “dividing line” that 
this drew between different societies in both space and time, the ritual-
ized expression of emotions, the relation between the birth of icono-
graphies and ritual action, and the constitution, through imagery, of a 
social memory. 

When one considers his work as a whole, one realizes that this an-
thropological inspiration, which was at once fertile and incomplete, 
presents two aspects. The first, probably the better known, is one that 
greatly influenced the history of art. In a series of studies devoted to the 
art of the european Renaissance, Warburg revealed the need to restore 

Aristotle, who, in De memoria et reminiscentia, claims that no memory is 
possible without a mental representation of time: “When someone is ac-
tively engaged in memory, he perceives in addition that he saw this, or 
heard it, or learned it earlier; and earlier and later are in time” (Aristotle 
1972: 49).
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to iconographic traditions all their historical and cultural complexity 
(Warburg [1932] 1999). Positioning himself, right from the start, some-
where in between the history of art, the history of ideas, the psychology 
of vision, and anthropological research, he elaborated a double strategy 
for the analysis of images. on the one hand, in the face of the domi-
nant Wölfflinian formalist tradition, he inaugurated an analytical study 
of the meaning that works of art conveyed. on the other, that study of 
the meaning of iconographies was, for him, inseparable from setting the 
image in context, as a conveyor of social representations. The works of 
artists thus emerged from the museums of fine arts to become one ele-
ment, among others, in a series of representations that pervade society 
as a whole.

Warburg’s perspective can therefore not be reduced either to a pe-
rusal of style or to a simple iconological decoding of images. on the 
contrary, his approach opens up new ways of studying the contexts in 
which iconographies circulated and of analyzing the social practices that 
they implied, especially the ritual ones. It is from this point of view that 
Warburg and the researchers whom he influenced directly and profound-
ly modified our perception of the art and culture of the Renaissance. An 
analysis of iconographies indeed shows that the return of ancient art 
and sometimes even the cult of the Muses (Wind 1980) was a phe-
nomenon linked with bodies of knowledge until then hardly known that 
ranged from representations associated with mnemotechniques (yates 
1966), to astrology, physiognomy, and other domains of magic (Walker 
1958), all the way to classical and medieval tropes of rhetoric (Curtius 
1953), the codified language of gestures (Barasch 1994), or the decoding 
of egyptian hieroglyphs from a neoplatonic point of view (Wittkower 
[1972] 1977). This was the Warburg who was best known, the one who 
associated the portrait of a Florentine merchant with the votive or fu-
nerary waxen masks used in Florence in the fifteenth century (Warburg 
[1932] 1999: 553–58); or the Warburg who, in the cycle of frescoes rep-
resenting signs of the zodiac in the este palace in Ferrara, detected the 
influence of an Indian astrological treatise known in Italy thanks to the 
intermediary of an Islamic tradition (Figure 5).

However, there is another part of Warburg’s work that is far less well 
known, in which his anthropological ambitions are expressed in a differ-
ent manner. In a collection of texts in which his remarkable account of 
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Figure 5. Francesco del Cossa, The Month of March, fresco, 1469–70, Ferrara, 
Palazzo Schifanoia.
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his voyage among the Hopi in 1895–96 is probably the most important 
(Warburg [1939] 1988), we discover a Warburg who, far from limiting 
his scientific ambition to an analysis of european works of Renaissance 
art, set out, with a much wider perspective, to define the foremost ele-
ments of a “ psychology of human expression” (Warburg [1923] 2007: 
313), to which an analysis of images would supply the key. In these 
barely sketched-in texts in which a whole line of thought is concen-
trated into just a few statements, this art historian who was constant-
ly seeking to transform his discipline aimed to understand the prime 
source of all iconography, the elementary bases of an image considered 
as a formal conveyor of meaning. Stimulated by the work of the earli-
est psychologists of visual perception (he was a psychology student in 
Berlin in 1891), Warburg was seeking to identify the mental opera-
tions—those particularly relevant to memory—that were implied by 
representation in images. edgar Wind (1983) was the first to recognize 
the importance of the work of Robert Vischer for an understanding 
of this viewpoint of the young Warburg. What Wind called Vischer’s 
“revolutionary little treatise” on visual empathy (Vischer [1873] 1994) 
marked a veritable turning point in German psychological and aesthetic 
nineteenth- century thought. It inspired a series of research programs 
in this domain, ranging from Konrad Fiedler ([1878] 1994), Heinrich 
Wölfflin ([1886] 1994), and Adolf Hildebrand ([1893] 1994) to Carl 
einstein (1992). And for at least two generations, the concept that he 
was the first to formulate, that of visual empathy, was central to the eu-
ropean scientific debate on the notion of form (Severi 2009). As Wind 
saw clearly, Warburg took over this concept and made it one of the in-
struments of his own thinking. So it is indispensable to note some of its 
essential features here. 

The question that Vischer posed at the start of his essay, written in 
a concise and not very academic style, may seem a simple one: Why is 
it that some visual representations are more intense than others? Why 
is it that the shape of a rock overlooking the sea, a cloud crossing the 
sky, or a rock crystal seem to us charged with particular energy? What 
causes the intensification of visual perception that prompts such emo-
tion? Vischer tells us that, in order to understand this phenomenon, we 
need to analyze the way in which looking functions so as to understand 
“the structure of our imagination” (Vischer [1873] 1994). His initial 
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intuition is that the act of looking, far from being passive, presupposes 
the establishment of a relation between the form of an external ob-
ject and a formal, innate, and unconscious model of the perception of 
space, which reflects a mental image of the body. Perception thus also, 
and always, involves projecting an image of oneself. The idea that the 
very structure of the eye, in the physical sense of the term, can orient 
vision, is not a new one. Wundt—who believed that irregular shapes 
are disagreeable because they contradict or disappoint what the eye ex-
pects—had already formulated it in his Lectures on human and animal 
psychology (Wundt [1896] 2014). However, it was Scherner’s Das Leben 
des Traumes that provided Vischer with a basis upon which to formulate 
his theory of empathy. Scherner (recognized by Freud to be, along with 
Maury [Freud (1900) 1976: 154–59; ellemberger 1970: 357–60], one 
of the great pioneers in the study of dreams) had realized that, while 
dreaming, the mind always projects a symbolic representation of the 
body into the imagination.

For Scherner, this representation, far from being a reproduction of 
external images, “always implies features of the ego,” which, in this way, 
are inscribed in or associated with the represented image. As Freud had 
noted in his historic chapter in The interpretation of dreams: 

It [the dream-imagination] does not halt, however, at the mere repre-
sentation of an object; it is under an internal necessity to involve the 
dream-ego to a greater or lesser extent with the object and thus produce 
an event. For instance, a dream caused by a visual stimulus may represent 
gold coins in the street; the dreamer will pick them up delightedly and 
carry them off. (Freud [1900] 1976: 155–56) 

Vischer deduced from Scherner’s theory of dreaming that this process 
of the projection of an image of the body, which becomes evident in its 
symbolic form in the course of sleep, is in fact a constant feature of our 
imagination, although it is largely unconscious while we are awake. For 
him, all perception is a product of an unconscious relationship between 
the external image—or rather its form—and this ceaseless projection 
that is a part of visual perception. What results from this relationship 
that endows the image with the intensity of our own psychic life is visual 
empathy. The imagination (defined precisely as this constant production 
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of mental images that accompanies perception) is, for Vischer, no differ-
ent from the activity of dreaming:

As in a dream, I stimulate, on the basis of simple nerve sensations, a 
fixed form that symbolizes my body. .  .  . Conversely, an objective but 
accidentally experienced phenomenon always provokes a related idea of 
the self. . . . It does not matter whether the object is imagined or actu-
ally perceived; as soon as our idea of the self is projected into it, it always 
becomes an imagined object, an appearance. (Vischer [1873] 1994: 101)

Indeed, like the dream image, the unconscious projection of emotions 
intensifies the visual representation in two ways: it links the observer 
intimately with the image by creating a kind of compromise between 
what emanates from the imagination and what is represented by percep-
tion; and it enriches the image with associative chains of ideas. The most 
remarkable consequence of this psychic activity is that the mental con-
notations, distinct from the external image, “can become entwined into 
an inextricable whole” in the visual experience (ibid.: 109).

Finally, it should be added that, for Vischer, this process by no means 
characterizes only what we call “art.” on the contrary, this twofold un-
conscious process of liaison and association that is expressed in visual 
empathy is so general that it presides over any apprehension of forms. 
According to Vischer, this is an almost physical characteristic of every 
human being: “The impulse of form belongs to the human psychophysical 
self ” (ibid.: 117). It therefore lies at the root of the creation of all cultural 
symbolism and, in particular, of this tendency to anthropomorphism that 
dominates the myths and rituals of “primitive man” (ibid.: 110).

Warburg reflected at length upon Vischer’s ideas. on the one hand, 
by showing that the intensity of images is a phenomenon far more pro-
found than simple aesthetic pleasure, these analyses of the process of 
perception presented him with the possibility of inventing a way of read-
ing images that was radically different from that of Berenson (whom 
he was to detest his whole life long). on the other hand, the empa-
thy theory enabled him to show that the study of images could lead to 
an elucidation of psychological phenomena of a general order, linked 
with man’s visual thinking and not just with the history of european art. 
When in 1912, in his lecture in Rome, he concluded his analysis of the 
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astrological frescoes of Ferrara, Warburg expressed this ambition very 
clearly: “My fellow students, I need hardly say that this lecture has not 
been about solving a pictorial riddle for its own sake. . . . The isolated and 
highly provisional experiment that I have undertaken here is intended as 
a plea for an extension of the methodological borders of our study of art.” 
This experiment is justified by the fact that, “until now, a lack of adequate 
general evolutionary categories has impeded art history in placing its 
materials at the disposition of the—still unwritten—‘historical psychol-
ogy of human expression’” (Gombrich 1999: 270).

To understand this aspect of his thinking that Warburg himself de-
scribed as positivist,3 which progressively reflected his ambition to liber-
ate the analysis of images from all ethnocentrism, we must of course 
turn to consider his 1895–96 ethnographic visit to the Hopi and also 
the whole collection of texts, both published and unpublished, in which 
he refers to it. For it was in the land of the Hopi that Warburg for 
the first time formulated his plan to observe from close up “the coin-
ing and transmission of symbols,” as one of his earliest disciples put it 

(Saxl 1957: 326). The clearest example of this type of analysis, which we 
could, from this point of view, set in opposition to the representation 
in astrological terms of the month of March, in Ferrara, is his analysis 
of the Hopi lightning-snake. We know that Warburg, who had asked a 
group of Hopi children to illustrate a story that involved lightning, was 
most astonished to find that several of them had drawn a kind of snake 
crossing the sky (Figure 6).

In the first place, this strange representation revealed the artificial 
nature of the debate that had hitherto dominated studies devoted to the 
origin of art and that set defenders of a “realistic” origin in opposition to 
those who favored an “abstract and decorative” origin of graphic repre-
sentation. The Hopi children’s drawings were manifestly “imaginary” and 

3. It is Gombrich who, in his commentary on this text, mentions this unusual 
term, which, however, as we shall see, is most revealing. In a manuscript 
note that he added to the text of his lecture at the last moment, Warburg 
explains that the methodological argument that he wishes to defend is a 
positivist one: “Ich wollte mir eine positivistisches Plaidoyer erlauben” (cited in 
Gombrich 1999: 271).



34 THE CHIMERA PRINCIPLE

Figure 6. A drawing by a Hopi child.

yet were, at the same time, created in an entirely realistic manner. In this, 
Warburg found striking confirmation of the ideas of the man then guid-
ing anthropological research in the united States: Franz Boas. His work 
on Amerindian arts had led him to believe that, far from there being any 
principle of opposition between “realism” and “abstraction,” there were 
two visual ways of representing space. one referred directly to sight and 
represented an object by imitating the eye, with a monofocal perspective. 
The other chose to represent objects not as they presented themselves to 
sight, but rather as they are represented by the mind. Primitive art, which 
in general employs the second manner, is neither naïve nor rudimentary. 
It chooses to construct complexity where our own eyes are accustomed 
to simplify. The Hopi children’s representation of the lightning-snake, in-
stead of being a simple reflection of reality, thus turned out to be charged 
with a number of meanings quite independent from everyday perception. 
As Vischer had sensed, Warburg discovered that a mental representation 
linked to a material trace inscribed on some kind of backing (in other 
words, a drawing) can pass beyond what the image shows. It is thanks to what 
Vischer had recognized to be the work of the imagination operating in 
association with sight that the roughly sketched snake in the sky also be-
came a streak of lightning and was consequently charged with a particular 
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intensity. It is not possible at this point to move on to an analysis of the 
drawings that Warburg collected in the land of the Hopi (even though 
they did play a remarkable role in the emergence of a particular concept 
linked to the expressionist primitivism of those children’s drawings).4 But 
we should note that, in studying the Hopi children’s drawings, Warburg 
followed a path that was quite the opposite to that which he would later 
adopt in his studies of the painting of the Italian Renaissance. When, in 
Ferrara, he analyzed Roberti’s fresco, Warburg was aiming above all to 
enrich the meaning of the iconographic representation and to restore the 
complexity of the visual symbolism. When, in new Mexico, he studied an 
apparently simpler iconography, he was trying in his analysis to identify 
what he called the “heraldic skeleton” of the form, the process presiding 
over the cultural transmission of images. In the course of this process, the 
visual representation (whose partially mental character he seized upon), 
far from becoming charged with a multiplicity of different meanings, 
tended to be reduced to the status of a hieroglyph: he remarked, on the 
subject of Hopi pottery, “It is typical of the drawing on such vessels that 
a kind of heraldic skeleton of natural forms is represented.” A bird, for 
example, is decomposed into its essential parts, so that it appears as a 
heraldic abstraction. It changes into a hieroglyph which is composed not 
only to be contemplated but also to be decoded. What we have before 
us is “an intermediary stage between image and sign, between realistic 
representation and script” (Warburg [1939] 1988: 279).

Warburg was soon to recognize that this apparently simple exam-
ple nevertheless possessed a complexity of its own. In fact, as the direct 
source of his knowledge of Hopi pottery clearly showed,5 the sign-image 

4. In europe, these drawings had an interesting destiny for, after Warburg had 
studied them as examples of Amerindian art, they were exhibited in the 
first major european exhibition of children’s art: Das Kind als Kunstler (The 
child as artist) in Hamburg, in 1880 (Boissel 1990).

5. This was a major catalogue of Hopi pottery, produced by Alexander Stephen. 
Thanks to his extraordinary familiarity with Hopi society, this Scottish engi-
neer had been able to produce this text for the businessman William Keam 
at Keams Canyon. In his Journal, on April 24, 1899, Warburg wrote: “I spent 
the night reading Stephen’s manuscript catalogue.” That evening he noted 
that he had read “A. M. Stephen’s treatise” and it had been “very useful from 
a theoretical point of view” (Guidi and Mann 1998: 155). It is strange that 
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of the Hopi bird resulted from a composition that associated heterogene-
ous elements rather than simply “parts of the body” of the bird. In order 
to represent supernatural beings in their pottery art, the Hopi used an 
iconographic schema which, like the chimera of the Greeks, associated 
the images of different elements within a single body. As we can see from 
the documents he selected from Alexander Stephen’s first catalogue of 
Hopi pottery, the schematic representation of celestial elements (such as 
a cloud or a flash of lightning) could, for example, legitimately figure, 
among other iconographic elements endowed with a meaning, in the rep-
resentation of a bird (Figure 7). So Warburg discovered that the children 
who represented a streak of lightning by an image of a snake in the sky 
were adopting exactly the same procedure of combining in one and the 
same body elements that designated different beings. Both the lightning-
snake and the Hopi representation of the bird in the form of a hieroglyph, 
“an intermediary stage between image and sign,” were, in reality, chimeras.

Figure 7. A Hopi snake-bird, polychrome ceramic, style d.

this connection between Warburg and the catalogue produced by Stephen 
(who died one year before Warburg’s arrival in Arizona) was never noticed 
by Warburg’s interpreters for, as we shall see, it was in fact crucial. Stephen’s 
catalogue has been recently published by Alex Patterson (1994).
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It was representations of this type which, for the first time, illus-
trated the process of a cultural transmission of symbols within the 
memory of a society that Warburg, developing Vischer’s ideas about 
visual empathy, was trying to define in abstract, psychological, and gen-
eral terms that lay beyond the frontiers of Western art. The problem of 
interpretation that faced Warburg might thus be defined as follows: 
How to convey the intensity of these images constructed, as he put it, 
around the “heraldic skeleton” of a form? How to describe the process 
that turned them into memorable representations? What is the mean-
ing of this articulation between the heterogeneous elements by which 
they are characterized?

The historical and critical analysis of Warburg’s travel notes (and of 
the reflections that he continued to add to them later on) effected by a 
number of authors, ranging from Saxl (1957) to Forster (1999), Settis 
(1993, 1997a), and Raulff (1998), does not suffice to supply an answer to 
those questions or, consequently, to define the project for an anthropol-
ogy of social memory that Warburg was trying to formulate. We must 
therefore accept the fact that the idea of identifying the bases for an 
anthropology of images capable of going beyond the “dividing line” that 
separates the West from other cultures, or at least, to use Warburg’s own 
words, to register the mutual influences that affected it as a “seismograph 
of the soul,” remained, in his work, in the state of a no more than implicit 
or fragmentary formulation. Although notes devoted to this project ap-
pear relatively frequently in his unpublished works, none of his com-
pleted texts, not even the “lecture on serpent ritual,” explicitly formulate 
the terms of this new perspective. In consequence, the reconstruction of 
an anthropology of Warburgian inspiration, capable of identifying its 
bases in his work as a whole and of then, in the course of future research, 
developing what these indicated, inevitably implies two tasks. on the 
one hand, we need to rediscover the terms in which to tackle a forgotten 
problem that is both alien to historians of art and has, furthermore, long 
since disappeared from the histories of anthropology, in which the ques-
tions raised by Warburg were deeply rooted. on the other hand, we need 
to understand what utopian anthropology of the future with a twofold 
ambition to work on both the meaning of images and the mental opera-
tions that those images imply might constitute a possible development 
from Warburg’s work.
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As we have seen, the discovery of the Hopi chimera was essential for 
Warburg’s anthropological thinking about the formation and transmis-
sion of symbols. We must therefore pay particular attention to chimerical 
representations and to the principle on which they are based—namely, the 
association within a single image of heterogeneous if not contradictory 
characteristics that confer a special intensity upon it and render it memo-
rable. In order to sketch in the intellectual genealogy of this concept of a 
hieroglyph-image, “an intermediary stage between image and sign,” let us 
first examine some of the intellectual roots of Warburg’s oeuvre.

FoRGoTTen RooTS, oR THe BIoloGy oF IMAGeS

Fritz Saxl used to say that Warburg, in each of his articles, would write 
an introduction to a science that would never see the light of day. Some-
thing similar might be said about the relation of Warburg’s thought 
to anthropology. It is a matter that has often been raised by his inter-
preters.6 A number of sources have been cited to explain his interest in 
anthropology. Some have drawn attention to the historian of religions 
Hermann usener (Sassi 1982), whom he followed to Bonn in 1886, 
to Warburg’s reading of the work of the Italian psychologist Vignoli 
(1879), which was very important for him because it coincided with and 
developed Vischer’s thinking on empathy, or to the influence exerted 
upon his development by his discovery of darwin through his famous 
essay “The expression of emotions in man and animals” ([1872] 1993). 
others have underlined the affinity between his thinking and that of 
Cassirer (1955–57), who paid particular attention to mythical thought. 
More recently, Georges didi-Huberman (1999) has drawn attention to 
the indirect influence that the anthropology of edward B. Tylor may 
have had upon his thinking.

6. Warburg’s oeuvre has for at least forty years been studied by numerous 
commentators. The critical literature on him by now includes many stud-
ies which it is not possible for me to consider here. nevertheless, here is a 
list of a few of the texts devoted to interpreting his thinking: Settis (1985, 
1997a); Agamben (1998); Raulff (1998); Schoell-Glas (1998); Ginzburg 
(1990a); Forster (1999).
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A reading of these studies tells us of the multiple ways in which cer-
tain major anthropological themes may have affected Warburg’s ideas. 
However, his relationship with anthropology does not concern solely 
the great nineteenth-century pioneers of “armchair anthropology” or the 
theorists who may have influenced the anthropology of the day through 
philosophy or history of religions.

on the one hand, that relationship was a direct one: it was estab-
lished in 1895 in the Smithsonian Institution, where the young Warburg 
came into contact with the ongoing work of the founders of field anthro-
pology in the united States, who included Holmes, Powell, Cushing, 
Mooney, and, of course, Boas, whom Warburg repeatedly met. It was 
on the advice of this group of researchers, who welcomed him upon his 
arrival, that he set off on his journey in Arizona and, for a moment, en-
visaged becoming an anthropologist.

on the other hand, through this encounter with circles in the Smith-
sonian, Warburg came into contact with an intellectual tradition that 
was at that time well known in north American anthropology but that is 
now seldom even mentioned in anthropological handbooks. As we shall 
see, that tradition played an essential role in the concept that Warburg 
elaborated during his travels among the Hopi, about the transmission of 
cultural symbols through iconographies. let us consider a few texts that 
date from this American period. At the point when the young Warburg 
was wondering about the chimerical representations of the Hopi, he 
had already developed the scorn for the aestheticizing contemplation of 
works of art that he was to retain throughout his life. We already know 
that what he was trying to define was the necessity of the image and the 
role that this played in the thought processes and the constitution of a 
tradition. Here is what he wrote in 1923, when he was reflecting upon 
his 1895–96 travels: “I had acquired an honest disgust of aestheticizing 
art history. The formal approach to the image—devoid of understanding 
of its biological necessity as a product between religion and art— .  .  . 
appeared to me to lead merely to barren word-mongering” (cited in 
Gombrich 1970: 88–89). This comment, never published, comes from 
a personal notebook and is clearly addressed simply to himself. It seems 
not so much a polemic directed against a particular kind of art history 
(although this is a theme that is, naturally, not absent) but, rather, a pro-
gram or work plan which, although the fruit of reflection upon a path 
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followed earlier, sketches out the terms for work in the future. So the 
latter is the context in which this note should be understood: Warburg is 
noting, for himself, the major lines along which he thinks an anthropol-
ogy of images should be developed.

Warburg implies that the image is a biologically necessary product. 
What meaning should we ascribe to this curious expression? An initial 
hypothesis, no doubt close to that of his biographer, ernst Gombrich, who 
was the first to publish this text (1970), might be that the word “biologi-
cal” plays the role of intensifying the reference to necessity. According to 
Gombrich, who scarcely notices the existence of an anthropological aspect 
to Warburg’s work,7 it is partly in order to underline his interest in Hopi 
religion that Warburg uses this strange reference to biology, but also—
possibly—in order to refer to Semper’s (1989) materialistic ideas about 
the technical procedures (or “a practice of art”) that constitute the essential 
part of artistic activities, ideas of which Gombrich was harshly critical.

Gombrich would be justified in underestimating this “biological” ref-
erence if the word appeared in this text simply as a facile reference or an 
isolated allusion. However, it is quite possible to show that, on the con-
trary, Warburg was constantly contrasting the aestheticizing approach to 
a dramatically opposed point of view that he was prone to describe using 
biological or botanical terms. The opposition between aestheticism and a 
“scientific” attitude, which is reminiscent of the “positivist” argument in 
his lecture on the Ferrara frescoes, recurs in Warburg’s work on several 
occasions. Here, for example, is what he wrote thirty years later, in 1929, 
in his “Introduction” to the Mnemosyne Atlas: 

Hedonistic aesthetes can easily gain the cheap favours of an art-loving 
public when they explain this change of form by the greater sensuous 
appeal of far-sweeping decorative lines. May he who wants be satisfied 

7. As we are bound to recognize, the anthropological aspect of Warburg’s 
oeuvre has been mostly ignored in the tradition of studies inspired by the 
Warburg Institute. not only has no-one thought to pursue the studies that 
Warburg himself had initiated, but the very existence of an anthropological 
aspect to his thought was for a long time ignored by his successors. A num-
ber of recent works by Gombrich, in which the latter, seemingly jokingly, 
declares himself ready “to bury Warburg, not to praise him” (Gombrich 
1999: 275), are most revealing in this respect.
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with a flora of the most odorous and most beautiful plants; that will 
never lead to a botanical physiology explaining the rising of the sap, for 
this will only yield its secrets to those who examine life in its subterra-
nean roots. (Cited in Gombrich 1970: 245)

The almost poetic character of this text, in which the reference to 
Goethe and his Metamorphosis of plants is very clear, should not mislead 
us. Warburg is not playing on metaphors here; rather, he is referring to 
a precise anthropological tradition that was pursued by several genera-
tions of researchers in Germany, Sweden, and Britain and, above all, at 
the heart of the American Anthropological Society, thanks to which he 
made his first contacts with field ethnology. This branch of nineteenth-
century anthropology was, for over fifty years, known as the biology of 
images or the biology of ornaments; and it was into this sphere of in-
fluence that Warburgian anthropology plunged its roots and from this 
terrain that sprang a number of notions such as Nachleben (“posthumous 
life,” “return,” or the transformation of an iconographic theme over a pe-
riod of time). There can be no doubt about it; not only because Warburg 
was familiar with the works of some of these authors8 and absorbed 
their ideas during his stay in the united States, but above all because the 
morphological thinking that developed within the biology of ornaments 
provided him, following the intuitions of Vischer, with a new model 
for thinking about images. It was at the level of its method, its way of 
constructing a model of iconographic tradition, and its conception of 
social memory seen as a process based on the construction of a series of 
iconographies that this tradition became one of the main references for 
Warburg’s thinking and, for us, a precious element in our own under-
standing and development of his anthropological perspective. 

The last history of anthropology that considered the biology of im-
ages to be a branch of our discipline was that published by Alfred Had-
don in 1910. Haddon, the first professor of anthropology in Cambridge 
and a former embryologist, was one of the organizers of the Cambridge 
expedition to the Torres Strait Islands. He was the author of an important 

8. Warburg had in his possession a number of important works devoted to this 
branch of anthropological studies, in particular those of Haddon ([1895] 
1979).
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work now almost completely forgotten (urry 1993), and in the 1930s he 
became the teacher of Gregory Bateson, who, in 1936, dedicated his 
analysis of the Iatmul ritual of the naven (Bateson [1936] 1958) to him. 
Along with Pitt-Rivers, Stolpe, Colley March, Holmes, and a few others, 
Haddon was also one of the most remarkable thinkers to have written 
about the biology of images. This is how, in his book Evolution in art, 
he introduces the anthropological view on art: “There are two ways in 
which art may be studied—the aesthetic and the scientific. The former 
deals with all the manifestations of art from a purely subjective point of 
view, and classifies objects according to certain so-called ‘canons of art’” 
(Haddon [1895] 1979: 306).

According to Haddon, the aesthetic point of view was flawed not 
only because it was “subjective” but furthermore because it was too easily 
influenced by Western culture and was unlikely ever to succeed in lib-
erating itself from this ethnocentric point of view. He wrote as follows: 
“Racial tendencies may give such a bias as to render it very difficult to 
treat foreign art sympathetically.”9 “dogmatism in aesthetics is absurd, 
for, after all, the aesthetic sense is largely based upon personal likes and 
dislikes, and it is difficult to see what sure ground there can be which 
would be common to the majority of people.” He thus concluded that 
“the aesthetic study of art may very well be left to professional art critics.” 
Haddon’s plan was, instead, to elaborate a “scientific treatment of art.” 
“We will now turn to a more promising field of inquiry, and see what can 
be gained from a scientific treatment of art. This naturally falls into two 
categories, the physical and the biological” (ibid.: 306). 

9. Haddon’s book appeared in 1895, at a time when the aesthetic ideas of 
Ruskin, who maintained that the non-european continents never knew 
of anything resembling art (Rubin 1984: 5), were widespread in British 
intellectual circles. So Haddon’s polemic is both interesting and innova-
tive. A few years later, the primitivist movement was to return to this cri-
tique of ethnocentrism and defend the need to formulate an aesthetic of 
non-Western arts (see, in particular, Carl einstein’s Negerplastik [1992]). 
naturally enough, Haddon’s point of view is very different. Although he 
criticized the ethnocentrism of the aesthetes, it was not in order to renew 
aesthetic theory but because he denied that there was any objective basis to 
any approach that was purely aesthetic.
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Since, as Haddon put it, he was “not aware that much has been done 
to establish a physical basis for art” (ibid.), and all the meaning that can 
be attributed to works of art falls into the domain of psychology, the 
scientific approach to art had as its objective a study of the evolution 
and geographic distribution of forms in the primitive arts. This new dis-
cipline therefore fully deserved to be called the biology of art. Haddon, 
in the wake of Stolpe (1927), Colley March (1889), and Balfour (1889), 
was careful to acknowledge General Pitt-Rivers as the father of the main 
theories upon which this discipline was founded.

General Augustus Henry lane-Fox Pitt-Rivers, that “splendid 
Victorian autocrat,” who began to lay the foundations for this type of 
research work on art in the early 1850s, does indeed stand at the origin 
of all biology of the arts. He was not only a prolific author but also both 
a military man and a man of science. He was an ardent defender of 
darwin’s innovative ideas but also played an active part in his Britannic 
Majesty’s military missions. In 1850, he particularly distinguished him-
self at the time of the Crimean expedition. His speciality was ballistics 
and his task “in the field,” that is to say, in battle, was to teach his officers 
the most effective use of fire-arms (Thompson 1977; Bowden 1991).

His texts on the classification and the cultural evolution of objects 
and his great plan for an ethnographic museum, which culminated in the 
creation of the museum that bears his name, in oxford, prompted the 
earliest attempts in the domain in the domain of the biology of images. 
We should therefore now turn to Pitt-Rivers and the birth of his collec-
tion in order to gain an understanding of the foundations and perspec-
tives of this “science of forms” that emerged in england in the second 
half of the nineteenth century.

FoRMS And IdeAS: PITT-RIVeRS And THe PRoPHeCy 
oF THe PAST

let us select from the quite extensive oeuvre of Pitt-Rivers a text writ-
ten in 1874 entitled “Principles of classification.”10 In it, the essential 

10. This text first became the subject of a conference organized by the Special 
Meeting of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland on 
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elements of his work program are formulated remarkably clearly. As 
Haddon was proudly to repeat, it was a matter of getting rid of all aes-
theticism by applying the theory of evolution, which, up until then, had 
been used only in the study of living organisms, to the products of the 
human mind. Pitt-Rivers regarded this as a way of establishing a natural 
history or, rather, as we shall see, a prehistory of human thought capable, 
through an analysis of forms, of shedding light on stages of evolution 
that went right back to periods to which writing, a relatively recent in-
vention, could not testify.

The first stage in this research strategy was of a methodological order. 
It consisted in reversing the habitual point of view of a biologist. As 
we have seen, an anthropologist, just like a biologist, needed to refer to 
the darwinian theory of evolution. However, instead of tracing the pro-
gressive stages of evolution that led from the simple to the increasingly 
complex, an anthropologist would seek to reconstruct the past from the 
traces that an evolved organism might reveal. This was, in effect, what 
was, in contemporary evolutionary psychology, to be known as “reverse 
engineering”: a retrospective process that made it possible to identify 
the evolving stages that had led such an organism to become what it 
now was. Here, the ideas of Pitt-Rivers were directly inspired by another 
great defender of darwin’s theories, namely Thomas Henry Huxley.11 
According to Huxley, a historian of the earliest stages in the evolution of 
humanity should adopt what he called the Zadig method,12 that is to say, 

July 1, 1874, to mark the occasion of the first opening of collections of an-
thropological objects to the public. It was not published until the following 
year, when it appeared in the Journal of the Anthropological Institute, 1875, 
IV: 293–308.

11. on the use of this formula by Huxley and in darwinian circles generally, 
see Ginzburg (1990b: 117) in particular.

12. As will no doubt be remembered, in Voltaire’s tale (in particular in the epi-
sode called “the dog and the horse”), Zadig, “studying the properties of ani-
mals and plants,” had acquired a wisdom that revealed to him “a thousand 
variations in visible objects that others, less curious, imagined all alike.” This 
wisdom enabled him to recognize the queen’s dog and one of her horses, 
by studying the tracks that the animals had left in the sand. Without ever 
having seen the animals, he was able to declare that the one was “a very 
small spaniel; she had had puppies too lately; she is a little lame on her left 
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the “back to front” prophetic method, based—like that of the protago-
nist in Voltaire’s tale—upon an analysis of traces that made it possible to 
reconstruct the past. According to Huxley’s formula, an anthropologist 
should invent a way of prophesying the past by, in total contrast to a biolo-
gist, establishing scales of decreasing complexity. This method, based on 
the analysis of forms, was a way of proceeding by inference from a study 
of what is known to knowledge of what is unknown: 

Following the orthodox scientific principle of reasoning from the known 
to the unknown, I have commenced my descriptive catalogue with the 
specimens of the art of existing savages, and have employed them, as far 
as possible, to illustrate the relics of primeval men, none of which, except 
those constructed on the more imperishable materials, such as flint and 
stone, have survived to our time. (Pitt-Rivers [1874] 1979: 4)

Pitt-Rivers’ ethnographic collection, along—soon—with the mu-
seum that housed it, was to become the principal instrument used for 
this new method. From 1850 onward, the General, within the space of 
twenty or so years, put together a huge collection of all kinds of objects 
from “savage”13 societies. In his 1874 lecture, when his work as a col-
lector had been recognized by the British anthropological community, 
Pitt-Rivers presented the four major parts of his collection using terms 
that deserve our attention. The first and second parts in his classifica-
tion of forms and objects hold few surprises. The first, which referred to 
physical anthropology, “consists of a small collection of ‘typical skulls 

fore foot and has long ears.” The other was a horse “about five feet high, his 
hoofs are very small; his tail is about three feet six inches long” (Voltaire 
1794: 16).

13. As a collector, Pitt-Rivers was certainly encouraged by his technical curios-
ity where weapons were concerned, but, furthermore, through his interest 
in the london universal exhibition of 1851, he learnt of the theories on 
the origins of art of another great pioneer in this field of study, namely the 
German Gottfried Semper, who, while exiled in london for having taken 
part in the 1848 dresden Revolution, had reconstructed and exhibited a 
Carib hut for the exhibition (Semper 1989). However that may be, Sem-
per’s ideas about the origin of tools certainly deeply influenced the biology 
of images, as Boas (1927) and Haddon (1894) both attest.
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and hair.’” The second, which was much larger, put together a great 
many weapons from existing “savage populations.” The third and the 
fourth categories were more unexpected, for the fourth included a 
collection of modern forgeries, along with a number of specimens of 
natural forms simulating artificial forms for comparison with artificial 
forms. But the third was even more surprising. Among other things 
what it contained was “miscellaneous arts of modern savages, includ-
ing pottery and substitutes for pottery; modes of navigation, cloth-
ing, textile fabrics and weaving; personal ornament; realistic art; con-
ventionalized art; ornamentation; tools; household furniture; musical 
instruments; idols and religious emblems .  .  . money and substitutes 
for money; fire-arms . .  . mirrors, spoons, combs, games” (Pitt-Rivers 
[1874] 1979: 1).

The world of objects invented by primitive peoples was thus organ-
ized into four major taxonomic categories: Skulls and Hair, Weaponry, 
natural Mimetic objects, and, so to speak, all the rest! Faced with this 
way of organizing the collection, one is put in mind of the fantastical 
Chinese taxonomy (imagined by Borges) mentioned by Foucault at the 
beginning of his The order of things and of the irresistible hilarity that it 
provokes: “The passage quotes ‘a certain Chinese encyclopaedia’ in which 
it is written that ‘animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the emperor, 
(b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) suckling pigs, (e) sirens, (f ) fabulous, (g) 
stray dogs, (h) included in the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) in-
numerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair brush, (l) etcetera” (Fou-
cault 1970: xv).

let us nevertheless attempt to identify the logic behind Pitt-Rivers’ 
taxonomy, concentrating on the two parts that seem the strangest, name-
ly the third and the fourth. As we have seen, the aim was to set in place 
a number of sequences of forms in order to reconstruct a past now lost 
forever. Pitt-Rivers, like Spencer, believed that all evolutions must pro-
ceed from the simple to the complex: “In the progress of life at large, 
as in the progress of the individual, the adjustment of inner tendencies 
to outer persistencies must begin with the simple and advance to the 
complex, seeing that, both within and without, complex relations, being 
made up of simple ones, cannot be established before simple ones have 
been established” (Pitt-Rivers [1874] 1979: 8).
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This method naturally rests upon the hypothesis that it is possible 
to establish links between different objects once one has analyzed their 
forms. Here, Pitt-Rivers, who may have encountered Semper at the 
universal exhibition in london in 1851, stands as an heir to German 
morphological thinking of Goethean origin. He writes as follows: “Since 
the year 1852 I have endeavoured to supply this want from amongst the 
commoner class of objects which have been brought to this country, those 
which appeared to show connexion of form” (ibid.: 2). Such interrelations 
between forms are crucial for Pitt-Rivers’ perspective, for they make it 
possible to reconstruct the mental operations that they imply. every series 
in his collection aims to reveal “sequences of ideas,” starting from the most 
simple examples: “[The objects] have been arranged in sequence, so as to 
trace, as far as practicable, the succession of ideas by which the minds of 
men in a primitive condition of culture have progressed from the simple to 
the complex and from the homogeneous to the heterogeneous” (ibid.: 2).

But in his view, it was also a matter of memory. Here, closely fol-
lowing in the footsteps of Herbert Spencer and his Principles of psy-
chology (1855), he considers it necessary to distinguish, in the activities 
of the human mind, between conscious and intentional capacities and 
those that enable us to act without investing either will of consciousness: 
“We are conscious of an intellectual mind capable of reasoning upon 
unfamiliar occurrences, and of an automaton mind capable of acting in-
tuitively in certain matters without effort of the will or consciousness” 
(Pitt-Rivers [1874] 1979: 5).

So, according to Pitt-Rivers, there is such a thing as “automatic psy-
chism.” now, one of his major ideas, which was to be widely taken over 
by his successors, was that the invention of objects—and so of forms 
too—is deeply linked to instinctive and unconscious aspects of men-
tal activity, which he calls automaton mind. This was, in fact, one of the 
most innovatory consequences of the application of darwinian theory 
to the cultural evolution of humanity. Given that, according once again 
to Spencer, “every action which is now performed by instinct, at some former 
period in the history of the species has been the result of conscious experience” 
(ibid.: 7), by analyzing the instinctive and unconscious techniques to 
which present-day “savage” populations resort in order to produce forms, 
it is possible for us to understand the conscious actions and intellectual 
conquests that marked the first steps of the intellectual activity of the 
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men of prehistory. Thanks to this constant process the effect of which is 
that every deliberate action that leads to a satisfying result is transferred 
from consciousness to the instinctual level of the mind, an analysis of 
man’s automatic memory as expressed in the simplest of forms makes it 
possible to analyze the evolution of the mind in the human species.

For all these reasons, a formal analysis of objects enables great ad-
vances to be made in this “prophetic” reconstruction of the origins of 
humanity: much greater advances than enabled by any analysis of lin-
guistic categories. According to Pitt-Rivers, the preeminence of form 
over speech is, from this point of view, beyond question: “In endeavour-
ing to trace back prehistoric culture to its root forms, we find that in pro-
portion as the value of language and of the ideas conveyed by language 
diminishes, that of ideas embodied in material forms increases in stabil-
ity and permanence” (ibid.: 13).

In this respect, Pitt-Rivers shares a concept of the fragility of language 
that was extremely widespread in the nineteenth century but that seems 
astonishing to us today. For him, as for the linguist John Wesley Powell, 
the founder of the Smithsonian Institution, every nonwritten language 
is subject to constant metamorphosis. In the state of “continuous flux” of 
such a language, nothing remains fixed by words (Pitt-Rivers [1875] 1979: 
28): “Whilst in the early phases of humanity, the names of things change 
with every generation if not more frequently, the things are handed down 
from father to son and from tribe to tribe” (Pitt-Rivers [1874] 1979: 13). 
If that is true, Pitt-Rivers wonders why “has language hitherto received 
more scientific treatment than the arts?” (ibid.). It is indeed clear that the 
study of what he calls “the psychology of the material arts” (ibid.) makes 
it possible to progress further in the exploration of the history of human 
thought: “In language and in all ideas communicated by word of mouth 
there is a hiatus between the limits of our knowledge and the origin of 
culture which can never be bridged over, but we may hold in our hand the 
first tool ever created by the hand of man” (Pitt-Rivers [1875] 1979: 31).

But, according to Pitt-Rivers, one can go even further, moving toward 
the animal world. If, as his collections show, forms imply mental opera-
tions and manifestly obey the laws of evolution, moving from the sim-
ple to the complex, they may legitimately be compared to living organ-
isms. And Pitt-Rivers has no hesitation in concluding that human ideas, 
like animals, have a particular geographic distribution and a temporal 
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evolution: “Human ideas, as represented by the various products of hu-
man industry, are capable of classification into genera, species and varie-
ties, in the same manner as the products of the vegetable and animal 
kingdoms and in their development from the homogeneous to the het-
erogeneous they obey the same laws” (Pitt-Rivers [1874] 1979: 18).

The propagation of ideas is therefore in every respect comparable to 
that of species: “The propagation of new ideas may be said to correspond 
to the propagation of species. new ideas are produced by the correlation 
of previously existing ideas in the same manner as new individuals in a 
breed are produced by the union of previously existing individuals” (ibid.).

He then concludes that “progress is like a game of dominoes—like fits 
on to like” (ibid.: 18). The sequences of the Pitt-Rivers Museum (two ex-
amples of which are illustrated here, one of which relates to the boomer-
ang, the other to the paddle: Figures 8 and 9), while showing how mental 
operations are perpetuated through time by the evolution of forms, also 
contributed to the construction of a zoology or botany of ideas. So this is 
how the expression “biology of images” may legitimately be used: this bi-
ology, based on the analysis of forms that infers the unknown from what 
is known, prophesies the first stages in the mental activity of humanity. 
It is therefore an essential chapter in a future natural history of ideas, for 
which the Pitt-Rivers Museum formulated a scientific program.

Two intuitions lie at the origin of this view of research, in which one 
is bound to recognize a number of aspects that Gregory Bateson was to 
develop nearly a century later in his “ecology of the mind”: (1) the idea 
of an evolutive and almost “grammatical” sequential ordering of objects 
that is able to make them speak (as Pitt-Rivers wrote in another passage 
of “Principles of classification”  [ibid.: 10]: “By studying the grammar 
[of objects], we may be able to learn to conjugate them”); and (2) the 
intuition that forms which enable us to read objects reflect ideas. not 
one of Pitt-Rivers’ successors failed to recognize his debt to the General. 
So Pitt-Rivers turned out to be not only a man of science but, so far as 
the biology of images was concerned, also an original thinker.14 However, 

14. Part of this work is devoted to another major project, the archaeological 
museum that he established in Kent. His contribution to the history of this 
discipline (which I cannot address in the present work) was likewise most 
remarkable.
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Figure 8. A morphological series showing the evolution  
of the boomerang.

when he speaks of ideas linked to forms, he is mainly thinking of what 
we, today, call cultural technology. He was thinking about techniques, 
for which the weapons of savage populations provided the best example. 
These not only constituted the majority of the artifacts classified and 
preserved in the General’s collections; they were also the subject of most 
of his extremely technical and detailed writings on this point. After all, 
his true passion, throughout his life, was that which procured him his 
military successes: ballistics.

In order to pass on from such a technical and utilitarian concept of 
the relation between forms, tools, and ideas to that of a veritable attribu-
tion of a religious or cosmological meaning to forms—and so to a project 
for a systematic decoding of objects produced by primitive peoples—it 
would be necessary to wait for another scientific figure almost all traces 
of whom have disappeared from our histories of ethnology.
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Figure 9. A morphological series showing the evolution of the paddle in new 
Ireland.
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HJAlMAR STolPe: PRoToTyPeS And CRyPToGlyPHS

As we have seen, the young Warburg considered the sign-image to be 
a fundamental feature of primitive drawing. He pointed out that, in 
primitive societies, visual representation becomes stereotyped and, as 
in the case of the Hopi thunderbird, resembles “an intermediary stage 
between image and sign.” The primitive drawing thus leads to the hiero-
glyph. However, although based on a study of the ceramics in the Keams 
Canyon collection and on its catalogue produced by Alexander Stephen, 
this idea certainly does not go without saying. Where did it come from? 
At what point did primitive drawing begin to be regarded as a kind of 
writing?

 Pictographs (nahuatl and Maya, for example) have long since been 
compared to hieroglyphs. Such comparisons were already made by six-
teenth-century chroniclers and, in general, by authors concerned with 
American proto-writings.15 yet such comparisons are for the most part 
purely rhetorical expedients and remain formulated in superficial terms. 
The idea that primitive drawing, up until then regarded as ornamental, 
constituted a veritable protowriting is one of the most striking features 
of the biology of images. It was Pitt-Rivers’ first successor, the Swedish 
Hjalmar Stolpe, who, in his writings, formulated the idea in rigorous and 
detailed terms, at the same time describing the process that led from the 
earliest rudimentary but “realistic” representations to the invention of 
“hieroglyphs” or “pictograms.”

So we need to return to Stolpe and some of his writings. In 1880–81, 
at the age of forty, he obtained from the Swedish government a let-
terstadt grant enabling him to make a tour of the ethnological collec-
tions of europe. Armed with thin Japanese paper and rods of black wax, 
the only means at his disposal for obtaining “rubbings” of the engraved 
or sculpted drawings that he was studying, Stolpe visited denmark, 

15. In this connection, see, for example, the comments of the Franciscan diego 
Valadés, who was of Mexican origin, on the subject of nahuatl pictography 
in the early sixteenth century: “The Mexicans, like the ancient egyptians, 
had invented a method for representing abstract ideas by images.” (on the 
history of the interpretation of Amerindian pictographs, see Taylor 1987; 
and Valadés [1579] 1983; see below, pp. 90–97.)
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Germany, France, the netherlands, Austria, Italy, and Switzerland. eve-
rywhere he collected graphic patterns, decorative motifs, and, in particu-
lar, models representing the human figure. His great project was directly 
inspired by the writings of Pitt-Rivers and his aim was to identify, by 
comparison, the major graphic types of primitive iconography. After this 
journey, from which he brought back around six thousand impressions 
in the form of rubbings, Stolpe’s ambition reached even further. In 1883, 
he embarked on a Swedish navy frigate, the Vanadis, and, in the course 
of two years, visited all the collections of objects that he could find in 
Rio, Santiago, lima, Honolulu, Tokyo, Singapore, and Calcutta. He first 
published the conclusions from his research in an early text, “on the 
evolution in the ornamental art of the savage people,” which aroused 
great interest in Swedish intellectual circles and was soon translated 
into english and German (1891).16 In the opinion of Stolpe, as for Pitt-
Rivers, who revolted against his colleagues’ lack of interest in the art of 
primitive peoples, scholars were wrong not to study the drawings and 
ornaments of “savage populations”: “Ornament,” he wrote, “is not a sport 
with lines” (Stolpe 1927: 69).

Stolpe’s great comparative inquiry into thousands of objects enabled 
him to show that the drawings of these peoples were governed by two 
great principles. The first was that the graphic style that imposes itself 
within a tradition imposes an internal coherence upon forms; as a result, 
it is possible to identify different areas that are affected by the diffusion 
of graphisms. The second is that, within a particular area, a finite number 
of forms can be identified. Stolpe was thus in a position to pinpoint and 

16. The research work of Stolpe (1927: 18–62), published in Vienna as early 
as 1892, exerted a strong influence in another domain, in which his name 
is very seldom cited: that of the history of art. In his Problems of style, pub-
lished in Berlin in the following year, which deeply affected the twentieth-
century history of art, Alois Riegl (1992: 38 n. 12) explicitly recognizes that 
he learnt a great deal from the Swedish anthropologist and from his mor-
phological method. In particular, he mentions Stolpe’s Polynesian research, 
including precisely the development of the first representation of the hu-
man figure and the progressive transformation of its elements, “reduced to 
geometrical lines” and “used as independent motifs that can be repeated 
and rhythmically arranged in rows”: this is a subject that I shall be studying 
in detail later in the present work.
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develop the concept of a morphological series that was introduced by 
Pitt-Rivers. As we know, for the latter, the major criterion that led to the 
construction of those series of objects was that of a connexion of form or 
a formal affinity.

on the basis of a great number of Polynesian objects, Stolpe showed 
that the evolution of forms is ruled by a criterion far more complex than 
mere affinity. He detected a process of progressive simplification that he 
called conventionalization. This evolving process, which might develop 
over thousands of years, obeyed geometric criteria in which the symme-
try and projection of given forms played an important role. If we com-
pare, for example, the various ways of representing the human figure in 
Polynesia, we find that the most realistic of them are subjected to a pro-
cess of progressive conventionalization of the human form. The graphic 
elements of a “realistic” representation (hand, body, parted legs) undergo 
a double process of elaboration. once separated out, they are first subject 
to a reduplication by their mirror images and are thus inserted into series 
of repeated elements. According to Stolpe, it is possible to follow such 
series of transformations step by step. 

let us consider, for example, a group of Polynesian drawings stud-
ied by Stolpe. In this body of images gathered from the decorative mo-
tifs that adorn several objects used in daily life or in ceremonial situa-
tions (paddles, clubs, plates, etc.), a relatively realistic representation of 
a human figure, which Stolpe calls the prototypical representation of the 
iconographic series, is progressively transformed into an increasingly 
simplified and abstract representation (as Figures 10, 11, and 12 clearly 
show). The constitutive elements of the image of a body, reduced to a 
symmetrical opposition of arms and parted legs, in the course of time 
undergoes a process of geometricization that makes them increasingly 
unrecognizable. The end result of this elaboration is an “ornament” the 
appearance of which is completely abstract (Figure 11), just as it also 
appears on an axe or a paddle (Figure 12). And once this sign that is 
apparently decorative is recognized as the ultimate term in the series of 
transformations that we have already considered, it appears in an alto-
gether different light. Far from being an amusement to satisfy an aes-
thetic sentiment, it constitutes what Stolpe suggests calling a cryptoglyph 
or cryptograph, a conventional representation in “hieroglyphic form” of 
the prototype of the entire series: namely, a human body.
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Figure 10. A prototype of the human figure in Polynesia, according  
to Hjalmar Stolpe. 
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Figure 11. Transformations of the human figure in Polynesia: from the 
prototype to the cryptoglyph.

Figure 12. Polynesian paddle.
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At this point, an image biologist could claim to be entering a domain 
which (as we have seen in Haddon’s text quoted above) had hitherto been 
denied to him: that of the meaning attributed to images. In fact, this 
development in morphological analysis allowed Stolpe to take another 
step forward. For him, in the course of this “consecutive and regular de-
velopment of a motif ” (Stolpe 1927: 29), it was not, as it had been for 
Pitt-Rivers, simply a matter of a particular technique for controlling the 
environment that was perpetuating itself. If the process of the conven-
tionalization of style pointed iconic representation in the direction of the 
sign, then—Stolpe argued—thanks to this graphic path, a cryptoglyph al-
ways retained the meaning of its prototype. So an apparently meaningless 
ornamentation such as that of a ceremonial Polynesian paddle (Figure 12) 
should always be interpreted as a series of representations of the human 
figure. To Stolpe, it hardly mattered whether or not the ornament was 
still understood in that way by the Polynesians of his day: “The ornament 
symbolizes the primitive image. It is to be considered as a cryptograph” 
(ibid.: 32). His conclusion was that “the conventional ornamentation of 
these peoples is to be considered as the very beginning of writing, or rather 
as a kind of pictograph, possessing fixed means of expression” (ibid.: 57).

Here, then, we find the bases of the very same conception of the 
primitive symbol as a hieroglyph and also of the compromise between 
iconographic representation and the sign that can be glimpsed, as on 
an underlying canvas, in the way that Warburg interpreted the Hopi 
ceramics. But that affinity goes even deeper. Stolpe’s series shows that, 
thanks to the process of conventionalization, the Polynesian parallelo-
gram is nothing other than the form assumed by a prototype—that of 
the human figure—in order to prolong its existence, generation after 
generation. In other words, the series that leads from a prototype to a 
cryptoglyph is the first abstract model of the process that Warburg was 
to develop, in other terms and using other examples, under the name 
Nachleben, or the “posthumous life” of iconographic representations.

In his “Studies in American ornamentation,” which he published in 
1896 (ibid.: vii), the perspective of Stolpe, who had meanwhile estab-
lished direct links with the Smithsonian Institution, in particular with 
William Henry Holmes (Kubler 1988), became both more rigid and 
more explicit. Given that, in order to understand primitive drawing, one 
had to “apply the great law of evolution to ornamentation and form” 
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(Stolpe 1927: 62), the most natural development of Pitt-Rivers’ theo-
ries is to be found in a veritable “biology of ornaments.” For Stolpe, the 
evolution of drawing was controlled by laws as fixed as those that rule 
the evolution of animals. So, by analyzing the life histories of drawings, 
one can rediscover the meaning—otherwise unattainable—of the most 
primitive concepts of humanity. This research perspective, which is far 
more rigid, despite appearances, than that of Pitt-Rivers and which suf-
fers from all the difficulties posed by conjectural history, nevertheless 
steers the Swedish anthropologist toward further developments of his 
theory of conventionalization, concerning developments involving a 
study of the processes of perception implied by the graphic production 
of primitive peoples. We should pause to dwell upon this point.

Pitt-Rivers had already understood that primitive man’s first reflex was 
not to sketch a form on to some kind of backing, but rather to recognize a 
form in his environment. An act of looking was necessarily bound to pre-
cede any conception and realization of objects. For this reason, Pitt-Rivers 
considered the imitation of natural forms to be one of the principal sources 
of the conception of forms used to construct tools. As will be remembered, 
a whole section of the collections in his museum was devoted to this ques-
tion; and it was precisely an object selected from those collections (Figure 
13) that attracted the attention of Stolpe, who produced a very interesting 
commentary on it (ibid.: 82). The object in question was a Siberian ivory 
toggle depicting a seal. Two identical forms are interpreted in different 
ways: on the one hand as the shape of a wolf ’s head, on the other as that 
of an entire body (probably that of a seal). Clearly, this testifies to an act of 
looking that goes well beyond the simple imitation of a form. one passes 
on from the idea of the imitation of a natural object to that of an interpre-
tation of a shape. The analysis of an object makes it possible to rediscover 
the trace of an active exercise of perception, an act of the imagination ac-
cording to the principle that Vischer had called visual empathy.

In effect, the act of interpretation to which this object testifies indi-
cates that “ornaments” and motifs always result from a dialogue between 
a gaze and a natural form. As with the Hopi chimera, which associates 
the features of a snake with those of a streak of lighting, an image, as a 
material trace, reveals the work of a mind, a series of operations that are  
associated with the image. The shape of the two elements of this orna-
ment, a toggle, although ambiguous, or perhaps precisely because it is
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Figure 13. Ivory toggle.

ambiguous, seems to influence how it functions. We shall be returning to 
dwell at greater length upon this point. But for the moment we should 
note that the process of conventionalization discovered by Stolpe in the 
art of “savage” peoples, which operates both here and elsewhere by means 
of symmetrization and repetition, in no way attenuates the image’s capac-
ity to arouse, by projection, the chain of perceptive associations that a gaze 
creates when in contact with the image. on the contrary, indeed, the inten-
sity peculiar to the conventional image seems to imply two distinct mental 
operations: on the one hand, it results from a selection that picks out cer-
tain particular features of the real image; on the other, that selection leads 
to the elaboration of a graphic model that one can subsequently replicate, 
possibly introducing certain variations, starting from a symmetrical axis.

It is against this kind of familiar background, obtained by the crystal-
lization of a stereotype, that a gaze can complete or interpret an image 
by filling in its empty parts with a particular selection of features (and 
thereby obtain either the head of a wolf or else the entire body of a seal) 
and make implicit aspects stand out. So it is thanks to this twofold men-
tal operation, a combination of simplification and projection, that the 
eye can detect, for example, a snake in a geometric schema such as that 
to be found on the engraved shells of Woodlands, in the united States 
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(Figure 14).The success of an image, testifying to both its intensity and 
its ability to become the prototype for a series that leads to cryptoglyphs, 
is thus explained by both those processes.

Figure 14. A conventional representation of a snake on engraved shells from 
the Woodlands (eastern united States, “Mississippi period,” 1200–1400 ad).
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Hampered by his “biological” dogmatism, Stolpe never did develop 
that point. His example nevertheless remains eloquent: visual thinking is 
at work in those acts of looking that lead to the invention of forms, and 
that thinking does not coincide solely with the attribution of a mean-
ing to the object. As we shall see later, it also leads to an understanding 
of the intensity of the visual salience and the mnemonic aspects of the 
images. But let us pause again, to consider the morphological research 
that Stolpe devoted to “American ornaments.”

A ReTuRn To THe lIGHTnInG-SnAKe

A sequence of representations on ceramics, established by Stolpe on the 
basis of material published by William Henry Holmes (one of the eth-
nologists whom Warburg met at the Smithsonian), provides a good il-
lustration of the interplay of conventionalization and projection at work 
in this type of representations. A brief analysis of these graphisms will 
allows us to approach Warburg’s work on the Hopi iconographs. It con-
cerns the representation of the snake theme, using symmetry and the 
creation of a series (Figure 15). In his analysis of this sequence, Stolpe 
follows both the process of conventionalization and the geographic dis-
tribution of the theme. The sequence concerns the birth of a snake ste-
reotype in native American cultures from Arkansas across to the Plains 
region. It is at the point where this series approaches the region of the 
Four Corners (Arizona, Colorado, new Mexico, and utah) that the ste-
reotyped image of the snake progressively becomes associated with that 
of lightning, sometimes accompanied by a crown of feathers symbolizing 
a bird. In this way, the snake becomes a celestial being, resembling light-
ning and associated with a bird, as in Figures 14 and 15 (ibid.: 82). Here 
Stolpe was studying research well known to Warburg, consisting of texts 
by Cushing (1886), Fewkes (1892), and Holmes (1886). All the features 
that define the Hopi chimera studied by Warburg in 1895–96 are there: 
following the line taken by the research work of Stolpe, we end up at the 
work-desk of the young Warburg. Stolpe’s model of the morphologi-
cal development of forms, where the prototype is both transformed and 
preserved in the cryptoglyph, is illustrated here by the same materials as 
those upon which Warburg pondered. In fact, the first model of the idea 
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of Nachleben that Warburg applied to the art of the Italian Renaissance 
is clearly identifiable in what Stolpe called the life-history of a drawing, 
in this case the abstract model of the evolutive morphological series the 
principles of which he formulated.

Figure 15. The association of the snake and lightning in Hopi iconography.

So when, in 1895–96, Warburg, writing his travel notes, mentions 
biological necessity in connection with art in America, he is no way resort-
ing to vague metaphorical language. Rather, he is referring to a method 
of analysis which, within a positivist and darwinian perspective, is in-
tended to be a scientific, rather than aesthetic, study of the “decorative” 
arts of primitive peoples. This method is based on the hypothesis that 
the persistence of certain graphic motifs results from an unconscious 
memory or an instinctual aspect of memory that is expressed in practices 
that lead to the invention of forms. These are, on the one hand, ana-
lyzed as objective facts, in their evolution and geographic distribution, 
and, on the other hand, considered to testify to ideas or, rather, elemen-
tary mental operations. This plan for a comparative morphology of the 
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elementary symbols imagined by human societies was conceived as a 
way to “prophesy,” on rigorous scientific bases, the past of humanity and 
thereby, with a perspective directly inspired by biology, to found a study 
of the earliest stages of its cultural evolution.

From this inquiry into the morphological roots of Warburg’s thought, 
we can now draw a preliminary conclusion: between, on the one hand, 
the thinking of the young Warburg, who sought to define the “biological 
necessity” of art, and, on the other, the biological study of forms prac-
ticed by Pitt-Rivers, Stolpe, and Haddon, a by no means superficial anal-
ogy may be drawn. even if Warburg’s anthropological perspective was 
affected by the influence of philosophers, psychologists, and historians 
of religions, it was nevertheless founded on the evolutionist and mor-
phological bases that underlay the biological approach to the analysis 
of images. Warburg’s relations with the anthropologists of the Smithso-
nian Institution developed from a shared intellectual heritage that was 
founded as much upon darwinism as upon the German morphological 
tradition that led from Goethe to Semper and Boas.

WARBuRG THe AnTHRoPoloGIST, oR THe 
deCodInG oF A uToPIA

We have seen that a reconstruction of the biological approach to a study 
of forms makes it possible to identify a tradition of research in which 
the roots of the questions that Warburg raises about the transmission 
of symbols are deeply embedded. now we must try to understand how 
a particular utopian or future anthropology—with its twofold ambition 
for both critical work on the meaning of images and reflection on the 
mental operations involved—can become a possible development of his 
work. In order to make progress in our project to sketch in the earliest 
elements of an anthropology of memory, we must therefore now switch 
from historical analysis to an epistemological critique. After attempting 
an account of the origins and historical evolution that were followed by 
the concept of a biology of images, we should now examine the implica-
tions of that concept and evaluate the consequences that impinged on 
empirical research. This involves three questions: the bases of a compara-
tive analysis of iconographies, the mental operations implied by forms, 
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and the relations that may be established between images and language 
in traditions that we, quite wrongly, call only “oral.” Where comparison 
is concerned it is not hard to see that the analysis of images and the 
establishment of sequences established by “connected forms” in accord-
ance with their increasing complexity, as exemplified by Pitt-Rivers and 
Stolpe, have without doubt made a decisive contribution to the study 
of iconographies. Few anthropologists of art today would disagree. The 
cases of the other two questions require a more nuanced assessment. let 
us first consider the relations between form and mental representation.

It is clear that the morphological approach that we have briefly re-
constructed derives its originality from the fact that, at least where its 
more enlightened representatives are concerned, it aspires to pass beyond 
a pure taxonomy of forms in order to explore the visual thinking that 
lies at its origin. It is in this respect that the biology of forms constitutes 
a synthesis of two traditions, the one morphological (originating with 
Goethe), the other darwinian. like Goethe, in his botanical studies, 
initially the biologists of art were not seeking to define either causality or 
meaning; rather, they were concerned to describe the elementary forms 
of the phenomena that they studied. The darwinian theory of evolution 
provided them with a way to position those elementary forms within the 
earliest stages of human culture by referring to the classic instruments 
of naturalistic thought: classification, the study of development (which 
Goethe still regarded as a nonevolutionary series of metamorphoses), 
and an analysis of geographic distribution. As we have seen, it was pre-
cisely such an ambition to carry out an analysis at two levels, the one 
psychological, the other formal, that conferred upon certain studies of 
Stolpe and Pitt-Rivers the kind of fertile ambiguity that makes them so 
interesting today.17 Meanwhile morphology constituted solely by purely 
formal analyses of drawings and decorative motifs, making no reference 
to visual thinking, led the biology of art into an impasse. As can be 
seen from the works of some of Pitt-Rivers’ successors, such as Henry 
Balfour’s The natural history of the musical bow (1899), any morphology 

17. This ambiguity between the biological and the psychological levels, already 
noticed by Goethe (see Severi 1988), helped Gregory Bateson to formulate 
the scientific program of his “ecology of the mind,” as he fully recognized 
(Bateson 1979: 16–21).
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devoid of psychological ambition becomes sterile. In works of that type, 
the notion of form as a basis for the transmission of knowledge pro-
gressively disappears and morphology is reduced purely to a form of 
classification. one is bound to conclude that, in order to be effective, 
morphological analysis must focus on the relation between the graphic 
sign and the mental operation that it presupposes.

The same applies to the third question mentioned above: that of the 
relation between form and language. Any analysis that seeks solely to 
establish a series of affinities between graphic motifs, without posing 
the problem of the relation between the image and verbal memorization 
(and, hence, tradition), is destined to revolve in a void for ever. The oeuvre 
of Carl Schuster, who may be considered one of the contemporary inheri-
tors of the morphological tradition, provides a clear example. His research 
is at once fascinating18 yet of little use to our project: it is fascinating 
because Schuster studies a considerable number of graphic materials, 
showing how, between them, there are “connections of form” (to use Pitt-
Rivers’ expression) that are sometimes informative; yet it is of little use 
to an understanding of the “oral and iconographic traditions” of societies 
without writing, because the object of the analysis is excessively reduced. 
In effect, what Schuster does is establish an extremely rich repertory of 
forms more or less endowed with meaning, instead of identifying, among 
specific examples, particular types of relations between forms and words. 
This reduced perspective leads him to produce an often uncertain exege-
sis of elementary visual representations, instead of seeking to understand 
what the images refer to. Rather than exploring how a memory becomes 
established in societies lacking writing, Schuster tries to establish a dic-
tionary, by definition infinite, of possible forms and their meanings.

 To avoid such a trap, one must widen one’s perspective. The simplest 
phenomenon in the domain of traditions in which memory is based on 
both images and words is not a representation of an object by a typical 
form that imitates its appearance, but rather the relationship established 
between certain forms and certain words within the context of a memo-
rization practice. As we shall see from the example from oceania that we 
shall be studying, such an establishment of mnemonic relations between 
images and words involves, above all, proper nouns, that is, names. In the 

18. See, for example, C. Schuster (1993).
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context of techniques of memorization, such words are set out in series 
and treated literally as objects to be preserved. It is by no means exagger-
ated to consider such mnemonic series as veritable collections of words. 
on the other hand, the images that serve as props for their memoriza-
tion are consulted as the bearers of meaning that has to be deciphered in 
order to evoke and bring to mind the name that they convey. However, 
the relations woven between images and names are far from simple. A 
form is never limited to direct imitation of the presumed meaning of a 
word, and each term in the relationship established between language 
and a visual form follows a logic of its own. 

In order to switch from a classification of forms to a study of their 
role in the traditions of peoples “without writing,” it is essential to move 
on from the consecutive and regular development of a series of forms that 
Stolpe engaged in to a study of the relations that the practices linked to 
memorization establish between images and verbal memory, for those re-
lations contribute to the establishment of a tradition. It will therefore be 
necessary to retain from the morphological heritage the idea that a visual 
memory is certainly at work in iconographies, in order then to study how 
that thought functions in the context of memorization practices. With 
such a perspective, we shall therefore not solely study the evolution of 
forms but also concentrate on the mode of relation that is established 
within a tradition between a form considered as a material trace inscribed 
upon some prop and the mental operations, the acts of looking, and the 
types of associations that it suggests. Accordingly, instead of referring to 
the naïve evolutionism of the biologists, we shall return to the questions 
that Warburg posed in connection with the Hopi chimera and the mental 
operations that seem to be implied by the association of heterogeneous 
features by which it is characterized. This new perspective should make 
it possible to identify, alongside the psychological bases of any culture (as 
proposed by Pascal Boyer and dan Sperber), what cognitive operations 
are implied by the whole collection of practices and techniques needed 
for the setting up and functioning of a specific tradition. Research into 
cognitive anthropology could in this way operate in conjunction with the 
findings of research in the field. But let us first pause to consider that no-
tion of a chimera that I have so far been using in a purely intuitive way, 
to explain what I understand it to mean. let us take another look at the 
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bird-snake-lightning of the Hopi ceramics (see Figure 7, p. 36) and ask 
ourselves what mental operations are implied by its decoding.

I have so far described a chimera as an association, within one single 
image, of the heterogeneous features of a number of different beings. 
The Greek chimera, a monstrous body combining snake, lion, and bird, 
is a well-known example. However, the Hopi chimera presents the eye 
with far fewer visual details. By limiting the image to a small number of 
features, it simplifies its structure. It is on the basis of this conventionali-
zation, the characteristics of which were noted by Stolpe, that it prompts 
a visual projection that actively summons up the image, at the same time 
completing it. Two points need to be noted here: not only does the image 
separate thus into two parts, the one materialized, the other mental, but 
the space within which it is completed is entirely mental. In the case of 
a Hopi ceramic, only the flat or convex basis provided by the vase pro-
vides the eye with some indication of the space within which to situate 
the image. Any further indication must be produced by the act of look-
ing, which involves both projection and association. Here we discover 
a crucial difference between the Greek chimera and the Hopi chimera. 
neither their relation to the invisible nor their manner of engendering a 
mental space is of the same type. The Greek chimera may be defined as 
an imaginary creature depicted in relatively realistic terms. As the result 
of an iconographic conventionalization, the Hopi chimera is a collection 
of abstract visual indices in which what is to be seen necessarily calls for 
an interpretation of what is implicit. This invisible part of the image is 
engendered entirely from indices given within a mental, not a realistic, 
space. There is a particular principle that supports the structure of these 
chimera-images, in which the association of heterogeneous features nec-
essarily implies a particular articulation between the visible and the in-
visible. This structure “through indices” in which the condensation of the 
image into a few essential features always presupposes that the form is 
interpreted through a projection, that is to say, by filling in the parts that 
are lacking, has one important consequence: it confers upon the image 
a particular salience that distinguishes it from other visual phenomena. 
For this reason, that principle, which results from an interpretation of 
images in purely formal terms, can play a crucial role in social practices 
linked to memorization and the establishment of traditional knowledge. 
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In this new context, the force or visual salience of these images also be-
comes a mnemonic salience, an ability to promote and preserve meaning.

However, that salience, far from operating in a void, presupposes the 
elaboration of a classification, a taxonomic order of objects that under-
pins their decoding by triggering or upholding a memory. A brief analy-
sis of a group of Melanesian—Iatmul and Bahinemo—objects will help 
to develop this hypothesis and provide an example of the kind of rela-
tionship which, in iconographic traditions, may be established between 
visual salience and mnemonic salience. 

IMAGe-SequenCeS And CHIMeRA-oBJeCTS 

The graphic memorization techniques of societies that depend on oral 
tradition have, up until now, been studied very little. In histories of writ-
ing, they are to be found classified as, for example, vague “figurative 
techniques” or “mnemotechnical props” supposedly situated “before” the 
invention of written linguistic signs. All types of graphism that do not 
represent the sounds of a language are classified as episodic and arbi-
trary attempts to reproduce the appearance of an object. Many authors 
continue to claim that what we have here is a “writing of things” as 
opposed to the “writing of words” (Severi 1997). nevertheless, the real 
link between these images, often said to be “rudimentary,” and the use 
of a memorizing technique has seldom been studied in detail. As soon 
as one passes on from the generalizations of “armchair anthropology” to 
the study of an actual ethnographic case, one notices that the vague idea 
of an “iconographic” link of resemblance that, in a universe in which the 
field of memory is dominated solely by the spoken word, seems to repre-
sent an isolated and sporadic attempt to fix some object in the memory 
is often a long way from accounting for the reality of the situation. 

The example of iconographies (masks, little cords, ritual clasps) used 
for mnemonic purposes in the eastern Sepik region in Papua new Guin-
ea makes it possible to illustrate this point particularly clearly. There is 
surely no need here to emphasize the fame of Sepik art. All studies of 
oceanic art devote particular attention to it (Thomas 1995), and Western 
ethnological museums house a rich collection of Iatmul masks, Bahinemo 
clasps, Kwoma graphisms and sculpted objects, and Abelam paintings. All 
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these objects are classified there according to principles many of which 
are still close to those of Pitt-Rivers (cultural zones, the evolution of mor-
phologies, and so on). But an increasing number of studies situate these 
objects in their ritual or day-to-day contexts, according to their multiple 
significances or, more rarely, according to the criteria of indigenous aes-
thetics. This literature naturally constitutes an essential means for seizing 
upon the nature and function of each of those objects. nevertheless, in 
a memorable passage in his The way of the masks, Claude lévi-Strauss 
pointed out that a study of objects might also be carried out in accord-
ance with a different point of view, one aimed not so much at objects 
considered each on their own, but at the way in which they are classified 
by cultures and the relations that can be established between them: 

It would be misleading to imagine, therefore, as so many ethnologists 
and art historians still do today, that a mask and, more generally, a sculp-
ture or a painting may be interpreted each for itself, according to what 
it represents or to the aesthetic or ritual use for which it is destined. 
We have seen that, on the contrary, a mask does not exist in isolation; 
it supposes other real or potential masks always by its side, masks that 
might have been chosen in its stead and substituted for it. . . . I hope to 
have shown that a mask is not primarily what it represents but what it 
transforms, that is to say, what it chooses not to represent. (lévi-Strauss 
1982: 144)

up until now, scant attention has been paid to the way in which 
Sepik societies, in particular the Iatmul, establish relations between ob-
jects or to the various ways in which they classify them. The “oeuvres” of 
the “great art” attributed to Sepik societies are, in fact, generally “inter-
preted according to what they represent or the aesthetic or ritual use for 
which they are destined,” to use lévi-Strauss’ words. only in rare cases 
has interest been shown in the functions that these objects may assume 
within the totemic systems of naming by which these societies are char-
acterized. yet within those carefully organized and preserved systems, 
many of those objects, in particular masks, flutes, clasps, and musical 
instruments, play an essential role in the memorization of names, which 
constitute the axis on the basis of which the whole of traditional knowl-
edge is organized. let us consider the case of the Iatmul.
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As Gregory Bateson noticed in 1936, this people presents a particular-
ly limpid picture of the notion of tradition, since the knowledge that the 
men of a patrilinear clan were expected to transmit to later generations 
is essentially organized and memorized on the basis of lists of names. 
More recent research work (Stanek 1983; Wassmann 1988; Silverman 
1993) has made it possible to gain a better understanding of these lists 
and the way in which they are memorized. They consist of generally quite 
extensive collections of names (in some cases as many as several thou-
sand19), which constitute the patrimony of the possible names available 
for patrilinear clans. These names are generally transmitted, both among 
the Iatmul and among other Sepik societies (such as the Karawori stud-
ied by Telban 1998), following the rule of an alternation of generations 
according to which those attributed to a boy and his sisters are the ones 
that the father of his father and his sisters possessed before him and that 
the son of his son (and his sisters) will receive. The names born by the 
sons or daughters of this masculine ego are, on the contrary, those that 
his father and his sisters received, and these will be passed on to the son 
of his son. Specialists of Sepik culture all emphasize the importance of 
these veritable patrimonies of names in these societies, over and above lo-
cal differences. Those lists materialize the notion of ancestorship in these 
societies. They define, on the one hand, social units (lineages, clan seg-
ments, and associations of patrilinear clans) and, on the other, the very 
concept of a person who is thus identified, by the names that he/she has 
received, with the ancestors who also bore them. In Sepik communities, 
this definition of existence by a name does not solely concern individu-
als and social groups: for the mythical act of the creation of the world is, 
among the Iatmul, largely conceived as an act of naming. Seen from this 
point of view, nothing can really exist, whether it be a man, an animal, 
or even a place, unless it has been given a name (errington and Gewertz 
1983; Silverman 1993). As Silverman (1993) has pointed out, some lists 
of names are interpreted as veritable paths of ancestors, that is to say, as 
lists of the names of the places that ancestors actually passed through in 
the course of their original migration. Jürg Wassmann, for his part, tells 
us that sometimes the person who bears one of these names identifies so 

19. That is the realistic estimate of Silverman (1993). Bateson (1932), for his 
part, spoke, probably less cautiously, of tens of thousands of names.
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closely with the ancestor who bore it that all references to real time or 
place may be abolished. In the remarkable study that he devoted to the 
Iatmul song about a Flying Fox, he describes, for instance, a man who, in 
the ceremonial house, claimed that he had been “the one who completed 
the original migration” because he bore the name of the totemic animal 
which, according to myth, undertook that journey (Wassmann [1982] 
1991). It is worth emphasizing that, alongside the normal transmission of 
a name—generally a patrilinear one and only in certain cases a matrilin-
ear one, as, for instance, among the Iatmul of Palimbei, the name of a ma-
ternal uncle passed down to a uterine nephew—there also exists a ritual 
use for a name, the purpose of which is, precisely, the establishment and 
periodic renewal of a complex identificatory relation to an ancestor, either 
matrilinear or patrilinear, which constitutes the essential function of a 
name. As we shall see, this ritual identificatory relationship is established 
within a carefully organized context. But for the moment let us simply 
note that it is within this dimension that the role played by certain cer-
emonial objects that are given names, just as human beings are, becomes 
crucial. It is of course not possible, here, to convey all the richness of the 
ethnography of the Iatmul and their neighbors. But we should note sim-
ply that two types of objects in particular are used to establish and then 
ritually “display” identificatory links with ancestors and thereby visually 
represent the names that constitute a clan’s patrimony. I propose to call 
these types of representations image-sequences and chimera-objects.

Image-sequences

Wassmann was the first to make a detailed study of a particularly in-
teresting mnemonic use of an image within the framework of the 
transmission of names (Wassmann 1988). It involves the cords bear-
ing spaced-out knots which, among the Kandingei Iatmul but elsewhere 
too,20 constitute the jealously guarded property of initiated members of a 
patrilinear clan (Figure 16). 

20. Silverman (1993) collected similar objects in Tambunum and Harrison 
(1990) brought back very similar objects and news of similar practices 
among the Manambu of Atavip, the nimhi.
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Fourteen secret names 
for the Flying Fox

Day
Second Journey
Light
Postnatal Life
FatherMatsun Island

Night
First Journey
Maternal Womb
Prenatal Life

Figure 16. A Iatmul mnemonic cord and its graphic schema



73WARBURG THE ANTHROPOLOGIST

Wassmann’s precise and careful description reveals that, despite its 
relatively simple appearance, this cord is a complex visual object. Its use 
for mnemonic purposes operates at several levels. In the first place, the 
cord itself bears a name. It is “Crocodile,” the very same original croco-
dile21 that the Iatmul initiators represent when performing initiation 
rituals, by organizing lines of men all simultaneously imitating the sinu-
ous movements of the reptile (Houseman and Severi 1998: 75). Through 
its name the cord is also associated with a myth of origins. From this 
point of view it represents the body of the crocodile which, progressively 
emerging from the water, was at the origin of the earth and upon which 
humans established their villages. This association with the first path 
traced in space by the clan’s totemic ancestor gives rise to the two great 
principles that orient its interpretation. The first is that the cord, as an 
image of an itinerary, can only be read in one direction: from left to right. 
The second distinguishes two major sections of the cord and sets them in 
opposition: one (omitting a, so to speak, preliminary section which re-
mains secret and about which Wassmann’s ethnography, no doubt out of 
respect for Iatmul custom, says nothing) is called “nocturnal.” Wassmann 
explains that it represents “the first part of the migration [the mythical 
voyage of the crocodile, and] is associated with darkness, the maternal 
womb, prenatal time and standstill.” The other, in contrast, represents the 
day, “the second half of the primal migration[, and] is associated with 
brightness, post-natal time and movement in general” (Wassman [1982] 
1991: 226).22

21. It comes as no surprise to find that this Crocodile here belongs to a seg-
ment of the clan that is known as Flying Fox. All the specialists in this field 
indeed emphasize that the patrimony of each clan is constantly contested 
by the other clans, and this provokes the addition of a great many super-
positions in the totemic names that are sometimes attributed to one clan 
or another. naturally enough, this rarity of names, as opposed to the great 
number of totemic units who lay claim to them as their own, lies at the 
origin of the verbal duels to establish which group controls the names that 
Bateson (1932, [1936] 1958) and Silverman (1993) have described among 
the Iatmul and Harrison (1990) has described among the Manambu.

22. Certain authors (Wassman [1982] 1991: 226–42; Telban 1998: 91–92) 
have provided examples of these names. However, in view of the secret 
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As we have seen, each knot in the cord designates a name. At this 
level another classificatory criterion appears. As Silverman has pointed 
out, all the Iatmul totemic names are organized in couples, or rather by a 
series of binary oppositions, as a single example from the rich corpus re-
corded by Wassmann suffices to show (ibid.: 227). It concerns the name 
of the crocodile itself, which is defined as follows:

1. Andi—Kabak—meli 1. Andi: old name for “earth”
   Kabak: original Crocodile and “mythical 

earth”
  Meli (masculine suffix)

2. Kipma—Kabak—meli 2. Kipma: earth
   Kabak: original Crocodile and “mythical 

earth”
  Meli (masculine suffix)

This organization of totemic names, thanks to the alternation of 
constants and repetitions of the same sounds, no doubt does have a 
mnemonic value, which shows that, even in the Iatmul case, purely ver-
bal techniques for learning and elaborating names must exist.23 How-
ever, it is clear that this binary classificatory system is also illustrated 
by mnemonic techniques linked with the visual representation of the 
list of names. In the little cord that we have just analyzed, the large 
knots designate the toponyms of the places that, each in turn, have 
been visited by Crocodile in the course of the journey that led him to 
emerge from the waters. As for the smaller knots, they are anthropo-
nyms designating the names of the clan ancestors. other, more precise 
ordering criteria then appear within groups of large and small knots: in 

nature of some of the totemic names, no author provides details that could 
lead to the identification of those who bear them.

23. Both Silverman and Wassmann also indicate the use of totemic names in 
the utterances of ritual, funerary, or shamanistic songs. We should note 
that, according to Wassmann (ibid.), this couple of totemic names of the 
crocodile is equivalent to the statement: “The crocodile is the original croc-
odile and also the earth when it was created.”
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each group it is possible to distinguish “elders” and “youngers.” In other 
cases, one knot may be called the “shadow” of another. Finally, one more 
criterion is introduced: a distinction is drawn between “public” names 
that may be pronounced and “secret” names that may not. each knot is 
linked with an episode relating to the life of the ancestors and each one 
is thus associated with the crocodile myth of origin. Since each story 
generally corresponds to the foundation of a village, the cord as a whole 
designates the general schema of Iatmul mythology: a long migration 
that led men and certain animals from mythical places to the spaces that 
they now occupy.

Returning to Figure 16, which schematizes how the cord works, we 
can see, for example, that the daylight part that designates the second 
part of Crocodile’s journey begins with a “large” knot that designates a 
“public” toponym: that of the Matsun island. It is immediately followed 
by fourteen “small knots” which, for their part, are secret and feminine 
anthroponyms (even though they are positioned on the paternal side). 
These names constitute “shadows” (Wassmann calls them shadow names) 
of the public names of the men grouped in the clan segment called Fly-
ing Fox, and they are distributed within this clan as personal names 
(which are in all probability secret). But let us pursue our analysis of the 
Iatmul crocodile-cord. Its interpretation turns out to be quite complex 
because it reveals a large number of esoteric factors which it organizes 
into classes in diminishing order (the maternal or paternal nocturnal/
daylight parts of the cord; large or small knots, elder or younger; femi-
nine or masculine; public or secret, and so on). At another level, since 
every knot constitutes a key to or the “title” of a story, the cord also 
organizes the episodes of the myth into sequences (Crocodile, Flying 
Fox . . .).

As in other Sepik societies (Harrison 1990; Telban 1998), knowledge 
of these series of names organized as images by the cord furthermore 
implies a series of ritual rights. To know a secret name is to be able—for 
example by sculpting a mask or clasp—to represent the animal-ancestor 
of the clan or the section of the clan to which one belongs; it is to acquire 
rights over a place (toponym); it is also, in particular among the Iatmul, 
to be able, through the maternal uncle and sister’s son relationship, to at-
tach to oneself a person from another clan, by giving him a name. every 
young Iatmul boy is at birth and up until his initiation given a series 
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of “matrinames,” some of which are secret. Finally, among the Iatmul 
as elsewhere in the region, one secret name, possibly from the maternal 
clan, may designate the “maternal” and therefore nocturnal, secret, and 
vulnerable part of a masculine ego: so knowing that name can become a 
powerful magic means of attaching the boy to oneself or of attacking him. 
The little Iatmul mnemonic cord is clearly a powerful and precious object.

But let us pause to consider its formal aspects. over and above its 
powers, it testifies to the establishment of a relation between two series of 
traces to be fixed in a memory: a sequence of names of persons or mythical 
beings (the ancestors of the clan) is interwoven with a sequence of place-
names, those of the stages of the original migration, which have become 
so many villages. From a formal point of view, then, this is a matter of an 
anthroponomy interwoven with a toponomy. If one adopts a perspective 
close to that of the biology of images, according to which it is possible 
to analyze a form so as to reveal the mental operations that it implies, 
one may infer that, from the point of view of a mental—and therefore 
mnemonic—representation, the little cord makes a decisive operation 
possible. In the process of memorization (a linear sequence), it imprints 
an initial order upon minimal elements by establishing a correspondence 
between a spatial succession—the places visited in the mythical migra-
tion—and a succession in time: the migration of the ancestors of the clan. 
Against the background of this initial articulation, classificatory criteria 
enable more specific and detailed distinctions to be introduced.

We may consider this first interaction between lists of names (which 
are both linked within the object yet situated within different mnemonic 
contexts: the physical space of inhabited villages, the stages in the original 
migration, and the ritual identificatory relationship with the ancestors) as 
a kind of paradigm that illustrates the “minimal model” of a certain type 
of social memorization. This model, by establishing, on the one hand, an 
order of images (a sequence established once and for all from left to right 
in a reading of Crocodile’s journey) and, on the other, a regular relation 
between names and images (essentially anthroponyms and toponyms), 
may indeed develop further and throw new light upon the modalities of 
establishing traditional Iatmul knowledge. But it also illustrates a more 
general principle: any practice linked with memorization presupposes an 
order. We are here in a world that could not be further from the world 
of writing and is equally distant from the isolated, disorganized, and 
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discontinuous character that historians of writing customarily attribute 
to all “mnemotechnical aids” or “the writing of things” that preceded the 
representation of the sounds of language. What we find, in fact, is that 
this first operation of memorization through images implies classification 
and the kind of ordering sequence that any classification presupposes.

However, although the basic elements of this taxonomic structure 
are certainly present in the little cord, there is no image (except that 
probably overgeneral one of the crocodile as a sinuous reptile) to act as a 
prop to memory. It is quite clear that, if it were isolated from any context, 
the constant order of the knots could not effectively orient the evocation 
of any mnemonic trace or, consequently, any memory of lists of names, 
which, as we should remember, may include as many as thousands of 
them. In effect, as all the authors who have analyzed these systems of 
totemic names have realized, the names are not solely concentrated in 
exoteric knowledge such as that illustrated by the little cord. Although 
they are subjected to quite strict controls covering their circulation and 
transmission, the names are also associated with other props. Among the 
Iatmul and elsewhere in Sepik territory (at least among the Manambu, 
the Bahinemo, and the Karawori [newton 1971; Harrison 1990; Telban 
1998]) the function of evoking a totemic name may devolve upon other 
types of objects that are less “abstract” than the little cord. These could be 
masks, musical instruments evoking the ancestors’ voices, or ritual clasps 
registering certain features. As nicholas Thomas has pointed out, the 
verb “to represent” is often quite inappropriate for conveying the rela-
tions between these objects and the image of an ancestor. He suggests 
that in this context “art may more productively be seen to create pres-
ences than to imitate or image something that exists elsewhere” (Thomas 
1995: 34). So let us settle for a more limited but more precise function 
for the objects: that of making a name visible and thus present in the 
memory. All these objects, which are generally very carefully preserved 
(away from the eyes of noninitiates and, above all, of women), really do 
constitute so many ways of “making a name visible.”24

24. According to the analysis provided by Telban (1998: 85–86), the names 
are called “night” or “dream” in Karawori, because a name is what makes it 
possible not to reveal an identity. An object, on the contrary, is a means of 
revealing a name or making it visible.
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Chimera-objects

In order to understand this new aspect of the representation of a name 
by an object, we must now widen our perspective and briefly examine 
the rituals linked with totemic names. As well as the nonritualized mo-
dalities of transmitting names and “preserving them for others” that 
Wassmann ([1982] 1991: 242–47) also studied, it is possible to identify 
at least two ritual contexts in which names are symbolically appropri-
ated. Throughout the Sepik region, by ritually wearing “a name-bearing 
object” one can either “embody” an ancestor in a ritual dance or be pos-
sessed by a spirit for warrior or hunting purposes.25 

The first case is illustrated by the ritual dance that every young Iatmul 
has to perform for his mother’s brother. Wearing a mask of the mwai 
type as he performs this ritual dance, the boy “embodies” the ancestor of 
his “matriclan,” one of whose names he has been given by his mother’s 
brother (the wau). Clearly, in this case the mask makes manifest the 
identificatory relationship with the ancestor and so becomes a visual way 
of representing a secret maternal name that must not be pronounced. 
Without referring to it directly (as by means of a sign), the mask worn 
by the boy indicates the ritual way of making public, and therefore vis-
ible, the association of the laua (the sister’s son) with the ancestor. The 
mask makes that relationship visible. We may conclude from all this that, 
in order for plastic representations—masks or other images—to become 
the props of a name, it is necessary not only that their form (studied, 
for example, by Hauser-Schäublin 1983) be conventionalized, but also 
that the context in which they are used be ritually defined so that these 
representations are rendered clearly distinct from other, more familiar 
images that are less charged with meaning. It is not possible, at this 
point, to dwell further upon this ritual, which I have studied elsewhere 
as part of the naven ritual (Houseman and Severi 1998: 73–79). Rather, 
let us turn to consider the other way of embodying a totemic ancestor, 

25. The Manambu case partly confirms that these spirits are directly connected 
with the totemic system. newton (1971:71) indeed points out that certain 
ritual clasps allow the incarnation and representation of the names, not of 
ancestors, but of the closest forebears who cannot yet be considered an-
cestors. The use of the clasp would, from that point of view, be a kind of 
preliminary to the mask that represents the ancestor and carries his name.
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which takes the form of ritual possession by a warrior- or hunter-spirit. 
In many Sepik societies, the function of representing this type of spir-
it, which always involves the attribution of a name to the object used, 
has devolved upon ritual clasps. Such clasps, morphologically linked to 
the representation of the human figure, all of which bear names, are 
common throughout this region. drawing from a whole collection of 
ethnographic examples, ranging from the Iatmul (among whom they 
embody wagen spirits26) to the egwa, Bahinemo, and ymar, it is possible 
to reconstruct a series of cases that are similar with respect to their for-
mal elaboration27 as well as to their ritual role. In the Iatmul case (Greub 
1985: 191–92), these ritual clasps were “warmed up” or evoked by an 
offering of betel nuts or a chicken before the men set out on a headhunt-
ing raid or a hunting expedition. In similar situations among the ymar 
and the egwa (ibid.: 200), such clasps, which were evoked before wars or 
headhunting forays, represented spirits associated with the clan totems. 
To bring them to life, whoever owned one had to rub it with drops of 
blood that he squeezed from his penis (Haberland and Seyfarth 1974: 
364–70; Greub 1985: 199–200).

The iconography of Bahinemo masks and clasps of a small group in the 
Hunstein Range is known to us thanks in particular to douglas newton 
and Meinhardt Schuster (M. Schuster 1965; newton 1971). It is more 
abstract but still linked to the human figure and it helps us to gain a better 
understanding of the role played by images of this type, where their func-
tion of representing names is concerned. lists of the names of Bahinemo 
patrilinear clans are memorized, as elsewhere, by distinguishing between, 
on the one hand, the incarnation of the ancestor through a ritual dance 

26. Bateson ([1936] 1958: 233–36) had already noticed that “some ancestral 
spirits” can “possess” shamans among both the central Iatmul and also those 
of the eastern Sepik. He also seems to suggest that, from the point of view 
of esoteric knowledge, Mwai, who is an easily identified figure in Iatmul 
mythology, is in reality also a wagan.

27. As Greub (1985) has shown in detail, the representation of the human fig-
ure, which is relatively “realistic” in the case of the egwa, becomes almost 
“abstract” among the Bahinemo, after passing through a series of interme-
diate transformations. Thomas (1995: 42–47) suggests extending this series 
to include certain Abau (upper Sepik) shields and also certain materials 
made from bark in the region of lake Sentani (Irian Jaya).
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and, on the other, his incarnation by means of possession based on masks 
and clasps that are suspended from ropes in the men’s house, like so many 
lists of names. But what is the relation that is established here between the 
memorization of a name and the perception of the visual means of rep-
resenting it, whether this be by a mask or a ritual clasp? We must assume 
that it is a mnemonic relationship that involves a series of elementary 
visual operations. So let us try to define those acts of looking, or rather 
the stages of visual inference that the Bahinemo masks and clasps imply.

 To do this, we shall adopt a morphological method and, within the 
Bahinemo area, set up a series of name-images, either masks or clasps, 
in an order of increasing complexity, so as to get “the objects to speak,” 
as Pitt-Rivers would put it. The simplest case is that of a partial mask, 
collected by newton (Figure 17). Clearly here, the elementary mental 
operation suggested by the form is a simple projection. What is implic-
itly included in this image is the part of the face that is lacking, which, in 
accordance with the classic image of empathy described by Vischer, the 
observer’s gaze supplies.28

Figure 17. A Bahinemo partial mask.

28. This process is also evident in other name-objects in use in this region: for ex-
ample, in the Iatmul head coverings and the meiurr of the Manambu (new-
ton 1971). Whether they consist of ceramics or head coverings, these ritual 
objects are also said to restore to skulls the facial features that they have lost.
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As for the ritual clasps, they convey a more complex iconography for 
they testify to the same mental operation, namely the projection of a miss-
ing part on a specific visual pattern, the more abstract form of which con-
stitutes, as Stolpe would say, a conventional development of a prototype of 
the human figure. As can be seen from the examples collected by newton 
(Figure 18), every Bahinemo clasp is constructed according to a particular, 
easily recognized, visual model that makes it, like the Iatmul mwai, an 
exceptional object, quite separate from other objects in general use.

Figure 18. A series of ritual Bahinemo clasps.

This model represents the basic form of a clasp. Into this visual for-
mula, it is possible, in order to singularize a particular object, to insert 
an eye in a central position (Figure 19) or add the beak of a bird (Figure 
20). Two consequences follow from this insertion of a visual indicator, 
which is specially reserved for clasps intended for ritual purposes. on 
the one hand, it clearly suggests an invisible part of the image—the head 
of a bird or the body of a fish—which perception will then reconstruct 
mentally. on the other hand, the ritual clasp, initially constituted by a 
schematic representation of the human figure, thus becomes associated 
with a particular class of spirits that may be either aquatic or assimilated 
to birds. once a beak or an eye is inserted into the abstract schema of the 
clasp, the image is marked by that reference to a bird or a fish. Through 
such implicit visual references, mentally elaborated as “missing parts,” 
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Figure 19. A ritual Bahinemo clasp: the central eye associates the form of the 
clasp with that of an aquatic spirit (the cat-fish).

Figure 20. Ritual Bahinemo clasps. A beak is added to the eye, associating the 
aquatic spirit with the spirit of a bird, the calao.



83WARBURG THE ANTHROPOLOGIST

the representation no longer refers solely to a human figure. It simulta-
neously refers to several bodies, of which only certain parts are visible. 
The ritual clasp is, in this way, transformed into a chimera.

The rudimentary “mnemonic props” to which historians of writing 
refer in connection with oral traditions are regularly described as at-
tempts, often abortive, to reproduce the appearance of an object in order 
to fix its memory. But our brief application of the morphological method 
to Bahinemo ritual clasps, on the contrary, reveals that the representa-
tion of a name, far from being only triggered by an imitation of the 
appearance of some mythical figure or spirit, instead follows the path of a 
chimerical representation. It thus presupposes the same mental operations 
as those that characterize such representations elsewhere: heterogene-
ous features are pieced together and implicit parts are deciphered by 
a process of projection. Consequently, our series of clasps provides us 
with a regular visual pattern that defines a class of name-bearing objects 
and, by articulating a variety of visual indices, designates certain onto-
logical transgressions—transgressions whose counterintuitive character 
Pascal Boyer (2000) has established. From this we can conclude that, far 
from just representing a human figure in “simplified” or “abstract” iconic 
terms, these mnemonic representations of a name are ontological trans-
gressions translated into visual terms.

on the basis of these initial operations, we can proceed to try to inter-
pret more complex representations. let us consider another Bahinemo 
example, this time a mask (Figure 21) that also “conveys” the name of a 
totemic ancestor. First we should note that, as in the case of the Iatmul 
mwai, where the image of the dancer was given several simultaneous 
identifications, the mask here conveys a complex identity. First, we no-
tice that the image of the ancestor is defined by means of the associa-
tion of two superimposed faces. next, we need only twist the image so 
as to see it in profile, to realize that this mask is, in truth, also a clasp. 
The representation thus associates with the two faces of the ancestor the 
two images implied by this clasp, which, as we have seen, may be either 
a fish or a bird.29 Clearly, here again the representation conveyed by the 
image is constituted by heterogeneous indices that eventually produce a 
composite creature.

29. newton (1971: 23 and 31), explains that this is cat-fish or a calao.
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Figure 21. Bahinemo mask-clasp associating the beak of a bird, the eye of a 
fish, and a human face.

let us now take another step forward and re-pose our initial ques-
tion: What relationship is established here between the image and the 
memorization of the name? The identification of, on the one hand, the 
elementary features of our iconographic series and, on the other, the 
mental operations that it presupposes allows us to see that the decoding 
of the image and the memory of the name both result from one and the 
same operation. It is through the decoding of this complex of visual in-
dications that the name is memorized. The mnemonic act of evoking the 
name of the ancestor and the perceptive act of interpreting the implicit 
parts of the image by means of a projection are thus associated in a single 
mental operation. In all the cases presented in our iconographic series, 
from the simplest to the most complex—which functions as a veritable 
chimera, in the sense defined above—the memorization of a name co-
incides with the establishment of an elementary visual salience and the 
emergence of a sequence of latent, associated images. The mental opera-
tion that we have illuminated by an analysis of forms and that leads to 
memorization is therefore not just a passive transcription of the more or 
less well-reproduced appearance of the image, but rather a combined act 
of memory (an evocation) and a mental solution to a problem of visual 
decoding.

We may conclude that, within the contexts studied here, the con-
struction of memorable images rests upon two conditions: (1) that the 
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images, as objects belonging to a ritual context, always be recognizable 
as objects specially intended to be given a name (as in the cases of the 
little cord, the Iatmul mwai, and the Bahinemo clasp and mask); and (2) 
that those images should possess a particular visual salience, that is to say, 
that they prompt that singular relationship between the visible and the 
invisible aspects of an image which characterizes what I have defined as 
a chimera.

This first example shows that the memory-practices implied in an 
elementary iconographic tradition presuppose a group of mental op-
erations in which the articulation of heterogeneous features both visual 
(clasps/beak-eye) and linguistic (the memorization of a name) operate 
together. As we have seen by analyzing the Iatmul cord, there can be 
no memorization until an ordering of what is known is established. An 
analysis of other forms of iconography will now make it possible to iden-
tify a second criterion that presides over the memorization of names. To 
borrow the technical terms used in the psychology of memory, what is 
necessary here is the establishment of a salience that is associated with 
certain images that are constructed as chimeras. using a language closer 
to that of Warburg, we may describe this process as an intensification of 
the image’s cognitive efficacy by the mobilization, through visual infer-
ences, of its invisible parts.

The present study, carried out so as to provide an example of a pos-
sible method for analyzing chimerical iconographies, may allow us to 
cast a new look over a number of cultures up until now known simply 
as “oral.” At the start of the present chapter we noted a lack of interac-
tion between, on the one hand, research into the anthropology of art, 
which is devoted to the meaning and function of images, and, on the 
other, research in the domain of oral traditions, which is, for its part, 
directed toward the uses and types of the spoken word. This lack of in-
teraction is due essentially to an inability to envisage any relationship 
between verbal language and visual representation other than a semiotic 
or aesthetic one. In short, images can be conceived only as pseudosigns 
or forms of decoration. The Sepik iconographic traditions that we have 
just considered present an example of two new ways of regarding rela-
tions between images and words: by establishing ordered sequences and 
by locating a visual salience. These two principles, of order and salience, 
introduce the possibility of what I should like to call mnemonic relations. 
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unlike semiotic relations, these are certainly not established between a 
sign and its referent out in the world, as in a writing system. Rather, what 
we find is a collection of visual inferences, founded upon the decoding of 
complex images, which establish a relation between different memories: a 
spatial memory of places and a memory of words. The efficacy of prac-
tices linked to the memorization of iconographic traditions is therefore 
due not to a more or less successful attempt to imitate the type of refer-
ence peculiar to writing, but to a relation that they establish between dif-
ferent levels of mnemonic elaboration. The case of the Sepik traditions, 
with their two means of memorization, namely the establishment of an 
order and the construction of a visual salience, thus prompts a descrip-
tion of the unforeseen complexity of the type of mental elaboration that 
characterizes the way that memory is used in so-called “oral traditions.” 
These memorizing techniques always presuppose a visual interpretation 
of image-sequences and chimera-objects. 

I have endeavored to show that the kinds of research for a long time 
known as the biology of art constituted the forgotten roots of Aby 
Warburg’s anthropological thinking. He discovered those methods in 
1895–96, and the perspectives that they opened up were still stimulating 
his thinking in 1927, at the end of his life. on the basis of an ethno-
graphic analysis of names in Sepik regions, I then showed that, in order 
to try to decode the utopia that Warburg imagined—in other words, to 
formulate an anthropology of social memory founded on iconographic 
traditions—it is necessary to turn back to consider, from a critical point 
of view, the morphological methods of the biology of art and its way of 
reconstructing the mental operations implied by the decoding of images. 

A critical use of this method, which I have attempted here, requires 
extending the context of the study of iconographies, which the “biolo-
gists” limited to the evolution of images, to their relationship with the 
memory of words. once placed within this new context, the epistemo-
logical study of the biology of art makes it possible to sketch in a study 
of the ways traditions establish mnemonic relations between complex 
images and words organized into taxonomies. This new perspective has 
led me to identify the role played by images in practices linked with 
the memorization of a body of knowledge. It involves the process of an 
intensification (both cognitive and mnemonic) of visual representation 
through a mobilization of its invisible elements. This is what I have called 
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chimerical representation, which implies setting in place two elementary 
criteria that orient the practices of memorizing typical of iconographic 
traditions: a criterion of order and a criterion of visual salience.

There can be no doubt that much remains to be done in order to gen-
eralize this model of interpretation, which, here, it has only been possible 
to sketch out. However, at the end of our journey through the history 
and methods of a biology of images, it is perhaps possible to suggest an 
initial answer to the question of where Warburg’s anthropology might 
lead us today. This anthropology, which, he wrote, is capable of introduc-
ing the study of images into the field of a “psychology of expression” 
(cited in Gombrich 1999: 270), might, in these non-Western so-called 
“oral” traditions, lead us from an analysis of the evolution of aesthetic 
forms to a comparative study of the arts and techniques of memory.

But let us now try progressively to apply this first approach to another 
example of the great so-called “oral” tradition. Here too, certain images, 
seemingly rudimentary, appear to assume an important role in practices 
linked with memorization. In this new domain, we shall encounter not 
only lists of names to be memorized, but also long ritual texts that con-
stitute a coherent development from them. In anthropological literature, 
this new type of elementary iconography is generally, rather vaguely, 
called “pictography.” let us now study a few examples from the world of 
native American cultures. 





chapter 2

An Amerindian mnemonic form
Pictography and parallelism

Along with the pictures that reality presents to the 
eye, there exists another world of images, living or 
coming into life in our minds alone. . . . Every prim-
itive artist, when endeavouring to imitate nature, 
seeks with the spontaneity of a psychical function to 
reproduce merely these mental images. . . . I may say 
the same of the picture writings I have been able to 
examine.

Emanuel Löwy, The rendering of nature in early 
Greek art

There are two aspects to anthropological research as practiced here. The 
study of a culturally foreign phenomenon always presupposes that one 
sets out to accept and understand the difference, together with every-
thing unexpected or even surprising that it implies. But such a study also 
obliges the researcher constantly to reconsider all that she/he has learnt 
and, above all, the concepts that she/he is using. Anthropological reflec-
tion implies, over and above a certain love of detailed ethnographic de-
scription, paying great attention to the use of certain words. It is through 
the filter of those words that much of the interpretation of foreign cul-
tures has proceeded. When Warburg called the Hopi chimera of New 
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Mexico a heraldic emblem, he was borrowing the language of James 
Mooney. When he spoke of ornaments, he was thinking of Stolpe’s the-
ories. As we have seen in Chapter 1, when speaking of Amerindian ico-
nographies, Warburg also used the word “hieroglyphs.” But can one say 
that Native Americans (outside Mexico) ever possessed anything resem-
bling writing? A definitely negative answer today seems to go without 
saying.1 However, we should not forget that this was a question that for 
a long time remained unanswered, becoming the subject of lively debates 
and a whole series of imaginary projections. Once the New World was 
discovered, a topos of our view of those cultures slowly formed around 
that question, reducing them to the status of “oral cultures.” This was a 
persistent idea, a rhetorical topos so entrenched in the thinking of the 
day that it seemed irrefutable. So before starting to study a few examples 
of Amerindian pictography within the perspective described in Chapter 
1, it is important to remember how very difficult it was for Western 
thought to seize upon the true nature of those graphs.

The idea, now so prevalent, that Native Americans basically lacked 
any graphic techniques capable of preserving speech was not at all evi-
dent to the first discoverers of the American continent. Nor was it im-
mediately accepted by the authors who, from the first decades of the 
sixteenth century onward, began writing the history of the discovery of 
the New World. On the contrary, for quite a few of them it seemed 
perfectly natural to assume that the autochthonous peoples of America 
had always possessed a technique for the preservation of knowledge and 
that they were familiar, if not with the letters of an alphabet, at least with 
signs that could be deciphered, parchments covered by texts, or even 
whole books. Throughout the sixteenth century, attempts were made to 
identify the first pictographs to emerge from Mexico with some early 
form of writing, in particular Egyptian hieroglyphs, the hieroglyphica that 
aroused such interest among Italian humanist groups ranging from Pier 
Valeriano (1556) to Michele Mercati (1598).2 One of these attempts 
deserves our attention.

1. On this, see Diringer (1937: 559–61); Gelb (1952); Cohen (1958: Vol. I, 
30, Vol. II, 45); and DeFrancis (1990).

2. In his description of the obelisks of Rome (1589), Mercati already estab-
lished a comparison between Egyptian hieroglyphs and the “usages of 
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In Perugia, in 1579, Diego Valadés, a Franciscan brother of Mexican 
origin (he was born in Tlaxcala in 1533, the natural son of a conquistador 
serving under Cortés and a Nahuatl mother), published a treatise on Chris-
tian rhetoric in which he added a section based on “examples drawn from 
the traditions of the Indians of America”3 (Figure 22). Valadés, who on the 
face of it seems to be harking back to the already well-established compari-
son between pictographs and Egyptian hieroglyphs, in reality defends a 
most unusual thesis. According to him, the ancient Americans had always 
used, if not a veritable form of writing, at least something very similar to 
what Valadés’ contemporaries called an art of memory. In several passages 
of this extremely rich book, Valadés even seems to suggest that the efficacy 
of classic methods of the art of memory (knowledge of which he, like so 
many others, derived mainly from Aristotle’s De memoria and the pseudo-
Cicero’s Rhetoric for Herennius) was proved by the discovery that Native 
Americans had made of them, in a manner completely independent of the 
European tradition. For example, in a chapter of his Rhetoric entitled “In-
dorum exemplis artificialis memoria probatur,” Valadés wrote as follows: “The 
Indians who did not know our letters and the alphabet, could nevertheless 
communicate between one another with the help of certain images that 
they drew on tissues or on sheets of porous paper that they obtained from 
the leaves of trees” (Valadés [1579] 1983).4 He then added, “These images 
served to remind them of what they wished to communicate, either openly 
or secretly; as a result, with the aid of a few images, some of them could 
sustain a dialogue for as long as one hour.” Here Valadés’ thesis, which was 
possibly referring to ceremonial dialogues, draws an important comparison 
with what was, at that time, believed about Egyptian hieroglyphs:

peoples in the New World who do not use the letters of the alphabet” 
(Mercati 1598: 82–83, cited by Prosperi 2000: 463). On Pier Valeriano, also 
mentioned by Prosperi (2000), see Hieroglyphica seu de sacris Aegyptiorum 
literis (1556). On the question of hieroglyphs in the Renaissance, see Rossi 
(1969) and Basile (1979). On the European interpretation of Amerindian 
pictographs, see Browne (1981).

3. My warmest thanks go to Lina Bolzoni, who allowed me to reproduce her 
copy of Valadés’ Rhetorica Christiana. On Valadés, see, above all, Palomera 
(1963); also Taylor (1987) and Bolzoni ([1995] 2001).

4. I have also consulted the Mexican edition, translated into Spanish, and 
with a commentary by Esteban Palomera.
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Figure 22. Diego Valadés, frontispiece of the Rhetorica Christiana, 1579.

The Indians shared in common with the ancient Egyptians a method for 
expressing ideas through images. Thus, swiftness was represented by the 
image of a falcon, vigilance by that of a crocodile. . . . The image of a bee 
expressed the authority of the king because he, in the exercise of justice, 
likewise had to use the sting, which represented severity, and honey which, 
for its part, represented clemency. (Valadés [1579] 1983: 233 and 239)5

5. See Taylor (1987: 53–54).
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Valadés was, without doubt, a figure of great intellectual and political 
stature. He was “the first mixed-race theologian” (ibid.: 15–21) to hold a 
post of authority within the hierarchy of the Catholic Church. In 1575, 
he became procurator general of the Order in the Curia of Rome, follow-
ing over twenty years of militant preaching in the New World. Thanks 
to his Tlaxcal origins (they were one of the seven Nahuatl groups), he 
was probably the first author capable of setting up a comparison based 
on a twofold cultural competence, that of the Nahuatl tradition together 
with that of the European tradition. So it is not hard to understand 
the very great interest aroused by his comparison between the Mexican 
pictographs and the European art of memory. There were at least two 
reasons for that interest. In the first place, Valadés was the first to have 
imported into the New World the use of the art of memory derived 
from classical and medieval sources. In his Rhetorica Christiana, Diego 
demonstrates his absolute mastery of the memorization techniques of 
the Western tradition. He always knows how to choose a mental topos 
for fixing a memory and how to get it to live on in the memory by means 
of an appropriate imago agens. His treatise testifies to his great familiar-
ity with the traditional themes of the ars memorandi. But he furthermore 
declared most solemnly, in Spain, before the Council for the Indies, that 
he had invented an updated and adapted version of that technique, a new 
version that the Franciscan Order was to use with great success through-
out Mexico. These new techniques were designed in particular to assist 
preaching and the conversion of the Amerindian peoples (Figure 23). 
Valadés was explicit on this point: “We ourselves are the ones who dis-
covered this new art and we managed to do so after fasting and long 
watches spent on our knees, praying that our Lord God would deign 
to show us the best adapted means for the conversion of these people” 
(ibid.: 237). He then went on to say: “For this reason, this method was 
presented before the Council for the Indies, so that this Council might 
confirm its use by men of the cloth . . . and we claim this honor as our 
right, as can easily be seen in the engravings that appear in my book.”

Indeed, Valadés was not only a writer and preacher; he was also a 
painter, or rather an engraver. In the art of drawing, as in many other 
things, he was a pupil of Peter of Ghent, who, in Mexico, had taught 
art and other graphic techniques to a whole generation of young aristo-
crats. This group of young men, who went on to form the earliest ruling 
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Figure 23. Diego Valadés, crucifixion, engraving from the Rhetorica Christiana, 
1579.

class in Mexico, quite exceptionally included Diego, but only thanks to 
a stratagem that enabled him to conceal his mixed origin. For we should 
remember that not only was he the natural son of Valadés the conquis-
tador, he was also half-Indian, a fact that would normally have excluded 
him from an ecclesiastical training and career. We find echoes of his 
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origin, which Valadés does not here attempt to conceal, in a passage of 
his Rhetorica Christiana, in which he declares that the reason why he 
has been able to invent such a novel and effective art of memory is that 
he has deliberately drawn a comparison with Nahuatl pictographic art. 
Other, crucial, pages in his book contain a rigorous argument based on a 
comparison between the Old and New Worlds. 

Just as the Ancients had sages, philosophers, kings, and princes who were 
able to invent many different ways in which to send messages to very 
distant places and to transmit all that they needed to communicate with-
out recourse to alphabetic letters—similarly, our Indians (even though 
they may sometimes seem to include ignorant and uneducated persons) 
confided their secrets by a variety of means . . . without using alphabetic 
letters, but rather with the aid of signs and figures, in fact by using a kind 
of polygraphy. (Valadés [1579] 1983: 235)6

These pages testify to a cultural universalism which at that time was 
very rare. In effect, from this comparison between the Old and the New 
Worlds, Valadés concluded that “what follows from our considerations 
is that the artifice of memory”—what we today would call its exercise 
guided by a conscious technique—“is constituted by places and images 
duly set out in an order. What becomes clear is that these elements, 
places, and images constitute the very essence of this art” (ibid.: 235).

Here Diego expresses himself with great clarity: places and images, as 
he sees it, designate the essence of all memorization techniques, whether 
they be European or American. This shows not only that, by using the 
ars memorandi that he has perfected, one could preach the Catholic mes-
sage to the Indians with effective results, but also that those who read his 
Doctrina (and remember that we are, here, in Perugia in 1572) “will be 
able to exercise and extend their memory by cultivating it in the manner 
invented by the Indians” (ibid.: 239).

It is no doubt reasonable to compare the individualism of Valadés to 
other great defenders of the Indians, such as Bartholomé de las Casas 

(Palomera 1963). Nevertheless, if one thinks of his ability to welcome 
on the same intellectual level images of the Nahuatl tradition along with 

6. The Latin term used by Valadés is polygraphia (my italics).
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those of the memory arts of the European Renaissance (not forgetting 
the extraordinary engravings on which he worked for so long in order to 
illustrate his Doctrina), it is probably to Dürer that he should be com-
pared. As is well known, Dürer looked at the American objects that had 
been brought to Charles V from the new territories of America with an 
extraordinarily free eye and judgment. As can be seen from a few pages 
in his Journal, he considered them to be “marvelous works” that testi-
fied to impressive genius: “I have seen the things brought to the king 
from the new golden land: a sun, wholly of gold . . . also a moon, wholly 
of silver. . . . I have seen their wonders of art and have marveled at the 
subtle ingenia of people in far-off lands” (cited in Panofsky 1955: 209). 

As we shall later see, the comparison proposed by Valadés between 
American pictography and the European art of memory was not with-
out foundation.7 Nevertheless, his great intuition remained isolated and 
has been virtually unrepeated down to the present day. It is true that 
that audacious hypothesis was formulated by a member of a religious 
Order who, with his courageous defense of the rights of the Indians, very 
soon provoked the hostility of the powerful Council for the Indies, the 
Roman Curia, and part of the Order to which he himself belonged. Lat-
er, Valadés was even bold enough to oppose some of the rules imposed by 
Philip II, the King of Spain (Taylor 1987: 52). We should, of course, bear 
in mind that the very act of referring to the Nahuatl tradition (about 
which Diego spoke with informed respect) constituted a transgression 
against the total censure that Philip II had decreed in respect of the cus-
toms of his new Western subjects.

Nevertheless, when Valadés compared the Mexican pictographs to 
ancient writings, in particular Egyptian hieroglyphs, he was far from 
isolated. The comparison of pictographs with hieroglyphs had preceded 
him. It was a topos that early on became widespread and very persis-
tent. (As we have seen, Warburg himself, when faced with the Hopi 
bird-chimera, was still using the term “hieroglyph.”) The success of this 

7. Seeking a model for interpreting the Kuna pictographs and totally unaware 
of Valadés’ book, twenty or so years ago I myself referred to an analogy 
with the arts of memory. See “Penser par séquences, penser par territoires: 
Cosmologie et art de la mémoire dans la pictographie des Indiens Kuna” 
(reproduced in Severi 1993c: 175–200).
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idea was general throughout Renaissance Europe. Some authors repre-
sented the Indians as being deeply occupied by the task of noting down 
their archaic traditions in hieroglyphic writing. Others pushed the com-
parison as far as to represent the amazement with which the Indians 
discovered the existence of writing among the Whites. 

Pietro Martire, a Milanese navigator and humanist, was the first, in 
1530, to publish a history of the discovery of the New World. His De 
rebus oceanis et novo orbe (Martire 1577)8 was reprinted several times, was 
translated into Italian, and enjoyed an extraordinary success among the 
cultivated European public. Pietro, who, having sailed from Hispaniola 
on the coast of the present-day Panama and Colombia all the way to 
the Uraba gulf, knew the recently conquered lands, recounts the fol-
lowing story. One day, in Santa María de Darién (the town founded by 
the Spaniards on the continent in between the present-day Panama and 
Columbia, which had become the first bishopric in America), a certain 
Corrales, a Darién magistrate (“legum peritus quidam,”as Pietro puts it 
[ibid.: 316]), received an Indian who, having been thrown out of a village 
in the interior, was seeking refuge in the town. After an initial period dur-
ing which the Spaniards had assumed that controlling the local people 
would be as trouble-free as in Hispaniola, requests for asylum had multi-
plied in Santa María. The peoples of the Darién interior (the Cuevas, the 
Sinu, and possibly also the Kuna) had soon perceived the true intentions 
of the newcomers: between the coast and the Darién forest, war was 
raging everywhere. In Santa María, a group of Spaniards, who were thus 
paying the price for their violent behavior, were putting up a desperate 
resistance to the besieging Indians, “clenching their souls between their 
teeth, to prevent them from escaping from their bodies,” as Pietro put it. 
Among the Indians, those who, out of self-interest or naïvety, had allied 
themselves with the Whites were now seeking refuge in a town which, as 
Pietro again writes, was no longer defended by anything but “the mass of 
mud of the marshes that surrounded it.” When this Indian was brought 
before the magistrate, he saw Corrales reading his great law books. He 
jumped in amazement and begged the interpreter to translate a series of 
questions: “Have you Whites also got books? Do you too know the art of 
using signs that allow those who are absent to understand you?”

8. See also Pagden (1982).
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Next, still according to Pietro, the Indian asked to be shown the 
books, thinking that he would find in them the signs with which he 
was familiar. But once he was placed before a page in one of Corrales’ 
books, his enthusiasm died away. The patrias litteras that he thought, 
by some miracle, to have come upon again in the dwelling of the mag-
istrate were totally incomprehensible to him. As Pietro soberly wrote, 
“Dissimiles reperit eas esse.” All the absurd hopes that were entertained 
on both sides, and naturally enough especially by the reader of De rebus 
oceanis et novo orbe, that despite the differences of language, culture, and 
history, there would be immediate mutual comprehension, were now de-
finitively dashed. We should, of course, be wary of taking literally the 
story told by Pietro, the Milanese humanist who would later become 
chaplain to Queen Isabella, an influential member of the Council for the 
Indies, and a personal friend of quite a few navigators (ibid.: 316).9 The 
Indian described by Pietro is probably too knowledgeable and too close 
to Western concepts of writing for us to take his account literally. In the 
story, this native of the Darién forests presents precisely the qualities at-
tributed to writing by a long European tradition. They are the very same 
as those that Galileo would enumerate in a memorable passage in his 
Dialogue on the great world systems. To his mind, writing made it possible 
to speak to those far away, not only in the sense of “those momentarily 
absent” but also “those that are not yet born.”

What sublimity of mind (l ’eminenza di mente) must have been his who 
conceived how to communicate his most secret thoughts to any other 
person, though very far distant either in time or place, speaking with 
those who are in the Indies; speaking to those who are not yet born, 
nor shall be this thousand or ten thousand years? And with no greater 
difficulty than the various collocation of twenty little characters upon a 
paper? (Galilei [1632] 1953: 116–17)

The Milanese humanist was, of course, addressing his public. Through 
the anecdote that he was telling, he wished also to set on stage the great 

9. This passage is also mentioned by Nordenskiöld (1928: 13–14). A slightly 
modified résumé can be found in Ramusio (1985: 181–82). For other com-
mentaries, see Severi (1994).
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adventure of the Discovery of the New World, and to make it inter-
esting from a literary point of view, morally acceptable, and politically 
justifiable. All the same, the story was neither isolated nor exceptional. 
Its particularity consisted only in the fact that it reversed one of the cur-
rent topoi of the chronicles of the Discovery. It ascribed to an unknown 
Indian what many European travelers had believed and, in some cases, 
described in detail. Ever since Martín Fernández de Enciso, who in 1519 
declared that Native Americans had not only gold and pearls, but also 
books, and that “they read and wrote them just as we do,”10 down to 
Lehmann, who in 1920 was still dreaming of parchments painted by the 
inhabitants of the Pacific coast of Nicaragua,11 there had been a long list 
of authors who believed in the existence of veritable writings, painted on 
animal skins or engraved on rocks.12 Admittedly, for those early chroni-
clers, as for the scholars of the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries, 
that writing remained mysterious. In default of documents of a kind to 
testify to its existence, the strange paintings of Indians were generally 
considered to be fragmentary traces of ancient writing, now probably 
gone for ever. This notion of pictography as a remnant of a now lost writ-
ing was one that was long to persist.13

10. “In this part of the Southern Seas there are many islands. According to the 
Indians, those islands contain much gold and many pearls as well as silver. 
Also according to the Indians, those lands are populated by peoples who 
possess books and who, just like ourselves, know how to read and write” 
(Enciso [1519] 1857: xxx, cited in Nordenskiöld 1928: 14).

11. According to Walter Lehmann, the Indian mentioned by Pietro Martire 
was probably a Mangua from Nicaragua (see Lehmann 1920).

12. Among the sixteenth-century authors, Oviedo, at least, deserves a mention, 
for he writes of “parchments covered in red and black figures” among the 
Niocarao people (Oviedo y Valdes 1851–55: 36), as does Pedro Simón, who 
describes “cloaks covered with hieroglyphs” worn by the Catio: “The Catio 
were people of genius who had clothing and wrote down their stories, using 
hieroglyphs that they painted on to their cloaks” (Simón 1882).

13. For other examples of the dominant interpretation of American writings 
in the eighteenth century, see Sangro (1982). An example similar to that 
provided by Martire is that of the Chibcha pictography, a few examples of 
which may be found in Triana (1921: 205–22). Triana’s interpretations are 
discussed further by Diringer (1937: 559–61).
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When the Spanish Jesuit Leonardo Gassó (the first missionary to 
settle among the Kuna of the San Blas archipelago14 in order to under-
take their difficult Christianization) reported a current and widespread 
use of pictographs, he regarded the Indians’ writing according to the 
same perspective. On the one hand, he had no doubt at all that it was 
a vestige from the past, a practice of years gone by: “In the past, these 
Indians knew of writing,” he noted in 1910, referring to a practice there 
before his very eyes and one which, it is worth pointing out, continues 
to exist to this day.

On the other hand, for Gassó, as for Enciso or Oviedo, the picto-
graphs were “hieroglyphs” in every way comparable, in their functions, 
to our own systems of noting down language. Yet everything about these 
graphisms eluded him: their ritual functions, the techniques for executing 
them, and even the appearance of the pictographs remained completely 
mysterious to the missionary (Gassó 1910–14). Clearly, these projections, 
this mirror-play between Whites and Indians, could only proceed in the 
absence of the real documents. The first genuine texts “written by the 
Indians of America” were eventually located, around the mid-nineteenth 
century, in the northern United States, a very long way from Panama 
and its tropical forests. Among the discoverers who collected such evi-
dence, Hoffman, Schoolcraft, and Mallery were probably the most active 
(Figure 24). Not one of them was really a theorist. Many of these dis-
coverers of a new kind were military men, as Hoffman and Mallery were, 
or else they worked among the Indians as agents for the United States 
government, as did Schoolcraft. They were all men working in the field, 
collecting documents but leaving all speculation to others. Their ideas 

14. The Kuna (a group of tropical farmers consisting of between twenty-seven 
thousand and thirty thousand people, according to recent calculations) to-
day live mostly on the San Blas archipelago, opposite the Atlantic coast of 
Panama. They speak a language that is traditionally associated by linguists 
with the Chibcha family of languages (Holmer 1947). David Stout, the 
only author to have studied the history of the Kuna, has suggested that in 
the sixteenth century this Amerindian group, probably one of the first to 
come into contact with the Whites, constituted a society that was heavily 
stratified and divided into four classes: leaders, nobles, citizens, and slaves 
(Stout 1947). On Kuna society today, see Sherzer (1983); Howe (1986); 
Severi (1993b).
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were a far cry from those of the seekers of fabulous lost writings. Mallery, 
to whom we owe a rich corpus of Amerindian pictographs (Mallery 
[1893] 1972), was a colonel in the American army and he saw these 
drawings with a completely new eye. As William Powell, then director 
of the Bureau of American Ethnology wrote: “There was in him no bias 
toward a mystic interpretation, or any predetermination to discover an 
occult significance in pictographs. . . . The probability appeared, from his 
actual experience, that the interpretation was a simple and direct, not a 
mysterious and involved process” (cited in Hinsley 1994: 170).

Figure 24. Ojibwa pictographs collected by Hoffman.
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Mallery himself expressed this new spirit, which was at once ethical, 
scientific, and military, in a very revealing poetic composition (cited in 
ibid.: 170):

But now the cosmological drama’s o’er. 
Mithra’s a myth,
Great Pan pans out no more
Our world gives little scope to doctrine mystic
’Tis wary, doubting, stern and realistic
Takes every axiom on strict probation
And calls for propter hoc and demonstration.

It was probably after reading and consulting the works of these au-
thors that Erland Nordenskiöld began collecting the first pictographic 
documents from the Kuna territory. These no doubt consisted of docu-
ments similar to those that the missionary Leonardo Gassó had seen. 
Nordenskiöld visited the Kuna for the first time in 1927. Like Mallery, 
Hoffman, and Schoolcraft, he was a field worker. However, unlike his 
American predecessors, he did not limit himself to collecting images ac-
companied only by vague comments or a few random words. He worked 
with young Indians and began to collect veritable pictographic texts 
that were recited by chiefs and shamans. They consisted of incantations, 
shamans’ songs, and real pictographic texts. The work involved was of 
course tricky, made uncertain by Nordenskiöld’s inadequate grasp of the 
Kuna language. The first results of that research work were published 
in 1927 and reappeared ten years later in a posthumous edition. Un-
fortunately, Nordenskiöld’s premature death, in 1932, interrupted this 
work. In the fieldwork notes that he left in the Göteborg Ethnographic 
Museum,15 many of the images lacked commentaries and many texts 
remained incomplete. Nevertheless, the documents published by Nor-
denskiöld and by his successors were in many respects exceptional. For 
the first time, it was no longer a matter, as in Mallery’s work, of seeing 
a few—for the most part very few—vague signs set out on a single page 

15. My warmest thanks go to the Fyssen Foundation, which funded my mis-
sion to Göteborg in 1985, and also to Sven Erik Isaksson, who was then the 
director of the American department of the museum.
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and accompanied by no more than scattered and lacunary comments. 
Thanks to Nordenskiöld’s earliest studies, the usage of an American pic-
tography was clearly revealed and in a manner that was neither uncer-
tain nor isolated nor rudimentary. The Indians visited by Nordenskiöld 
seemed, miraculously, to confirm the Indian invented by Pietro Martire 
(and, interestingly enough, in the very same area: the Uraba gulf and its 
surrounding region). They scrupulously filled page after page of the little 
notebooks that the Swedish ethnologist had brought them. In this way, a 
whole repertory of texts was revealed: stories about the origins of certain 
mythical beings associated with the sun or the moon; invocations to 
magical crystals or the spirits of snakes or birds; shamanistic and funer-
ary songs. Other songs, many of them linked with initiation rituals, a 
recitation of which could last for hours, were recorded in long sequences 
of pictograms (Figure 25).

Nordenskiöld revealed two important details concerning the mate-
rial backings of these writings and their internal organization. In the 
first place, he noticed that the pictographs were traditionally on planks 
of balsa wood (several examples of which he collected; they are now 
preserved in the Göteborg Ethnographic Museum). And secondly, he 
discovered that a particular order of the signs, generally working up from 
the bottom to the top, in a boustrophedon, was respected. As can be 
imagined, historians of writing reacted extremely reticently to this new 
evidence, which became known between 1930 and 1938 and upon which 
Nordenskiöld’s work had hardly commented. The question of writing, to 
which the men of the Renaissance had paid so little attention, was crucial 
to these scholars, who, in an evolutionist and positivist spirit, were bent 
upon establishing a synoptic and chronological tableau of the inventions 
of humanity. What had seemed natural to the humanists and naviga-
tors of the sixteenth century had become unbelievable. We should not 
forget that since Ferguson’s great work on the history of Civil Society, 
which appeared in 1767, the Indians of America had been considered 
not as primitives, but rather as barbarians. In Ferguson’s view (which, 
through Morgan, greatly influenced Engels and Marxism), the fact that 
several Amerindian tribes were composed of hunter-gatherers defini-
tively attested to their character, which was not “primitive” but decadent 
(Ferguson [1767] 1971). With such a view, the societies of the Indians 
of America were not considered as primitive or rudimentary civilizations 
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Figure 25. Kuna pictographs collected by Nordenskiöld

that might well develop further. Rather, their “customs” were regarded 
as scattered and static testimony to a finished history with no future. 
In a spirit close to the philosophy of Hume, the materialist thinking of 
Ferguson attempted to reconstruct “a natural history of man in a savage 
state and through the successive stages of stock-raising, agriculture and 
commerce.”16 To this, Schoolcraft added an extremely American biblical 

16. See the entry “Ferguson” in the Encyclopedia of Social Sciences. 
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reference. In his report on the Amerindian peoples of the United States 
(a text to which I shall have occasion to return), he wrote as follows:

History, as viewed in the earliest and most authentic record, namely the 
Pentateuch, represents man as having been created, not in the savage, 
but in the industrial and civilized state. . . . Commencing his career as 
a horticulturalist, the highest form of the agricultural type, he is next 
presented to our view as a shepherd and grain-grower or a “tiller of the 
ground.” If these views are correct . . . then it may be declared, that the 
hunter state is a declension from the industrial, and that barbarism as-
sumes its character, not only as the antagonistical point to civilization, 
but as a falling from it, and a direct consequence as the neglect of its 
higher and sublime principles. (Schoolcraft 1851: 44)17

Now, if the presence of writing was the sign of a stage of evolution 
which the Indians of America, blocked as they were in a state of barba-
rism, had never attained, the question was: How should the strange draw-
ings discovered by Nordenskiöld be interpreted? Where should the pic-
tographs be slotted into the scale of man’s technical evolution? It was not 
an easy question to answer, particularly since a certain strand of Western 
rhetoric was far from being unconcerned by the problem. For example, in 
the eyes of David Diringer, who published a large work on such questions 
in Fascist Italy in the 1930s, the evolution of writing went hand-in-hand 
with the civilizing work of Rome and the religion of Christ. “Should 
I be wrong to affirm that the path of the alphabet coincides perfectly 
with that of the Christian religion?,” he asked himself rhetorically. His 
answer was clear: “Born in the Holy Land and developed in Ancient 
Greece, writing then became almost universal thanks to the expansion 
of the Roman Empire” (Diringer 1937: 4). Although he recognized the 
astonishing similarity of the Kuna pictographs to the Ojibwa pictograms, 
Diringer reckoned that the evidence published by Nordenskiöld resulted 
from a recent invention (ibid.: 605). As a true “armchair anthropologist,” 
he regarded the Kuna pictographs as a belated result of an acculturation 

17. Schoolcraft then remarks that “an ethological study of the Indians of 
America no doubt makes it possible to reconstruct the age of Noah” (ibid.: 
45–46).
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that he assumed to be completed but which, at the time of the publica-
tion of his book, had barely begun. From being a mysterious trace of a 
perfect but unrecognized writing (a palaeography such as the missionary 
Gassó considered it to be), the Kuna pictography became the result of an 
imitation of the Whites and thereby testified to the strength of the one 
group and the weakness of the other. Diringer’s conclusion seemed to be 
that those who did not attain their own writing had only one choice left 
to them, that of clumsily aping ours. According to such a view, only a sys-
tem of symbols of a phonetic type capable of transcribing the sounds of a 
language in a coherent manner could provide a solid basis for communi-
cation and hence for a social memory. All other attempts were doomed to 
failure. The use of drawing in order to represent knowledge and commu-
nicate it remained arbitrary, naïvely linked with an imperfect representa-
tion of reality, and it led, as Gelb and DeFrancis later put it, to a dead-end 
symbolism.18 Such symbolism was incapable of evolving, just as was the 

18. For Gelb, “What we normally understand as pictures . . . do not fall un-
der the category of writing. [However,] writing had its origin in simple 
pictures. The case could be paralleled, for example, by calling steam the 
first stage in a chart showing the development of the steam-engine. Steam 
. . . is in itself not a steam-engine, but it is the element around which the 
successive stages had to build in order to reach the ultimate development” 
(Gelb 1952: 190). Since then, Gelb’s verdict on the nature of pictography 
has hardly been questioned. DeFrancis (1990), in his book about writings, 
definitely classifies pictograms among the dead-end symbols. In a whole 
series of works, Goody has developed an idea of orality that corresponds 
perfectly to the image of writing sketched in by Gelb. The illusion of the 
grammatologist, who seeks to base his science of writing on a study of the 
internal properties of systems of signs, thus corresponds to an idea of the 
oral tradition that is still defined negatively in relation to writing. The posi-
tion adopted by Goody and Watt perhaps illustrates better than any other 
how those two positions interact: the one jealous of the autonomy of the 
sign in relation to the forms of utterance; the other jealous of the autonomy 
of speech in relation to all material supports such as objects and images and 
so on. According to those two authors, societies without writing can lay 
claim neither to a hierarchy nor to any clear distinction in traditional forms 
of knowledge. Knowledge circulates freely in such societies, unaffected by 
obstacles or rules, since speech is by definition unstable and hard to con-
trol. In such a situation, all knowledge responds directly to the homeostatic 
exigencies of the social organism. As a result, as in African societies in 
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“barbarian” state in which the Indians found themselves. The technical 
literature devoted to non-Western writings indeed seems to rest upon a 
tirelessly repeated kind of rhetorical question. How could one imagine 
that a system of symbols composed of uncertain and variable signs would 
be able to retranscribe all the words of a language? That question naturally 
contains an implicit answer: before the birth of alphabetic writing there 
was nothing that could fix, and so perpetuate, knowledge. The old Latin 
adage verba volant applied. As we have already seen in the Introduction, 
such a perspective leads to a negative way of classifying phenomena that 
do not belong to our own culture. As we shall now see from numerous 
examples of Amerindian pictographs, the supposed semiotic weakness of 
those systems is completely unfounded. 

However, I cannot conclude this rapid examination of the literature 
devoted to Native American pictographs19 without pointing out that, ex-
cept for Nordenskiöld, who established facts but almost invariably desisted 
from producing a commentary, no technical study of the American pro-
towritings has ever been attempted. No author has tried to interpret either 
the iconographies as such or their relation to the spoken word. From the 
epistemological point of view, certain aspects of which we have noted, Am-
erindian pictography has, up until now, been considered from two points 
of view: either as just drawing, the function of which is, in an arbitrary and 
individual way, to illustrate a certain number of texts; or as a failed attempt 
to invent writing—a rudimentary and very early stage in the long process 
of evolution that culminated in what it has become customary, at least ever 
since Marcel Cohen, to call “the great invention of writing.”

Such an approach does not make it possible to understand either how 
Native American pictography functions or its logical nature. As soon 
as one considers a sufficiently complex example, drawn from materials 

which genealogical depth is so feeble that any past event is attributed to 
the third generation preceding Ego, no memory has any chance of being 
preserved. This echoes a longstanding idea: namely, that societies that have 
not invented writing can neither represent the past nor have any sense of 
historicity (see Goody 1987).

19. I am here taking into consideration no more than a few of the major ten-
dencies characteristic of this field of studies. For a more detailed discussion, 
see Severi (1994).
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collected in the field and with due respect for the facts, it becomes evi-
dent that this technique is guided by coherent usage and totally explicit 
and precise rules of apprenticeship that are linked both to oral appren-
ticeship and to graphism. We shall in fact see that a study of pictography 
opens up the path to an analysis of the processes for the transmission of 
knowledge that are linked with images within societies that are tradi-
tionally described as “oral.” This study will thus lead us to a first inkling 
of the typical way of “making memory” invented by Native Americans.

We have already noted the brilliant but isolated genius of Diego Vala-
dés, who was bold enough to compare Nahuatl pictography to the arts 
of memory of the Western tradition. However, Valadés was not alone in 
accurately noting the nature of this way of constructing memory without 
resorting to writing. As an introduction to our inquiry into pictography, 
we can refer to two observations made by two seemingly very different 
isolated authors who nevertheless shared in common a keen interest in 
such materials and in the theoretical questions that they implied. The first 
observation came from Schoolcraft. This veritable pioneer of nineteenth-
century American ethnography spent twenty years of his life in an Ojibwa 
village. There he carried out the political, military, philanthropic, scientific, 
and administrative functions that characterized the United States govern-
ment in the early decades of the nineteenth century. As we cannot, here, 
examine his personality and life in depth, suffice it to say that Schoolcraft 
was an American of the William Henry Thoreau or Charles Ives type. He 
had the generous and contradictory soul of an American pioneer. As a 
commissioner to the Indians appointed by Congress, he was at the same 
time moved by a real enthusiasm for democracy and an indestructible 
conviction that he was always right. As a man of politics he wished to lib-
erate, and of course dominate, the Indians whom he protected and whom, 
in his own way, he admired. Inspired by an extraordinary ideal of univer-
sality, he aspired to be at once an artist, a politician, and a scientist. He 
produced dictionaries of the Indian languages and sketches of their gram-
mars. He transcribed Ojibwa texts, adapting them in the form of legends 
or even fables for children. At the same time he organized the admin-
istration of the Indian villages surrounding the frontier-post of Sainte-
Marie, between Lakes Michigan and Huron, where he engaged in a furi-
ous battle against the diffusion of alcohol among the inhabitants. With 
close relations with the government, he returned to Washington, where 
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he entered into the discussion of politics, natural sciences, and literature 
in influential circles. But later he returned among the Native Americans, 
married a Chippewa girl, and lived there in isolation for years. In 1847, 
thanks to an official appointment made by the United States Congress, 
he became the author of the monumental American ethnographic work 
of the nineteenth century, entitled Historical and statistical information re-
specting the history, condition, and prospects of the Indian tribes of the United 
States (Schoolcraft 1851).20 In the eleventh part of the book, he noted 
that “the Indians possess certain signs that represent certain key-words in the 
compositions that they learn by heart” (ibid.: 221–22).21

Here, for the first time, we find reasoning that is different from that 
which, tirelessly, has directed the rhetoric of historians of writing. For 
them, as we have seen, either peoples practiced the exercise of simple 
oral memory and produced fragile and uncertain traditions; or else they 
invented techniques for the transcription of language and opened up a 
path to writing. But here Schoolcraft intuited a point that was essential. 
In reality, the Amerindian cultures eluded that opposition. Among these 
peoples, the oral exercise of memory and the use of graphic signs did not 
seem dissociated. On the contrary, the Ojibwa had invented a systematic 
method of using them together. In the text produced by Schoolcraft, we 
find no more than a rapid observation, completely lacking any claims for 
the genius of the Indians such as those that had been so important to 
the mixed-race Valadés. Schoolcraft simply notes down this observation, 
almost without comment, and immediately passes on to other matters. 
For those of us who today study these practices—which, happily, are alive 
and well, for example among the Kuna of Panama, to whom we shall be 
returning—that intuition cannot fail to arouse admiration. For the ob-
servation made by Schoolcraft, which appears to contain no more than a 
passing intuition, in effect implies a radical change in perspective. In or-
der to understand how Ojibwa legends or the magic texts of the Kuna are 
committed to memory, it would no longer be necessary to seek out a long-
lost writing or to identify an imperfect arbitrary symbolism limited to an 
individual domain. It would be more useful to try to understand what 
relation between a figure and a memory is established by the Amerindian 

20. On the personality of Schoolcraft, see Hays (1958).
21. This passage concerns Dakota in particular.
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way of constructing a tradition that we obstinately persist in believing to 
be founded on speech, meanwhile reducing their images to some kind of 
vague decoration. As we shall see, Schoolcraft’s observation indicates the 
right way to understand pictography. By following that path, we shall be 
able not only to interpret facts established by today’s ethnography, but 
also to return, in a critical fashion, to the isolated and mostly ignored re-
marks of Valadés. For we should remember that he too had seen Indians 
who, on the basis of perusing a very limited number of images, were able, 
as he put it in his Rhetorica Christiana, to “speak and dialogue for hours.”22

A few years later, the Austrian archaeologist Emanuel Löwy, linked in 
various ways with the work and persona of Warburg, made an altogether 
unexpected intervention in the discussion about pictographs and the ori-
gins of writing. Löwy, who taught at the University of Rome from 1899 
to 1915, published a brief but very dense essay in which the problem of 
the logical nature of pictography was considered in relation to the origin 
of archaic Greek art (Löwy [1900] 1907).23 The Austrian archaeologist’s 
argumentation went as follows: if one studies the origin of drawing from a 
comparative point of view, one is inevitably struck by “an independence of 
the real appearance of objects, an independence that not seldom amounts 
to open opposition” (ibid. 7). Archaic Greek drawing, as epitomized for 
instance in the Dipylon preserved in the Museum of Athens (Figure 26), is 
always simplified, schematic, indifferent to real space. To understand that 
indifference, Löwy believed it necessary to step outside the Greek context 
and work back to the general question of the origins of drawing. In his 
own words, one has to go back to “the genesis of the figurative expression 
of humans ” (ibid.). This was a matter that was then the subject of a great 
debate in both Europe and North America and, over roughly fifty years, it 
miraculously brought together ethnographers, art historians, and classicists 
in a common research program. In this context, Löwy was not afraid, as 

22. “When our western Indians spoke among themselves, they drew figures 
about which they could speak and dialogue for hours” (Valadés [1579] 
1983: 233).

23. On Löwy (who was a friend of Freud’s and advised him with regard to his 
archaeological collection), see in particular Gombrich (1984) and Donato 
(1993).
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one might be today, to compare the archaic Greek style of the Dipylon 
to that of the Brazilian drawings that Karl von den Steinen had collected 
in the Xingu and published in a book which, toward the end of the nine-
teenth century, had circulated in many European universities (Figure 27).24 

Figure 26. Figures in chariots on a Greek vase in the Dipylon style.

Figure 27. Drawings by the Indians of the Brazilian Xingu

24. On von den Steinen (1894), I have consulted the Brazilian version (“Entre 
os aborigenes do Brasil Central,” 1940). On the remarkable diffusion of 
the material collected by von den Steinen and on his ideas, see Norden-
skiöld’s (1930) comments in the Journal de la Société des américanistes: “Von 
den Steinen’s travels among the Xingu were definitely a geographical suc-
cess. . . . In many cases, just a few lines written by this genius of a man have 
inspired whole treatises.” 
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Löwy had two questions in mind: What is the origin of the simplest 
forms of drawing, the decorations that (as Hjalmar Stolpe put it) seem to 
function as the conveyors of meaning in all so-called “primitive” cultures 
and that lead us directly to the origins of art in situations in which not 
only does writing not yet exist but even the use of oral language seems 
unstable, linked as it is to the caprices of a spoken language? Why do 
these drawings that come from the Brazilian Amazon, archaic Greece, or 
even from the hands of children25 (Figure 28) all resemble one another 
in style? 

Figure 28. A child’s drawing.

25. A reference to children’s drawings is already to be found in Löwy (ibid.: 
15–17). Comparisons of children’s drawings to the graphic techniques of 
“primitives” can be traced back at least to the work of the historian of Italian 
art Corrado Ricci (1887), whose early works engendered an abundant body 
of literature between 1880 and 1914. On this subject as a whole, see Boissel 
(1990). In this domain, which is clearly very close to primitivism, I can-
not pass over the decisive contributions made by the artists of the Blaue 
Reiter, chief among them Marc and Kandinsky. The latter seems particu-
larly close to Löwy when he compares the “unconscious, enormous power” 
that characterizes the drawings of children as it does those of “primitives” 
(Kandinsky [1912] 1982: 251). 
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Löwy was in no doubt as to the fact that the extraordinarily widespread 
character of this form of primitive drawing excluded not only influence 
passing from one culture to another but also any deliberate intentional-
ity. For him, the universality of this manner of drawing results from its 
unconscious character, for Löwy did indeed write: “We should rule out, 
in the first instance, the usual explanation of the above peculiarities as 
being conventional” (ibid.: 8).

Löwy was a powerful and ambitious thinker. Through the analysis 
of the style of “primitive drawings” he wanted to elucidate the “psychic 
process” that lay at the origin of any art. To this end he carefully con-
structed a precise line of argument based on a detailed analysis of the 
drawings. Before suggesting an explanation for the extraordinary series 
of resemblances that appear to lie along an altogether traditional axis 
leading from children’s art to primitive art and archaic art, he sets out to 
provide a detailed description of this “basic model” of primitive drawing. 
He detects seven essential features that seem to him common to primi-
tive Greek drawings (to which Greek art was to remain faithful “up until 
the mid-sixth century bc”) and to the Native American graphisms that 
he found in von den Steinen’s book:

1. The structure and movement of the figures are always described with 
the aid of a limited number of typical graphic schemas.

2. The shapes are always stylized. They are reduced to images that are 
linear and regular or that tend to be regular.

3. The representation of a form depends on its outline. This may either 
preserve the character of independent lines or else, in a case in which 
it assumes the same color as the inner surface, it may melt in with 
that color, thereby forming a flat silhouette.

4. When color is used, it is always unvaried and homogenous. No no-
tice is ever taken of naturalistic nuances of light.

5. As a general rule, the figures are presented to the observer in such a 
way that every part is seen in accordance with a particular modality 
that we may call “the widest view.”

6. With very few exceptions, the figures that make up a composition 
follow on from one to the next on the surface so that the most im-
portant parts neither cross over one another nor are superimposed. 
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Things which, in natural space, are to be found one behind another, 
are always presented next to each other.

7. Any representation of the location in which the action is taking place 
is partially or even wholly neglected (cf. ibid.: 5–6).

I have reproduced the gist of this passage from Löwy’s text not only 
because it is extremely useful when it comes to understanding the pic-
tographic documents that we shall be studying, but also because it tes-
tifies to an attitude completely different from that of the historians of 
writing. Where, for example, Diringer (to take an author who is practi-
cally Löwy’s contemporary and is likewise a German from Italy) limits 
himself to emphasizing the rudimentary aspect of the Indians’ drawing, 
Löwy carefully analyzes their style in the greatest detail. If we consider 
the few examples of Amerindian pictography that I have mentioned so 
far (Figures 24 to 27), even before embarking on a detailed analysis, we 
recognize that every figure that we have obeys, from a strictly graphic 
point of view, the characteristics that Löwy was able to list. His view 
therefore helps us to perceive these graphisms more clearly, noting their 
regular and constant features even better than in any particular realiza-
tion, for such are sometimes uncertain or clumsy. A purely graphic read-
ing of the style leads to a better comprehension of these drawings that is 
far more remarkable than one might suppose.

So why do all drawings by children or “primitives” or that stem from 
an archaic style resemble one another? Löwy’s answer is that, far from 
aiming clumsily to reproduce real space, such figures always transcribe 
series of mental images and, in particular, images as they are fixed by 
memory. His thesis is as clear as it is revolutionary. Primitive drawing 
is not rudimentary, it is mnemonic. It is indifferent to space, does not de-
scribe any real scene, and registers almost exclusively the contour of fig-
ures because the images do not appear situated virtually in some external 
landscape, but are always perceived mentally and, so to speak, organized 
with closed eyes, in the empty and abstract space of consciousness. “The 
principle upon which mental images are built up is that the elements, 
viz., the spontaneous single memory-pictures as explained above, . . . are 
set up one beside the other in the order in which they happen to follow 
one another into consciousness (ibid.: 14). Löwy goes on to say that the 
images are schematic and are reduced to outline for another reason too. 
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Memory selects a number of them and reduces their basic elements in 
order to be able to fix them more easily. The Austrian archaeologist calls 
the result of this process “the widest view.” Again, these iconographic 
schemas should be understood in a cognitive context. Later in his text, 
Löwy explains:

The aspect which is selected by the memory is that which shows the 
form with the property that differentiates it from other forms, makes it 
thereby most easily distinguishable, and presents it in the greatest pos-
sible clearness and completeness of its constituent parts; this aspect will 
certainly be found in almost every case to be coincident with the form’s 
greatest expansion. (Löwy [1907] 1946: 12)

These figures that appear to be so simple are the way they are because 
memory makes them typical. The images are conceived and intended for 
the inner eye, the one that does not describe reality but evokes some 
mnemonic trace of it. So these graphic representations are spontaneously 
situated within the mental process, not in external reality. “Along with 
the pictures that reality presents to the eye, there exists another world of 
images, living or coming into life in one’s mind alone. . . . Every primitive 
artist, when endeavouring to imitate nature, seeks with the spontaneity 
of a psychical function to reproduce merely these mental images.” Then 
Löwy adds an important remark: “I may say the same of the picture writ-
ings I have been able to examine” (ibid.: 18).

Pictography or figurative writing: a drawing with a mnemonic value, 
graphic style with “the spontaneity of a psychical function.” There can be 
no doubt that Löwy’s contribution helps us, as few others do, to under-
stand the meaning of the word “pictography.”

A DECODING OF PICTOGRAPHY: THE DAkOTA BIBlE

All the same, “pictography” does remain a strange word, the meaning of 
which really is not easy to seize upon. The Oxford Dictionary defines it as 
a pictorial symbol representing a word or phrase. Pictorial symbol is here 
implicitly opposed to a sign or a letter of the alphabet, which represents 
an individual sound. Unfortunately, though, this familiar opposition 
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between a drawing and a sign barely helps us to understand what a pic-
tograph is. All that it really indicates is precisely what a pictograph is 
not. As soon as we try to define a pictograph in positive terms, a swarm 
of questions and even conceptual confusions appear. What is it exactly 
that distinguishes a graphic symbol from a drawing, and in what con-
text? In fact, if that definition does enable us to distinguish between a 
graphic symbol and a drawing, how can we distinguish between different 
pictographs? Or should we assume that a pictograph, at the heart of any 
tradition, always has the same appearance?

As a result of all these uncertainties, the word “pictograph”—even if 
we do not accept the reductive view of a linguist such as Gelb, who re-
garded it as no more than “steam”—turns out to be used in the most het-
erogeneous of contexts. An affirmation that an image is “pictographic” 
may in fact mean that it is intended to be associated with a prehistoric 
drawing on a rock. Or it may mean that it has a resemblance to certain 
“iconic” aspects of Egyptian hieroglyphs. Or else that it seems to present 
analogies with graphisms, examples of which have been found among 
the Nahuatl of Central America, the Inuit of Alaska, or even in the Naxi 
tradition in southern China. “Pictographic” may also be applied to a 
cryptoglyph hidden inside a Polynesian ornament, as Stolpe claimed. 
Nor does the plurality of contexts stop there. Some art historians have 
even regarded as pictography the secret symbolic and strictly individual 
visual language that a painter such as Hieronymus Bosch developed (Bax 
1979). Nor should we forget that other iconographic systems, such as 
that of medieval heraldry, have been considered to be close to pictogra-
phy. So what can be the meaning of this word in Native American cul-
tures, a few aspects of which we shall now study? There can be no doubt 
that the only way to form a clear idea of it must be to study one precise 
example. Let us concentrate on a document discovered round about the 
1870s in a Sioux village in the Great Lakes region, now preserved in 
Berlin’s Dahlem Museum.26

Specialists call it the Dakota Bible. This little book contains a series 
of drawings in which a man on horseback, in many cases brandishing a 

26. Its director, Viola King, and Peter Bolz, the curator of the American de-
partment, offered me their precious help and allowed me to profit from all 
their skills. I thank them most warmly.
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spear or a bow, appears several times, his body leaning forward. The im-
age of the horse is seized upon as it races forward and is drawn in pencil 
with an extraordinarily fine and precise line (Figure 29).

Figure 29. The figure of a horseman (Dakota Bible, Berlin, 1860).

One almost gains the impression of recognizing in one drawing af-
ter another the same warrior figure crowned with his eagle-feathered 
headgear (Figures 30 and 31). However, it is not his face that conveys 
this impression. His features are always quite vague, almost neutral; the 
artist seems to have had no interest in them. It is the entire figure of the 
man and the horse, in every case facing left, that in drawing after draw-
ing and in the same stereotyped position seems to have concentrated the 
artist’s full attention. This recurrent, regular, strongly coherent image of 
an Amerindian horseman seems to obey a constant and precise schema. 
The horseman sits upright in the saddle, grasping a spear or a bow, and 
always leaning slightly forward toward his horse’s neck.

A few pages further on in this series of drawings the horse appears 
alone. But its position, as it dashes to the left of the visual field, remains 
the same. Elsewhere, a long series of drawings represents the running 
of a deer, an antelope, and an elk. A few pages later, the schematic fig-
ure of the rider reappears in his crown of eagle feathers. A final scene, 
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Figure 30. The figure of a horseman wearing a plumed headdress (Dakota Bible, 
Berlin, 1860).

Figure 31. Warrior armed with a bow (Dakota Bible, Berlin, 1860).
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representing a duel with another warrior, who is fighting on foot, brings 
the Dakota Bible to a close. In all, it contains fifty-seven drawings. The 
warrior-horseman is probably a Plains Indian, as all the indications sug-
gest: the headdress of eagle feathers, the bow, the spear, the saddle deco-
rations, the way of drawing the horse. To be more precise, he is from 
the Lakota tribe, a Sioux-Teton group of nomadic hunters who, around 
1860, when the stream of Anglo-American colonizers was becoming 
unstoppable, lived in the Great Lakes region. So it is possible to situ-
ate these drawings in both space and time; and that represents a first, 
essential step toward interpreting them. Yet, as soon as we seek a better 
understanding of these images, the earliest interpreters of which empha-
sized that they were drawn using pencils and colors of Western origin 
(Bolz 1988), they arouse hesitation and surprise. It is true that we are not 
familiar with the historical and, in particular, iconographic sources con-
cerning the Natives of North America and, moreover, these drawings are 
by no means recent. They were executed around 1872–73. It was Walter 
James Hoffman, a medical officer in the American army, who collected 
them. Hoffman, like Mallery, was at that time particularly interested in 
the graphic arts of the Indians. We shall be returning to discuss his re-
search work and his view of these pictographs. But for the moment I 
must confess that it is not just the yellowing paper of the Dakota Bible 
that attracts our attention. Undeniably, these drawings are very fine: the 
precise lines and the elegance with which space looms up around the 
figures constitute these drawings as a unique kind of evidence (Figures 
32–34). Hoffman perceived this immediately. He reckoned they were 
precious, so precious that, a few years later, he sent them to the German 
ambassador in Washington so that the latter could, on his behalf, of-
fer them to the Ethnological Museum of Berlin. The ambassador rec-
ognized that they were “created in a very intelligent manner and were, 
without doubt, in a style far superior to the normal style of pictographic 
evidence.”27 On May 26, 1894, he delivered them to Adolf Bastian, who 
was then the museum’s director.

Twenty years after they were executed, these drawings that provided 
evidence of Native American graphic art had already found a place in a 
famous museum. The work of the anonymous warrior who had drawn 

27. This letter was, in part, published in Bolz 1988.
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Figure 32. Horse (Dakota Bible, Berlin, 1860).

Figure 33. Horse and rider, seen back view (Dakota Bible, Berlin, 1860).
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Figure 34. Nocturnal scene: masked elk and owl (Dakota Bible, Berlin, 1860).

them thus received the recognition that was due to its value. However, it 
was not solely the beauty of these drawings that justified their being sent 
to Berlin. As Hoffman saw it, they constituted very important evidence 
and even, perhaps, a document that was unique. These beautiful draw-
ings had not been produced on a white backing or on the kind of neutral 
backing generally used for drawings. Although the artist appeared to 
be extremely attentive to details, he seemed to have totally ignored the 
nature of the material on which he worked. For he had drawn almost all 
these pictures on the printed pages of a small book: a bible published 
in 1866 in the Dakota language by the American Biblical Society.28 In 
1878, Hoffman, who had been sent to the Sioux-Teton territory as an 
agent of the United States government, had come across this little book 

28. This is a copy of the New Testament translated into the Dakotan language 
“from the original Greek” by Stephen R. Reggs, together with a Genesis 
and a Book of Proverbs, both translated from the Hebrew (the Dakota text 
calls this “the language of Solomon”) by Thomas Williamson. Reggs and 
Williamson had both worked as missionaries among the Ucpapa (one of 
the seven Teton-Sioux or Lakota groups) in a small reserve called Standing 
Rock.
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in altogether singular circumstances. In a letter to Bastian, the German 
ambassador summed up the nature of this exceptional document: “It is 
with great pleasure that I pass on to you a curious and interesting relic 
that used to be the property of a Sioux chieftain. It is a New Testament 
in the Dakota language which contains a pictorial story of the hunting 
and warrior exploits of the owner of the book . . .” (cited in Bolz 1988: 
1). In his reply, dated June 26, 1894, Bastian thanked Hoffman for the 
extraordinary gift and added a detail that is important to us. This was 
not only a book with strange illustrations, but also an object associated 
with a funerary ritual. Just as if it also contained a spiritual testament of 
the Indian chieftain who had owned it, the little bible had been placed 
on his tomb. Bastian wrote to say that it was a “Dakotan New Testament 
in which the owner had inscribed his own story up until his death. The 
little book had been placed on the scaffolding that protected its author’s 
tomb, on top of the dead man’s body and had been found there several 
years later . . .” (cited in ibid.).

To sum up: in this case, the first that I have described in reasonable 
detail, the term “pictograph” corresponds among Native Americans to 
a cycle of drawings, most of them very similar, drawn on the already 
printed pages of a bible, and linked to the story of a particular person. 
According to the earliest information, this series of drawings represent-
ed a “pictorial history” of his life and was ritually deposited on his tomb. 
We have come a long way both from the dictionary’s vague descriptions 
and also from the speculations of historians of writing. The pictographic 
symbolism, which, from their point of view, was bound to be unstable, 
episodic, individual, and incapable of expressing any more than a few 
isolated notions, seems here to be used in a systematic and deliberate 
manner. In this new context, we are therefore justified in raising a num-
ber of questions. The first of these concerns what then seemed the ab-
solute originality of this little book. Was it really, as Bastian believed, a 
“unique document”—a kind of private journal set out in images that 
only the Sioux warrior who had produced them was capable of interpret-
ing? Today we know that Bastian was mistaken and was justified only 
by the lack, in Europe, of any similar documents. Regarding the creator 
of these drawings as an exceptional man (as Bastian did) hardly allayed 
the uncertainty that was—and still is today—aroused by the strange 
imagistic biography of this warrior. But above all such a perspective 
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reflected one of the most persistent prejudices regarding Native Ameri-
can pictographs. It was often thought then, and this view persists, that 
the pictographs were private drawings, imagistic monologues that only 
one individual, their creator, could decipher, without anyone else being 
able to understand them. But in that case, how could the evident stylist 
coherence of the Dakota Bible be accounted for? What was the explana-
tion for the recurrent appearance of certain images and the perfect sty-
listic mastery to which the creator of these drawings testifies?

In the first place, it has to be recognized that certain aspects of this 
strange graphic object have still not yet been interpreted. It is true that 
we do possess a detailed commentary on the Dakota Bible, meticulously 
drawn up by a specialist of Native American art (Bolz 1988). However, 
the interpretation provided by Bolz is extremely prudent. On the basis 
of an analysis of techniques and, in part, a study of the graphic style, he 
proposes to associate the Dakota Bible with a quite unusual and now long 
forgotten artistic activity known in Americanist literature by the name 
of “Ledger-Book Art.” We do, it is true, know of a few examples of this 
form of art produced by the Plains Indians. In histories of the Amer-
indian arts, it is often described as a late attempt by Native Americans 
to learn drawing and its techniques, making use of the new means that 
Westerners sometimes placed at their disposal: a few colored crayons 
and a few little notebooks, for example. Seen in this perspective, the 
Dakota New Testament seemed to Bolz to be a kind of notebook of 
sketches to which the anonymous author had consigned a few isolated 
exercises in drawing. However, this German anthropologist, who had 
no doubt carefully analyzed the details of this document, understood its 
nature not at all. The notion of pictography, along with, of course, that of 
“Ledger-Book paintings,” was too ambiguous to steer his interpretation 
in the right direction. As a result, the label which, still today, accompa-
nies this document in the Dahlem Museum refers, somewhat absurdly, 
to “a bible used as a sketchbook” by an anonymous Sioux chieftain. Why 
were these drawings made on the pages of a quite modest book that 
was sacred to the Whites? Why did this notebook then become a ritual 
object linked with a warrior’s burial? Why are so many similar figures, 
schemas, and graphic formulae repeated so often? In Bolz’s commentary, 
such questions remain unanswered. 
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Our uncertainty in the face of the admittedly rather rudimentary no-
tion of pictography now found expression in a retrospective series of 
questions. What kind of document would be connected with a cycle of 
images of this type? What is the nature of the drawings contained in the 
Dakota Bible? There are fifty-seven plates designed to give an account 
of the life of a warrior. As Hoffman declared, this Sioux chieftain had 
certainly been an exceptional man and he may have wished to leave some 
trace of himself and also of his style and skill in telling a story by means 
of images. But why did he then request that this little book be depos-
ited on his tomb, thereby committing it to the most absolute oblivion—
oblivion from which only Hoffman’s interest had rescued it?

Over the past century, research work has made great progress, despite 
being dispersed across separate fields of knowledge, ranging from the 
study of colonial art to linguistics, archaeology, and a study of contem-
porary Native American art. From the point of view of the collection of 
evidence, we today know far more than Adolf Bastian did in 1894. We 
can therefore attempt to analyze our example of pictography within a 
new perspective. Accordingly, I shall try to account for the great com-
plexity of a term (namely, “pictography”) that seems so very simple. To-
day, our closest element for comparison is provided by a corpus of draw-
ings produced by another Sioux chieftain also known to Hoffman. He 
was a warrior known by the name Running Antelope, who, at the time 
when Hoffman was working in the Dakota territory, was the chief of the 
Ucpapa community of Little Rock. According to Hoffman (cited in Bolz 
1988: 4, n. 11), Running Antelope was at this time “a well-known orator 
for the Sioux nation” and “was one of the best indigenous artists.” His 
drawings, some of which are also to be found in the Dahlem Museum, 
reproduce with astonishing fidelity the schema that organized those of 
the anonymous artist of the bible: a man on horseback, always facing in 
the same direction, to the left, who is repeated at least a dozen times, is 
represented in a series of plates drawn using crayons. As in the Dakota 
Bible, we are faced with a series of almost identical drawings.

 Through this sequence of images, Running Antelope, too, has left us 
a biography in pictures. So the Dakota Bible is not a unique case, an iso-
lated and solitary invention. Thanks to the work of a few exceptional an-
thropologists interested in these documents, chief among them certainly 
John Canfield Ewers ([1939] 1979), we are now able to compare these 
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two examples to other Amerindian instances of pictographic autobiog-
raphy. The practice of drawing “the pictorial history” of a life is attested 
quite early, according to the standards of the conquest of these regions of 
North America. The bison skins magnificently turned into historical doc-
uments by the Mandan chieftain Four-Bears, collected by the German 
Prince Maximilian zu Wied in 1833–34 (Wied [1833–34] 1976) in the 
course of his expedition to the north of the Great Lakes, represent one 
of the oldest historical documents available. These skins display a narra-
tive in images of the exploits of the warrior Mato Tope, the brother of 
Four-Bears, who died heroically in battle (Figure 35). Chief Four-Bears 
would proudly wear this bison-skin coat, as can be seen from a memora-
ble water-colour painting by Bodmer (Figure 36). The meaning of these 
paintings was clearly incomprehensible to those early explorers, who, in-
cidentally, were accompanied by at least two artists, the painter George 
Catlin and the sketcher employed by the prince, Karl Bodmer. In his 
journal recording this mission of his, the prince noted, on the subject of 
these paintings on bison skins, that they consisted in general of “parallel 
black lines, interspersed with other rudimentary figures, often decorated 
with arrow-heads or other arabesques” (cited in Ewers [1939] 1979: 2).

Figure 35. Bison skin painted by the Mandan chieftain Four-Bears.
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Figure 36. A Plains Warrior dressed in a bison-skin, drawn by Karl Bodmer.
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John Canfield Ewers was the first to realize that, on the contrary, 
this tradition of the Plains Indians throughout the nineteenth century 
manifested a strong unity of iconographic styles and themes that were 
illustrated by a regular diffusion of typical and coherent graphic schemas 
such as those of the horse, a human head, and certain weapons and details 
of the images of a horse (Figures 37 and 38). Ewers also showed that a 
“pictorial history” of a warrior, along with calendars (Winter Counts) was 
one of the typical iconographic genres of this culture:

In the old days the surest way for a Plains Indian to win the admiration 
and respect of his fellows was by the performance of brave deeds in war. 
The successful warrior was rewarded for his bravery, not with medals, but 
with the right to wear certain kinds of ornaments, to recount his deeds 
on special occasions, and to picture on his buffalo robe or tepee his out-
standing achievements, so that all who saw him might know that he was 
a brave and important man. (Ewers [1939] 1979: 17)

Ewers’ text contains two crucial remarks. The first is that, ever since 
it was first noticed in the field, this kind of painting has been associ-
ated with an occasion involving public eloquence that is linked with the 
interpretation of the images. In this instance it is clear that the painted 
ornaments constitute a means for the warrior “to recount his deeds on 
special [public] occasions.” Ewers emphasizes this point. The second 
important remark that we need to take note of is that the people who 
elaborated and developed this kind of pictography were, precisely, the 
Teton-Sioux group, from which the Dakota Bible came. Ewers proposed 
distinguishing, amid the general productions of the Plains Indians, one 
particular style, which he called “late-Siouan” (ibid.: 60). These Teton-
Dakota paintings, he declares, constitute “the highest achievement of the 
Plains Indians painter” (ibid.: 62).

Thanks to Ewers’ pioneering work, we can make some progress in our 
attempt to understand the Dakota Bible and its pictography. We have 
already noted the extraordinary elegance and lightness of its creator’s 
drawing in his depiction of horses, bears, elks, and antelopes. We can 
now, if not explain, at least understand that this beauty and this drawing 
skill are not only the fruit of the particular talent of the warrior buried 
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Figures 37 and 38. Horses and warriors, in the graphic style of the Plains 
Indians.
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at Standing Rock but also result from an autochthonous tradition that 
managed to invent a graphic style and develop it in a masterly, coherent, 
and original fashion. Clearly, the creator of that bible was familiar with 
a well-established graphic language and used it with great skill. There is 
no trace of uncertainty in the drawings of the Dakota Bible.

Secondly, we can now see that the tradition to which the anonymous 
artist of that bible refers, far from being an individual and anonymous 
way of drawing, was constituted by a perfectly coherent iconography; 
and this, even if not reducible to a veritable dictionary of symbols, was 
without doubt focused around a limited number of central themes, de-
scribed by means of recurrent graphic schemas. The pictorial autobiogra-
phy of the warrior thus turns out to be a specific iconographic genre that, 
as the Dakota Bible shows, invariably implies the evocation of the central 
figure of a horseman and an account of his exploits as a warrior and a 
hunter. It is therefore natural that a major part of this cycle of drawings 
should represent the central figure of the horseman, who becomes a kind 
of schema-figure that organizes the entire sequence. The creator of the 
drawings in this bible, and Running Antelope a few years later, simply 
took over an iconographic tradition attested at least from the time of the 
Mandan bison skins collected by Prince Maximilian in 1833.

From this we may conclude that among the Plains Indians pictog-
raphy did not result from a clumsy and individual technique of graphic 
representation, but was a kind of drawing that certainly presupposes an 
iconographic tradition. As we shall now see, with these pictographs it 
was not just a matter of learning to draw and repeating schematic figures. 
It was also a matter of using a particular glyph to transcribe one particu-
lar word: the name of the warrior. In the Amerindian context, there are 
many instances of such a pictographic transcription of a warrior’s name. 
A remarkable example of this way to designate a name is to be found in 
the three pictographic autobiographies of Sitting Bull that remain to us, 
which were published in 1936 by Matthew Stirling, together with a brief 
commentary. Here too, we find long sequences of apparently repetitive 
drawings in which the figure of a warrior on horseback is shown several 
times, all in different situations. Here too, it is a matter of hunting and 
fighting. Alongside the schematic figure of the warrior, the artist never 
omits to draw an image of a bull, the symbol of his own name. The bull is 
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then linked by a pencil line to the head of the warrior (Figure 39).29 Such 
a graphic transcription of a name is, as is suggested above, extremely 
widespread, and numerous cases of this are attested among many tribes 
of Plains Indians (see, for example, Figure 40). Just such a transcription 
is to be found in the Dakota Bible, where the glyphs of the warrior’s name 
appear in two cases. One represents a figure that we may call Bison’s 
Head; the other refers to a warrior whose name was no doubt Bow-
decorated-by-feathers (Figure 41). We then find the same convention, 
associating the name with the schematic figure of the horseman, in the 
drawings that Running Antelope made at Hoffman’s request. From all 
this we may conclude that the creator of the Dakota Bible was not simply 
demonstrating his skill and talent as an artist. He was also following a 
number of graphic conventions.

Figure 39. Glyph of the name “Sitting Bull.”

29. This mention of his name was so important to Sitting Bull that he later 
denied that he was the author of a drawing in which the symbol for his 
name did not appear (on this point, see Stirling 1938).
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Figure 40. Arapaho examples of name glyphs.

Figure 41. The “Bow-decorated-by-feathers” glyph (Dakota Bible, Berlin, 1860).
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So we discover that neither the creator of the Dakota Bible nor Run-
ning Antelope invented this kind of testimony. Clearly, neither was a 
professional artist. For them, as for any Plains Indian, drawing was “a 
part of daily life” (Petersen 1971: ix). However, this attempt to decode 
the basic features of this iconography may lead even further. A compari-
son with a series of other documents, in particular the evidence collected 
and studied by Petersen (ibid.), reveals the existence, also in documents 
from Plains hunter peoples, of a rich and regular iconographic code. In 
this code, stylistic features and symbolical aspects are combined in a 
package characterized by a surprising coherence. It is, alas, a telling fact 
that, in the complex history of the pictographs of North America, one 
of the richest sources of such documents should be a prison. Between 
1873 and 1875 about seventy warriors from several Plains tribes were 
imprisoned in Fort Marion, in Florida. Twenty-six of them, some of 
whom appear in an old group photograph (Figure 42), produced numer-
ous drawings, with the encouragement of the prison Director, who was 
keen for them to supply curiosities that could be sold to visitors. Eight 
hundred and forty-seven of the drawings produced in this remarkable 
situation are still available for study today. Let us try to compare them to 
the pictographs of the Berlin Dakota Bible. A comparison (never before 
attempted) between, on the one hand, the pictographic collection com-
piled by Petersen from the large collection of drawings in Fort Marion 
and, on the other, the iconography of the Dakota Bible is both fertile and 
surprising. An entire iconographic tradition constituted by “rigorously 
prescribed conventions” (ibid.: x) is clearly revealed. 

First let us note that the graphic representation of a horseman’s name, 
to which I have referred above, is to be found everywhere in the Fort 
Marion materials. One of the drawings collected by Petersen shows that 
a Kiowa warrior imprisoned in Fort Marion presented the name of a 
horseman, “White Horse,” in exactly the same manner as the sources 
that we have already examined: the Dakota Bible artist for the charac-
ter known as “Bison-Head”, Running Antelope in the drawings dating 
from 1882, and, finally, Sitting Bull in a number of pictographic auto-
biographies. In the case of the Kiowa warrior, we find a small figure of a 
horse that is connected by a line to the head of the horseman. This con-
firms the unity of this iconographic tradition despite the fact that it was 
shared by peoples speaking different languages. But let us now continue 
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Figure 42. Plains Indians imprisoned in Fort Marion.

our comparative examination of the iconography of Fort Marion and that 
of the Dakota Bible. How are a horse, a bear, and an antelope drawn in 
this tradition? According to a pictographic repertory that Petersen drew 
up from his study of the 847 pages in Fort Marion, a drawing of a horse 
should always possess five features: a small head; a long curved neck; a 
very long body; front and back legs extended in the act of running; and 
hooves and hoof imprints that are not cloven.30 In the case of a horse, an 
extra distinction was later introduced between a domesticated horse and 
a wild one. The wild horse had a supernatural, particularly funerary con-
notation and was always represented with a black tail and a black mane.

As for the pictographic representation of a bear, this was marked 
by six characteristic features: small ears; short, thick tail; teeth always 

30. It is interesting to compare this analysis with that produced by Ewers, who, 
almost forty years before Petersen, had noted that “the feet, hoofs, eye and 
phallus” of the horse were always represented in the same manner. Fur-
thermore, the horse’s body always seemed to be “distorted by a horizontal 
elongation.” (see Ewers [1939] 1979: 19–20).
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visible; a dark or black body; long, curved claws, and paw-imprints. That 
of an antelope included at least five typical features: curved horns; a chest 
marked by zig-zag stripes; a very short tail; a white rump; and cloven 
hooves (Figure 43).

Figure 43. Horse, antelope, and bear iconographic schemas from the drawings 
of the Indians in Fort Marion.

Even a rapid look at the Dakota Bible (for the horse, see Figure 32; 
for the bear, Figure 44, for the antelope, Figure 45) shows clearly that 
the artist, with great talent but also great coherence, follows the kind of 
iconographic handbook that Petersen reconstructed from his perusal of 
the paintings of the Plains Indians. But a comparative examination of 
these two iconographic series can lead us still further: it also allows us 
to interpret a number of details that characterize the schematic figure of 
the horseman. The clothing, the position of the warrior, his headgear, the 
use of feathers, and the type of saddle: all these features possess a specific 
significance within this context. By comparing the Fort Marion docu-
ments with the Dakota Bible, we can read the figure of the horseman who 
appears there on page after page, almost feature for feature. Not only is 
the warrior’s name transcribed by a drawing, but what could be called his 
epithets and some of the actions that he has performed also figure in the 
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Figure 44. Bear, hunting scene (Dakota Bible, Berlin, 1860).

Figure 45. Antelope (Dakota Bible, Berlin, 1860).

pictographic image. The feathered crown (and likewise the figure’s cos-
tume, presented in a heraldic manner) is shown either positioned on the 
horseman’s head or lying flat along his back (Figure 46); and it always 
designates “a warrior of great courage (Petersen 1971: 28). The shape 
of the saddle always indicates whether this is a war-like action or just 
a journey. The timing and sequential dynamic of the warrior’s exploits 
are also represented in the pictographic image: the presence of a trail 
of hoof-prints, grouped in a sequence, as, for example, in Figure 41, is 
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Figure 46. Horseman (Dakota Bible, Berlin, 1860).

always—both in the Dakota Bible and in the Fort Marion documents—
a way of indicating that the action took place in the past. We find this 
same convention in the formidable representation of the hunting of an 
elk, which was drawn by the Cheyenne warrior Making Medicine in 
Fort Marion (Figure 47).

We can thus make some progress in our understanding of the term 
“pictography.” Among the Plains Indians, the word designates a coher-
ent, even relatively closed iconographic system. In the cases that we have 
studied, we find a code focused on a specific theme, an account of exploits 
in hunting or warfare and constituted by an iconographic vocabulary that 
spread throughout an extremely vast cultural area inhabited by peoples 
speaking very different languages. As Ewers was the first to notice, this 
iconographic tradition was always linked with particular public occasions 
in the course of which the Indian warrior could give a public account of 
his exploits. This system of iconographic indications was so coherent that 
the earliest ethnologists were tempted to compare it to writing. We shall 
be studying this question in detail. But for the moment it is worth point-
ing out that in the Dakota Bible, as in the little ledgers in which so many 
of these drawings were produced, writing, in the Western sense, is already 
present. As we have already had occasion to note, in the Dakota Bible, the 
great majority of pictures were drawn directly on to a printed text.
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Figure 47. Making Medicine (Cheyenne), “Killing an Elk”  
(the elk hunt).

So far, our comparison has made it possible to associate the Dakota Bible 
with the genre of a Plains Indian’s pictorial history and, at the same time, 
with a specific style in this iconographic tradition. Our document leaves 
behind its apparent isolation. It can no longer be thought to be unique 
and exceptional, as it was by Bastian. All the same, the analysis provided 
above does not fully explain how these drawings were, so to speak, “read” 
within these cultures. We should therefore now examine the relation be-
tween pictography and the spoken language. A plate from the Henderson 
Ledger represents precisely the kind of public recitation that was based on 
an interpretation of pictographic images. The drawing shows a warrior on 
horseback as he gives a public account of his exploits, to a rhythmic accom-
paniment of drums. Around him the women and men of his tribe listen 
to his song (Figure 48). The position adopted by the horseman, no doubt 
peculiar to such a ritual address, the feathered headdress falling right to the 
ground, the marks painted on the rider’s trousers, signaling his membership 
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of a warrior society, and the horse’s decoration—all suggest that this is no 
simple narration. There can be no doubt that this representation, like the 
image of Chief Four-Bears clad in his decorated bison skin (Figure 36), 
indicates an exceptional context that includes a rhythmic rendition of a 
ritual song. We should also assume that the regularity of the iconographic 
code, as reflected, for example, by the regular transcription of the horse-
man’s name and the force and coherence of this conventional scene, cor-
responded to the regular structure of a ritual declaration. The presence of 
drums in this picture suggests that the pictographs drawn on the jacket 
worn by the warrior perhaps corresponded to the words of his song.

Figure 48. A warrior publicly recounting his feats  
(Henderson Ledger)

Let us now return to the Dakota Bible. We know that it was placed 
on the tomb of a Sioux warrior who had chosen it as a novel means of 
conveying the pictorial account of his life. We may well think that this 
represented a new way of using pictography in a funerary context. Nev-
ertheless, the choice of a book, instead of an animal skin, is by no means 
neutral. From the 1870s onward, when the war against the Whites was 
increasingly clearly indicating the inevitability of defeat for the Indian 
tribes, many Plains warriors “drew pictorial histories in small books 
[often the ledgers in which the officers of the American army kept their 
accounts] which they wore on their persons when going off to battle in 
a miniaturization of their age-old convention of wrapping themselves in 
autobiographical hide robes” (Berlo and Philips 1998: 28).
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 What was the anonymous Teton-Sioux warrior trying to do when he 
used a bible to carry a pictorial history of his life? Did he wish to indicate a 
conversion to Christianity? Did he wish magically to appropriate a symbol 
belonging to the Whites, who would soon become the conquerors in this 
conflict? We have no way of knowing. We can do no more than note that, 
by this gesture, he replaced the traditional bison skin by a book-relic. But 
what makes his gesture unique and remarkably intense is that he decided 
to use not just any army ledger, as he might have done, but instead a bible.

 What Americanist literature today calls “ledger painting” is a quite ex-
ceptional form of graphic expression. The first thing that strikes one is that 
the naming of this art picks out the material prop or backing upon which 
it is inscribed, even before the existence of any coherent iconography and 
style to match. Of course, as many authors have acquired the habit of 
repeating, Native Americans, at this time, very rarely had at their disposal 
the indispensable materials—crayons, paintbrushes, and sheets of paper—
necessary for them to produce their pictographs. So they procured paper 
wherever they could. Nevertheless, Native Americans had been “drawing” 
for several centuries and were aware of many possible traditional materi-
als: the sides of rocks, tepees, clothing, everyday utensils, some of which 
were painted, and—above all—a bison-skin cloak, which, for a warrior, 
constituted an unfailing source of pride and glory. So why did the they 
choose to use those ledgers? Historians of art in the Warburg tradition 
have been studying other examples of these hybrid objects that can reflect 
the clash of hostile cultures. We should recall the classic cameos that are to 
be found inserted into some barbarian buckles or even the pagan columns 
that the late Middle Ages reused in the construction of their Christian ca-
thedrals. Through the insertion of such easily identifiable elements into a 
space that is foreign to them, we may perhaps read into the object not only 
the memory of a long-lost past but also a kind of declaration of victory.

The ledgers used by the military, covered in pictographic stories created 
by the Plains Indians (from almost all the tribes: Arapaho, Kiowa, Ojibwa, 
Cheyenne, Lakota . . .) from the 1840s onward, constitute documents of 
this type, in which the clash between enemy cultures finds a way, both 
singular and intense, of expressing itself. In effect, during this period there 
developed among the Native Americans a kind of cult of books, seen as 
objects of power that could be used as a means of protection or an of-
fensive weapon. The ethnography of the period registered its appearance. 
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We know that a number of famous warriors, such as the Cheyenne Old-
Bear and the Lakota George Bushotter, had jealously preserved col-
lections of books; and more recently it has gradually been discovered 
that these little books became included amongst the magic objects that 
a Native American warrior carried upon his person on the battlefield, 
frequently fighting against the American army. That discovery clearly 
reveals the meaning behind this. Janet Berlo has seized upon what is es-
sentially involved in this appropriation of cash-registers:

Books held a valued place in the lives both of incarcerated warriors . . . 
and of those still fighting for their lands in the West. . . . Some of this 
regard for the power of books was transferred from white culture, but 
some was grounded in an indigenous Aboriginal belief in the power of 
history and of images, now combined in a belief in the power of the writ-
ten word. (Berlo 1996: 16)

“Ledger Art” (“an art for intercultural exchange”, as Janet Berlo some-
what euphemistically puts it) thus expresses in explicit terms the conflict 
between two openly hostile cultures. For the Native American warriors, 
these little books replaced the bison skins of their fathers and, at the 
same time, represented objects that were potent, endowed with a magic 
power precisely because they combined a graphic memory of traditional 
iconography and a partial imitation of the customs of their adversary. 
In appropriating objects that marked out the symbolic frontier between 
two cultural universes, the Plains warrior was endeavoring to preserve his 
own categories even as he used materials provided by his enemy. In the 
context, it will come as no surprise to learn that many of the documents 
available to us today were collected on battlefields by the victors, in a cruel 
despoiling of the warriors who had fallen in battle that some, not without 
cynicism, have called “battlefield tourism.” Clearly, the American soldiers 
considered these little books as war trophies and spolia, as Berlo continues 
to call them, which, beneath their appearance of souvenirs to be taken 
home to surprise their families, friends, and colleagues, in effect testify 
explicitly to the victory over the Native Americans.

This transitional character of the ledgers painted by the Native Ameri-
cans perhaps explains the fascination that they exert today upon contempo-
rary sensibilities and also the interest that they now arouse among historians 
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of art and anthropologists. We should, however, bear in mind that this in-
terest was only shown after a very long silence interrupted solely by the 
pioneering work of Petersen and Ewers. That ambivalence may also explain 
the very different kinds of studies that these documents have prompted. On 
the one hand, there are the authors who have considered these drawings to 
be precursors of present-day Native American art. With this point of view, 
they have studied the developments in this iconography over a period of 
roughly seventy years, up until the 1930s, which, alongside the decadence 
in the pictographic nature of such images, witnessed a veritable American 
modernism. Within this context, we see the typical stages that the West-
ern discourse on art presupposes in the transformation of an ethnographic 
object into an art object. Faced with a drawing, such discourse always tries 
first to identify its author, evaluating his personality in comparison to the 
traditional style. Next, it endeavors precisely to situate in time the evolution 
of styles as they succeed from one artist to another. In this way, through 
the writings and the exhibitions organized by Berlo, Szabo, Maurer, and 
Greene, it has been possible to establish a historical sequence characterized 
by different styles, in which a Four Horns period (the 1870s) precedes the 
Red Horse, Black Hawk, and Sinte periods (the 1880s), those of Bone Shirt 
and Bad Heart Bull (approximately between 1890 and 1910), and finally 
the Two Horns and White Bull periods. Each Indian warrior thus becomes 
an author and each period of this art is defined on the basis of a style that 
is at once archaic and new, Western and Indian, and which he seems to 
have invented. It was probably the period when warriors were imprisoned 
in Fort Marion that produced the most impressive results of this work of 
graphic elaboration, a compound of assimilation and synthesis and of revolt 
and invention. We can gain some idea of the coexistence of the different 
worlds and styles that characterize “Ledger Art” by comparing, on the one 
hand, certain of the magnificent drawings by Howling Wolf (Szabo 1994), 
in which the detention in Fort Marion is recounted with an implacable 
precision (Figure 49) and, on the other, the drawings so similar yet so dif-
ferent from the Henderson Ledger, in which strictly biographical themes 
linked with pictorial history and initiatory visions still occupy center stage 
(Figure 50).31

31. A remarkable exception is constituted by the research work of Dawn Wong, 
who tried to understand the essentially autobiographical nature of these 
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Figure 49. Howling Wolf, “A class in the Fort Marion school.”

drawings. In particular, Wong drew a parallel between the appearance of 
these graphic techniques and that of autobiographical narratives in the In-
dian oral tradition. On these themes and the appearance of autobiography 
as a “literary genre of ethnography,” see Severi (1990); Wong (1992).
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Figure 50. The initiatory vision of a young warrior  
(Henderson Ledger).

Other authors have considered the ledgers from an exclusively ar-
chaeological point of view, seeing them as documents that contain not 
only dramatic traces of a conflict between cultures, but also evidence 
of a past that preceded the Whites’ conquest. Seen in this perspective, 
the drawings in the ledgers become the veritable “Rosetta Stone” of 
the northern Amerindian pictographs and seem to indicate a tradi-
tion that goes a very long way back in time, even as far as the rock 
engravings frequently attested in territories long ago inhabited by Na-
tive Americans . The earliest examples of this rock art go back to the 
thirteenth century. Let us now follow this path that leads from the 
“Ledger Art” of the second half of the nineteenth century as far back as 
the most ancient rock engravings, and so to an iconographic tradition 
that precedes contact with the Whites by several centuries. This view 
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of archaeological analysis has been instilled with remarkable new life 
by the work of a group of researchers led by James Keyser. He has suc-
ceeded in reconstructing a progressive series of graphic schemas that 
lead retrospectively from the earliest examples of “Ledger Art” in our 
possession right back to American prehistory. This research work into 
American rock art eventually culminated in a convincing reconstruc-
tion of the evolution of a graphic style typical of pictography. According 
to Keyser, the early fourteenth century (or even earlier) saw the birth in 
North America of a ceremonial iconography that was linked to specific 
ritual actions or shamanistic visions. This graphic style then evolved 
slowly in the direction of what he calls “a biographical art” linked with 
the celebration of the exploits of hunters and warriors. At first this art 
appeared on rock walls and then, or possibly simultaneously, on more 
fragile surfaces such as the skins of certain animals like bison or deer. 
The very first examples of this biographical painting on bison skins 
display an impressive iconographic regularity in comparison both to 
the earlier rock art and to the earliest documents of “Ledger Art” that 
can be dated. As Keyser wrote: “As such, these [art items] validate the 
evolutionary sequence of Biographic Art” (Keyser 2000: 16). They thus 
constitute an important intermediate stage between rock art and the 
later style of the ledgers. 

It was on the basis of this twofold temporal relationship that Keyser, 
in the morphological and sequential spirit of a Pitt-Rivers, but using far 
more trustworthy modern methods of verification, was able to construct 
a sequence between Ceremonial Rock Art (late-American prehistory)—
a protobiographical style (characterized by the use of a rock surface, the 
rigid form of its figures, and the absence of any representation of action) 
which can be dated to between 1600 and 1750 (Figure 51b)—and a 
biographical style (on a rock surface or an animal skin) characterized by 
an iconographic transformation in which Keyser distinguishes an “early” 
period from 1750 to 1835 (Figure 51c); followed by a style that he calls 
“mature” (Figure 51d), which emerged from 1835 on, when one begins 
to detect a Western influence, for example in the presence of perspective 
of a rudimentary nature. According to Keyser, it is from the beginning 
of the development of a “mature” style onward that there developed the 
typically hybrid iconography in continuous metamorphosis of the so-
called “ledgers” style.
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Figure 51. A succession of rock art styles: an example of the human figure.

To demonstrate the validity of this historical sequence, which—it 
must be said—seems very solid, Keyser analyzed an exceptional docu-
ment found in the archives of the Missouri Jesuit Mission. This was the 
Five Crows ledger, a sequence of very early drawings collected already in 
the early 1840s, in which we recognize many of the conventions regis-
tered by Petersen in Fort Marion almost thirty years later. One has only 
to note the manner in which one of the authors of this little notebook 
draws the human figure and then to compare it with the sequence de-
picting that figure in a series of different temporal phases identified by 
Keyser (Figure 51) to recognize that not only is the resemblance between 
them very clear, but so too is the evolution from one form to another.

Where we are dealing with the representation of warriors clashing in 
combat, which is more complex from a graphic point of view, the evolv-
ing nature of the sequence between the Five Crows ledger and that of 
more ancient documents (Figures 51 and 52) emerges with equal clarity.
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Figure 52. Two horsemen, one on a Cheyenne bison hide dating to 1845, the 
other in the Five Crows ledger.

Within that ledger, it is possible to move beyond a study of figures 
that are either isolated or in a very simple relationship with others. In 
the simple cases, the relation between the figures seems to be oriented 
only by a right-to-left axis, in which, for example, the direction of the 
charge of a horseman is indicated by the horse’s hoof-prints, as in Fig-
ure 53. In other cases, we find a simple repetition of the same graphic 
structure, for example an area roughly represented as circular in which 
conventional figures alternate, as in Figure 54, representing fortifica-
tions. Let us now address a slightly more complex case. In Figure 55, 
the series of confrontational scenes between battling warriors is organ-
ized in a spiral sequence. In connection with this, Keyser notes that it 
is one of the very earliest cases in which the sequence of figures makes 
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it possible to link the various scenes together. Figure 55 does indeed 
testify to the representation of a temporal order of images—to a before 
and an after—which it is possible to identify simply by resorting to an 
interpretation of the iconography. It is, I think, worth adding that this 
spiral order imposed upon the succession of images is identical to that of 
all the calendars known as “Winter Counts” (Figure 56). However that 
may be, this example clearly shows the transference of an ancient cer-
emonial art, essentially composed of isolated figures, to a more complex 
iconography that is linked to a sequential description of the action. In 
this way, the Five Crows ledger shows that the particularly pictographic 
character of this iconography originated in the early biographic style 

(Keyser 2000: 13).

Figure 53. The way of indicating a horse’s route. Five Crows ledger.



148 THE CHIMERA PRINCIPLE

Figure 54. Typical graphic representation of the “Biographical Style,” 
Five Crows ledger.

Figure 55. A narrative composed in a spiral sequence,  
Five Crows ledger.
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Figure 56. Kiowa calendar organized as a spiral.

Let me now try to give a more precise account of this new notion of 
pictography and its relationship with language by comparing one of the 
battle scenes drawn by Ambrose, a Flathead Indian, in the Five Crows 
ledger to the commentary that the Jesuit Father De Smet, following the 
indications of its author, appended to the graphic representation. Look 
again at Figure 53. To this drawing which, for Keyser, is an excellent ex-
ample of “Protobiographic Art” (Keyser 2000: 33), Father De Smet, who 
was present when Ambrose executed his drawings, added the following 
commentary:

Ambrose discovered his Blackfoot enemy at daybreak near the mission 
of Saint Mary. He pursued him at full speed on horseback. The horse of 
the Blackfoot fell and threw his rider. Ambrose tried to shoot, but his 
gun misfired. The Blackfoot rose up and ran away, Ambrose pursued him, 
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jumped down from his horse and knocked the Blackfoot to the ground 
with the butt-end of his gun and climbed astride his enemy’s back—an-
other Flathead who had been following closely shot two arrows into the 
body of the Blackfoot which Ambrose pushed deeper into his body until 
he was dead. (Cited in Keyser 2000: 33)

From an iconographic point of view, there can be no doubt that the 
style adopted by Ambrose in his drawing possesses a certain coherence. 
The Mission, represented by a square containing six crayon strokes (“per-
sons,” who are in this way registered graphically, even though they are 
not pertinent to the telling of the story), the two horses, the hoof marks 
that they leave on the ground, and, above all, the two human figures all 
follow the rules of the iconographic tradition in an almost rigid fashion. 
So in Ambrose’s drawing virtually nothing graphically arbitrary is in-
troduced either into this representation of the constituent elements of 
the image (the house, the mission, human figures, etc.) or into anything 
that he sets out to recount visually. On the contrary, Ambrose’s drawing 
shows that the figures retain a stable form and that, for the relationship 
between the narrative and the visual representation of a story, there exists 
a process of coherent selection.

On the one hand, the drawing does not transcribe the entire content 
of the story of the battle between the two warriors, as it is related in the 
commentary added by the Jesuit. On the other, it also turns out that the 
image, although much simplified, always adds aspects of the action that 
neither the commentary nor the story registers. We may conclude from 
this that here the pictography aims not for a realistic representation of 
the scene but rather for a certain crosscutting between what is said and 
what is drawn: a certain sequential manner of orienting the memory of 
an episode on the basis of a few graphic indications (not many, certainly, 
but recurrent).

An analysis of these particularly “early” documents reveals that In-
dian America had a primitive or even prehistoric way of constructing 
memories by using images. It also suggests that these techniques based 
on pictographic representation went through an evolution completely 
ignored by historians of writing. In histories of writing, indeed, there 
is only one kind of evolution possible: a graphic form is progressively 
simplified, becoming less iconic, and eventually and definitively assumes 
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a conventional form and a stable phonetic value. A study of the Five 
Crows ledger reveals, on the contrary, an iconography that develops in 
an entirely different direction. The evolution in the use of the pictogram, 
the form of which remains iconic, leads to the establishment of a spe-
cific relationship between a sequence of images and the sequence of ac-
tions that are represented. I shall be returning to dwell at length on this 
point, but right now, already, it is important to point out that, although 
the iconography of the Five Crows ledger remains quite rudimentary, it 
nevertheless marks a decisive turning point in the evolution of pictogra-
phy: the sequence of images always makes a selection from the number of 
facts to be represented.

This discovery of the selective character of the pictographic sym-
bolism, as compared to a linguistic formulation of a story, once again 
radically changes the notion of pictography. As I have had occasion to 
remark, historians of writing, from Gelb to DeFrancis, have always de-
scribed pictography as an unstable semiotic medium, dependent on an 
individual’s free will and, in consequence, incomprehensible to others 
and invariably leading to a dead end. In fact, though, we discover that 
pictography provides an eloquent example of what, in the Introduction 
to the present work, I called a process of negative definition of everything 
that is found in unknown cultures. Within such a perspective, pictogra-
phy comes to be defined only by the absence of the features that char-
acterize writing. However, if we now compare the analysis of the Five 
Crows ledger to what we have noticed about the Dakota Bible and the 
drawings collected in Fort Marion, we can see that the pictography of 
the American Indians is, on the contrary, definable in entirely positive 
terms. This iconic tradition is characterized by the following features:

1. Conventional: Each “author” follows a recognizable conventional 
style.

2. Closed: In the universe of discourse that pictography is capable of 
describing, only a certain number of predefined scenes are drawn, 
and they are always, at least in the examples studied here, linked to 
the “pictorial autobiography” of the warrior. For example, this icono-
graphic genre sets out to describe in detail the clash between two ad-
versaries but, except in easily identifiable cases, it never has any way 
of providing information about the context in which this scene takes 
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place. The persons, although present at the scene of combat, are not 
considered pertinent to the description of the fight and so are never 
drawn as complete figures by the author of a pictographic notebook. 
In a ledger, their presence may be indicated by no more than a rapid 
pencil stroke.

3. Selective: The man who draws the pictographs uses simple graphic 
conventions to suggest complex images. The use of these graphic 
schemas, which Keyser appositely calls “conventional short-hands,” 
enables the drawing to select, from within the real image, just a lim-
ited number of features. The schema that designates a fortification, 
for instance, will always be represented by a circle surrounding a sin-
gle warrior figure, and this applies as much to the Five Crows ledger 
as it does to the Dakota Bible.

4. Redundant: The pictographic iconography always adds a number of 
details to the linguistic description of the scene or episode described 
in the drawings, as can be seen, for example, in the context of the 
Five Crows ledger by comparing the pictographic image and the de-
scription provided by the Jesuit father who tried to transcribe what 
the Indian informant told him.

5. Sequential: While some plates in the Five Crows ledger follow the 
rule for reading or decoding the drawings by reading from right to 
left, others suggest the establishment of a truly organized sequence. 
An arrangement such as that in Figure 55 would be completely un-
decipherable if it did not follow the spiriform order that the author 
has imposed on the narrative.

6. Persistent in time: Although we are not obliged to accept all Keyser’s 
hypotheses, what does emerge clearly from his research among the 
Plains Indians is that a unified iconography developed following a 
linear evolution over the course of at least two or three centuries.

7. Widely spread: The presence of the kind of pictographs studied here 
is attested at least from the Great Lakes region (northern United 
States) all the way down to southern Texas; and, as we shall soon see, 
it is now possible to extend this geographic area both northward and 
southward. Right now, though, we should note that within this great 
geographic and cultural area, pictography appears to be a system that 
is independent of any particular language. In this respect it seems 
analogous to the sign language known to the Plains Indians. In a code 
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such as this it is only possible to express a limited number of mean-
ings. All the same, it is possible to do so throughout a vast territory 
and in many different languages that are mutually incomprehensible.

8. Evolutionary: The negative view of pictography circulated by the his-
torians of writing is essentially based on the argument that pictog-
raphy is a sterile symbolism, incapable of developing because it is 
constituted by countless individual, incomplete attempts to transmit 
information. Seen from this point of view, writing appears not to 
have developed from pictography but simply to have bypassed it, 
starting from quite different principles, in particular that of repre-
senting the sounds of language. The discoveries made by Keyser, 
once combined with our present analysis of pictographic drawings 
such as those in the Five Crows ledger and the Dakota Bible, indicate, 
on the contrary, that the pictograph may well have followed a coher-
ent and autonomous evolution.

The work of Keyser and his collaborators is very important for our 
understanding of these aspects of pictography. However, once we be-
gin to consider how pictography might relate to a text or to traditional 
autobiographical story-telling, those analyses cease to be useful. Keyser 
does not neglect the possibility that pictographs may have been used as 
“auxiliaries for memory.” It is indeed a possibility that is compatible with 
his hypothesis of a late birth for a truly pictographic style, within the 
iconography peculiar to the Plains Indians. All the same, the total lack 
of any connection with their oral traditions makes his argumentation 
extremely fragile. Even if, from the point of view of an anthropology of 
memory, the documents analyzed by Keyser provide good indications 
of an iconographic codification of information, he provides no solution to 
another problem: that of the nature of mnemonic evocation, or rather 
of the decoding of these drawings. The readings that he, in his studies, 
suggests for the pictographic images are just paraphrases of the draw-
ings. As he just worked on the archaeological evidence, he could not do 
otherwise. Nevertheless, we shall see that fieldwork, focusing on living 
pictographic systems, shows that where pictography follows a systematic 
evolution and has therefore been able to establish a link with language, 
the decipherment of pictographic images relates not to the daily use of 
speech, but rather to a perfectly identifiable kind of oral tradition.
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Wherever we have been able to establish the details of such a link, 
the pictograph operates within the context of ritual discourse . This is an 
essential aspect in the definition of pictography. We have already estab-
lished that the world of pictographic discourse (the whole collection of 
things that can be designated by pictograms) is limited. We also know 
that the graphic style is always regular and recognizable. A study of the 
terrain in which pictography is used on a daily basis makes it possible to 
add that the linguistic form that guides the decoding of images is, equal-
ly, established by tradition. Within this framework, we shall see that a 
comparison between the “early” biographical style (around 1840), the 
ledgers (1870–90), and present-day pictography (in two contemporary 
cases: Kuna and Western Apache) presents not only a way of construct-
ing what is memorable that is different from writing, but also a type of 
evolution that is radically different from that described by historians of 
writing. We find a progression which, instead of leading the pictogram 
to the phonogram through a process of progressive stylization, instead 
develops a mnemonic relationship between, on the one hand, certain 
sequences of images, either realistic or conventional, and, on the other, 
certain sequences of words that are ritually enunciated and memorized 
in a specific form. As we shall see, it is by undergoing a process such as 
this that the pictogram became the principal instrument for memorizing 
Amerindian ritual songs.

Traces of this process, which, little by little, linked pictography with 
the singing of a ritual song, are already identifiable in the Dakota Bible. 
Following our initial analysis, we now know that this represents a late-
Sioux example of “Ledger Art” and also an “early” biographical style. 
This little book found on a warrior’s tomb now appears to be a symbolic 
equivalent of the animal skin in which a traditional warrior would wrap 
himself. We may presume that, when he set off for war, the author of 
these pictographs would take this little book with him, as a powerful 
kind of talisman. We also know the subject of this sequence of drawings: 
in its own particular style, it aimed to transform the image of a man into 
an incarnation of the traditional glorious warrior-figure amid scenes of 
war or hunting.

But let us try to progress a little further. A number of historians and 
anthropologists, faced with documents of this type, have wondered what 
stories these pictographs “narrated.” Just as Keyser himself often did, 
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those researchers wanted to understand the nature of those stories and 
of the collective facts that made it possible to reconstruct the history of 
the Indians before the arrival of the Whites, a history that was entrusted 
to this pictographic evidence. But very few authors have wondered how 
these stories were told. Apart from producing commentaries on the se-
ries of pictures in this Indian iconography, almost nobody tried to recon-
struct the way in which these pictographs constructed a narrative. We 
should bear in mind, in this connection, that one of the characteristics 
that seemed the least comprehensible to those researchers was the re-
petitive nature of the pictographic images. Indeed, it seemed so puzzling 
that, as we have seen above, they suggested that the images were clumsy 
attempts that the Indians made with a view to perfecting their drawing 
abilities. Now we know that that was nonsense. So let us try to move on 
a bit and understand the manner in which the pictographic figures are 
organized in space and to see if it is possible to get an idea of the linguis-
tic form implied by the images that we already know to have been linked 
with the performance of a song.

With this new aim, let us return to the figure-schema that we have 
seen repeated many times in the Dakota Bible. As will be remembered, 
the drawing shows a warrior on horseback, always turned toward the 
left. An examination of this configuration in the various traditions of 
“Ledger Art”—Cheyenne,32 Kiowa, or Arapaho, for example—reveals 
that the figure of the horseman nearly always implies an initial elemen-
tary organization of the space, in which the right side is always more 
important than the left and in which every movement is directed from 
right to left (or from the right toward the center of the image). As Can-
dace Greene spotted, the figure situated to the right always represents 
the active subject of the action; the one situated to the left represents 
the passive object of the action. That is so very much the case that if a 
warrior, usually drawn on the right, is felled by the blows of an enemy, 
thereby becoming the passive victim of the action (Berlo 1996: 30), he is 
always placed on the left. We find an identical convention in most of the 
ledgers, particularly in the Collins Drawings, a notebook containing the 
drawings of a Lakota warrior who signs his name as “His Fight.” When 

32. Candace Greene, in Berlo (1996). The development that follows is based 
on Greene’s analysis.
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this warrior represents himself as wounded and surrounded by a great 
number of Crow warriors, he sets his own image to the left. The same 
thing happens when a hunter is attacked and brought to the ground by 
an animal, as in Figure 57. If, in certain drawings, a group of women 
appear in the right-hand side of the image and therefore seemingly in 
the dominant position, there is, in accordance with the same principle, 
good reason to suppose that they are men in disguise, berdache. In short, 
these examples testify to the existence, in this iconographic tradition, of 
a conventional organization of space, which is always conceived as being 
composed of two symmetrical and opposed sections. 

Figure 57. Cheyenne art: a young bison attacks a hunter.

In this schema, each part of the space is thus endowed with a specific se-
mantic value. The next thing to be noticed is that within this schema only 
two types of variation are possible. Either one multiplies each term in the 
opposition (A1, A2, A3, A4 . . . /B1, B2, B3, B4 . . .) within a single scene 
or theme (hunting, warfare, etc.); or else one constructs a series of identi-
cal oppositions on the formal plan, that is to say, constructed on the basis 
of a symmetrical axis, but associated with different themes. On the basis 
of such a formal homology, a hunting scene will thus become “analogous” 
to a scene of warfare or seduction. And this visual schema constitutes a 
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faithful transcription, at the graphic level, of the structure of the verbal 
organization that we have recognized as “parallelist.” Given such spa-
tial organizational rules that are established implicitly, it is therefore not 
possible to draw just any image. Within this space, which is, so to speak, 
organized in advance and functions as a symbolic equivalent of a world 
of discourse established by convention, it is only possible to draw series 
of variations with two constant features: the section on the right, which 
is active and dominant, and the section on the left, which is passive and 
dominated. Virtually every image and every figure constitutes a confir-
mation or a transgression of the order that here governs graphic repre-
sentation, just as, elsewhere, it governs the ritual expression of words.

In this way, in this kind of iconography, the figures, far from being inde-
pendent of one another, find themselves defined by one another. Candace 
Greene has pointed out that we are faced here with a graphic style of great 
coherence, in which the observer’s attention is always drawn toward some 
specific aspect of a figure through the contrast that it presents to the figure 
facing it (ibid.: 28). I should add that this is equally true when, instead of a 
symmetrical structure in which the images confront one another, we find a 
linear sequence in which each figure precedes or follows another. In other 
words, the reciprocal definition of images which constitutes an essential 
aspect of the pictographic style may be engendered not only by a compari-
son established on the basis of a symmetrical axis, but equally by a linear 
sequence. To clarify this point, let us consider the series of three images 
that represent the horseman of the Dakota Bible (Figure 58).

In all probability, these three images that follow on from one an-
other all represent the same horseman. Each representation emphasizes 
or shows particular characteristics within the same iconographic schema. 
In this way a series of different features is presented, each image creating 
a contrast to those that precede or follow it. In Figure 58a, the image of 
the horseman is entirely hidden by a covering; only the “heraldic” blazon, 
alongside the saddle and no doubt also the visible pattern on his trousers, 
makes it possible to identify him. Those are markings that indicate that 
the horseman belongs to a society of warriors. Next, in Figure 58b, the 
same horseman uncovers his head; but his position, the pattern on his 
trousers, and the spear held in his hand remain the same. In Figure 58c,  
which follows on immediately, the horseman appears without any cover-
ing and still with the same pattern on his trousers. The decisive detail is



158 THE CHIMERA PRINCIPLE

Figure 58. Parallelist sequence from the Dakota Bible (Berlin, 1860).

that the weapon in his hand is no longer a spear but a bow; this differ-
ence, which may appear negligible, is on the contrary crucial because it 
leads to a regular consequence in the organization of the iconography.

The fact is that, in the Dakota Bible, whenever the horseman holds 
a bow in his hand, his face is marked by war-decorations. The feather 
that appeared earlier on his spear now adorns the head of the horseman 
figure. To those who regard these drawings as “free artistic expressions,” 
this detail may appear to be of minor importance. But from our present 
point of view it is, on the contrary, crucial since it indicates a sequential 
mode of organization that is typical of all these drawings. If we consider 
the whole narrative sequence of the Dakota Bible from which this detail 
is drawn, we find that the entire story of the warrior on horseback is told 
by starting with a constant iconographic figure and regularly alternating 
on this pattern a series of variations that are only apparently minor. In 
this way, the figure of the horseman seems at once recognizable yet, in 
each image, endowed with different attributes.

The discovery of this inherent consistency in the elaboration of 
graphic sequences will help us to understand how picture-writing has 



159An AmerindiAn mnemonic form

become, among Native Americans, the principal means of memorizing 
ritual discourses. Let us now examine a complete episode in the Dakota 
Bible (Bolz 1988) and attempt a faithful translation of this sequence of 
statements, trying hard not to omit or add anything at all (Figure 59).

•	 Figure	59a: A few rays of light, indicating spiritual strength, appear 
(announcing the appearance of an image).

•	 Figure	59b: The Sioux horseman (facing left, so the active subject in the 
story), enveloped in a covering, holds in his hand a spear adorned by a 
feather. He leads a horse with its mane and tail adorned with feathers.

•	 Figure	59c: The Sioux horseman, enveloped in a covering, grasps a 
spear adorned by a feather, from which hangs a scalp.

•	 Figure	59d: A few rays of light appear above the head of the Sioux 
horseman. With his head now uncovered, he holds in his hand a 
spear adorned by a feather, from which hangs a scalp.

Figure 59. Parallelist sequence produced in the Berlin Dakota Bible: (a) cosmic 
rays; (b) horseman with concealed face leading another horse; (c) horseman 

with concealed face; (d) horseman with uncovered face.
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•	 Figure	60a: This long-haired Sioux horseman, with head uncovered 
and painted face, holds a bow. A feather adorns his head. He wears a 
loin-cloth and grasps a quiver for his arrows.

•	 Figure	 60b: The Sioux horseman, wrapped in a covering, grasps a 
spear decorated by a feather, from which a scalp hangs. The tail of his 
horse is adorned by a feather.

•	 Figure	60c: The long-haired Sioux horseman with a painted face, his 
head uncovered and adorned by a feather, holds a bow; his chest is 
also decorated, as are his trousers. In front of him is a woman.

Figure 60. Parallelist sequence in the Dakota Bible, continued:  
(a) horseman with uncovered face, holding a bow; (b) horseman with covered 

face; (c) horseman, holding a bow, with a woman.

•	 Figure	61a: The long-haired Sioux horseman with a painted face, his 
head bare and adorned by a feather, grasps a bow. He wears only a 
loin-cloth and also holds a spear, this, too, decorated by two feathers.

•	 Figure	61b: The Sioux horseman holds a bow, wears decorated trou-
sers and decorations on his chest. He wears a magnificent feathered 
headdress, indicating that he is a courageous warrior.
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•	 Figure	61c: An increasingly triumphal picture of the warrior: holding 
a spear adorned by a feather, with a decorated chest and a painted 
face, he sports the feathered crown that designates “courageous war-
riors” (Petersen 1971: Bolz 1988).

Figure 61. Parallelist sequence completed: (a) horseman; (b) horseman wearing 
a crown of feathers; (c) horseman wearing a crown of feathers, a cloak, and 

warrior decorations.

It is clear that in this mosaic construction of a series of representa-
tions of the horseman, every image is composed of a large number of 
identical items or epithets. Each figure reflects a particular distribution 
of the pieces of the mosaic that are no doubt finite in number. But at the 
same time, within a parallelist sequence such as this, each figure consti-
tutes a transformation of another that either precedes or follows it. 

This little experiment in decoding the pictographs of the Dakota Bible 
can easily be repeated with other parts of the text. Let us now consider 
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a different sequence, for example one that concerns the representation 
of a horse.

•	 Figure	62a: Rays of light (spiritual force) appear and a horse is sud-
denly there.

•	 Figure	62b: A wild horse appears (as is indicated by the blackness of 
its tail).

•	 Figure	62c: This is a wild horse, as can be seen from its straight black 
tail, its small ears, and its cloven hooves.

•	 Figure	62d: The wild horse with its straight black tail and its small 
ears now races forward.

•	 Figure	62e: The wild horse with its long curved tail, cloven hooves, 
and tiny ears now rears up on its hind legs.

•	 Figure	62f: The wild horse with its very long, curved black tail and 
cloven hooves races forward.

And so the text continues up to:

•	 Figure	62i: The figure of the horse is joined by that of the warrior, 
whose name (Bison Head) is explicitly mentioned. The Sioux war-
rior (Bison Head, situated on the right), who mounts a horse with 
an ornate saddle, a long curved tail, tiny ears, and cloven hooves, tri-
umphs over an enemy warrior (situated on the left). The latter holds 
a bow and fights on foot.

The above analysis confirms the hypothesis formulated in connection 
with the organization of the images: each figure of a warrior (or even 
of a horse) is indissociable from that which precedes it and that which 
follows it. These image sequences are perfectly suited to fulfill the task 
assumed by the iconography: namely, to represent a succession of facts 
and to enumerate and at the same time distinguish between persons 
and between situations (and eventually—as we shall see—represent their 
transformations).33 This initial decoding process reveals a formal aspect 

33. It should be noted that this mode of sequential organization is not recent 
but fits perfectly into the chronology suggested by Keyser.



163An AmerindiAn mnemonic form

Figure 62. Parallelist sequences focused on the image of the horse.

of the pictography that is to my mind of the greatest interest: the “scenes 
of hunting and warfare” that appear in the Dakota Bible are always rep-
resented in a strictly parallelist form. This suggests that they are most 
probably a transcription in the visual register of a form that is dominant 
in Amerindian oral literature linked to ritual singing.
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This form and manner of imposing order upon knowledge that should 
be committed to memory are expressed in the Dakota Bible through a 
sequential organization of images. This clearly reflects the succession of 
repeated yet subtly varied formulae that is typical of the singing-form 
throughout Indian America. We know that, upon returning from an ex-
pedition, the Sioux warriors would gather together in order to give a 
public account of their hunting and warfare exploits, each one relating 
the part that he had played. It would seem that no traces remain of those 
songs. However, an analysis of the iconography allows us to suppose 
that the songs were rhythmic, parallelist structures. The sequential or-
ganization of the drawings indicates, with reasonable certainty, that the 
“mnemonic codification” that the graphic style implied was directed at 
adopting a parallelist form. In the Dakota Bible, pictography and paral-
lelism turn out to be closely linked.

PICTOGRAPHY AND SHAMANISTIC SINGING:  
THE KUNA CASE

Let me summarize what we have discovered so far. An analysis of the 
research of archaeologists, art historians, and ethnologists who have 
worked on oral traditions has enabled us to enrich our knowledge of 
the context in which Amerindian pictography was practiced. Two as-
pects on which we have concentrated in the preceding section of this 
chapter have not sufficiently attracted the attention of anthropologists. 
The first of these is the parallelist structure that organizes the process of 
memorization implied by the use of pictography. That is certainly true 
from the period of the “early biographical style” down to the present 
day. The second overlooked aspect that we have identified is the link 
between pictographic representation and language, which has allowed us 
to understand the type of evocation that this iconographic codification 
of mnemonic traces implied.

We shall now see that it is precisely those two aspects that orient the 
evolution of pictography when this is applied, in America, to more com-
plex situations. The shamanistic traditions of the Kuna today constitute 
one of the richest examples of these situations. In cases of this kind, the 
evolution of pictography has implied a progressive regularization that 
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affects not only parallelist iconography but also the relationship that is 
established between two different parallelist elaborations: that which af-
fects iconography and that which organizes ritual discourse. So let us 
move on from the analysis of archival documents to a direct reading of 
a number of more complex pictographic examples drawn from material 
that I have collected during my fieldwork among the Kuna of the Co-
marca de San Blas (Panama),34 as well as from the group of documents 
collected by Nordenskiöld and his students from the 1920s onward.

We have already mentioned Nordenskiöld’s discovery of the Kuna 
pictography and the mistrust that it triggered among historians of writ-
ing in the 1930s. But, when examined closely, how does a Kuna picto-
graphic document function? Let us examine a first example (Figure 63). 
This is a pictographic plate now preserved in the Göteborg Ethnograph-
ic Museum and it describes the evolution in the sky of the “moon canoe.” 
Around this canoe is depicted a whole group of spirits and mythological 
beings who accompany the moon on its nocturnal journey. So this is a 
list, accompanied by a description of a celestial journey.

Figure 63. Moon canoe, Kuna pictography.

34. I have already cited these early examples in my book la memoria rituale 
(Severi 1993c: 177–78).
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When we try to understand how a Kuna shaman interprets a document 
of this type, we can be guided by the numbering transcribed on to the plate. 
We discover that two principles of classification are used simultaneously 
for these images. Alongside an enumeration of the mythological spirits as-
sociated with the moon (the details of which are irrelevant here), by means 
of a list (organized on either a vertical axis or a horizontal one), we discover 
that this image also conveys a spatial classification operated by territories. 

Sequences of pictograms are regrouped according to the three re-
gions of space that structure this pictographic plate, namely the sea, the 
horizon, and the sky. Thanks to this horizon, which cuts the plate into 
two distinct territories, we are able to distinguish not only different per-
sons but also groups that could be called “sea spirits,” “sky spirits or ones 
that belong to the celestial dimension, and “spirits situated along the line 
of the horizon.” This organization of the figures has at least two func-
tions. On the one hand, it provides an extra connotation for the images 
of the spirits, which are described here in a very summary manner. On 
the other, it enables one to make a list of names (the series of the names 
of mythological beings that need to be memorized) within a spatial or-
der already known: the sky, the sea, the earth.

While directly representing the moon’s journey through the night sky, 
accompanied by all the spirits, just as any drawing would, the pictographic 
plate that we have just “read” thus becomes a memory prop in which im-
ages representing proper names are organized simultaneously in accord-
ance with two principles: a classification “by linear successions” and a clas-
sification “by territories.” As we shall see, the articulation between those 
two criteria plays an important role in the Kuna pictographic tradition. 

But let us dwell a little longer on this example, which seems so simple. 
In what sense can we speak of a mnemotechnique here? Are we present-
ed with a series of quite rudimentary drawings that the Kuna shaman 
or chieftain has produced, simply guided by his talent and imagination? 
Are these images perhaps sketched rapidly for his own use, comprehen-
sible to him alone? Or should we rather believe that these pictograms 
constitute a coherent and conventional notation that, as such, can be 
learnt and then taught by any Kuna specialist?35

35. These two hypotheses recur frequently in literature devoted to the Kuna: 
see Holmer (1947); Herrera and Cardale y de Schrimpff (1974).
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That last hypothesis, which provisionally ascribes to Kuna pictogra-
phy phonetic characters similar to those of Maya pictographs, was indeed 
considered but then definitively rejected by the Swedish linguist Nils 
Holmer (1952). And indeed, there can be no doubt that the documents 
today available do not in any way confirm that hypothesis. All the same, 
a few years spent studying the Kuna pictographs have convinced me of 
the hasty, slapdash character and in the end of the extreme weakness of 
an interpretation that set out to reduce the impact of this pictographic 
symbolism solely to the domain of an individual imagination. Many of 
the Kuna pictographic texts at our disposal,36 ranging from those collect-
ed by Nordenskiöld in the 1920s to texts of the present day, even though 
they were found at different times and by researchers quite independent 
of one another, reveal that, as in the case of the Plains Indians, they share 
a surprising stylistic homogeneity. They all respect a number of rules 
concerning the graphic representation of objects: the succession of the 
pictograms follows a preestablished order (almost always from right to 
left, starting from the lower part of the plate and moving upward in a 
boustrophedon manner); and a remarkable number of pictograms, rec-
ognizable as such, are regularly borrowed from evidence and documents 
of a widely differing nature. 

The problem that needs to be resolved may thus be formulated as 
follows: If the pictography of the Kuna is neither a phonetic notation 
of words nor an arbitrary drawing of objects, what is its function in the 
transmission of knowledge within the shamanistic tradition, and, conse-
quently, what is the explanation for its internal coherence and its temporal 
persistence? In this connection, it may be useful to provide a brief descrip-
tion of the empirical modalities for learning a Kuna shamanistic song.

A Kuna shaman’s pupil spends lengthy days in his master’s hut. He 
is expected to be respectful and obedient. Nearly every day, he brings his 
master presents and he may work for him for many years. In exchange, 
his master welcomes his pupil into his home and passes his knowledge on 
to him. This teaching is based on two forms of apprenticeship: the first, 
which is purely verbal, appeals to the apprentice’s memory of sounds. The 

36. A good bibliography of these texts may be found in Kramer (1970). The 
following works are also worth recalling: Nordenskiöld (1928, 1938); Hol-
mer and Wassén ([1947] 1953).
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master recites a passage from a song that is to be memorized and gets 
the disciple to repeat it until he knows it by heart. The text is treated as a 
“relic,” as Dennis Tedlock (1983) appositely put it. In the course of this 
first phase of the apprenticeship, the pupil in many cases learns only brief 
texts, the meaning of which completely escapes him.

 The second apprenticeship technique used by Kuna specialists is 
based on pictograms. The master begins by showing his young pupil a 
few images that represent important figures in shamanistic narratives. 
These might include, for example, a sick person in a hammock, a ritual 
brazier with escaping smoke, supernatural “villages” inhabited by animal 
spirits, or a Celestial Jaguar, one of the great protagonists of Kuna my-
thology. The pupil must then register these images in his memory and 
learn to copy them carefully. He will be told that these drawings play 
an indispensable role in memorization, which can attain to remarkable 
precision in traditional shamanistic songs, some of which are very long. 

This twofold organization of shamanistic teaching may seem sim-
ple, but in reality it leaves nothing to chance. It corresponds closely to 
the specific structure of Kuna songs, which, as in many Amerindian 
literatures, are generally constituted by verbal formulae endlessly re-
peated with slight variations. Without dwelling upon analyses that are 
developed elsewhere (Severi 1982, 1994, 1997), it is worth repeating here 
one general condition for the practice of pictography. The pictographs 
apply, albeit in different contexts at the heart of tradition, exclusively 
to texts constructed according to this parallelist pattern. Pictographic 
symbolism is only used coherently and significantly in cases where the 
structure of the text to be memorized is parallelist. This rule, which I 
have emphasized elsewhere (Severi 1994), emerges particularly clearly 
in the Kuna case. Let us consider another example, this time taken from 
The Song of the Demon:37

In the distance, where the sun canoe rises, another village appears.
The village of monkeys appears.
The village reveals its monkeys.
[ . . . ]

37. This is the Nia Igala, the Kuna song devoted to the therapy for madness 
(see Holmer and Wassén [1947] 1953, 1958; Severi 1993b).
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In the distance, where the sun canoe rises, another village appears, the 
village of threads [i.e., snakes] appears.
The village that rolls up like a thread appears
The village that rolls up like a thread shows itself.
The village that rolls up like a thread and the village of monkeys unite, 
like two canoes in the sea they crash together.
Far, far away, the two villages unite, they seem to touch.
In the distance, where the sun canoe rises, another village appears.
[ . . . ]
The village of the skirt appears. The village shows its skirt.
[ . . . ]
Far away, where the sun canoe rises, even further away, another village 
appears, the village of lianas appears.
The village of lianas appears.
The village shows its lianas.

The pictogram transcription of this text (the part of which that con-
cerns us is reproduced in Figure 65) translates into images only the list 
of variations (the names of the villages: monkey, thread [or rather snake], 
skirt, liana) in the text that is sung. The basic formula of the shamanistic 
narrative—“far away, where the sun canoe rises, a village appears”—is 
never translated by the pictographic image. So learning this depends 
solely on the oral mnemotechnique (Figure 64).

Constant graphic formula Translated variations

monkeys
skirts
lianas

...

Constant verbal formulation

Far away,
where the sun canoe rises,

a village appears

Figure 64. The mnemotechnique of Figure 65.

Meanwhile the graphic representation of the “village of spirits,” using 
the shape of a triangle, seems quite separate from the text. Although the 
text sometimes provides precise information about the spatial site of the 
village (“where the sun canoe rises” naturally signifies “toward the east”), 



170 THE CHIMERA PRINCIPLE

Figure 65. Kuna pictograph from The Song of the Demon: the villages of the 
monkeys, snakes, skirts, and lianas.

it never describes the shape of a village. Conversely, the representation of 
a “village of spirits” by a triangle appears to be completely independent 
of the textual indications and to possess an autonomous meaning. For 
example, in Figure 66, a Kuna specialist will immediately recognize the 
pictographic rendering of a whole set of “villages of spirits.” In this plate, 
in which a series of triangles is positioned within a larger triangle, we can 
spot a first trace of the recursiveness that is typical of Kuna graphic tech-
niques and that we shall later find again in a much more developed form. 
The two paths of shamanistic apprenticeship thus imply three distinct 
elements: a verbal formula, a relatively recurrent graphic formula that is 
quite independent from the verbal formula, and a series of variations of 
the text translated into images (Figure 64).

This schema gives us a preliminary, albeit simplified and schematic, 
idea of the interdependent relationship that the pictography estab-
lishes between images and oral statements in a Kuna ritual chant. This 
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Figure 66. A series of Kuna spirits’ villages.

preliminary system is enough to show that the usages of the present-day 
Kuna, far from being (as Diringer [1937] claimed) nothing but a clumsy 
imitation of the writings introduced by the Whites, on the contrary obey 
a system of organizing images and “rhythmic” texts that closely resem-
bles the “stanzas” that Schoolcraft (1851) briefly described among the 
Ojibwa of Sainte Marie, in the nineteenth century. What the Kuna do 
is match certain drawings to certain (parallelist) “rhythmic texts.” They 
then organize these representations of objects into complex sequences 
without (as Löwy [(1900) 1907] pointed out) bothering to situate them 
in realistic-looking space or establishing any relationship between the 
pictograms and a representation of the sounds of the language.

However, the example that we have just analyzed is still relatively 
simple. In principle, a systematic relation between figures drawn in 
accordance with a mnemonic style (Löwy) and then organized so as 
to function as an aid for the memorization of certain texts (School-
craft) can be applied to more complex examples. In such new situa-
tions, a somewhat more subtle technique is necessary. As we shall see, 
it will be a matter not just of perfecting a purely graphic technique, 
but rather of setting up a complex mental technique designed to es-
tablish a mnemonic organization of pictograms in a person’s mind. 
We shall discover that such principles, which we have already noted 
at work in the Dakota Bible, apply not only to the case of the Kuna 
tradition that I have taken as an example, but also to other Amerin-
dian traditions.
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For the moment, let us proceed with our study of the Kuna picto-
grams. When the shaman needs to transmit to his pupil a description of 
great supernatural villages inhabited by a whole series of animal spirits 
with characteristics that the song enumerates, he adopts not a different 
graphic technique (for his visual style remains faithful to the schematic 
criteria described by Löwy), but instead a more complex criterion for 
classifying and organizing figures in space. Here is another example, a 
description, also in The Song of the Demon,38 of the “village of dances,” a 
mythical place in which humans and animals perform a dance in which 
they are said to court one another:

There where the sun canoe rises, another village of spirits appeared.
The village of spirits reveals itself.
“All the spirits of this village line up to begin to dance,” says Balsa, the 
old diviner.
Close to the Ettoro river, they begin to dance.
Close to the Ettoro river, they begin to move.
Close to the Ettoro river, they move to and fro.
Close to the Ettoro river, the spirits move forward.
Close to the Ettoro river, they move backward.
Close to the Ettoro river, the spirits, masters of this place, feel happy.
The Nia-women dance with the thin spirits.
The Nia-women dance with the bird-men (urkukku).
The bird-men begin to move. 
The bird-men move to and fro.
The bird-men move forward.
The bird-men move backward.
The bird-men, masters of this place, feel happy.
The Nia-Women dance with the bird-men (sipleleka).

38. In his admirable analysis of Zuni literature, Tedlock writes as follows: “Or-
dinary talk not only has words in it, in the sense of strings of consonants 
and vowels, but it has patterns of stress, of emphasis, of pitch, of tone, of 
pauses or stops that can move somewhat independently of the sheer words 
and make the same words mean quite different things. .  .  . To fix a text 
without making visible marks is to bring stress and pitch and pause into a 
fixed relationship to the words. The Zuni call this technique ‘raising it right 
up’; we would call it ‘chant’” (Tedlock 1983: 234).
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These bird-men begin to move.
These bird-men move to and fro.
These bird-men move forward.
These bird-men move backward.
These bird-men, masters of this place, feel happy.
The Nia-women wear their blue clothes; now, in this part of the village, 
they line up, they prepare to dance.
Their clothes become a light blue-green, the spirit masters of this part of 
the village line up and prepare to dance.
Their clothes become bright red, the master-spirits of this part of the 
village line up and prepare to dance.
The Nia-women have donned red clothes like the ikkwi-bird, they line 
up to begin to dance.
The Nia-women, who wear red skirts like the ikkwi-bird, line up to begin 
to dance in this part of the village.
The Nia-women wear yellow skirts and now prepare to dance.
Their clothes become powerful in this part of the village.
The Nia-women dance with deer-men, the Nia-women dance with 
deer-men.
The deer-men begin to move.
The deer-men move to and fro.
The deer-men move forward.
The deer-men move backward, masters of this place, they feel happy.
The Nia-women now dance with the deer-men.
The deer-men begin to move.
The deer-men, with interlaced horns, are the masters of this part of the 
village, they shout “me-me.”
The Nia-women who live in this part of the village wave their hats, they 
toss up their red hats and line up, preparing to dance. (Severi 1993c: 
183–84)

Let us examine this text from the point of view of oral memory and 
focus our attention upon the order in which the sequences of names ap-
pear: that is to say, the mnemonic variations translated into images that 
it contains. In this text, a description of the list of spirits living in the 
village is inserted into the general schema of the journey of the spirits 
that is recounted by the shaman, the account of which was, up until now, 
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based on the formula of presenting a list of “villages of spirits.” From the 
point of view of the structure of the text, we now have at the village of 
dances a list of the names of the spirits, which appears within the more 
general sequence of the names of the supernatural villages (Figure 67).

Verbal formula I:

Variations (A): village names

Variations (B): names of the spirits
gathered in a village (in list A)

“Far away, where the sun canoe rises...”

monkeys, threads 
(snakes), dances...

birds

deer

urkukkuka
sipleleka
koenaka
wasenaka

Figure 67. The mnemotechnique of Figure 68: the constant formulae and 
variations in the “village of dances.”

In the pictographic plate that corresponds to this text (Figure 68, in 
which the passage that we are studying is inscribed), the pictography 
translates this new complexity of the textual structure by changing the 
spatial distribution of the figures. The pictography aligns the spirits ac-
cording to what we might call a “linear process.” The spirits thus find 
themselves situated in the village (just as the moon spirits found them-
selves grouped in different spaces in the mythical organization: sky, sea, 
horizon) and, at the same time, arranged in a linear sequence and a pre-
established order. In this way, each pictogram is restored to its mental 
place in the textual memory. At the same time, given the place that it 
occupies in a specific sequence, it makes the general structure appre-
hensible. The space that is drawn and the mental space, both organized 
according to mnemonic criteria, thus tend to coincide. Löwy’s idea that 
primitive drawing is of a mnemonic nature is entirely verified by the 
relevant fieldwork.

A study of the above examples now allows us to distinguish between 
two pictographic procedures that, each in its own way, develop the logi-
cal possibilities that we detected in our first Kuna example (see Figure 
63). The first procedure organizes the pictograms “village by village,” 
distributing or regrouping them in a given geographic space. The sec-
ond superposes upon this first order a series of lines that organize the 
pictograms into linear successions. Thanks to this interaction between a 
temporal order and a spatial one, the description of a large village such as 
the “village of dances” in The Song of the Demon can appear as a veritable 
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Figure 68. The “village of dances.”

“pictographic page.” Behind this graphic representation we can glimpse 
a cognitive schema made up of fixed places and identified in linear se-
quences. The technical exercise of memory is organized on the basis of 
this schema.

The principle of inserting lists of names into other lists of names, 
which technically constitutes an art of memory more highly developed 
but still founded upon the same principle as the “pictorial autobiogra-
phies” attested among the Plains Indians, is, in the Kuna tradition, able 
to develop even further and to engender more complex configurations. 
Instead of simply including one list within another (such as a list of 
spirit names in a list of village names), one could, for example, include 
a further group of variants, specifying, for instance, the sex, the species, 
and the color of the spirits. Or indeed, instead of including one list inside 
another, one could alternate them. Here are a few more examples.

This first is again drawn from The Song of the Demon. It comes at the 
start of the first part, the title of which is “In the shaman’s hut,” and I 
collected it in the Kuna village of Mulatupu, in 1982 (Severi 1997). The 
second is drawn from another Kuna song, the Mu Igala (The Way of Mu), 
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devoted to the therapy for a difficult childbirth, collected and published 
by Holmer and Wassén in 1953. Our third example comes from The 
Song of the Rock Crystal, a Kuna text discovered probably at Ustupu by 
Nordenskiöld in 1927.

 In our first example, at the start of The Song of the Demon, the text de-
scribes the shaman seated on a “golden seat” facing the sea. A storm is ap-
proaching. The trunks of the palm trees are bending in the violent wind. 
The sea is rough, the waves white with foam. Here is how the song, in its 
double pictographic (Figure 69) and oral version (as sung by the shaman, 
Enrique Gomez from Mulatupu, Panama), describes the situation:

 1.  The wind bringing harm is blowing, the shaman sits in his hut. He 
is seated on his little golden seat and looks all about him.

 2.  The wind bringing harm is whistling, the shaman sits in his hut, he 
is seated on his little golden seat and looks all about him. The wind 
bringing harm whips up eddies.

 3.  The shaman sits in his hut. He is seated on his little golden seat and 
looks all about him.

 4.  The wind bringing harm blows, whistles. The shaman sits in his 
hut. He is seated on his little golden seat and looks all about him

 5.  The trunks of the palm trees close to the sea bend in the wind. The 
shaman sits in his hut. He is seated on his little golden seat and 
looks all about him.

 6.  The palm trees close to the sea bend. The shaman sits in his hut. He 
is seated on his little golden seat and looks all about him.

 7.  The leaves of the palm trees close to the sea are changing. They are 
becoming yellow, they are as dazzling as gold. The shaman sits in 
his hut. He is seated on his little golden seat and looks all about 
him.

 8.  The leaves of the palm trees close to the sea are still. The shaman 
sits in his hut. He is seated on his little golden seat and looks all 
about him.

 9.  The leaves of the palm trees are now becoming green and blue. The 
shaman sits in his hut. He is seated on his little golden seat and 
looks all about him.

10.  The leaves of the palm trees rustle. The shaman sits in his hut. He 
is seated on his little golden seat and looks all about him.
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Figure 69. The first page of The Song of the Demon (Kuna).
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11.  The branches of the palm trees close to the sea whistle. The shaman 
sits in his hut. He is seated on his little golden seat and looks all 
about him.

12.  The branches of the palm trees close to the sea become blue and 
green. The shaman sits in his hut. He is seated on his little golden 
seat and looks all about him.

13.  The waves of the sea rise up toward the sky. The shaman sits in his 
hut. He is seated on his little golden seat and looks all about him.

14.  The waves of the sea chase one another. The shaman sits in his hut. 
He is seated on his little golden seat and looks all about him.

15.  The waves of the sea catch one another, they chase one another.
16.  The waves of the sea are chased.
17.  The waves of the sea begin to speak.
18.  The waves of the sea pursue one another.
19.  The waves of the sea become white.
20.  The waves of the sea are white now.
21.  The waves of the sea pursue one another.
22.  The waves of the sea catch one another, they have caught one 

another.
23.  The waves of the sea begin to speak.
24.  The waves of the sea become white.
25.  The waves of the sea appear in their whiteness.

If we compare this text with the corresponding plate, it immediately 
becomes clear that the shaman has translated into images only part of 
this splendid description of an approaching storm (in which the trans-
formation of the palm trees into trees “as dazzling as gold” introduces a 
theme that is dominant in much of the Kuna shamanistic tradition, the 
theme of metamorphosis). In the first series of pictograms, at the bot-
tom, on the right, we recognize the graphic transcription of part of the 
first four lines of the text, that is to say, the description of the singer sit-
ting in his hut on his ceremonial seat, attentively watching the sea. One 
might think that the shaman has, exceptionally, drawn not the variation 
in the text, but the part that we have called the verbal constant. But this 
apparent exception is probably due to the fact that it is impossible for 
the wind, which is the true subject of this passage, to be represented 
graphically. In fact, the text does then return immediately to the rule of 
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an alternation between a constant, only stated verbally, and a variant that 
is translated in the pictography. The pictogram and the verbal formula 
again swap roles: the initial passage is not repeated again in the graphic 
part and becomes the verbal formula that is constantly repeated in the 
rest of the text. From the fifth line onward, we thus return to a situa-
tion that has become familiar: a verbal formula that is not transcribed 
graphically is now associated with the translation of a list of variations 
into drawings.

From a mnemotechnical point of view, we have up to now consid-
ered cases in which the song was composed exclusively by a graphic 
formula that was independent from the text (for example, the graphic 
triangle that represents a “village of spirits”) together with a verbal for-
mula never translated into images and a variant that is transcribed in 
pictograms. Now we can see that this structure can be used in a more 
subtle manner without modifying its essential features. In this case, a 
verbal formula, introduced in the first lines of the text, is first translated 
in pictograms but is then used as a constant in the following passage. The 
technique of mental representation that directs the memorization of 
the text also makes possible a first alternation between a constant and a 
variation and between a part transcribed in drawings and a part stated 
orally. This technique may undergo further developments. Here is an 
example in an extract from the Mu Igala (Holmer and Wassén [1947] 
1953: 79–91):

79. Under the hammock of the sick woman, I put you, nelegan.39

80. Under the hammock of the sick woman, I gather you, nelegan.
81. Under the hammock of the sick woman, I raise you up, nelegan.
82. Along the extremity of Muu Puklip’s40 road the nelegan rise.
83.   The shaman summons the master-spirits of the plants. They run up 

to call for other nelegan.
84. In the east, he calls Nele Uluburwigwalele, Nele Binaisegwalele.
85. They arrive, bringing clothes that steam with blood.
86. They arrive, bringing hats that steam with blood.
87. They arrive, bringing pearls of glass that steam with blood.

39. The nelegan are the spirit assistants of the Kuna shaman.
40. The spirit that presides over the female genital function.
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88. Under the hammock of the sick woman, I place you, nelegan.
89. Under the hammock of the sick woman, I gather you, nelegan.
90. Under the hammock of the sick woman, I raise you up, nelegan.
91. At the extremity of Muu Puklip’s road they rise.

This text starts with a sequence of four statements, to which the same 
sequence of pictograms always corresponds. We should note that here 
the variation always concerns the verbs (urbiali, to put; odiali, to gather; 
odilamakali, to raise up). This variation is always transcribed for mne-
monic purposes, using different colors for the same image. An analo-
gous structure in the text corresponds to this microvariation (which is 
implicit and internal to the verbal formula). In this part of the song, this 
formula often alternates with passages in which, as in statements 84–87, 
the drawings explicitly assume their customary function of transcribing 
a variant within the text. Here, it is a matter of clothing or material, rep-
resented by flags, hats (which constitute a metaphor of spiritual power; 
see Severi 1997), and glass beads. It is also worth noting that the textual 
expression “the shaman summons the master-spirits of the plants” is al-
ways transcribed by the same image of a standing figure raising his arms 
to the sky (Figure 70).

Figure 70. Pictographic page from the Kuna song about a difficult birth.
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Among the material collected by Nordenskiöld in 1927, we find oth-
er examples of this way of proceeding. Let us consider the third example, 
from The Song of the Rock Crystal (Akwanele igar) (Nordenskiöld 1938: 
559–60). In the Kuna shamanistic tradition, rock crystals are considered 
to be clairvoyants, and shamans often include them among their spirit-
helpers. Here, as in The Way of Mu, the shaman alternates cosmological 
references to places occupied by crystals in the underground world with 
a description of the offering which rises up in smoke from the ceremo-
nial brazier: for Kuna spirits feed on the smoke provided by a variety of 
leaves (tobacco, coconuts, etc.) and derive part of their strength from 
this. This smoke that they breathe in induces a state of inebriation that 
makes them particularly powerful.

At the river’s mouth the first God placed your dwelling
Nele-nusa-Kalele, Akwalele, Kunakalele,41 I am speaking to you
[Burning] the Innakiklipa herb, I speak to you, burning the Innakikipla 
herb, I speak to you.
Burning cocoa, I speak to you, burning tobacco, I speak to you,
Burning tobacco, I speak to you, Nele-nusa-kalele, Akwalele, Kunakalele,
It is for you that the first God established shelters.
It is for you that the first god established palisades,
Nele-nusa-kalele, Akwalele, Kunakalele.

If we compare the text and the image (Figure 71), once more we 
see that the pictographic transcription always operates in accordance 
with the principle of representing variants within the verbal formu-
lae that one learns by heart. In this last case, however, instead of a list 
of names inserted into another list, we have a succession of formulae 
that alternate in the text. Finally, we should note that the same series 
of pictographic images always transcribes the same statements and so 
ends by producing, as in the Dakota Bible, a perfect visual equivalent of 
the parallelist structure that organizes the text. This last point yet again 
underlines the coherence and efficacy of pictography used for memori-
zation (Figure 72).

41. These are ritual names for the rock crystal.
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Figure 71. The Song of the Rock Crystal.

Figure 72. Parallelist schema of The Song of the Rock Crystal.



183An AmerindiAn mnemonic form

A FEW MORE AMERINDIAN CASES 

The Kuna case thus, in a very complex context, develops a number of 
fundamental features that are characteristic of the iconographies of the 
Plains Indians. To complete the present demonstration let us now see 
how the Kuna case relates to other examples of the practice of pictogra-
phy among Amerindians. Our most significant evidence comes from the 
Inuit, the Ojibwa shamanistic tradition, and the Western Apache.

As we have seen, the first discoveries and analyses of Amerindian 
pictographs took place very far away from the Kuna and in an altogether 
different context. If we read the accounts of those studies of the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century, the “graphic arts” of the Indians—as 
they were called at that time—seem very different from the cases that 
we have so far studied here. A large number of rudimentary figures are 
transcribed, one after another, often accompanied by commentaries as 
detailed as they are imprecise, which, it was then thought, were designed 
to guide the reader’s understanding of those first attempts by the “Abori-
genes of America to represent ideas graphically” (Hoffman 1898: 1). We 
have by now acquired enough familiarity with the world of pictographs 
to be able, over and above the commentaries produced by the earliest 
collectors of this evidence, to recognize indications that may lead to their 
correct interpretation.

Let us consider a first example drawn from the studies that Hoff-
man devoted to Inuit pictographs in 1895. The schema of interpretation 
that guides the presentation of the pictograms seems very simple, if not 
banal. Hoffman’s method consisted in carefully setting out numbered 
sequences of figures, as he does with this “account of a hunt” that he 
found in 1882 in the possession of the Alaskan Commercial Company 
of San Francisco (Figure 73). Hoffman adds to this numbered series of 
figures “an explanation of the figures involved,” which he attributes to his 
preferred informant, Vladimir Naomoff. Let us now read this text and 
compare it to the series of numbered figurines.

Figure 73. An account of an Inuit hunt.
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 1.  The speaker, with the right hand indicating himself and with the 
left pointing in the direction taken.

 2.  Holding a boat paddle, going by boat (Hoffman’s italics).
 3.  The speaker holding the right hand to the side of his head, to de-

note sleep, and the left elevated with one finger erect to signify one 
night.

 4.  A circle with two marks in the middle, signifying an island with 
huts upon it.

 5.  The same statement as in 1.
 6. A circle to denote another island where they touched.
 7.  Similar to 3, with an additional finger elevated, signifying two 

nights or sleeps.
 8.  The speaker with his harpoon, with the left hand making a gesture 

to denote the sea-lion.
 9. The sea-lion, which the hunter
10. Secured by shooting with bow and arrow.
11. The boat with two persons in it.
12. The winter habitation of the speaker. (Hoffman 1895: 904–905)

This series of “translations” of the Inuit signs leads Hoffman to con-
clude that the pictograms can neither transcribe nor represent a text 
coherently. To his mind, they constitute an episodic and approximate 
indication that refers vaguely to a daily occurrence such as, in the ex-
ample just seen, a hunting expedition. Seen in this way, this example of 
pictography, like hundreds of others collected by Hoffman, seems rudi-
mentary in many respects: the drawing, the type of communication, the 
signs’ relation to language, appear, in this example, no more than vaguely 
sketched in. The type of memorization that a document such as this can 
prompt seems extremely fragile, inevitably linked to a measure of good 
will on the part of whoever is addressed by the message. The latter ap-
pears to have to extend the meaning, starting from a little animal-figure, 
a rough sketch of a tree or a small hut, without being offered the techni-
cal means to fix a memory firmly. This account of an Inuit hunting expe-
dition clearly illustrates a concept of the origin of writing that was much 
favored by linguists such as Gelb and DeFrancis: here, the pictograph 
seems a shapeless, episodic, unstable, and individual kind of symbolism. 
Yet if we are willing to look more closely, we gradually discover that the 
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point of view adopted by Hoffman’s interpretation is definitely oriented 
by a set of initial prejudices. His demonstration method follows a sta-
ble schema repeated so tirelessly that it sometimes tries the patience of 
the reader. After a summary account of the purely graphic aspect of the 
drawings (what he calls their “decorative” character), he appends a text 
that he calls “an interpretation of the characters” (ibid.: 925), “the mean-
ing of the illustrations” (ibid.: 884), “a description of the drawings,” or 
even “a free translation of the pictographs.” Only much later does the 
reader discover that the interpretation of the pictographs is never based 
on the words that the Inuit themselves apply, case by case, to the draw-
ings. The fact is that Hoffman almost never interprets the pictograms on 
the basis of the mnemonic associations that they prompt in Inuit tradi-
tion. He depends on the interpretation or even the “free translation” that 
he himself has constructed. In this way, the impression created is that of 
a pictography that relates only imprecisely and in a rudimentary manner 
to the meaning that is expressed verbally.

However, the whole situation changes when Hoffman, who remains 
a researcher of great honesty, mentions, alongside his “illustration of the 
characters,” another type of document that he often calls a “dialect trans-
lation” of the pictographs. He does so in the case of the Inuit hunt that 
we have examined above. The “dialect translation” of this pictographic 
document appears not in the book that I have so far cited and that dates 
from 1895, but in an article published a few years later (Hoffman 1898) 
which is devoted to a comparison between the Inuit pictographs and 
those of other “aboriginal peoples” of America. So let us take a look at 
the English “literal translation” of Figure 73 that Hoffman set alongside 
the Inuit text:

I there (to that place) go (by boat) 
That island one sleep (night) there.
Then I go to another island
There two sleeps (nights).
I catch one then return to place mine. (Hoffman 1898: 6)

Any reader who has followed my study of the pictographs of the 
Plains Indians and also those, more complex, of the Kuna tradition will 
immediately recognize the nature of this text. Although remarkably 
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simple, it is definitely formulated in parallelist terms. Three aspects of 
this document deserve our attention: the structure of the text, that of the 
drawing, and the implied distribution between words and drawings. The 
message here seems quite unexceptional: it is a simple account of a hunt. 
But as soon as we manage to hear the voice of Hoffman’s informant 
who deciphers and comments on the drawings without his interpreta-
tion being covered over by Hoffman’s “free translation,” the structure of 
the text to which the images refer conveys a meaning of its own. Clearly, 
the narrative here develops in a purely parallelist style, where the same 
words alternate:

I there go that island, one night
I go to another island, two nights . . .

The drawing has an analogous structure in which a single figure, a 
representation of the speaker, when repeated several times, comes to 
constitute the guiding thread throughout the series. I should add that 
this double series, which is both verbal and graphic, does not effect a 
complete coincidence between the message—the hunt narrative—and 
the drawings that ought to transcribe it completely. On the contrary, 
as in the earliest examples of “Ledger Art” (such as the Five Crows 
ledger studied above), the information that the drawing provides and 
that conveyed by words coincide only partially. The simplest example 
of the additions that the images supply to the text, of which we have 
already noted many examples, is that of the hunt itself, which is rep-
resented in the drawings by the harpoon and the arrows but about 
which the text says nothing. Other details, such as the huts repre-
sented in the first line, are not mentioned at all in the “literal transla-
tion” provided by Hoffman. Finally, as is certainly obvious, in the last 
part of the series—the canoe’s return to the place where the narrator 
lives—many details (the canoe, the number of rowers, the number of 
oars, the structure of the narrator’s home .  .  .) are totally ignored in 
the oral version of the narrative provided by the informant. Typically, 
for pictography, the relation of meaning to symbolism, even in such a 
simple case, is based on a textual structure in which the information 
is distributed between what is repeated, as a verbal formula, and what 
is transcribed in images. From this we may conclude that Hoffman, 
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given his need, for evident ideological reasons, to show the incomplete 
and rudimentary nature of pictography, played down pictographical 
symbolism without analyzing its structure, thereby transforming these 
examples of Inuit pictography into what seem to be proofs of a par-
ticular concept of the origin of writing that is as erroneous as it is 
taken for granted. 

An analysis of the earliest ledgers, the pictorial autobiographies of 
the Plains Indians, and of the Kuna case, combined with a study of our 
earliest Oceanic examples, enable us, on the contrary, to understand that 
even within this elementary sequence of figurines, it is possible to iden-
tify the basic characteristics of a mnemotechnique: order and salience. 
On the one hand, an order is clearly imposed on this sequence of im-
ages for, as we have seen, the Inuit pictography is organized through an 
alternating repetition of the same figures; furthermore, the direction in 
which they should be read is clearly indicated. On the other hand, this 
way of organizing the pictographs also produces a particular salience 
since, starting with the same basic figure, one can always operate varia-
tions and so engender a new meaning, for example by modifying a hand 
gesture. I should add that this first graphic configuration is placed in a 
regular relationship with a text that possesses a structure of its own. The 
reading supplied by Vladimir Naomoff, Hoffman’s Inuit informant, is 
certainly set out in a parallelist form, which implies that a fundamental 
relationship of reciprocity is established between the stated words and 
the image.

Another example, taken from Hoffman’s work, enables us to proceed 
further with our analysis. Again, it concerns “an account of a hunt,” but 
this time it is slightly more complex (Figure 74) (Hoffman 1895: 880). 

Figure 74. An account of an Inuit hunt.
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As always, Hoffman starts by setting out his interpretation of the 
characters” (ibid.: 880–81):

1 and 2 represent deer.
3.   is the outline of a porcupine, next to which is the habitation of the 

hunter.
4. Smoke is seen issuing from the roof of the hut, while
5. at the door of the hut is the hunter’s wife with a vessel.
6. The outline of the hunter in the attitude of shooting an arrow.
7, 8, 9 are beavers.
10 to 14 are martens.
15. is a vessel, according to the interpretation given by Naomoff.
16. A land otter.
17. A bear.
18. A fox.
19. A walrus.
20. A seal.
21. A wolf.

However, in this case too, Hoffman’s honesty as an ethnographer im-
pelled him to transcribe what he calls a “literal translation,” which was 
provided by his informant (ibid.: 881–82):

I, from my place
I went hunting for skins
Martens five
Weasel one
Land otter one, I caught

Wolf one
Deer two, I killed
Beavers three
Porcupine one, I caught none.

Seal, I caught none
Walrus, I caught none
Fox, I caught none
Bear, I caught none.
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In this brief “account of a hunt,” in which we immediately recognize 
alternating repetitions and variations, the distribution of the meaning be-
tween the words pronounced and the drawings is even closer than what we 
have seen in the most simple Kuna examples. The list of prey is, in effect, 
just a list of animal names that the pictographic text regularly transcribes 
as a variant to the oral text. Here too, the text is composed of repeated 
verbal formulae. We recognize the type of relationship between the con-
stant and the variant that we have already found in numerous examples. 
But in this “account of a hunt” there is something else too. The images 
do not transcribe only variants to the formulations of the text; they also 
enrich the meaning. As Hoffman writes, transcribing the words of his 
informant: “[T]he animals are all indicated; those with the heads turned 
toward the hunter were secured, while those with their heads turned away 
from him were observed, but not secured by him” (ibid.: 881).

 It is not hard to recognize the structure of one of the first Kuna 
examples that we have studied above: the plate found by Nordenskiöld, 
in which a horizon line drawn on the representation of a list of names 
concerned spirits that took their places on the moon canoe. This enabled 
us to distinguish between three classes of spirits: those of the sky, those 
of the earth, and those that moved in both dimensions (see Figure 63). 
There too, a simple graphic intervention, an inversion of the image, con-
stituted an elementary but effective way to establish a visual commen-
tary and thereby to formulate new information about an ordered series 
of images. We may conclude from this that, despite their differences in 
graphic style and the great cultural distance between them, the picto-
graphic systems practiced by the Plains Indians, the Inuit iconography, 
and the Kuna pictographic tradition all obey common criteria from the 
point of view of the mental operations implied by the drawings.

Similar conclusions are prompted by other Amerindian cases. At the 
end of his study of Inuit (Eskimo) graphic art, Hoffman writes: 

Although the Eskimo are extremely superstitious, and numbers of them 
are recognized shamans of ability, yet there seems to be a general scarcity 
of pictographic matter pertaining thereto. This is strange, too, as among 
some peoples the records are almost entirely devoted to shamanistic cer-
emonies, and in several instances, as among the Ojibwa, the mnemonic 
and hunting records—all shamanistic—are the only relics of pictography 
at this day. (Hoffman 1895: 912)
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Following on from the Plains Indians, our sources thus lead us in the 
direction of the peoples of northeastern America. They suggest that, in 
parallel to the “autobiographical” tradition linked with a warrior figure, 
northern America, too, was familiar with a pictographic tradition linked 
with shamanism. For a long time, these documents, to which Hoffman 
devoted an impressive study, seemed obscure and hard to understand. But 
if we return to this shamanistic material that Hoffman himself associates 
with the Inuit findings, we are bound to see that much of the documents’ 
obscurity was his own creation. His working method, even on this new 
material, did not change. In the detailed descriptions produced in 1891 
of the Mnemonic Songs used by the initiatory Midewiwin Ojibwa society, 
long sequences of “elementary” drawings are followed by the ethnologist’s 
own “interpretations of the characters.” All that is different here is that this 
interpretation is sometimes given in the original Ojibwa language, which 
inevitably suggests to the reader that this is an actual transcription that the 
Indians spontaneously associated with the drawings. But nothing could be 
further from the truth: the text that corresponded to the pictograms of the 
shamanistic song has, in this case, been irremediably lost; replacing it, we 
find a commentary that is full of gaps and is quite imprecise. As Hoffman 
sees it, this is just an inevitable simplification of ritual texts which, as he 
notes with a certain impatience, for the most part consist “purely and sim-
ply” of repetitions: “The greater number of the songs are mere repetitions 
of short phrases, and frequently but single words . . . repeated ad libitum in 
direct proportion to the degree of inspiration which the singer imagines 
himself to have attained” (Hoffman [1891] 1975: 192).

We are already familiar with the meaning of these verbal repetitions, 
which, here as elsewhere, are a feature of the parallelist technique of Am-
erindian ritual songs. But in the case of the Ojibwa songs it is actually 
Hoffman’s own honesty as an ethnographer that enables us to use the pic-
tographic evidence that he collected the better to refute his ideas. In the 
long work that he devoted to the Ojibwa initiatory societies, Hoffman, as 
in his essay on the Inuit, sometimes draws a distinction between what he 
calls “an interpretation of the characters” and the Ojibwa text “as it is sung 
by the Indians.” He adds that in this case he is recording “the phraseology 
of the text, as the Indians sing it.” Then he adds a transcription of the mu-
sic. All that, for us, remains to be done is to look again at some of his text 
transcriptions linked with the music in order to see that what we have 
here is a mnemotechnic strategy that establishes a relationship between 
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the drawing and the uttered text—a strategy with which we are by now 
familiar. For example, a first hint of the interdependency between the 
two registers, which is less commonplace than Hoffman’s interpretation 
suggests, emerges when we come upon a pictographic text that sets up a 
correspondence between, on the one hand, the following two utterances:

I give you medicine, and a lodge, also
I am flying to my lodge,

both of which start with the word “I,” and, on the other, two picto-
grams (Figures 75a and 75b) that correspond to two different animals. 
These drawings represent two distinct incarnations of the original spirit 
(Manído) who is evoked by the text. It is clear that in this case the pic-
togram indicates a change in the speaker, about which the verbal text 
says nothing.42 An analogous situation is detectable in another exam-
ple, in which the verbal interpretation of the pictogram that we see in 
Figure 75c—“My Migis spirit, that is why I am stronger than you”—
makes no mention of the fact, recorded in visual terms, that there are 
three signs of the presence of Migis spirits (which penetrate the body of 
the initiate in order to give him strength).

Figure 75. Ojibwa pictographs: bear, thunder-bird, and a pictographic 
indication, absent from the chanted text, of the intervention of spirits.

42. It is nevertheless worth noting that the word “bear” appears in the Ojibwa 
text (ma’kwin) (see Piggott and Grafstein 1983).



192 THE CHIMERA PRINCIPLE

This distribution of the meaning between the drawings and the words 
ritually spoken becomes particularly noticeable when a literal transla-
tion (accompanied by a melody picked up on a pentagram) follows the 
graphic representation of the pictograms. It describes a phase in the ini-
tiation into the Ojibwa Mide Wiwin society. In this phase, the initiation 
candidate, whose ritual action establishes a relationship with the spirits 
of the initiated (here given material expression by a metaphorical meal 
shared in the hut where the ritual is celebrated), is symbolized by the im-
age of a “plate” surrounded by the arms of the spirits (Figure 76a).

Figure 76. Ojibwa pictographs: (a) the symbol of the initiate, (b) arm, (c) the 
Manído-bear.

In the next part of the ritual song, the pictogram reflects the young 
candidate’s identification with the ritual plate itself. If we follow what 
Hoffman calls “an explanation of the graphic characters,” the correspond-
ence seems immediate. For the following commentary corresponds to 
Figure 76a: “My plate, at midday I prepare my plate” (Hoffman [1891] 
1975: 267). However, if we compare the pictogram with the song “as 
sung by the Indians,” we find that the metaphorical plate that represents 
the candidate is inserted into a very precise parallelist structure that or-
ganizes the text. In this context, the repetition of an isolated name is not 
senseless but instead corresponds to an intentional elaboration of the 
text. The drawing, as in other Kuna examples (for example, the one in 
The Song of the Demon), seems here to refer only to the repeated part of 
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the text, even if it already includes a redundant character, given that it 
identifies the speaker with the candidate for initiation who is engaged 
in the process of turning himself ritually into a spirit. However, the text, 
precisely, makes no mention of that transformation. Nevertheless, in the 
next part of the initiatory song we rediscover the structure that we have 
identified in our Kuna pictographs, since the graphic transcription of the 
variant returns regularly. The two pictograms 76b and 76c are what the 
identical verbal formulae in the text refer to.

I am a spirit (Manído)
I am a spirit
I am a spirit
I am a spirit, my body is made of fire

I am a spirit (Manído)
I am a spirit
I am a spirit
I am a spirit, my body is made of fire

One difference, only, separates those two formulae: the identity of 
the locutor. He is represented, the first time, by one of the hands that 
hold the ritual plate in Figure 76a; the second time by a bear standing 
in the wigwam (the ceremonial hut) in which the ritual is celebrated. 
Here again the pictogram transcribes the variation in the text (namely, 
the identity of the “supernatural” locutor)—a variation that Hoffman 
regarded as simply “a useless repetition” (ibid.: 266). We can now see 
clearly that here, as in the Kuna and the Inuit cases, the function of 
the pictogram is not only to transcribe the text, but also to enrich its 
meaning.

If we bear in mind the facts that the original of the initiatory docu-
ment known as the Ojibwa Mnemonic Songs, which Hoffman collected, 
was already in use in Thousand Lakes (Minnesota) in 1825 and that, 
as Hoffman added (ibid.: 259), in that case it already took the form of 
a copy of an earlier document, we can form a clear idea of longevity 
possessed by a graphic code founded on the bases designed to activate 
memory that have been described so far. Hoffman’s idea of a “fragile” 
pictographic symbolism constituted by inadequate attempts to represent 
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elementary ideas graphically thus seems singularly weak in the light of 
the above analysis of this type of document.

In 1906, a young Apache in the West, by the name of Silas John, had 
a vision. John, like other young Apaches, had long yearned for such an 
experience. So he had followed the procedure designed for any young 
warrior who aspired to become a shaman. Up to a point this involved a 
customary training that included taking drugs and long periods of living 
alone in the forests. John naturally also followed the teaching of an expe-
rienced shaman, in his case his own father. As was traditionally expected, 
this apprenticeship of shamanistic learning led to a “direct” experience of 
the supernatural world.

However, there was also an exceptional aspect to John’s vision, and it 
immediately became well known in the Apache villages of San Carlos 
and then in all the Apache reserves from White Mountain right across 
to Mescalero and Jicarilla. On his return from his experience, John told 
how the supernatural spirit with whom he entered into contact did more 
than just teach him a few ritual songs designed to cure a number of ill-
nesses, as he did other young men aspiring to become shamans. He also 
revealed to him an “alphabet” that enabled him to transcribe those songs 
and fix them in his memory. The last chapter of the present book will dis-
cuss at length Silas John’s shamanistic apprenticeship, which constituted 
an altogether exemplary experience and was to engender one of the most 
intense and violent messianic movements among the indigenous peoples 
of North America. For now, though, let us take a preliminary look at his 
strange invention—produced, he claimed, in a dream of a pictography 
linked to a collection of ritual songs. John’s invention and the path fol-
lowed by his imagination are, in fact, very close to the pictographic tradi-
tions of other American peoples that we have already examined.

Naturally, that certainly does not mean that the figures and the basic 
elements of this dreamed pictography resemble the pictographs that we 
have seen used among the Inuit, the Ojibwa, the Lakota, and the Kuna. 
If the analyses already carried out teach us anything from the point of 
view of method, it is precisely that the nature of a pictographic system is 
by no means determined by the graphic style of the drawings, but rather 
by the type of relationship established between, on the one hand, the 
structure of a text regularly declaimed in a parallelist mode and, on the 
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other, the intervention of pictograms that convey a mnemonic trace of 
the words to be spoken. A comparison between different pictographic 
systems should therefore be organized around an analysis of the rela-
tionship that they set up between the visual and the verbal registers. In 
every case that we have managed to analyze, that relationship is inde-
pendent from the iconographic style.

Within these traditions, the graphic style may be realistic or conven-
tional, or, in some cases, may even include a number of characters bor-
rowed from Western alphabetic writing. But these variations in no way 
modify the structure of the distribution of meaning between the visual 
and the verbal, which seems to characterize the exercise of pictography. 
The morphology upon which the comparative analyses carried out here 
are founded is based on an analysis of relations, not on a comparison of 
elementary graphic forms, such as a Carl Schuster might have envisaged. 
As is stated in Chapter 1, the perspective that I have chosen leads to a 
study of the mental operations implied by the establishment of those 
relations rather than to the evolution of any particular graphic character. 
Adopting this perspective, let us now consider the structure of one of the 
“prayers” that Silas John claims to have learnt in a dream (Figure 77):

Figure 77. Pictographic transcription of Silas John’s prayer.

1. THE EARTH when it was created for the first time
2. THE SKY when it was created for first time
3. At the centre, when everything began
4. The SACRED POLLEN of God
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5. A CROSS of SACRED POLLEN
6. The SACRED POLLEN, alive
7. A CROSS of SACRED POLLEN breathes in all four directions
8. THE SACRED POLLEN of God is alive
9. My POLLEN, my SACRED POLLEN
[. . .]

The selective, redundant, and parallelist relation between text and im-
age, which is typical of Amerindian pictography, is clearly present in this 
document. The dream of the young Apache prophet undeniably observes 
the rules of a tradition that spread throughout a vast region of America, 
ranging from the Alaska of the Inuit as far as the Darién of Panama. As 
for a formal analysis of the symbolism that he used to fix these ritual 
songs in his memory, Silas John’s visions testify to a strict respect for the 
Amerindian pictographic tradition.

PICTOGRAPHY AND MNEMONIC REPRESENTATION

In conclusion, let us note a number of essential points in our analysis. 
Over and above the variations that may characterize particular local tra-
ditions, the principles that direct the exercise of pictography in a number 
of Amerindian cultures have clearly emerged. A narrative theme (a jour-
ney, a scene of meditation close to the sea, a dialogue between spirits, a 
warrior expedition or an account of a hunt . . .) is expressed in a song, 
initially through the imposition of an order of words that always follows 
a parallelist structure. This order transforms a narrative sequence into an 
alternation between formulae that are constantly repeated and a series 
of variations that are introduced one after another. Within this block 
of words organized in a mnemonic form, several examples of which we 
have noted, the function of a pictographic image is to confer salience 
upon the variations. A pictogram thus makes it possible to memorize 
lists of names that may be very long. Order and salience, the two princi-
ples that we have noticed shaping the earliest representations of lists of 
names in the Sepik cultures of New Guinea, are thus also at work, albeit 
in a different manner, in Amerindian pictography.



197An AmerindiAn mnemonic form

This pictography is an iconic tradition (in some cases more complex 
than the Sepik totemic lists of names) in which an image has the power 
to fix in one’s memory actual texts that may, as in the Kuna case, become 
very long, at the same time acquiring a great poetic richness. Such a 
result is the fruit of an altogether unexpected evolution in the history of 
writing. Out of an early basic iconography of prehistoric origin,43 linked 
with ritual actions and shamanistic visions, examples of which have been 
noted in rock art, there developed in America a coherent and virtually 
closed symbolism. Within this system, the problem of representing a 
name (which, as we have seen, likewise arose in Oceania) received a spe-
cific solution that emerged in parallel to an indication of a number of 
temporal features, for example through a succession of marks that might 
precede or follow an image.

At the heart of the “biographical style,” instances of which are first to 
be found in rock art and, later, in the decoration of deer and bison pelts 
(ad 1600–1800, according to Keyser), this symbolism was linked—par-
ticularly among the Plains Indians—to a specific kind of ritual speech 
that consisted of narratives describing the exploits of hunters or warriors.

At the heart of this iconographic tradition there emerged a new way 
of presenting ordered sequences of figures, for example by setting up 
an opposition between the right and the left on a flat surface (as in the 
Cheyenne case), or a spiral organization (among the Flathead Indi-
ans, as can be seen from a section of the Five Crows ledger), or even a 
purely linear sequence. In many documents, particularly those that re-
flect a remarkable evolution in graphic style, such as the Dakota Bible, 
this sequential organization corresponds to a mnemonic codification 
of a parallelist type. In this way there developed the style composed of 
varied sequences of figure-schemes that characterizes many documents 
of the so-called “late” period of American pictography. These early de-
velopments unfolded entirely within the context of great shamanistic 
traditions, for example that of the Kuna, in which the relation between 
pictography and parallelism gave birth to a veritable literature based on 
the form of ritual song.

By studying a number of ethnographic cases, it is thus possible to 
detect the emergence of a new model of interpretation. Seen in this new 

43. That is, dating from American prehistory (ad 1000–1300).
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perspective, the pictographies of the Native Americans can no longer be 
interpreted as what they are not, that is to say, as arbitrary drawings or 
even phonetic writings. I have tried to identify the nature of this symbol-
ism by, on the one hand, studying the “Ledger Art” tradition and, on the 
other, by analyzing practices that can be observed, in the field, in an Am-
erindian tradition. I have also compared this system of representations, 
particularly where the mental operations that they imply are concerned, 
with the principles that direct more simple systems of mnemonic images, 
such as those we have studied in the Sepik region.

We may conclude that the social memory of an Amerindian tradition 
is founded neither on a practice analogous to alphabetic writing, nor on 
a tradition vaguely defined as “oral.” Rather, it is based on a figurative 
mnemotechnique the essential nature of which may be identified in the 
relation established between a relatively stable iconography and a rigor-
ously structured use of ritual speech, that is to say, between memoriza-
tion and an iconography organized in a parallelist form. As Amerindian 
pictography appears from this ethnographic study, it is certainly not an 
unfulfilled harbinger of alphabetic writing. On the contrary, it is a par-
ticularly subtle and sophisticated art of memory. To put that more pre-
cisely, pictograms translate the figurative part of a mnemotechnique that 
essentially stems, albeit upon new bases, from the two criteria that orient 
the mental representation of the graphic transcription of the lists of to-
temic names that characterize Sepik societies: salience and order are here 
inserted into a context of complexities that are different but comparable.

Amerindian pictographs, the unexpected extension, logical coher-
ence, and even unforeseen beauty of which we have assessed for the first 
time, no longer appear as incomplete attempts to invent a writing, but 
now provide us with the key to a new understanding of the social prac-
tices linked with memory and the construction of a tradition that is both 
“oral” and iconographic. 



chapter 3

Memory, projection, belief
Or, the metamorphoses of the locutor

Native American pictography is not a rudimentary, individual, or arbi-
trary system of writing. It is the graphic part of a memory technique: 
parallelism. It can represent a text by reflecting its structure. In the docu-
ments that we have analyzed, the parallelist structure of the text, com-
posed of variants and constants, always corresponds to a clear distinction 
between the pictograms, which translate the variations in the text, and 
the words, which are not represented by an image. The visual register of-
fers no support at all to the part of the text that is made up by constant 
verbal formulae. Seen from this point of view, the pictography may ap-
pear to us as a schema of parallelist organization transferred into the 
domain of images. This schema organizes images in a way that echoes 
the way in which words are organized in the text. The mnemotechnical 
character and efficacy of this technique for organizing words and images 
have by now been demonstrated.

All the same, every technique for remembering is also a technique 
of the imagination, and that is certainly the case of the pictography of 
Native Americans. This means that the pictography possesses a form 
that is typical of an art of memory and implies an association between 
two kinds of phenomena: on the one hand, the fixing of a mnemonic 
trace, together with the classification and chains of inferences that it 
implies, and, on the other hand, a process involving evocation, ideation, 
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and also poetic imagination. Even as it fixes upon a specific word cho-
sen from an order established by the oral tradition, a pictogram always 
makes it possible to add details or visual variations that are provided by 
the image and that enrich the information.

This balance between freedom and coherence that is characteristic of 
pictography no doubt depends on the fact that, at a deeper level, there is 
a parallelist cognitive organizing force at work, directing the very exercise 
of memory. This is an organizing technique that leads one to manipulate 
linguistic features and iconic features in the same fashion, like pieces in 
a mosaic. It may articulate them in ways that differ, but those modalities 
are always ruled by a common logic. At this juncture, a first point needs 
to be made: the song-form transcribed in pictograms in American tradi-
tions is not primarily based on sequential developments in a narrative. 
It does not depend upon the interplay peculiar to a narrative style that 
consists in setting up an expectation in the mind of the listener, progres-
sively working toward its resolution, and finally fulfilling it. Instead, the 
form of a ritual song depends on a parallelist organization of the mental 
representation itself. This iconic manner of representing words proceeds 
in a series of parallels. The particular way of accompanying a text by 
conjuring up images, which is typical of narration, does remain present. 
But whereas within the framework of a narrative it conjured up mental 
images, in the transcription of a ritual song into pictograms that process 
is objectivized in real images transcribed on to a material backing and in 
accordance with a preestablished code. A mnemonic representation, as a 
purely mental process, is thus very close to this graphic technique.

It is also necessary to point out that, like anything to do with mem-
ory, this process does not solely concern the acquisition of a mechanical 
ability to nail down information on to a passive background of “memo-
ries.” It also involves a mental reconstruction that is a feature of any 
endeavor of evocation and hence of the very exercise of thinking or of 
mental representation. All the theoretical, experimental, and historical 
literature devoted to memory stresses the link that connects inference 
and the work of evocation. Seen in this perspective, mental parallelism 
can thus become not only a way of preserving the structure of a text, but 
also a means of deducing from a text and later representing and applying 
to other contexts concepts and schemas of organization or even creatures 
that are typical of the world that one wishes to represent.



201MeMory, projection, belief

If we now return to the Kuna example, we shall find that the sha-
manistic songs are not just composed of sequences of words organized 
in a parallelist way. They are also peopled by creatures which, thanks 
to the parallelist handling, are composed of heterogeneous features. 
Through one’s growing familiarity with the songs, these creatures come 
to play an active part in both memories and thoughts. To put that an-
other way, these songs, which generally represent journeys in an in-
visible dimension of the world, are peopled with chimeras. The most 
simple example is the Celestial Jaguar, a veritable Kuna version of the 
Greek model of a chimera: a bird that roars like a jaguar and a jaguar 
that sings like a bird, an inextricable mosaic figure produced by shift-
ing into the field of ontological imagining the technique of organizing 
the groups of words that a shaman’s pupil learns in order to memorize 
ritual texts. In my book (Severi 1993c), I made a study of this figure 
from Kuna mythology. Right now, suffice it to recall just one passage 
from The Song of the Demon, namely the description of the “village of 
darkness,” where, in the middle of a violent storm, “the celestial jaguars” 
make an appearance.

The village is covered by clouds, the village is invaded by fog, in the vil-
lage rivers form, the village resounds with the noise of falling rain, the 
village is full of puddles of water, over there, in the dark village.
The jaguars of the sky appear in the air, the jaguars of the sky hang there 
in the sky, crying out swa-swa.
This part of the village resounds, the village resounds (with their cry), the 
village can be heard from afar.
From end to end in the village, the Golden Disk descends; suspended 
from a-cord-to-accompany-the-dead, the Golden Disk descends: over 
there, in the village.1

1. The Golden Disk is one of the ritual names of the Jaguar of the Sky. The 
name refers to the jaguar’s identification with the sun. As for the cord men-
tioned here in the shaman’s song, this is the kwilogar, the cord that the 
Kuna place upon the bodies of the dead before their burial. It is said to 
accompany the body on its voyage in the subterranean world.
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The teeth of the Jaguar of the Sky are red, they are the color of mageb,2 
the blue Golden Disk descends over there, in the dark village.
Hanging from an umbilical cord, the bird cries out, hanging from an 
umbilical cord, just like a jaguar, the bird is crying out.
The jaguar sings like a bird, its teeth are the color of mageb, its claws are 
the color of mageb.
Over there, where the dark village is to be found, the village resounds, 
the village trembles; from far away, one can hear it, over there, where the 
dark village is to be found. (Cited in Severi 1993c: 127–28)

In this passage, the process of transformation that turns the jaguar 
into a creature with the voice of a bird is constructed according to 
a parallelist model. So we may conclude that the term “parallelism” 
has two meanings: a straightforward one that designates a technique 
that enables one to organize a text and learn it by heart; and a less 
commonplace meaning that leads one to detect, at the very heart of 
this memorizing technique, a way of orienting the imagination. To be 
more precise, this is a process, probably inherent in the very exercise 
of the spoken word (whether within the framework of a narrative or 
within that of a ritual discourse), which establishes what might be 
called a link through a mental image between the locutors and their 
listeners. It is also worth noting that through the introduction of a 
chimera (which, through its surprising or counterintuitive character, 
becomes the salient point in the mnemonic sequence, thereby assum-
ing the functions of a veritable imago agens), a first link (elementary 
but crucial) is established between perception and memory at the 
heart of this practice.

The technique of a parallelist use of memory thus implies the con-
struction of cosmological schemas of order and even of traditional fig-
ures represented and learnt in accordance with this form. In the course 
of learning a Kuna song, one learns not only a technique but also a cos-
mology. A mnemonic form thus becomes the starting point for a specific 
style of representation. So far we have focused our attention upon one 

2. This is a dark red color, composed of Bixa irellana, which both Kuna men 
and Kuna women use as make-up.
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single aspect of the exercise of memory that is typical of ritual parallel-
ism: namely, the codification of texts, a codification that now seems far 
more effective and solid than a mistaken view might have suggested. But 
the time has come to explore another aspect of memory that implies not 
only the evocation of certain texts but also the margins of variation al-
lowed by the parallelist technique, and even, as we shall see, a purposeful 
creation of new images.

In a series of studies devoted to the relation between social memory 
and history, Krzysztof Pomian has produced a very clear description of 
the traditional concept of the kind of social memory that is characteris-
tic of so-called “oral” societies. For him, in a society where only an oral 
tradition exists, “memory is always the memory of a specific individual” 
(Pomian 1999: 270). It is only with the invention of writing “that the full 
objectivation of the contents of social memory becomes possible” (ibid.: 
280).3 Anthropologists have objected in various ways to this conception, 
which is, nevertheless, still widely accepted among certain historians and 
specialists in the social sciences. One of the most frequent arguments 
opposed to this point of view runs as follows: if the social memory of 
these societies was so exposed to the arbitrary will of individuals, we 
should expect to find the category of common knowledge in so-called 
“oral” societies in a state of constant instability and disorder. However, 
it has been shown many times that that is by no means the case. On 
the contrary, fieldwork has revealed very clearly that the transmission of 
common knowledge in oral societies is never left in the hands of a single 
person. What makes an individual representation part of a tradition is, 
above all, the form in which that representation is expressed. Shared 
knowledge is everywhere transmitted following preestablished forms. 
One of those forms consists in narration itself, or rather a group of sto-
ries arranged in sequences or genres endlessly revised and repeatedly told 
from one generation to another. Furthermore, although they are subject 
to a constant process of variation, these stories are, almost without ex-
ception, based upon a limited number of exemplary narrative schemas: 
typical sequences and characteristic models and styles that even Jack 
Goody (1987), an author always attentive to the variation and instability 

3. However, it should be noted that Pomian’s idea of historical memory is far 
more complex and should certainly not be reduced to this aspect.
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of oral knowledge, has recognized as being “typical scenarios” or “plots” 
in African oral traditions. In the course of time, it is not the stories as 
such but rather these “typical scenarios” that acquire a certain stability. 
In this way they preserve both a relative liberty for the narrator and 
also the general identity of a tradition. From Vladimir Propp ([1946] 
1983) down to the present day, specialists have shown, for instance, that 
a number of structures of this type are characteristic of European folk-
lore. These “typical fables,” which always, to a certain extent, tolerate in-
dividual variations, are neither unstable nor reducible purely to decisions 
made by a narrator. On the contrary, one of the particular characteristics 
of these stories is, precisely, that they remain relatively independent of 
the identity of the narrator. From the whole body of stories preserved 
in the folklore tradition, a story can be told by anyone without losing 
its character or impact. One can trust or distrust this particular way of 
transmitting common knowledge, but it is indisputable that a certain 
form of cultural memory, that is, one that is independent of any indi-
vidual will, is operating in this domain.

All the same, even if we can rebut such objections where narrative tradi-
tions are concerned, that task certainly becomes more difficult when com-
mon knowledge is not formulated in narrative terms. What happens when 
a tradition is expressed in the form of ritual recitations? The situation that 
we have so far been analyzing seems closer to that described by Pomian. It 
is well known that in ritual ceremonies, and in particular within the frame-
work of a ritual use of language as it is expressed in shamanistic songs, 
individual improvisation may play an important role. In this respect, the 
Amerindian tradition of shamanistic songs implies many different kinds 
of situations. A tradition may, of course, as in the case of the Kuna (Severi 
and Gomez 1983) or the Zuni case, imply a recitation of extremely long 
texts learnt by heart. However, the memory of a song may likewise, among 
Native Americans, imply a relatively free use of a small group of esoteric 
metaphors. That is generally the situation with Amazonian traditions (in 
particular, Yaminahua, Arawete, Parakana, etc.) (Viveiros de Castro 1989; 
Townsley 1993; Fausto [2001] 2012). In other cases, it seems that the reci-
tation of a song may be reduced to the emission of meaningless sounds, for 
instance among the Guajiros of Venezuela (Perrin 1976).

However that may be, it is clear that in all these shamanistic tradi-
tions, narrative forms are quite rare. Even when present, they do not 
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seem to constitute an essential element in the elaboration of traditional 
knowledge, for this seems, in general, to follow what we have called a 
“song-form.” So how should we describe a model of cultural memory 
that characterizes the transmission of common knowledge in these tra-
ditions? How should we describe the process through which a certain 
number of representations are preserved in time and are perceived as 
being part of the tradition? How should we respond to the perplexity 
expressed by Pomian when faced with an oral transmission that seems 
to obey no rule and to be entirely dependent on the will of a single 
individual?

As in the case of European folklore, an initial response can be based 
on empirical factors. Even when a measure of improvisation is present, an 
Amerindian shamanistic song always results from learning a particular 
utterance technique, of which parallelism is but one example. In almost 
all Amerindian shamanistic traditions, improvisation is, in truth, but one 
of the rules that apply to ritual recitation. Many ethnographers have de-
scribed the recitation of ritual songs in which a certain balance is always 
maintained between, on the one hand, what is subject to variations and, 
on the other, a number of passages in the text (which one might, in an 
analogy with vision, call the foci of ritual recitation) in which improvisa-
tion plays a minor role. In cases of this kind, which are frequently attest-
ed in Amazonia, learning a shamanistic song does not necessarily imply 
learning by heart all the details of a fixed text. But it does always imply 
learning a particular technique, typical of recitation, that may range from 
simply working on one’s breathing and modulating one’s voice, which 
needs to sound somewhat different from in daily conversation, to mas-
tering a specific linguistic form that guides the singer-shaman in the 
formulation of a sequence of verbal images based on alternating fixed 
formulae and variations. As Graham Townsley has explained in connec-
tion with the Yaminahua of Peruvian Amazonia: “Learning to be a sha-
man is learning to sing, to intone the powerful chant rhythms, to care-
fully thread together verbal images couched in the abstruse metaphorical 
language of shamanic songs, and follow them” (Townsley 1993: 457).

A number of forms of ritual recitation (alternating dialogues, the 
enumeration of lists, the use of animal onomatopoeia, etc.), all of which 
are linked to parallelism, are widespread in Amerindian shamanistic tra-
ditions. However, it is not the use of one particular linguistic form that 
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turns them into specifically ritual contexts of communication. As Albert 
B. Lord’s remarkable research on Serbo-Croatian narrative traditions 
has long since shown, the citation of dialogues, the singing technique, 
and parallelist structures may themselves be used in nonritual contexts. 
So there is no reason to consider these techniques to be inherent in or 
constitutive of the ritual communication that characterizes shamanistic 
traditions throughout America.

For there is another reason why these traditions are never left to 
chance and cannot depend on the arbitrary will of any individual: they 
are shaped by the particular context of ritual interaction and communi-
cation, which, by virtue of its formal characteristics as well as its content, 
is always considered distinct from ordinary daily communication. For an 
Amerindian shaman, “singing” always signifies to perform an action, not 
to narrate a story. All shamanistic power, whether aimed at therapy or at 
pathogenic aggression, is founded upon the idea that, through a specific 
transformation of the “normal” use of language—what in native language 
may be called the use of a “twisted language” (Yaminahua) or “raising his 
words right” (Zuni)—the shaman becomes able to understand, see, and 
name the things of the world in an exceptional fashion. The simple fact, 
attested virtually everywhere, that the recitations are hardly ever fully 
understood by nonspecialists is enough to show that the type of com-
munication that these traditions employ is not at all the same as ordinary 
communication. Of course, in order to understand its nature it is not 
enough simply to declare that a “special form of speech” is used in such 
cases or simply to note that shamanistic songs “are almost totally incom-
prehensible” because they are addressed to “non-human yoshi [spirits],” 
as Townsley, for instance, does (ibid.: 459). Nor can we depend upon 
some fine description of the metaphorical language used by the shaman 
in order to formulate an adequate definition of the specific formal con-
text that confers upon the ritual communication its internal coherence. 
In order to understand the bases upon which this type of memory is 
founded, we shall have to pose some new questions. How is this specific 
context of communication constructed? Under what conditions does it 
operate? How does it influence or modify ordinary forms of communi-
cation? Until we find satisfactory answers to these questions, we shall not 
discover a good solution to the problem of the individuality of memory 
posed by Krzysztof Pomian. In order truly to understand what particular 
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kind of cultural memory operates in such a context, we need not only to 
describe the linguistic forms used in the shamanistic song, but also to 
propose in formal terms an interpretation of the relational context that 
characterizes ritual communication in such cases.

A COMPLEx LOCUTOR

In a book devoted to the study of ritual action, Naven or the other self 
(Houseman and Severi 1998), Michael Houseman and I claimed that one 
of the crucial features of ritual communication lies in the way in which, 
through the establishment of a particular form of symbolic interaction, a 
specific identity for the participants is constructed. In the example that 
we analyzed, the Naven, a transvestite ritual celebrated among the Iatmul 
of New Guinea (already discussed above, in Chapter 1), our study of the 
interaction of a maternal uncle, who acts as a mother and a wife, in relation 
to a sister’s son, who acts as a son and a husband, led us to examine a series 
of rituals involving larger and larger social groups, where the competition 
between men of the maternal side and women on the paternal side of Ego 
played a central role. One of our conclusions was that the identity of each 
of the participants is constructed, in the ritual context, from a series of 
contradictory connotations. For example, in that context one person will 
simultaneously assume the roles of mother and of son, another assumes 
the roles of sister’s son and wife, and so on. The process of symbolic trans-
formation realized through the ritual action, which we called a “ritual 
condensation,” gives to the context of the communication a particular 
form that distinguishes it from the ordinary interactions of daily life. 

 My study of Native American shamanistic traditions and of the par-
ticular type of memory that they imply prompts me to extend that ap-
proach, which, hitherto, has been based almost entirely on an analysis of 
actions. So now I shall examine ritual situations in which action seems to 
play a minor role and is replaced by a special use of language. There can 
be no doubt that Amerindian shamanism also implies not only a par-
ticular utterance technique (ranging from a familiarity with collections 
of metaphors to mastery of a certain way of singing) but also a particular 
kind of transformation of the identity of the singer. He or, more rarely, 
she is never regarded as similar to everybody else. Through what he/she 
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does, he/she becomes a kind of representative of the tradition—what 
one might call an “I-memory,” rather than an ordinary individual. So the 
question that we shall be attempting to resolve will be: How, in this new 
context in which the only “ritual action” seems reduced to the utterance 
of a song, is it possible to bring about the identity-transformation that 
characterizes ritual interaction and to establish the specific context of 
communication on which this depends? 

In the anthropological study of symbolism, great attention has been 
paid to the various ways in which language, in the course of the celebra-
tion of a ritual, transforms the participant’s vision of the world, thereby 
constructing a universe of truth of its own. One typical way of obtain-
ing this result, in Amerindian shamanism, consists in establishing a 
metaphorical link or a collection of mystical relations between ritual 
objects and living beings. The Celestial Jaguar in the song about mad-
ness, which managed to bring together in a single being cords used for 
funerary purposes, birds’ voices, paintings to decorate faces, and ritual 
representations of the sun, provides one illustration of this way of pro-
ceeding. Another example is to be found in The Way of Mu, the Kuna 
song devoted to the therapy of difficult childbirth (Holmer and Wassén 
[1947] 1953). In this song, the child due to emerge from the mother’s 
body is gradually transformed into a hybrid being with a number of 
heterogeneous features, which the text eventually, at the end of a long 
development, ends up calling “the bead from which blood drips.” Let 
us briefly pick out the phases within the text that lead to this definition 
of the child. Throughout the first part of the text, the mother’s body is 
gradually changed into a tree. After giving a very realistic description of 
the birthing scene and the mother’s suffering, the song begins to refer 
to “the roots of the mother’s body”:

Your stems grow.
In the pure golden stratum of the earth . . . your root supports you. . . .
As far as the golden stratum of earth your root stands firmly planted.
The animals climb every single one of (your) spotted branches, every 
single one of your spotted branches emits juices, they drip all like blood.
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This description is followed by a passage in which the suffering body of 
the patient is represented as a tree the branches of which bend in the 
wild blast of a stormy wind.

When the north wind blows through you
Your branches bend down with the wind . .  . they are inclining in the 
wind. . . .

Toward the East your silver branches are spreading .  .  .  . (Cited in 
Holmer and Wassén [1947] 1953: 56–57, ll. 184–88)4

From this point on, the shaman-singer begins to refer, on the one hand, 
to the mother as a “bleeding tree” and, on the other, to the child as the 
“fruit” that is “coming out” from the tree. The shaman sings:

Every single one of your spotted branches
emits juices, they drip all like blood. (Cited in Holmer and Wassén 
[1947] 1953: l. 184)

This series of transformations (itself founded upon a double analogy 
between the body of the mother and the tree and also between the child 
and the fruit) is here followed by another series constructed through the 
implicit establishment of another analogy, based on the axis fruit/glass 
beads. Thus, having mentioned a “fruit from which blood drips,” as a 
symbolic equivalent of the child, the song ends this series of transforma-
tions by speaking of a “bead from which blood drips.” By following this 
process it will be possible, later in the song, to find statements such as 
the following one, in which a similar child/bleeding fruit/glass pearl axis 
is later developed:

Your striped necklace beads open up inside, all red.
Your necklace beads are all reeking with blood. (Cited in Holmer and 
Wassén [1947] 1953: 59, l. 227–28)

4. See also ibid.: 58, l. 213. I have revised and checked all the translations of 
the Kuna text.
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Even without carrying this analysis of the text further, we can say that 
the equivalence established between the fruit and the child at this point 
already suggests a series of “implicit thoughts” that could be summarized 
as follows:

•	 The	mother	is	a	tree.
•	 The	baby	is	a	fruit.
•	 The	body	of	the	mother	bleeds.
•	 The	tree	is	bleeding.
•	 The	fruit	of	the	tree	is	bleeding.
•	 The	fruit	is	a	ritual	bead.
•	 The	bead	(that	is	to	say,	the	baby)	is	bleeding.

Through a progressive extension of this way of transferring groups of 
analogical connotations to various objects and living beings, the Kuna 
shamanistic tradition effects an entire ritual transformation of the uni-
verse. The linguistic instrument that serves to bring out these transforma-
tions is the same as that used by shamans to memorize songs and picto-
graphic images. Again, the technique is parallelism, that way of “carefully 
thread[ing] together verbal images,” as Townsley has put it (Townsley 
1993: 457), which the Kuna practice with extraordinary skill. At this 
point it is quite clear that parallelism is not just a technique of recitation. 
When applied to a description of suffering, as in this case, this technique 
also becomes a way to construct a supernatural dimension, regarded as 
an invisible double or at least a possible world that exists in parallel to 
the real world. For example, in this context, the shaman who speaks of a 
“fruit from which blood drips” is referring both to the real experience of 
a mother and to a Tree-Woman who engenders human fruits. It is at the 
heart of this process of evocation linked with the recitation of songs or-
ganized in sequences of constants and variants that the ambiguous beings 
in continual metamorphosis that I have called “parallelist creatures” are 
born. An organized exercise of a technique for remembering thus also di-
rects the type of imagination that is at work within traditional knowledge.

But let us go further. As we have noted, the shamanistic tradition of 
songs is not characterized solely by the exercise of a mnemonic tech-
nique founded on parallelism. Throughout America, these traditions also 
presuppose a certain transformation of the image of the locutor. At the 



211MeMory, projection, belief

same time as being an ordinary individual (as Pomian wished to see 
him), he always assumes the role of a representative of the tradition. His 
voice becomes the voice of common knowledge. So a conscious transfor-
mation of speech that is ritually uttered entails a transformation of the 
image of the locutor. How does this process come about? As we shall see, 
the same instrument of transformation that I have so far described as a 
means of transforming the image of the exterior world can also be used, 
in a reflexive form, in order to transform the image of the locutor. It is by 
means of this crucial switch from an objective use to the reflexive use of 
the parallelist technique that, in the case of American shamanistic tradi-
tions, the context characteristic of ritual communication is established. 
As we shall see, it is within this context that a more specific mnemonic 
effect is produced: the creation of a belief.

But now let us return to the Kuna song devoted to therapy for a diffi-
cult birth and continue our analysis. As in many other songs in the Kuna 
tradition, The Way of Mu begins with an introduction that contains a de-
tailed evocation of the ritual gestures and procedures that are necessary 
for the utterance of a song. In the preliminary section, we find the shaman 
in his hut, asking his wife to prepare him a meal of boiled plantains. We 
see him go off to the river to wash, then, sitting on his ceremonial seat, 
in dead silence, starting to burn cocoa seeds in the brazier placed before 
him. He then gathers together the statuettes that will attend the utter-
ance of the ritual song, sits down again, and finally begins to sing. In The 
Way of Mu, a text to which we shall soon be returning and which Claude 
Lévi-Strauss (1963) mentioned in a famous article (“The effectiveness 
of symbols”), this section occupies much of the transcription of the song 
published by Holmer and Wassén in 1953. It precedes a description that 
is more familiar to specialists in shamanism, that of the adventures of a 
soul ravished by spirits whose absence prompts the pathology. But let us 
take a closer look at a passage from this “introduction”:

The midwife opens the door of the hut.
The door of the medicine man’s hut creaks.
The midwife is about to enter the medicine man’s door.
The medicine man is lying down in the hammock in front of her.
The (chief ) wife of the medicine man is also about to lie down beside 
the medicine man. 
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The midwife comes to address the medicine man.
The medicine man asks: “Why have you come before me?”
The medicine man asks: “Why have you come to see me?”
The midwife answers . . . “My (sick) woman feels that she is being dressed 
in the hot garment of the disease.” 
The medicine man says (to the midwife): “Your (sick) woman says she is 
being dressed in the hot garment of the disease, I also hear.”
The medicine man asks (the midwife): “For how many days has your 
woman suffer the hot garment of the disease?”
The midwife answers (the medicine man): “For two days my (sick) wom-
an feels that she is being dressed in the hot garment of the disease.”
The medicine man says (to the midwife): “For two days your (sick) wom-
an feels that she is being dressed in the hot garment of the disease.”
The medicine man says (to the midwife): “Having (then) no lights to see 
by, I shall enter into the dark inner place.”
The midwife puts forth her foot (to go).
The midwife touches the ground with her foot.
The midwife puts her other foot forward.
The midwife is about to leave the medicine man’s door.
The midwife puts forth her foot (to go).
The midwife touches the ground with her foot.
The midwife puts her other foot forward.
The midwife is about to enter the (sick) woman’s door.
The medicine man lowers his leg from the hammock.
The medicine man rises to his feet from the hammock.
The medicine man takes hold of (his) staff.
The medicine man turns about in the hut.
The midwife puts forth her foot (to go).
The midwife touches the ground with her foot.
The midwife puts her other foot forward.
The medicine man arrives at the door of his hut.
The medicine man pushes the door of his hut open.
The door of the medicine man’s hut creaks.
Outside his place the medicine man stands looking about in confusion.
The medicine man turns his steps toward the path of the woman’s hut.
The medicine man puts forth his foot on the path to the woman’s hut.
The medicine man puts down his foot on the path to the woman’s hut.
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The medicine man is about to enter the (sick) woman’s door.
A small golden seat is put under the hammock of the (sick) woman.
The medicine man sits down on the small golden seat.
Under the woman’s hammock there is put a brazier, the brazier being 
concave.
The medicine man looks for cocoa beans.
The medicine man puts the cocoa beans into the hollow of the brazier.
The cocoa beans are being burned.
The cocoa beans are healing.
The (smoke of the) cocoa beans fill up the hut.

In order to understand the paradox implied by a description of this 
type, we need to bear in mind that, in this passage of the song, all that 
the shaman is describing (the dialogue with the midwife, the meeting 
with the woman, and finally the preparation of the brazier, which is fun-
damental to the therapeutic rite) has already taken place when the singer 
begins his song. In other words, if we change the perspective and move 
from a simple reading of the text to a description of the conditions in 
which the utterance of the ritual recitation takes place, we discover that 
the shaman always uses the third-person singular to refer to himself. In 
this way a kind of regressus ad infinitum is produced: a shaman, sitting 
by his brazier beneath the hammock containing the sick woman, speaks 
of a shaman sitting by his brazier beneath a hammock containing the 
sick woman, . . . and so on. Before starting to sing, the shaman describes 
himself in the act of starting to sing.

This is not the first time that I have analyzed this situation at the 
start of a Kuna ritual recitation (see Severi 1993c). But for a long time 
I thought that this passage in the song just reflected a quite simple 
mnemonic strategy. As an example of the many “ways of speaking” that 
characterize Kuna society (Sherzer 1983), The Way of Mu includes a de-
scription of its own conditions of utterance. In view of the importance 
that Kuna shamans attach to the circumstances in which a song is ut-
tered, it seemed to me quite natural that the tradition should expect to 
transmit not only the content of its songs but also its “instructions for 
use” in the ritual utterance. The simplest way of transmitting those in-
structions had to be to put them into words and turn them into a kind of 
“introductory section” of the text. 
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Now, though, I can see that that interpretation explained only one 
superficial aspect of ritual utterance; and I think that it is possible to go 
further. As we have already seen, the act of singing, by describing “some-
one who is about to begin to sing,” entails at least one consequence. The 
action introduces a paradox regarding the timing of the action. If we bear 
in mind that, almost without exception, the only tense used in this part 
of the text is the present, this will be quite clear. We have already noted 
that, in the passage in question, the locutor declares that he is approach-
ing the ritual seat, the hammock, the door, and then the path leading to 
the woman’s hut, and so on, at a moment when he has already performed 
those actions. He finds himself sitting, as tradition dictates, facing “in the 
direction of the East” and “toward the sea.” The immediate consequence 
that follows from this timeless description is that all that is expressed here 
in the present tense in fact refers to the past. This perspective, which is 
paradoxical from the point of view of time, affects the ritual situation in 
a number of ways. One of these is particularly important for an under-
standing of the definition of the identity of the locutor. When this present 
tense, which really refers to the past and is here a feature of speech ritually 
delivered, meets with the real present—that is to say, when the fictitious 
description of the situation becomes a realistic description of the condi-
tions in which the utterance occurs (with the shaman now truly seated 
on the ceremonial seat and in reality beginning to sing), a paradoxical 
situation arises, one absolutely impossible in daily life, where “someone 
is speaking about someone actually speaking.” In such a case, we should 
not forget one essential point: it is precisely when this description of the 
position of the locutor is produced that “the particular mode of com-
munication” peculiar to ritual singing is achieved. Once this part of the 
song has been correctly uttered, the shaman’s journey in the supernatural 
world can begin. It is at this moment that the song becomes an effective 
therapeutic instrument. A simple narrative about a journey in the beyond 
would, in the eyes of the Kuna, have no therapeutic effect at all.

So why does this strange “utterance of an utterance” turn out to be 
necessary here? What is changed by this apparently paradoxical descrip-
tion by the locutor? This definition of the shaman as “a locutor designat-
ing a locutor” ceases to be paradoxical once we understand that what is 
involved here is another use of that same parallelism that has already 
engendered chimerical figures in a state of perpetual transformation, such 
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as the Celestial Jaguar or the Tree-Woman. In order to define himself as 
a shaman, the singer of The Way of Mu resorts to the same technique as 
that which we have seen used in the text when the child is progressively 
transformed into a “fruit from which blood drips.” This technique for 
transforming a body, a real person, into a supernatural presence, which is 
described by the song, in this instance applies to the locutor himself. The 
transformation is never explicitly described in the text itself, as it is in 
the case of the mother in The Way of Mu, who gradually becomes a tree, 
or in the case of the child who becomes a fruit. Nevertheless, from the 
moment when the singer starts to speak of a singer who recites a song, 
from the point of view of the definition of the identity of that locutor, 
an entirely new situation is created. Two locutors have appeared, the one 
being a parallel image of the other. There is, on the one hand, the locutor 
described as belonging to the faraway world (in the supernatural scene 
described by the song, preparing for a journey in quest of a lost soul) and, 
on the other, another locutor who is here, in the real hut, beneath the 
hammock in which the ailing woman lies. In his song, the latter locutor 
describes the one who is elsewhere.

This first, still quite elementary model of the process of constructing a 
plural locutor constitutes neither an episodic detail nor an exception. On 
the contrary, this way of “doubling the presence” of the singer by introduc-
ing a temporal paradox in the image conveyed by the song illustrates but 
one of the simplest ways of defining a ritual and plural locutor in shaman-
istic literature. As we shall see, this process may assume extremely elaborate 
forms in Amerindian shamanistic traditions. Furthermore, this initial anal-
ysis may help us to find an answer to the question asked above relating to 
the context of ritual communication in the case of Amerindian shamanism.

I have mentioned the hypothesis5 that a context of communica-
tion becomes ritual (and therefore more subject to improvisation than 
a narrative form but nevertheless extremely memorable) when there is 
a transformation of the identity of participants, founded on the simul-
taneous presence of contradictory connotations. I have also added that 
in the Iatmul case, this analysis was made easier by the fact that in the 
transvestite ritual that I had been studying, the ritual interaction was 
almost entirely expressed by actions. But how is it possible to construct 

5. This hypothesis was formulated in Houseman and Severi (1998).
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a ritual identity of that kind in a situation in which, as in the traditions 
of Amerindian shamanistic songs, only a recitation of ritual speech is 
present, in which actions may be described but not carried out?

The elementary process described above seems to offer an initial ritu-
al way of multiplying the identities of the locutor. Now let us look more 
closely into the relational context in which such a transformation, which 
will lead to the construction of a particularly complex image of the locu-
tor, can come about and be developed.

It would certainly not be useful at this point to examine all the recent 
literature devoted to Amerindian shamanism. So let us focus first upon 
just one point. Shamanistic “therapy” is, in almost the whole of America, 
represented as the result of a confrontation between two rivals. On the 
one hand, we find the pathogenic spirit (often embodied in the image 
of a predatory animal such as a jaguar or an anaconda), on the other, the 
shaman, aided by his spirit-assistant, which is often imagined (as in the 
Kuna case) as a spirit of a vegetal nature that possesses the power to cure. 
This kind of ritual intervention has long been considered as analogous 
to the Siberian model. According to the latter, the aim of the shaman’s 
intervention is to reintegrate into the body of the patient a soul or a 
spiritual principle that is missing. For this reason, many scholars, rather 
in the wake of Mircea Eliade ([1951] 1989), continue to repeat that the 
symbolism of shamanistic ritual is based on the idea of a “cosmological 
journey” that the shaman undertakes in order to retrieve the spirit that 
has “stolen” a soul. Numerous ethnographic studies today6 enable us to 
see clearly that, while that approach may account partially for the indig-
enous discourse about the activities of a shaman, it provides no explana-
tion for the complexity of the ritual practices acted out by Amerindian 
shamans. To put that another way, this perspective perhaps explains what 
the shamans, when they offer an ethnologist a commentary on their ac-
tivities, say they are doing. But it throws no light at all upon what they are 
really doing when performing a ritual, nor does it explain the texts that 

6. For the Amerindian area, see, for example, Crocker (1985); Descola and 
Taylor (1993); Severi (1993c, 2001a); Townsley (1993); Wilbert (1993); 
Descola (1996); Carneiro de Cunha (1998). In Asia, see in particular, Sales 
(1991); Humphrey (1996).
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they actually recite in their songs, in which they always tackle the theme 
of a “journey” in an unexpected, complex, and specific way.

Researchers more attentive to the ethnographic reality have ac-
cordingly turned toward the performative aspect of shamanistic songs, 
paying renewed attention to the way in which a series of symbolic trans-
formations take place through a special use of speech. Some of them  (for 
example, Tedlock 1983; Tambiah 1985) have certainly understood that 
this aspect is just as important as the narrative aspect of the shaman’s 
song, if not more so.

In the light of this new approach, an understanding of shamanism is 
not simply a matter of describing the underlying categories of shaman-
istic discourse. It also involves understanding what is concretely taking 
place on the ritual stage, which is conveyed by an absolutely specific use 
of the modalities of vocal expression that may affect many aspects of 
speech, ranging from a purely sonorous modulation of the voice to the 
use of a special language. Edmund Leach has pointed out that in ritual 
language, “it is not the case that the words are one thing, and the rite 
another. The uttering of the words is itself a ritual” (Leach 1966: 407). 
That is certainly true of Amerindian shamanistic traditions.

More recently, it has been recognized that Amerindian shamanistic 
ritual includes two essential aspects: a specific process of metamorphosis 
that is implied by the model of a journey, and the idea of a symbolic 
predation that the shaman engages in against a pathogenic animal spirit. 
One may conclude from this that “singing in order to heal” is the equiva-
lent of setting off to hunt the most dangerous hunters of humans, fre-
quently represented, as noted above, by a supernatural animal that may 
be a mythical jaguar or anaconda. In this context, the illness appears not 
as a relatively indefinite “external malady,” but as a crisis in one’s relation-
ship to oneself.

These new approaches have shed considerable fresh light upon our 
understanding of shamanistic traditions: ritual speech is no longer re-
garded as an isolated fragment of what is in many cases an imaginary 
discourse concerning Native Americans’ idea of the origin or nature of 
the universe; rather, it is seen as the instrument of an act of symbolic pre-
dation (Descola 1996). This new view of a shaman, no longer seen as an 
isolated figure but instead as the end result of a complex web of relations 
(such as those represented by the model of symbolic predation), certainly 
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constitutes progress. Nevertheless, the nature of the relationship that is 
established, in the course of the ritual, between the shaman and his su-
pernatural rival still remains very inadequately understood, as does the 
relationship that links the shaman to the sick person.

It is clear that the ritual identity assumed by the shaman in the 
course of the ritual cannot be reduced purely to an inversion of the im-
age of his supernatural adversary. Significantly enough, in cases where 
the ethnography is able to provide a detailed picture of the activity of 
a shaman, the figure of the shaman becomes increasingly paradoxical. 
True, he may be represented as the principal enemy of a jaguar or an 
anaconda. But often enough he is represented also as a possible incarna-
tion of those animal spirits. As a result, the ritual identity of the sha-
man may oscillate between the image of a therapeutic and beneficent 
spirit and the threatening image of a symbolic predator (Crocker 1985; 
Viveiros de Castro 1989). The most gripping example of that ambiva-
lence, almost always presented in a latent form, is probably that of the 
Achuar of Equadorian Amazonia, where it is believed that every case 
of sickness tended by a shaman has in reality been provoked by another 
shaman (Descola 1996).

This ambivalence deserves our full attention. Almost everywhere in 
America, one crucial—but little-studied—aspect emerges clearly: be-
coming the adversary of a supernatural being is never a process that can 
lead to a permanent symbolic status or a stable social function. Regard-
less of whether the shaman’s function is therapeutic or divinatory, either 
it is always so widely generalized that any member of the group may 
assume the function, or else it is extremely unstable. To be able to act as 
a shaman and effect a cure, for example, is a very special and temporary 
state of body and mind. It is a state that must be reacquired each time 
one celebrates a therapeutic ritual. To be able to chase away a super-
natural predator, it is necessary for the shaman to undergo a specific 
transformation every time he celebrates a ritual. His symbolic state and 
the identity that implies his power are thus inherent in the ritual action. 
Ritually constructed and often linked to the use of hallucinogenic drugs, 
this state threatens to disappear once the ritual is over. It is on account 
of this that the paradoxical representation of the shaman is not reduced 
solely to an ambiguous concept of his powers. That ambiguity has a form 
of its own.
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Considered from the point of view of the relations that it implies, the 
ritual identity of the shaman, which in fact makes him both a predator 
and an antipredator, is in reality founded upon a collection of contradic-
tory connotations. So it assumes the full complexity that is characteris-
tic of all ritual relations (Houseman and Severi 1998). It is when seen 
from this angle that the construction of the identity of the shaman as 
a complex or plural locutor, an example of which we have found in The 
Way of Mu, reveals its real meaning. Furthermore, this is by no means 
an isolated case. The Song of the Demon, the Nia Igala, a song used to 
cure what the Kuna today call locura, madness, presents a particularly 
elaborate example of such a construction of the ritual identity of the sha-
man-singer. The notion upon which the ritual recitation is based is well 
known: the Celestial Jaguar has attacked a human being; in consequence, 
that person finds himself (or herself ) obliged to imitate the behavior of 
the supernatural predator and may, at any moment, himself (or herself ) 
become a predator, in Kuna terms “a hunter of men.”7 As indigenous 
peoples see it, the sick person may penetrate the dreams and thoughts 
of others and in this way provoke other anxieties and bouts of mad-
ness. In the shamanistic tradition, this contagious state is described as a 
progressive imitation of an animal spirit. Such a process, set off by the 
appearance of occasional behavior-crises, may lead to total identification 
with the supernatural jaguar. At this stage in the pathology, the person 
affected by what the Kuna call “madness” is definitely regarded as the in-
carnation of a pathogenic spirit. The logic of the model of interpretation 
linked with the idea of symbolic predation that I have mentioned above 
would normally lead us to expect a direct confrontation between, on the 
one hand, a therapeutic spirit of a vegetal nature, allied to human beings, 
and, on the other, a pathogenic spirit of an animal nature. The jaguar’s 
act of hunting would in this way be balanced by a reciprocal attack in the 
form of a symbolical hunt aimed against it.

In the Kuna song about madness, as in many other cases, the sit-
uation is far more complicated. In the first place, the jaguar that the 
shaman must confront is not an animal like any other; it is always repre-
sented as a creature of a quite exceptional nature that possesses a hybrid 

7. The Kuna term is tulekintaked. (In this connection, see Severi 1993c: 
49–69.) 
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ontological status very different from that of the predators that one may 
come across in real life. As we have seen, the Celestial Jaguar is always 
represented as a double being. When it appears in a song, it is never alto-
gether itself: it may appear either as a bird that roars like a jaguar or as a 
jaguar with the singing voice of a bird. This double nature of the jaguar is 
represented by means of a perfect application of the parallelist technique, 
which, as we have seen, makes it possible to construct veritable mosaics 
of words (Severi 1993c: 126–29).

As a threatening incarnation of death and madness, the Celestial 
Jaguar is defined here as an animal in a state of perpetual metamor-
phosis. Indeed, it is precisely this partial ontological coincidence, this 
intersection of two animal species, a bird and a jaguar, that traditionally 
conveys its supernatural status (Severi 2001a, 2002b).

Secondly, we should not forget that this double being is always repre-
sented as being invisible. Its presence is manifested solely by sound. The 
sole images capable of representing it appear either through dazzling 
sunlight or else as dream-images that can only be seen by closed eyes. 
Furthermore, the presence of the Jaguar cannot be perceived through its 
own voice, but only through a series of cries from other animals. When 
the Jaguar passes through the forest, it manifests its presence by provok-
ing a characteristic series of animal cries. In such a situation, a hunter 
passing through the forest will hear the cry of a bird or a monkey, the 
grunting of a wild boar, or the cry of a deer, but he will never be able 
to see any of those animals. The Jaguar, trapped in a ceaseless series of 
metamorphoses and endowed with multiple identities, will manifest it-
self through a series of animal cries.

In order to do battle with such an exceptional animal, the shaman 
must be able to experience an analogous transformation. He must change 
into a multiple being endowed, like the Jaguar, with a plural identity. This 
symbolic transformation takes place, in the ritual, through the establish-
ment of a complex relationship between the celebrant and the animal 
predator. Adopting the Jaguar’s form of existence, a form that is realized 
mainly in sounds, the shaman, in order to conquer that multiple identity, 
must acquire what one might call a complex voice: a voice within which a 
whole collection of different creatures, potential enemies, can be evoked.

Conversely in the Kuna tradition, the madness of a patient is, right 
from the start, interpreted in acoustic terms: madness indicates the 
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presence of the Jaguar within the body of the sick person. The latter ac-
cepts the Jaguar in his thoughts and his dreams and is thereby forced to 
“speak its language.” A Kuna shaman has two means of battling against 
this emergence of animal speech within the voice of a human being. In 
the first part of his song he explores the supernatural path that leads to 
the place where the missing soul, the purpa that presides over the exer-
cise of thought, has been hidden by the spirits. As he does so, he begins 
to speak “the language of the vegetal spirits,” the language in which 
Kuna shamanistic songs are transmitted. The shaman-singer identifies 
thus with a seer spirit of the forest, in particular the balsa tree, repre-
sented as an aged diviner who acts as an auxiliary spirit. In this way, 
the shaman embodies two powers, the power to heal and the power to 
see what is not visible to the profane. This first transformation is linked 
to the doubling of his identity, as both the singer and the song’s pro-
tagonist, as has been mentioned above. Now, when he pronounces the 
word “shaman” (designating himself in the third person), the celebrant 
will be referring to the me that belongs to the song, as a diviner spirit of a 
vegetal nature.

This is but the first stage in the definition of the shaman’s ritu-
al identity. In the narration of his shamanistic journey, once he has 
reached the place where the lost soul is located, the symbolic relation-
ship that links him to the patient undergoes a radical change. At this 
point the shaman must not only embody the vegetal seer-spirit but also 
represent the animal spirits residing in the patient’s body, or rather he 
must lend them his voice. As soon as he starts to describe the village 
in which these spirits live, as the song requires him to do, he begins to 
emit long series of animal cries. These are the “hunting cries” shouted 
by the animal spirits, the nias into which the Jaguar transforms itself, 
one by one. Now a bird is heard, then a monkey, a boar, a deer, and so 
on. Here is the text:

Here the nias (spirits) turn into peccaries, the peccaries are there, with 
their black clothes. They cry “ya-ya-ya-ya.”
The peccaries are now changed into nias, they are transformed into nias, 
the nias are transformed.
They are transformed into lords of animals with the striped fur; above 
the trees, the nias with the striped fur cry “turku-turku.”
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The animals with the striped fur are now changed into deer, the nias are 
there, at the foot of the tree, with their black clothes, with their antlers 
intertwined, with their great pointed antlers, they cry “me-me.”
The young deer now change into nias, the nias are transformed [. . .]
Into monkeys the nias are transformed; up there, above the trees, the nias 
now cry “ti-ti-ti-ti,” . . . “uli-uli,” . . . “uma-uma.” (Cited in Severi 1993c: 
138–40, l. 251)

Thus, in this crucial section of The Song of the Demon, the shaman sings 
not only as a vegetal spirit of the forest but also, and—so to speak—si-
multaneously, as an animal spirit. Through the sequence of animal cries 
in this phase of the ritual recitation, what is present is the multiple voice 
of the Celestial Jaguar. In this way the shaman becomes a unique and 
unexpected species of locutor, constituted by a series of connotations 
that at the same time indicate both allied spirits and enemy ones and 
both vegetal and animal ones, the divine sage represented by the balsa 
tree and also the Celestial Jaguar.

This reflexive use of the parallelist technique which—as we have 
seen—characterizes the locutor of The Way of Mu, in which the sha-
man starts to sing by describing himself in the act of singing, was 
thus just an introduction to the process, which, at this point, produces 
spectacular results. In the sequence of The Song of the Demon, analyzed 
above, a whole crowd of contradictory connotations (on the temporal, 
spatial, and generally symbolic planes) are heaped upon the figure of 
the locutor of the song. The shaman becomes a complex locutor, able 
to lend his voice to a series of different invisible beings. What, in The 
Way of Mu, was just a relatively simple means of doubling the presence 
of the locutor here develops into a wider process that ends up by con-
centrating upon the singer a whole series of contradictory identities. 
You could say that the shaman’s voice receives the echo of the cries of 
the animal spirits.

We may thus conclude that the native discourse on shamanistic ther-
apy (a discourse that constitutes an ideology) is founded, in Amerindian 
shamanism, upon the symbolic opposition of two terms: on the one 
hand, the patient seen as an animal spirit; on the other, the therapist con-
sidered as a spirit of a vegetal nature. However, from a relational point 
of view, we have to recognize that the shaman’s identity, as realized on 
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the ritual stage, is very much more complex. It is based on a cumulative 
process through which the features characteristic of one of the poles of 
the patient–Jaguar opposition are gradually drawn into the sphere of in-
fluence of the other pole (the vegetal shaman). The ritual identity of the 
shaman in this way, through the sonorous manifestation of the differ-
ent voices that appear in the locutor’s own voice, thus takes on a logical 
status comparable to that which is attributed to the supernatural Jaguar, 
by subsuming a series of contradictory connotations situated at different 
logical levels (Figure 78).

Celestial Jaguar Shaman

Shaman Patient

Shaman Vegetal spirit Patient Animal spirit

Figure 78. The complex identity of a shaman.

We should not forget, however, that the only means of bringing about 
this transformation lies in the context of the ritual recitation. No ges-
tures accompany that recitation: Kuna shamans remain completely still 
throughout the ritual. All the same, the speech pronounced is not treated 
solely as a means of describing or even of transforming an image of the 
world—as it is in the case of the Tree-Woman or the child “bead from 
which blood drips” in The Way of Mu. Here the recitation is used, above 
all, as a means of designating the identity of a voice, a complex voice 
which, in its turn, indicates the exceptional nature of its locutor. Through 
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the appearance of animal cries within the “vegetal language of songs,” 
the supernatural predator and his human adversary become perceptible 
simultaneously. There they become present on the ritual stage.

Let us conclude this analysis of the Kuna case by formulating the hy-
pothesis that it is precisely this specific use of language—relatively distinct 
from the actual meaning of the texts—that characterizes the song-form 
as it is attested in Amerindian shamanistic traditions. Here the language 
is used not only as a way of engendering meaning or as a “magic” way of 
bringing about a therapeutic act, but above all as an acoustic mask: a reflex-
ive means of engendering the ritual identity of the locutor. 

So now we can reply to the question posed at the start of this chapter: 
namely, how, in formal terms, to describe this specific context that turns 
ritual communication (in our case, within the shamanistic song-form) into 
a way of communicating that is radically different from ordinary commu-
nication. The answer is that the ritual context, as illustrated here, is dis-
tinct from ordinary communication in that, over and above the meaning 
of the words, it highlights certain pragmatic aspects of communication 
and subjects them to an unexpected elaboration founded upon a reflexive 
and parallelist definition of the locutor. This is a locutor to whom there 
will always be attributed speech unlike any other kind of speech, not only 
with regard to the style or the kind of metaphors employed, but also and 
above all on account of this complex construction of a figure quite distinct 
from the real locutor, a figure that I suggest calling an “I-memory.”

Let us now aim for a deeper understanding of the context of the 
utterance of ritual speech and ask what mental states are implied by it. 
From this point of view, there can be no doubt that one of the mental 
states characteristic of a ritual performance (as compared, for example, 
to a simple narrative and to the feeling of expectation, the act of listen-
ing with one’s eyes that every successful narrative instills in the listener) 
is the establishment of a belief. It is natural enough to think that a rep-
resentation that is the object of a belief becomes relatively stable in a 
society’s memory. Such a representation is crystallized at the heart of 
shared beliefs and thereby becomes “memorable” for the members of that 
society. Belief is certainly also a way of fixing certain particular repre-
sentations amid the flood of those that are possible. In such a case the 
constitution of a social memory is no longer based solely on the source 
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of the representation but, on the contrary, on its recipient, who, even as 
he/she believes, also generates memories.

It has been noted several times that ritual fosters a paradoxical re-
lationship with belief. On the one hand, rituals, in that they are made 
up of sequences of symbolic actions, have frequently been described 
as attempts to create belief in the supernatural world. Pierre Smith is 
convincing enough when he suggests that the establishment of a belief 
is a good criterion for distinguishing “true rituals” from other, vaguer, 
contexts of social interaction that merely resemble them: for example, 
festivals, dances, and other profane celebrations (Smith [1979] 1982). At 
the same time, it is quite clear that the kind of beliefs that a ritual seems 
able to instill is never really dissociated from doubt and uncertainty. One 
group of young anthropologists (Højbjerg, Rubow, and Sjørslev 1999) 
has pointed out, with considerable subtlety, that rituals never fail to pro-
voke commentaries on what they constitute or what they may achieve. 
This means not only that traditional societies, both in Europe and else-
where, are far from being societies of believers, but also that a reflexive 
attitude, linked to the very nature of the ceremonial action, is seldom 
absent from the performance of a ritual.

Rituals do not exist solely to affirm the existence of a supernatural 
world. They also exist in order to defy that world to reveal itself in order 
publicly to demonstrate its existence and its efficacy. Unlike a story that is 
told, a ritual does not only aim to engender adhesion, an immediate belief 
that is provisional yet spontaneous and that results simply from listening 
to the story. Instead, it arouses a sense of doubt, a need for proof. If that is 
true, then the existence of doubt in the context of ritual cannot be limited 
to a commentary concerning the present circumstances surrounding the 
celebration of a ceremony. Doubt can even become a constitutive element 
in the ritual act itself (Severi 2002a). A particular kind of uncertainty, the 
nature of which I shall try to illuminate, in this way changes from being 
an external element into being one of the basic features of ritual actions.

We have considered ritual speech, as characterized by a particular type 
of communication. Then we have managed to define, more precisely, the 
conditions of such communication, from the point of view of its locutor. 
We have seen that what is transformed in this type of communication 
is the premise upon which all utterance depends: the very identity of 
the locutor. Now we can try to pin down the consequences that this 
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particular type of utterance wreaks upon its listeners. To put that another 
way, in order to delve more deeply into the ways of constituting a ritual 
memory, we must now seek to understand the aspect which, in speech 
act theory, is known as the perlocutionary effect of such speech.8

Let us try to grasp what effect upon a listener might result from this 
multiple definition of the locutor, as formulated in shamanistic songs. 
We already know that ritual speech engenders not only a simple state of 
belief but also a mental state the definition of which is more complex: 
a particular tension between doubt and belief that appears typical of a 
ritual performance. Let us consider one particular aspect of this situa-
tion: the fictitious nature of the locutor and the possible modes in which 
he might be represented. As we have seen, an Amerindian shaman tran-
scends his ordinary identity and acquires a new one, which results from a 
series of metamorphoses that are invariably fragile and are linked solely 
to the ritual performance. We can now compare this mode of defining a 
locutor with other types of interactive situations in which a definition of 
a locutor’s fictitious or special identity may emerge.

A familiar situation in which a “special” identity of the locutor is pro-
duced is a theatrical performance. Suppose, for example, that in a perfor-
mance of Christopher Marlowe’s magnificent Tamburlaine the Great, an 
actor playing the role of the cruel emperor declaims the following words:

I hold the Fates bound fast in iron chains
And with my hands turn Fortune’s wheel about,
And sooner shall the sun fall from his sphere
Than Tamburlaine be slain or overcome.
Draw forth thy sword, thou mighty man-at-arms,
Intending but to raze my charmed skin
And Jove himself will stretch his hand from heaven
To ward the blow and shield me safe from harm. (Marlowe [1590] 1950: 
Act I, Scene II)

Now let us consider the actor’s intervention on stage from a formal 
point of view, that which we adopted in our analysis of the shamanistic 

8. Austin (1962), later followed by Searle (1969), uses the word “perlocution-
ary” to express the effect produced on a subject by the formulation of a 
speech act.
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song. Given that, by definition, the public considers that the actor is just 
playing the role of Tamburlaine, the identities of the emperor and the 
actor are mutually exclusive. The actor, the image of the character who 
appears on stage, may be identified either as “Tamburlaine the emperor” 
while he expresses his defiance, or else as Mr. x, the famous Elizabethan 
actor. The emotions and thoughts that he expresses and even some of his 
physical features, such as the charmed skin that he claims to possess, are, 
naturally, attributed to the emperor, not to the person interpreting the role 
of Tamburlaine. On stage, in the theater, those two identities are bound 
to alternate, because the context allows no confusion and keeps them in a 
relationship of reciprocal exclusion. When I believe in Tamburlaine, I do 
not recognize the actor, and vice versa. The perlocutionary effect of this 
situation is clear: during even the most successful interpretation of the 
dramatic character, no confusion as to the identity of the locutor on stage 
is possible, for when we enter the theater we accept without difficulty the 
type of relationship to the fiction that this kind of representation implies.

Now let us return to the case of the Amerindian shaman reciting a 
ritual song, standing outside his hut, and let us compare it to the repre-
sentation of Marlowe’s drama. The first difference is of a formal nature. 
The two locutors, the actor and the shaman, possess a different identity 
as soon as they set foot on stage or begin to recite a song. However, the 
shaman, unlike the actor, does not alternate different definitions of his 
identity that are mutually exclusive. Indeed, on the contrary, he progres-
sively accumulates on his own image as a locutor (a figure that he himself 
designates: “the shaman is now entering the hut . . .”) a whole series of 
contradictory but not exclusive identities: first as a vegetal spirit, then as 
a deer, a monkey, a peccary, a boar, and so on.

 So his definition as locutor, like that of the actor playing the role of 
Tamburlaine, is different from that of everyday life. However, the type 
of fiction implied by this type of communication is, despite appearances, 
radically different from that seen on the theater stage. And this first formal 
difference (the construction of a cumulative identity instead of the consti-
tution of an alternate actor/stage character-identity) gives rise to a second 
important difference that concerns the creation of the perlocutionary effect 
of the shamanistic recitation. By heaping upon his own image as locutor a 
whole series of contradictory yet not exclusive identities, the figure of the 
shaman arouses and maintains doubt as to his precise transformation into 
other identities that are at once latent and indecipherable. As the recitation 
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proceeds, his image progressively becomes a paradoxical figure. As such, 
this figure of the shaman prompts questions that remain impossible to an-
swer: Has he really become a vegetal or animal spirit? Has he become a 
boar, a monkey, a deer, a jaguar? Has he really been transformed in the 
course of the recitation of his song? Will he really be capable, as he claims, 
of transforming himself yet again, every time this turns out to be necessary?

Here, the ritual action constructs a specific kind of fiction, a special 
context of communication in which any response, whether positive or 
negative, implies doubt, uncertainty. Everyone has to believe but no-one 
is truly convinced. If we bear in mind Pierre Smith’s suggestion—to con-
sider as “true rituals” only ceremonies that engender belief in the super-
natural—we can make more headway in our demonstration. Linguistic 
communication becomes ritual when a particular mode of elaborating a 
complex image of the locutor is constructed in such a way as to create 
the specific tension between doubt and belief that defines the effect of 
ritual action. As we have seen, in Amerindian shamanistic traditions, 
constructing what is memorable means not only acquiring a codification 
technique linked with a specific linguistic form (parallelism), but also 
decoding verbal and graphic images. Now we can add that that memory 
is further sustained by a reflexive elaboration of the figure of the locu-
tor—an image entirely constructed by a special use of uttered speech—as 
well as by its perlocutionary effect: that tension between doubt and ac-
ceptance which, in its deepest nature, characterizes the very act of belief.

PROJECTION AND BELIEF

It would be convenient to dismiss these difficulties 
by declaring that we are dealing with psychological 
cures. But this term will remain meaningless unless 
one can explain how specific psychological represen-
tations are invoked to combat equally specific physi-
ological disturbances. 

Lévi-Strauss, “The effectiveness of symbols”

Our analysis should lead us to reflect not only upon the situation that 
arises, within a tradition, between the processes of memorization and 
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the establishment of belief, but also upon the very nature of the latter 
concept. We should not forget that the Kuna case prompted the formu-
lation of a theory that has exerted considerable influence upon the way 
that belief operates in shamanistic traditions. Of course, this involves 
what Claude Lévi-Strauss called the theory of symbolic efficacy. Let us 
return to thinking about belief as a means of constructing a common 
memory, taking as our starting point a brief rereading of Lévi-Strauss’ 
“The effectiveness of symbols” (1963). More than fifty years on from its 
first publication, this essay retains all the qualities that made it such a 
memorable text. The style is limpid, the analysis of facts is brilliant, and 
the comparison between the case of shamanism and the psychoanaly-
sis of those years is rigorous and founded on first-hand knowledge. The 
central idea that organizes the text as a whole deserves, still today, to be 
reread and discussed. For Lévi-Strauss, the Freudian unconscious was 
part of a more extensive group of the functions of human symbolism. 
These lead from organic processes to conscious inferences, in accordance 
with a model derived from Bernard Russell’s theory of types, later also 
adopted by Gregory Bateson.

As is well known, the subject of Lévi-Strauss’ study is The Way of Mu, 
the Kuna song, discussed above, that is devoted to therapy for difficult 
instances of childbirth. In this text, the spirits that have set off in search 
of the lost soul, the absence of which has provoked the suffering of the 
woman in labor, “visit” a mysterious mythical landscape. As Lévi-Strauss 
shows, this supernatural universe represents the suffering body of the 
woman. In the course of the narrative telling of the itinerary of the sha-
man’s spirits, “palpitating mountains” thus appear, along with “rivers of 
blood” and strange monsters which, caught in the act of biting and at-
tacking, symbolically represent the pain felt by the woman. Through the 
sung recitation, what Lévi-Strauss calls “an affective geography” is thus 
progressively engendered. The supernatural landscape evoked by the sha-
man is based in the living body of the mother who is in such pain.

In the Kuna shamanistic tradition, the classic journey of the shaman 
thus becomes the means of a remarkable operation that Lévi-Strauss 
calls a “psychological manipulation” of physical pain. The story told in 
the song becomes a means of constructing a sequence of representations 
in which the pain, at first impossible to formulate in its terrible intensity, 
becomes expressible through a suitable symbolism. Lévi-Strauss’ principal 
thesis is that the shaman in this way performs an operation analogous to 
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that of psychoanalytical therapy, the aim of which is, precisely, to recon-
struct in a new language what, because of the repression of unconscious 
conflicts, may have disappeared from the patient’s conscious experience. 
The shaman of a so-called “primitive” society and the Western psychoan-
alyst thus find themselves for the first time—and despite the enormous 
cultural differences that separate them—compared to each other.

Although relatively brief, “The effectiveness of symbols” is probably 
one of Lévi-Strauss’ most ambitious texts. Seldom was he to set out the 
problem of the relation of anthropology to Freudian thought with such 
clarity. Where might the Freudian idea of the unconscious lead us: To-
ward a cultural concept of psychic life, to which certain passages in the 
essay seem to refer? Or toward the disappearance of the very description 
of neurotic or psychotic symptoms in psychological terms? The master 
of structural anthropology wonders whether this kind of psychological 
description is destined one day to be replaced by a physiological or even 
biochemical concept of mental disorders. That question, like so many 
others that concern the relation between anthropology and psychoanaly-
sis, is raised without any answer being explicitly formulated.

Faced with the vast amplitude of Lévi-Strauss’ thesis, many anthro-
pologists have hesitated to comment on this text and discuss it point 
by point. Furthermore, even the purely empirical aspect of his analysis 
has seemed exceptionally difficult to evaluate. After the work of Holmer 
and Wassén, the two main sources for Lévi-Strauss at the point when 
he was writing his essay (1947), fieldwork among the Kuna experienced 
a lengthy hiatus. No doubt on account of the crisis that hit the Swedish 
School of Anthropology founded by Nordenskiöld, it was not until the 
1970s that more was discovered about the Kuna shamanistic tradition.

In truth, the real difficulty about the problem posed by Lévi-Strauss 
lay in the tricky issue of relating a study of the Kuna facts—the function-
ing of a therapy, in particular conditions, within a particular framework of 
concepts, with particular results and some specific failures—to a problem 
that was not really psychological but, rather, of a metapsychological na-
ture, in the Freudian sense of that term. For it was really a matter—well 
beyond what Lévi-Strauss had called a “psychological manipulation” of 
the ailing organ—of the very nature of unconscious psychic elaborations 
and of how they related to the biochemical functioning of the organism. 
When critically examined, both the terms in that interarticulation, 
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namely the “empirical” term and the “metapsychological” term, had rea-
sons of their own for collapsing or resisting. It was, on the one hand, 
the twofold fragility of the thesis of symbolic efficacy and, on the other, 
the twofold risk that Lévi-Strauss took in his essay that gave rise to the 
difficulty of discussing a text that depended upon the existence of their 
relationship. Basically, there were two questions (presented in the essay 
in a symmetrical fashion, as if they were two halves of a sea-shell) and it 
is important to keep them quite distinct. The first question is: Does Kuna 
shamanistic therapy function in accordance with the logic sketched out 
by Lévi-Strauss in his essay? The second is: Can we conceive of a way in 
which unconscious representations operate in conjunction with somatic 
pathologies?

The empirical aspect linked with Kuna shamanistic therapy poses 
problems to which a solution can only be provided by observation in 
the course of fieldwork. Here, on the basis of my first months of work 
in the Kuna village of Mulatupu (in 1977), I soon perceived the solu-
tion. Kuna songs are formulated in a special language that can only be 
learnt in the course of a lengthy initiation. No patient can fully un-
derstand this language. The state of intense suffering of the pregnant 
woman in The Way of Mu can, in this respect, constitute nothing but 
an aggravating circumstance. It is therefore not possible to accept the 
idea that, as Lévi-Strauss believed, thanks to the text he pronounced, 
the shaman can, for the patient, become the protagonist in a mythical 
journey that is progressively identified with the surge and development 
of physical suffering that the woman is experiencing. It is not possible 
to believe that, when the shaman speaks of an encounter with certain 
monstrous animals, the woman in labor can, as Lévi-Strauss supposed, 
react psychologically to the text by finding in it the language in which 
it is possible to symbolize the extreme situation of agony in which she 
finds herself, making it comply with a mental order and eventually be 
consciously overcome.

What this direct observation in the field rules out is, of course, one 
particular passage in Lévi-Strauss’ argument. This passage tells us that 
“once the sick woman understands, however, she does more than resign 
herself; she gets well. But no such thing happens to our sick when the 
causes of their diseases have been explained to them in terms of secre-
tions, germs, or viruses” (ibid.: 197).
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Lévi-Strauss then explains that the reason for this difference is that 
microbes possess an objective existence in the outside world. Monsters, 
on the other hand, do not exist in reality, but do arise within our con-
sciousness. They are objects of belief and, precisely on that account, they 
are lodged in our thoughts and function as signs of the unconscious states 
of our psychic lives. 

The relationship between germ and disease is external to the mind of the 
patient, for it is a cause-and-effect relationship; whereas the relationship 
between monster and disease is internal to his mind, whether conscious 
or unconscious: it is a relationship between symbol and thing symbol-
ized, or, to use the terminology of linguists, between sign and mean-
ing. The shaman provides the sick woman with a language, by means of 
which unexpressed, and otherwise inexpressible, psychic states can be 
immediately expressed. (Lévi-Strauss 1963: 197–98)

In the crude light of direct observation, that relationship, which is 
here postulated entirely upon one’s understanding of the text, turns out 
to depend purely upon one’s perception of a partially incomprehensible 
sound. The language spoken by the shaman, in which the inexpressible 
states provoked by physical pain ought to find immediate expression 
and thereby have a therapeutic effect, turns out to be an inaccessible 
language reserved for specialists in the tradition, the meaning of which 
is impenetrable. The song formulated by the shaman, the story supposed 
to be capable of interpreting the pain, is, for the suffering woman, a 
lengthy and monotonous sequence of incomprehensible sounds, pos-
sibly punctuated only by a ceaseless repetition of fixed verbal forms. The 
unavoidable conclusion has to be that the entire part of Lévi-Strauss’ 
empirical argument about the therapeutic efficacy of Kuna songs—
which rested upon the premise of a transmission of meaning between 
the shaman and the sick woman—is, according to the present state of 
the facts, without foundation. The effect of research is sometimes not 
only to develop our thoughts, but also to oblige us to arrest their flow, 
increase our caution and prudence, and even force us into silence. The 
Lévi-Straussian idea of therapy as a construction of an internal and 
maybe unconscious language in which pain could find expression was 
certainly seductive, but impracticable. I have long felt it to be inevitable, 
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from a strictly empirical point of view, that we should give up pursuing 
such a line any further.

I am now reopening this case for two reasons. The first concerns the 
nature of belief, which seems to me particularly badly defined in Lévi-
Strauss’ essay and, in general today, in the domain of anthropological 
studies. The second relates to the emergence, in contemporary psycho-
analytic research, of a new type of therapeutic communication founded 
on the sound of language and not just on its meaning. Recent research 
suggests a new interpretation of the Kuna data. But it is also clear that 
these two subjects—the nature of belief and the relation between mean-
ing and sound—constitute the very basis of Lévi-Strauss’ argument. To 
continue to study them from the starting point of new thinking may 
perhaps lead to making some progress along the path that he opened up 
almost fifty years ago.

The concept of belief has been discussed at length in anthropology. 
The positions held by Needham (1972), Pouillon (1983), and Tambiah 
(1985), to mention but a few examples, are well known. Some focus their 
attention on the language that the believer uses to state what he or she 
believes; others concentrate instead on the ritual acts that constitute the 
context; yet others study the way in which the concept of belief may vary 
from one culture to another. However, there is one point upon which 
those differing perspectives seem to converge: belief is always seen as 
the act of believing possible, likely, or true a particular declaration regarding 
the state of affairs that exists in the outside world. To put that another way, 
belief is always considered by anthropologists to be an element in a con-
ception of the world. If, for example, a Miraña of Colombian Amazonia 
declares that “a ray is a fish, but also one of the stars in the constellation of 
Orion,”9 generally the anthropologist will seek out other, complementary 
statements that will eventually enable him or her to reconstruct a vision 
of the world as a whole, whether that vision concerns the sky, aquatic 
species, mythology, or kinship relations. While suspending the question 
of the truth of this or that declaration, the anthropologist will work to 
construct a network of analogous, symmetrical, or complementary con-
notations in the indigenous account. The attention of a researcher in the 
field very seldom strays from a representation of those contents (and their 

9. On the ethnoastronomy of the Miranas, see Karadimas (1999).
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possible relation to other indigenous representations) to the psychologi-
cal processes that lead to the establishment of belief. It is sometimes said 
that those processes are the business of a psychologist and in no way 
concern an anthropologist studying symbolic systems. I believe that, in 
that hasty conclusion, there is a serious risk of distorting the facts. From 
the point of view of understanding cultural phenomena, it is well worth 
accepting the risk and undertaking to consider belief from a psychologi-
cal perspective. The fact is that the concept of belief, as normally used in 
anthropology, contains a latent paradox that rarely emerges as clearly as 
it should. If “to believe” merely signifies adhering to this or that concep-
tion of the world, then the very meaning of the word “believe” should 
designate very different mental states from one culture to another. The 
relativist objection concerning symbolic systems in which belief operates 
ought to concern the very act of believing (over and above the problems 
with the term “believe” or its indigenous synonym). However, it is pre-
cisely that line of argument, mainly upheld by Needham, according to 
which a “belief,” in itself, does not exist and should be dissolved into a 
concept peculiar to each culture, that turns out to be rather unconvinc-
ing. In fact, the very examples Needham studied appear, on the contrary, 
to prove that such a thing as “the action of believing” seems resistant to 
cultural variation. It is impossible not to recognize that in many anthro-
pological analyses of belief devoted, for example, to belief in magic, this 
latent paradox arouses a feeling of dissatisfaction. Belief always appears 
to be something too strongly rooted in personal psychic processes to be 
possible to describe simply as an intimate adherence to some conception 
of the world. The act of believing seems too rooted in an individual’s 
flesh and blood to be able to be reduced purely to “a theory about the 
state of the world” or a “profession of faith.”

Furthermore, any anthropologist working in the field knows that tra-
ditional societies, whether European or non-European, are by no means 
composed of believers. Incredulity is present in traditional societies just 
as much as belief is. So the problem is not whether one believes or does 
not believe; it is more a matter of understanding how a particular rep-
resentation spreads within a culture’s space of common knowledge, and 
how that propagation comes about. To put that another way, when a 
representation becomes an object of belief, the problem that we should 
focus on is not simply how beliefs that exist alongside one another are 
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organized, but also how the specific link that is established between a rep-
resentation and the person who claims to believe in it functions. From 
this point of view, belief indicates a relationship, and an anthropologist 
should certainly consider it as such.

As expressed in these new terms, belief, in particular with regard to 
ritual situations, will have to be conceived as a projective process that 
leads to the establishment of a particularly complex type of social link. 

 Accordingly, let me formulate the hypothesis that, at least in ritual 
situations, one is led to believe something not because one shares a 
common patrimony (a “culture”) but, on the contrary, because much 
of the content of the belief results from a private projection effected 
by the one who believes. In truth, an analysis of the sources of belief, 
whether it be a matter of ritual or of narrative, does not point us toward 
any persuasive discourse aimed at bringing about ideological adhesion. 
Far more often, the conducive means leading to belief are constituted 
by projected or reinterpreted images (even if these are formulated by 
words). Belief is very often a matter of discourse interwoven with im-
ages that, far from imposing themselves as rules that should be obeyed, 
offer themselves up to personal interpretation suggested by a ritual 
context.

Let us now consider an empirical example to pinpoint this perspec-
tive of an analysis of the process that leads to the establishment of a 
belief. The historian Carlo Ginzburg’s masterly analysis of witchcraft in 
the Friuli region between the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries 

(Ginzburg [1966] 1983) is particularly useful from this point of view. 
Ginzburg showed in particular how the collection of beliefs that char-
acterized the Benandanti (literally “good walkers,” a Friulian fertility 
cult) were progressively associated with a number of central themes: 
namely, appearances or returns of the dead; the idea (which he describes 
as “shamanistic”) of a mobile soul that may at any moment leave the 
body; a nocturnal battle between rival supernatural powers; and, finally, 
a demonic Sabbath. In the course of the two centuries that Ginzburg 
studied, this collection of beliefs developed essentially in two directions. 
One part of the tradition was progressively associated with a group of 
funerary rituals; another part, which was propagated in parallel, seems, 
on the contrary, to have been linked with rituals that peasants celebrated 
in order to ensure the fertility of the crops in their fields.
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The pages that Ginzburg devoted to this popular tradition present 
a particularly clear example of the way in which a given collection of 
beliefs can be propagated in a particular place and at a particular time. 
The magico-ritual idea of nocturnal hunts, of the witchcraft of the Friuli 
area, was not propagated throughout the rural society in this region of 
Italy (and also in central and eastern Europe) as an explicitly formulated 
theory surrounded by specific cults and beliefs. It is, on the contrary, 
symptomatic that, as soon as a Benandante summoned to appear before 
some ecclesiastical tribunal attempted a description of a specific cult or 
deity, the picture immediately became confused. Sometimes there were 
mentions of a mysterious female deity, for example a certain Frau Selga 
(whose mysterious double, Perchta, appears in a more recent work by 
Ginzburg 1989 [1991]10). On other occasions, the peasant summoned to 
the tribunal would evoke “a certain woman called the abbess, seated in 
majesty on the edge of a well” (Ginzburg [1966] 1983: 54). 

A reader of Ginzburg’s book soon notices that the peasants know 
very little about these supernatural creatures. As we study the agrarian 
cults of the sixteenth-century Friuli peasants we do not find any return 
to a famous pagan culture handed down from antiquity, complete with 
its systems of deities and rituals. The belief in the existence of witches 
seems, rather, to be propagated in a much less systematic way, as a forest 
of resemblances, a subtle interplay of analogies between one event and 
another. In many of the cases mentioned and discussed by Ginzburg, the 
man or woman who is beginning to believe in the existence of witch-
craft does not really profess a faith any different from that of Catholi-
cism. Rather, he or she turns out to be struck by some intense image 
(for example, by the appearance of a strange animal in the courtyard 
or by the unusual brightness of a light at night . . .). Such an image is 
generally associated with a traumatic experience that the future believer 
cannot interpret. From a psychological point of view, instead of an act 
of affirmation of the truth or the apparent truth of the state of affairs 
that characterizes the external world (what one might call a credo), we 
find a believer filled with great hesitancy and distress, in an agony of 
suspended judgment. This subjective aspect is reflected in the manner 
in which belief in the nocturnal Sabbath is propagated. The constant 

10. For a commentary, see Severi (1992b).
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variation, almost from one person to another, in the collection of beliefs 
(which, however, are always contained within the two main branches: 
the funerary one and the one linked with the fertility of the fields) is 
not associated only with particular individual cases. This kind of cultural 
variation and uncertainty and the lack of any real doctrinal develop-
ment that this implies seem, on the contrary, to be typical of this type of 
uncodified representations. Even as Ginzburg pursues his aim as a his-
torian, which is to shed new light on the comparison between peasant 
culture and the official doctrine of the Inquisition, he shows clearly that 
the Benandanti of the Friuli region do not constitute a homogeneous 
group of people who share the same view of the world, dominated by 
particular ritual representations. The fact is that the Benandanti never 
did become such a group, nor would they be regarded as a coherent 
heretical one until such time as those representations were classified 
as belonging to the model of witchcraft elaborated by the church. The 
coherence of the Benandante system of beliefs—which defined it as a 
negation of Catholic doctrine—originated outside this peasant culture. 
That coherence was in truth completely foreign to these traditions. Until 
the church intervened, the propagation of beliefs was, it could be said, 
confined, rather, to the narration of fabulous tales, the benevolent or 
malevolent speculations of individuals, the expression of general fears, 
or mere gossip. 

Belief, we may conclude, can be unsystematic. 
It would therefore be pointless to seek for an overall collection of sim-

ilar cultural features in the series of resemblances linking the individual 
cases or episodes reported to the church authorities. From the evidence 
studied by Ginzburg what, instead, emerges with unexpected regularity 
are certain details that at first sight may seem minor. In many cases it is 
simply a matter of the stylistic features that characterize the narratives of 
this episode and, Ginzburg would say, confer upon them a certain family 
resemblance. Let us now examine one of these curious details. Perhaps 
this will help us to identify one of the factors that serve to support the 
propagation of belief, or even one of its typical modes of functioning. In 
plenty of the sources mentioned by Ginzburg, the witnesses maintain 
that when a Benandante gets up and goes off to celebrate a Sabbath 
with witches, his body remains motionless in his bed, apparently fast 
asleep. Almost all the witnesses insist that, at such a moment, one should 
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take care not to alter the position of his body. If the body did happen to be 
moved, the soul of the Benandante, which is absent, in many cases as-
suming the form of an animal in a faraway forest, would, upon its return 
the next morning, no longer be able to find an opening—the mouth, for 
example—through which to reenter the body. A great misfortune would 
follow, for the Benandante would in that case die. From the numer-
ous statements from witnesses, let me select, for instance, that made by 
Chonradt Stöcklin, a thirty-seven-year-old shepherd who was tried for 
heresy and then perished at the stake in Oberstdorf in 1586. Comment-
ing on what happened at that trial, Ginzburg writes as follows:

The journeying of “the nocturnal band” took place during the Ember 
Days, on Fridays and Saturdays, almost always at night. Prior to setting 
out one fell into a swoon and remained in an inert state: it was the soul 
(at least so he [Stöcklin] supposed) which departed, leaving the body 
behind immobile and lifeless for an hour or a little more. Woe, however, if 
the body, meanwhile, be turned over, because that would make the re-entry of 
the soul painful and difficult. (Ginzburg [1966] 1983: 53, my italics)

“Woe, however, if the body, meanwhile, be turned over. . . .” We should 
pause to consider this detail. The first point to note is that this warning 
is not really part of the belief concerning the nocturnal rituals of the 
Sabbath. The remark that is formulated in connection with the sleeping 
body—which is here more or less observed from the outside—lies, so to 
speak, at the threshold to belief. It is situated both within the space of 
belief (the nocturnal field and the distant forest where the secret rituals 
may take place) and outside, in the familiar space of the house where 
the others, the nonprotagonists, remain, those who are preparing to be 
believers but are not so yet. Indeed, when someone says, “Take care, do 
not move the body of the one [him or her] who sleeps at your side,” 
that person is certainly speaking not of an invisible elsewhere where se-
cret rituals are performed, but rather of a familiar detail, a situation that 
may arise any day or any night. Through this relationship established 
between two images situated in very different spaces yet at the same 
time regarded as communicating, a tension is established between the 
here-and-now dimension (what I can see at this very moment) and the 
dimension of a distant elsewhere (which I cannot see but that seems 
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to be secretly linked with what I can see right now, as one of its latent 
aspects). It is from this specific tension that the representation of the 
Benandante seems to draw its force and to engender a belief. The force of 
the image seems to lie precisely in the projection of a familiar and daily 
experience (sleeping alongside one’s spouse) into a completely invisible 
context. Such a projection is certainly far more intense than any descrip-
tion of bizarre or frightening details that a popular legend may attribute 
to some secret ritual or other.

To make that point more forcefully, let us consider an analogous ex-
ample. One of the popular legends most widely known in the Lozère 
region of France is famously dominated by the monstrous figure of a 
particularly cruel wolf known as the Beast of Gévaudan. Robert Louis 
Stevenson mentions this monstrous creature in his Travels with a donkey 
in the Cévennes ([1879] 2004). According to popular legend, the Beast of 
Gévaudan spreads irresistible terror around it. Although it looks exactly 
like a wolf, it is not at all the same as other wolves. It feeds exclusively 
on human flesh and can appear in two different places at the same time 
and at any moment. As the legend goes on to suggest, the magic Beast 
of Gévaudan is probably immortal. This story, which is particularly long-
lived, still appears to be well known even today. Richard Holmes, an 
English writer who recently followed in Stevenson’s footsteps through 
the Cévennes, undertook a little inquiry about the Beast as it appears 
now in local legends. Among the common explanations, then as now, for 
this fearful behavior on the part of the Beast, Holmes notes one. It con-
sists in assuming that a group belonging to a particular species of wolves, 
composed of only three specimens, once tasted human flesh and could 
no longer do without it (R. Holmes 1984).11

That explanation for the belief may provide us with a few leads as to its 
efficacy and hence its tenacious persistence in peasant society’s memory. 
The fact that this is a specific species explains the particularly savage 
behavior of the Beast: it performs unparalleled actions because it be-
longs to an altogether extraordinary group of animals. Furthermore, the 
fact that the species is made up of more than one individual explains, 

11. For an initial commentary on this text, see Houseman and Severi (1998: 
240).
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within the system of beliefs, why the Beast is reputed to be in two plac-
es at once. But there remains another crucial point: because it always 
mentions three wolves, not just two, the explanation always implies a 
member of this pseudospecies about which nothing is known. This third 
individual, which remains strictly unknown but might at any time be 
found in the vicinity of a pasture or a farm (the animal still unaccounted 
for, as Holmes rightly puts it), can always be used to explain any new, 
even incomprehensible, exploit of the legendary Beast. The legend’s 
“third wolf ” not only offers a narrator and whoever is listening to him 
a solution to the difficulty of explaining enigmatic situations; it also 
and above all presents a neutral point, a lacuna in the story, which will 
always make a later interpretation possible. Whoever wants to under-
stand the legend will fill that lacuna in his or her own way, on his or 
her own initiative. The existence of such a story in the popular tradition 
turns out to be linked to a series of peripeteiai in the narrative (which 
sustain in the listener to any story a particular kind of expectation, as in 
fairy-tales12). However, at the heart of such stories, it is also possible 
to detect another mechanism: the appearance of some isolated lacuna, 
some commonplace or unknown detail that, in its own way, attracts at-
tention. Such a process does not imply a torrent of details, as would, on 
the contrary, a description of some fabulous, unexpected, and mysteri-
ous manifestation. In fact, it implies precisely the reverse: the lack of 
a connotation. What appears to be absolutely unknown, or, quite the 
opposite, totally commonplace, arouses in the listener other images that 
will then become confused with those that are explicitly evoked. In this 
way, the frontier between that which is recounted (which does unfold 
within the narrative sequence) and that which the story encourages one 
to imagine becomes particularly uncertain. The existence of the immor-
tal wolf, in the form of the Beast of Gévaudan slips out of the narrative 
framework and acquires a sort of presence, indeed a quite unusual men-
tal presence. Any story told as part of a tradition of this kind affects that 
frontier line, which accordingly becomes more distant or closer each 
time a story is told.

If we now return to the warning that accompanies the Benandante’s 
evidence—“Woe, however, if the body, meanwhile, be turned over, because 

12. On this subject, see Severi (1999b).
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that would make the re-entry of the soul painful and difficult”—we discover 
that it too, in the same way as the “third wolf ” of the Beast of Gévaudan, 
assumes the function of indicating the frontier between that which is actu-
ally formulated in the Benandante’s evidence and that which such stories 
bring into existence in the imagination of believers. The only difference 
is that in this new context that frontier limit applies no longer to the 
story that is told, but to the actual formulation of belief in the Sabbath. 
In the evidence relating to witchcraft in the Friuli region, a run-of-the-
mill image (seldom noted) melts into the image of something fabulous (the 
ritual that is celebrated in secret) through the spontaneous projective 
interpretation of a point that is left empty. That empty point seems to 
be perfectly unexceptional and so confers upon the existence of witches 
a verisimilitude and everyday normality that is associated with the body 
sleeping next to one. 

It is now possible to formulate a first conclusion: in the act of believ-
ing, it is its possible banality that gives it the force of a representation, 
not its strangeness. Caught up in this tension, the banal detail opens up 
a kind of gap in the description of the imagined witchcraft scene; and it 
is a gap into which the subjective imagination of a believer can slip. This 
particular configuration gives rise to the typical form in which belief 
manifests itself: namely, doubt. Typically enough, it is never a certainty 
that something is true that produces the strength of a belief. Except in 
extreme or exceptional cases, such certainty never exists in a believer. 
What does almost always exist, though, is an absence of certainty that 
this or that phenomenon or state of affairs that is declared through the 
belief is actually false. This ambiguous state of the image in which one 
believes can never be described correctly as a decision to believe; rather, 
it is a reticence not to believe. The only link with the image of a witch is 
established through a refusal, or rather an inability, not to believe in her 
existence.13 This “negative” way of fixing belief can be explained from 
the point of view that I have proposed above. The fact is that the link 
that is established between the person and the representation (which I 
have suggested calling the psychological aspect of belief ), a link both 

13. I should also point out that on the whole the Kuna shamanistic beliefs are 
based on a use of negatively defined concepts such as “soul,” “spirit,” “invis-
ible power,” and so on (Severi 1993c: 221–49).
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distressing and persistent from the affective point of view and fragile 
from the logical point of view, is always generated by projection. That 
link, established through doubt, has none of the serenity of a profession of 
faith. A characteristic feature of all the witnesses’ statements regarding 
witchcraft in the Friuli region is that they approach the subject in an 
extremely prudent or even insidious fashion. The witness will not start 
off by saying either “I know that witches do not exist” or “I know that 
they do exist.” Almost always he or she will say, “I do not know if witches 
exist,” an expression of doubt that is found shocking not because, as 
the feigned humility of the believer would like to have it believed, it 
is possible to believe in the existence of a witch or a sorcerer. In fact 
what is so scandalous—including in the eyes of the Inquisitors—is 
not the fact that the peasant “believes” in the actual existence of one 
or another aspect of the witches’ ritual. In his Ecstasies ([1989] 1991), 
Ginzburg has shown, for instance, the imagined sexual contact with 
an animal being (which lay at the heart of the “belief ” in the Sabbath) 
was for a long time considered by a Catholic confessor as a pure fruit 
of the imagination about which the church need not worry too much. 
What so shocked and disturbed the Inquisition judges was the fact that, 
among the peasants who had become Benandanti and their disciples, 
faith did not extinguish doubt as to the existence of witches. This not 
knowing whether witches exist thus became, not an absolute negation 
of the Christian faith, but rather what might be called a perhaps belief, 
a way of admitting the existence of supernatural beings but at the same 
locating them in an ambiguous space somewhere in between belief and 
nonbelief.

So now we can reformulate our hypothesis regarding the nature of 
belief. This mental state is better described, in connection with both the 
propagation of a collection of beliefs within the social body and also 
an individual’s adhesion to a patrimony of common representations, 
by a doubtful not knowing whether rather than an affirmative knowing 
that. This “not knowing whether” results from a process that leads to the 
establishment of two parallel spaces composed of features both com-
monplace and mysterious. Through this process, a specific mental state 
is constructed in which any feature that stands out in one’s memory 
also becomes a key factor in the establishment of belief. It is within that 
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space that belief must be situated. The attitude of a peasant who believes 
in the existence of the Sabbath is characterized not by the force of con-
tradicting the official doctrine of the church, but rather by the weakness 
of an acceptance of some rare exception. His mental state is far better 
defined by his inability not to believe in an imaginary situation in which, 
through some projection, he feels that he is involved, than by an explicit 
negation of what the church declares.

From these considerations, we may draw a general conclusion on be-
lief. Believing and projecting seem to be two psychological phenomena 
that are closely linked. In order to understand belief, anthropologists 
must distance themselves from the “propositional” view of this concept 
(the one that has led them to speak of a system of beliefs and a concep-
tion of the world) and draw closer to the point of view of psycholo-
gists. In this perspective, belief appears as a specific type of projection, 
prompted by an interpretation of an incomplete constellation of indica-
tions. This brief examination of the witchcraft studied by Ginzburg has 
thus furthered our understanding of belief as a specific mental state. 
It has also led me to formulate some new hypotheses about the way 
in which certain representations can propagate themselves (as in what 
Dan Sperber [1996] has called an “epidemiology of representations”) 
within a particular community. However, these analyses tell us noth-
ing about belief, when such a mental state establishes itself, as in the 
Kuna case, in the presence of pain. In this respect, we can still conclude 
nothing about its possible role in the therapeutic act as practiced in the 
Kuna shamanistic tradition. In order to gain a better understanding of 
this aspect, which will lead us to a new approach to the effectiveness of 
symbols, let us now study the work of an Italian psychoanalyst, Gaetano 
Roi, on the subject of communication in a community of young autistic 
people.14 

14. I am here using the definition of the term “autistic” originally formulated 
by Bleuer and later by Asperger. In this perspective, “autistic” is applied to 
a subject lacking the ability to establish an affective contact with someone 
else. In many cases, this inability is indicated by great difficulties in the use 
of language.
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SOUND AND SENSE: A MUSICAL WAY OF LISTENING 

Even if they are painted without eyes, figures must 
give the impression that they are looking; and paint-
ed without ears, they must give the impression that 
they are listening. There are things that ten thousand 
strokes of the brush cannot represent but that can be 
seized upon with a single precise stroke. That is the 
true way of representing the invisible.

 Lao Zi, The Dao of painting

Voices, sonorous rhythms, words unspoken, condensed, or deformed: 
Gaetano Roi’s therapeutic researches explore and reveal an extremely 
unusual way of communicating that seems to challenge our current ideas 
about linguistic exchange. In his works he describes and analyzes a large 
number of cases that it would be impractical, here, to examine one by 
one (Roi 1998). Instead, let us follow just one of the paths taken by this 
remarkable psychoanalyst working among therapeutic communities of 
autistic adolescents. The first step, only seemingly paradoxical, taken by 
Roi is his decision to limit himself (apart from his attentive interpreta-
tion of everything that can make sense of his patients’ behavior) to a 
musical way of listening to their language.

A reader of Roi’s works progressively discovers that, in the commu-
nicative situations that he studies, other elements of utterance, gener-
ally considered to be accidental or even obstacles to communication, in 
fact play a crucial role. Fulvio, Ornella, Umberto, and the other young 
autistic patients observed by Roi seem to entrust the expression of their 
thoughts not so much to words, but rather to certain particular sounds, 
gobbledegooks, or else to truncated or amalgamated linguistic expres-
sions. Guided by Roi’s analyses, we learn to listen attentively to voice-
tones, exclamations, apparent monologues, or even reproachful asides 
deflected from their natural interlocutors. Next, the reader begins to re-
alize that these sounds, these distortions of normal communication, are 
organized according to a logic that is as rigorous as it is unexpected. The 
adolescents studied by Roi are clearly not able to use words to which 
other people resort every day. Nevertheless, by changing the conditions 
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of speech and submitting words to a different order of communication, 
they manage to express or to translate into words an intense suffering. 
One of them, Fulvio, at a certain point referred to this way of using 
one’s voice and words as “the other way of saying.” What does such 
a use of language consist of ? How does it manage to communicate 
anything? What is the relation, here, of sound and sense or meaning?

Roi, who is a psychoanalyst endowed with extraordinary sensitivity, 
has explored in depth the clinical aspects of this speech that had, up until 
then, remained largely unnoticed. I could add nothing to his account of 
its clinical aspects and therefore simply refer the reader to his own works. 
All the same, I should like to suggest that an example of a cultural nature 
might help us to gain a better understanding of this specific form of 
communication, in which the customary balance between meaning and 
form is profoundly modified. 

Clearly, the closest thing to what young Fulvio calls “the other way 
of saying” is poetry, and that is so for two reasons: the first is that in 
poetry, sound, or rather the sonorous form of words, is more intense 
than in customary communication. But this word-music is far from be-
ing a matter of chance. On the contrary, this music is perceptible only 
thanks to a specific organization of the sounds, which establishes a dou-
ble register of resonances, the one between sounds and meanings, the 
other between sequences of pure sounds. This may put one in mind of 
one of Jakobson’s great lessons: namely, that poetry always resonates on 
two registers simultaneously, the register of meaning and that of sound 
( Jakobson 2006).

There is, however, another reason why poetry can be usefully com-
pared to the symptomatic language of Fulvio and the other adolescent 
autistic members of Roi’s group of patients. Poetry, at least in cultural 
societies that depend on the utterance of the spoken word, is gener-
ally recited in particular situations. Often, these are ritual situations 
where one collectively remembers experiences of great emotional in-
tensity, whether they be painful or joyous, and where affect tends to 
take priority over representation. Often the very intensity of the ritual 
experience may make normal linguistic communication difficult or 
sometimes even impossible. As a result, in many cases the ritual action 
replaces speech in order to symbolize a mental and bodily state that it is 
not possible to symbolize directly. In this way, in so-called “traditional” 



246 THE CHIMERA PRINCIPLE

societies poetry often takes the form of a ritual song, thereby becoming 
closer to sound and simultaneously linking itself strictly to the lived 
experience.

Here is an example. A remarkable Canadian linguist, Kevin Tuite, 
made a lengthy study of a body of Georgian traditional songs composed 
of both meaningful words and purely sonorous passages totally without 
meaning (Tuite 1992, 1993). The strictly linguistic part of these songs 
has a parallelist structure of the kind that is by now familiar to us: a se-
ries of repeated formulae with regular variations. In the utterance of the 
song, an organization guided by meaning is combined with a sonorous 
organization effected by the regular repetition of the same groups of 
words. In this connection, the song which ritually celebrates the birth of 
a boy in a family, where the sun is called “mother of the moon,” nicely 
illustrates this point:

Sun inside and sun outside
Oh Sun, come inside!
The cock has crowed
Oh Sun, come inside!
Rise up in the sky, sun
Oh sun, come inside!
The sun has given birth to the moon
Oh sun, come inside!
A little boy is born
Oh sun, come inside!

As we have noted earlier, the interpenetration that we find here be-
tween a particular sonorous organization and a particular way of convey-
ing a meaning (a process that in this case functions by alternation) is an 
aspect inherent to all poetry. In the Georgian case, however, sound tends 
to free itself from meaning. From being simply an implicit aspect in the 
utterance of speech, here sound acquires an autonomy of its own. Tuite 
has been able to show that, in this tradition, inarticulate sounds obey 
the same internal organization, the same formal design, as that which 
guides the order of words. Even noises, once inserted into a context of 
special communication, are organized into pairs of oppositions by the 
regular repetition of the same sounds and by an alternating interplay that 
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appears to be carefully calculated. Beyond words, one is tempted to say, 
the discourse of the song continues, as in the following funerary song, 
which is strictly parallelist and in which not a single word appears:

oi owo iawa,
eio woiwowo ioi oi oy
oho io woi, iowo owda woy!
wo iwoi woi io iwo iwo iwo iwo ioi
o io owoy

So there are some communication situations in which something 
imposes order upon the communication act as a whole, by mobilizing 
aspects of the utterance that, at first sight, seem totally independent of 
the creation of meaning. Sound, the purely sonorous matter of language, 
may elude speech and acquire an autonomous existence. This dimension 
is neither chaotic nor meaningless. If we are capable of hearing them, 
certain regular sonorous configurations may emerge.

For an understanding of how they may do so, both in the conscious-
ness of a patient and in a ritual context, and, above all, in order to un-
derstand into which aspects of psychic life their roots are plunged, the 
research work of Roi into communication between autistic patients is 
crucial. Once he had understood that the words pronounced by some 
patients were not modified in a haphazard way and that their squiffed 
utterance was directed by a systematic kind of deformation or obeyed 
a particular style of sonorous deformation, the therapist was at last 
able to catch a hidden discourse up until then concealed beneath the 
stereotyped behavior of an autistic adolescent or considered as such by 
those who lived alongside him. In our Georgian example, we have dis-
covered an organization of sound operating alongside that of meaning. 
However, the sounds that Tuite registered still remain without mean-
ing. Roi proceeds further: within the framework of communication 
with other autistic patients of his, within the dimension that he calls 
“their singing,” sound maintains a profound relationship with meaning. 
He discovers that a meaning hidden in speech may not only coexist or 
alternate with some kind of music, as we have seen in the Georgian 
example; it may also be hidden within the song itself: in the very tone 
that the young patient adopts, for instance, in order to repeat words 
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uttered by his teacher or by the therapist. Clearly, the force of this dis-
covery lies in its radicalism. We are naturally aware of the fact that 
certain levels of communication, rooted, for instance, in the modali-
ties of sounds, may profoundly affect the meaning of our utterances. A 
study of such turbulent factors affecting communication is, of course, 
one of the tasks of pragmatics. Nevertheless, examples of a true con-
struction of meaning in situations in which linguistic exchange, speech 
itself, seems completely absent are extremely rare. It is here that the 
work of Roi, which reveals the degree to which such infralinguistic and 
semilinguistic communication may be intense and rich in resonances, 
should concern anthropologists of ritual and provide them with more 
to think about.

What I have in mind, of course, is the Kuna song The Way of Mu and the 
interpretation of it that Claude Lévi-Strauss produced in his essay on 
“The effectiveness of symbols” (1963). As we have seen, the Kuna song, 
formulated in language incomprehensible to the sick woman, can no 
longer be regarded as an effective symbolic interpretation of her pain. 
However, it is surely clear that the efficacy of ritual language reaches 
far beyond a study of the shamanistic tradition of the Kuna alone. The 
study of ritual based on speech manifestations has long since discovered 
particular cases of linguistic exchange in which the effect expected from 
a ritual interaction (a transference from one social space to another, or 
from one time to another in human life, or the recognition of a new so-
cial status or even a cure) seems to be confined totally to a particular ut-
terance of certain key texts. But precisely in cases in which linguistic ex-
change seems so important, everything seems to be designed to ensure 
that normal communication encounters a mass of obstacles. In many 
cases, verbal ritual seems to wish to avoid a, so to speak, average and 
normal level of linguistic communication. Either the ritual simplifies the 
utterance to the point of creating infralinguistic phenomena composed 
purely of sounds or nonwords (as Tuite calls them); or else, as among the 
Kuna, it chooses an extreme degree of complication, esoteric metaphors, 
and a specialized lexicon. This facilitates the creation of a whole special 
language that is incomprehensible to ordinary people. In both cases the 
result is to render comprehension arduous or even impossible. So what 
is the explanation for this paradox provoked by communication that, on 
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the one hand, is assiduously prepared and practiced and in many cases 
carefully described and, on the other, is rendered increasingly difficult to 
the point where, as we have seen, sound takes precedence over meaning? 
Why do some cultures define communication with such attention even 
when, as in the Georgian funerary song, communication is not effected 
through words? What is it that is being communicated in these specific 
contexts? And then, how is it possible to understand the fact that this 
kind of communication is, with impressive regularity, associated with an 
act of therapy and with belief in the efficacy of speech?

The fact is that the results of Roi’s research into therapies confront 
us with a very rare situation in which the complementarity conceived by 
Devereux (1978) between individual psychology and a collective elabo-
ration of beliefs becomes practicable. For the problem of the symbolic 
efficacy of primitive or shamanistic therapies and that of the particular 
form of communication decoded by Roi seem to present us with a way 
of elaborating language (and the particular form of communication that 
stems from it) that is very similar. To put that in Devereuxian terms, it 
is perhaps a matter of the same phenomenon described in two different 
languages, the one anthropological, the other psychoanalytical. We are 
faced with two problems, seemingly separate and quite different, that 
suddenly appear to illuminate each other, thereby enabling us to think 
of a solution formulated in new terms. To be more precise, those two 
problems require us to explore from two complementary points of view a 
communicational phenomenon of unimagined depth: that “other way of 
saying,” the intensity of which one of Roi’s patients one day discovered. 
Still following the path that we began to follow in our analysis of the 
Georgian example—that is to say, by comparing the symbolic phenom-
ena linked with the creation of meaning through speech to situations of 
communication linked with the mere emission of sounds—we shall per-
haps be able to recognize in “the other way of saying” a situation analo-
gous to that in which communication is established, across a therapeutic 
field, between a shaman and his patient.

Let us return to the Kuna shamanistic therapy. Faced with the ham-
mock in which the pregnant woman lies, the native specialist, in a mono-
tone musical chant, sings marvelous songs, often very poetic, which 
generally trace a parallel between the experience of the woman about to 
give birth and a sudden turbulence that strikes the universe. Thus, in the 
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song devoted to difficult confinement, the Kuna shaman evokes scenes in 
which rivers of blood appear and mountains seem to palpitate in rhythm 
with the spasms that shake the woman’s body as she gives birth. As the 
Kuna see it, this journey through a land constructed like the patient’s 
body makes it possible to enter upon an exploration of the patient’s ex-
perience that will favor her recovery. As we know, a Kuna song is gener-
ally perceived by the patient simply as pure sound: just a voice. The Kuna 
situation thus radicalizes the Georgian one. No meaning is conveyed, at 
least not vocally and directly, between the two figures engaged in this 
ritual communication. But all the same, everyone agrees that this com-
munication has an effect. Although it is incomprehensible—the Kuna 
people say—this speech that is ritually uttered has the power to heal.

So what happens while a Kuna song is recited? Let us consider the 
ritual scene as a long sequence of mostly incomprehensible words. In 
the presence of the patient, a complex kind of sonorous image is gradually 
created. As in the perspective introduced by Roi, who resorted to hearing 
musically what his patients were formulating, I should like to try to set 
up a kind of iconic decoding of the shamanistic song. So it will be neces-
sary to consider the song uttered by the shaman purely as a sonorous 
image, quite independent of the meaning of the words of which it is 
composed. My aim is to study it purely as an acoustic image, so to speak.

Ernst Gombrich, in his great book on Art and illusion ([1960] 1984), 
pointed out that much of the perceptive process is due to a particular way 
of operating a visual projection. When we look at an image, we always 
perceive a number of features that the image does not contain materially, 
but simply suggests. This interplay with the part that is not visible, which 
seems inherent in all perception, is often exploited in art that we are ac-
customed to call primitive. In many cases (for example, in order to rep-
resent a spirit), this projective interplay is exploited in order to reveal a 
link between what, in the image, is materially present and what, without 
actually describing it, it encourages the eye to see. It is a way of bring-
ing to mind what one wishes to remain invisible. In order to understand 
this process, typically brought about by a representation that I have been 
calling “chimerical” (Severi 1991, 1992a, 1992b), one has only to look at 
a very ordinary visual illusion, like that which encourages us to project, 
and thus see a square on the basis of no more than four dots separated by 
a white equivalent space (Figure 79).
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Figure 79. The schema of a visual projection on a nonexistent square.

Now, if we return to the shamanistic song and focus our attention 
upon the ways in which it is uttered, without bothering about its con-
tent or meaning, we find a situation that is analogous to that illusion, 
although this time it is transposed into the field of sound. The scene 
of ritual utterance exploits the elementary coordinates of projection in 
exactly the same way. In fact it would be incomprehensible without the 
active intervention of projection. Let us see how Gombrich defines the 
elementary characteristics of the process that leads to setting off a pro-
jective response:

There are obviously two conditions that must be fulfilled if the mecha-
nism of projection is to be set in motion. One is that the beholder must 
be left in no doubt about the way to close the gap; secondly, that he must 
be given a “screen”, an empty or ill-defined area onto which he can pro-
ject the expected image. (Gombrich [1960] 1984: 208)

In La memoria rituale (Severi 1993c) I studied how very complex 
and rich in meaning the image of the Kuna ritual scene can be, as can 
that of the supernatural landscape that is progressively described in a 
shamanistic song. So I shall not be dwelling on that aspect here but shall 
instead formulate a different question, which concerns not the meaning 
but the perlocutionary aspect of the song. If we are willing to adopt the 
point of view of the suffering woman lying in the hammock, next to the 
shaman, how does this sonorous image seem to her? It is, of course, not 
possible to understand that experience in detail. However, one thing is 
clear: the image will above all seem to her to be an incomplete sonorous 
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image, entirely entrusted to a voice that formulates incomprehensible 
words, in the darkness, an image in which it will be very difficult for her, 
here and there, to seize upon the few words the meaning of which she 
understands.

This is therefore a situation quite similar to that of the Georgian 
funerary song. The sounds uttered (apparently devoid of meaning)—
thanks to the parallelist structure of the song that constrains the sha-
man regularly to repeat the same expressions and to vary them only in 
accordance with a quite rigid schema of alternation—always possesses 
a perceptible sonorous regularity. It is reasonable to conclude that those 
sounds orient the patient’s listening, even if no precise meaning is associ-
ated with them. 

From the listener’s point of view, this “sung” utterance seems a kind of 
sonorous carpet, a—so to speak—auditive Rorschach mark, composed of 
sequences of words that never dissolve completely into disorder but are 
organized according to a minimal degree of order that is established by 
the musical chant (continuously scanned by the shaman), without ever 
relying on the meaning. On the other hand, we know that the patient is 
aware of what everyone knows about shamans: that the shaman goes off 
on a journey, seeking a soul that has fled from its body, and that he is en-
gaged in a duel with animal spirits; all these are ideas with which she is 
familiar. Furthermore, as I noted when translating The Song of the Demon, 
even if it is true that a song is mainly composed of incomprehensible 
words, a limited lexicon derived from everyday language always filters 
through, albeit partially, into the language of the initiate (Severi and 
Gomez 1983).

Despite the mystery engendered by incomprehensible sounds, a kind 
of atmosphere that is more familiar is thus established, in which the 
suffering woman, or indeed any other patient, does not feel totally diso-
riented. At the same time, such a patient understands, albeit only oc-
casionally, at least a few of the words pronounced by the celebrant: par-
tially, almost by chance, the patient is struck by a few indicative words, 
the meaning of which she can grasp. The image constructed by the song 
in the ritual utterance scene could thus be described as a kind of thread, a 
regular and continuous line composed of uttered sounds. Alongside this 
thread, in a discontinuous and irregular way, the words the meaning of 
which the patient has understood appear as luminous points.
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This situation (in which I am at this point noting only the utter-
ance’s formal features, not its meaning) implies the two conditions that 
Gombrich assigned to the engendering of a perceptive illusion, as it ap-
pears once a process of projection is under way: on the one hand, famili-
arity with certain features that are seized upon and understood; on the 
other, the presence of an empty screen, here constituted by sequences of 
incomprehensible sounds uttered in the dark. Those sounds, although 
inserted into a context of communication, are not words. So they remain 
without meaning. As in the case of Chonradt Stöcklin, the Benandante 
in Obertsdorf, and in that of the Beast of Gévaudan, an empty or latent 
space—a seemingly negligible gap—appears in the flow of uttered rep-
resentations. That empty space (as in the case of an illusion or partial 
vision) gives rise to mental activity that strives, through projection, to 
complete the sonorous image activated by the uttered sounds.

If one seizes upon this ambiguous nature of the shamanistic text 
(revealed by an aspect that can only be understood if one decides to 
study, over and above the words, the particular emission of the sounds 
themselves), it is possible to begin to understand the kind of ritual com-
munication that Claude Lévi-Strauss called symbolic efficacy. Such a 
perspective makes it possible to identify an intermediate term midway 
between an individual perception and a collective codification of the 
malady, which is regularly missed when one concentrates on the con-
tent of the songs. The fact is that, by going down this new path, we find 
that what might be called the work of verbal ritual is revealed in all its 
complexity. On the one hand, it becomes clear that, from the point of 
view of culture and the system of shared signs, the sounds emitted by 
the shaman present a recognizable representation of the existence of the 
supernatural world and, in particular, of the spirits, which by definition, 
in the Kuna world, cannot be perceived visually. It is well known that a 
Kuna spirit is constituted purely by sound. 

On the other hand, though, from the point of view of individual 
experience, and particularly an experience that is as difficult to share as 
pain is, the meeting point with speech lies in the construction not of 
discourse nor of a system of signs, but of a particular perceptive illusion. In 
the course of the utterance of a shamanistic song, the basic canvas that is 
familiar to everyone (the journey into the beyond, the battle against the 
spirits, the search for a lost soul, etc.) emerges gradually and in scattered 
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fragments, within a neutral space of sound that is incomprehensible and 
secret, in which there is room for the patient to project something. We 
ourselves, who have the means to read the text of the song, are able to 
see that a detailed account of the shamanistic journey is given, some-
times with a wealth of details that borders on obsession. But what the 
patient perceives of that image is no more than a sketch of that journey, 
constructed by hints: like the rare strokes of a paintbrush in a Chinese 
painting separated by vast blank spaces. Now, as the passage from the 
Dao of painting quoted at the head of this section declares, the exist-
ence of a blank space simply has the effect of adding precision to the 
brush stroke or, in the present case, the words uttered by the shaman. 
It is certainly thanks to such blank spaces that the elaboration of the 
patient’s experience of pain, set in motion by the creation of a field of 
projection, becomes more intense. It is here that the link with belief, a 
link established, as we have seen, not by adherence to a new certainty 
but, precisely, through uncertainty, becomes at once most compelling 
and most effective. It is in this way that the song, as a sonorous image, 
touches the imagination of the patient. Or, rather, it is thus that a point 
of infralinguistic mutual penetration is established between the two par-
ties: on the one hand, the rhythmically uttered song and, on the other, 
the flood of thoughts that accompanies the experience of pain. Despite 
the fact that the words pronounced by one party are not materially and 
literally understood by others, nevertheless, in this ritual therapy, the 
form of this communication is constructed both by the patient and by the 
therapist. The thoughts of the former can in this way insert themselves 
imaginatively into the partly meaningless words pronounced by the lat-
ter. A ritual song, a text that always tells a stereotyped story (the same 
for everyone), in this way becomes an amazingly faithful image of the 
personal experience and secret story of the patient. And that is simply 
because it is up to the patient herself to construct for herself its own 
symbolic efficacy and to play her part in the song sung by the therapist, 
thereby making it the same word-image for both of them. So the magic 
force or symbolic efficacy of The Way of Mu, the Kuna song designed 
as therapy for difficult childbirth, does not originate, as Lévi-Strauss 
thought, from an image produced by the therapist that “embodied” the 
story of the patient’s experience. The magic came from the suffering 
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woman herself, who conferred meaning upon the latent aspects of what-
ever the therapist said. Before believing, the suffering woman engaged 
in a process of projection.

The “music” of the words, the sequence of sounds, thus constituted 
no obstacle to communication between the shaman and his patient. On 
the contrary, even as it made direct linguistic exchange more difficult, it 
simultaneously opened on to a communicational level peculiar to ritual 
which, even as it carefully marked the limits of what was communicable 
within the context, managed to focus the act of communication precisely 
upon what ordinary language normally fails to symbolize. In the Kuna 
case as in that of Roi’s patients, over and above their evident differ-
ences, there was one omnipresent feature, possibly the one that marks 
the deepest origin of “the other way of saying,” whether this was used in 
a Kuna shamanistic tradition, the witchcraft of the Friuli region in the 
sixteenth century, or in a present-day therapeutic community. That com-
mon feature is one of the very rare experiences that threatens the very 
existence of language: namely, extreme pain.

A few reflections on the nature of belief have led us, first, to shift our at-
tention from the content of representations to the actual act of believing. 
That act seems to establish a specific relation, an intense link, between a 
representation and a believer; and it seems to come to be established by 
a negative process, through the exercise of doubt. Once the projective 
nature of what I have called “belief ” was recognized, I wondered how that 
“belief ” emerges in the context of a veritable critical state of thought such 
as the experience of pain represents. This new perspective has enabled us 
to reconsider the evidence of the symbolic efficacy of Kuna shamanistic 
songs. The effect of the belief that is established in this tradition seemed 
to me to originate in a series of projective responses aimed not at its 
content but rather at its uncomprehended part expressed only by a few 
recognized verbal hints and that ends up becoming a sonorous screen 
available to a projective process. It is in that way that belief establishes 
a link between the sonorous image and the person, man or woman, who 
believes. The link emerges, apparently spontaneously, from the activation 
of the process of projection. The suffering woman in the Kuna ritual is 
engaged in the projective process even before belief becomes established. 
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So she is, quite literally, the true author of the symbolic efficacy of the 
song.

This long itinerary, which has led us from the techniques of the mne-
monic codification of ritual songs to the decoding of the conditions of 
their utterance, has enabled us to explore a number of aspects of the type 
of communication and thereby also the memorization that is character-
istic of the song-form in Amerindian shamanistic traditions. We may 
conclude from our analyses that a number of features are typical of the 
song-form and also of the type of memory that it implies. We should 
bear in mind the following:

•	 the	 relationship	 between	 images	 and	 language	 that	 I	 have	 called	
mnemonic, because it is based on a particular way of constructing 
salient images, thereby constituting so many keys to memorization;

•	 the	definition	of	the	image	of	a	ritual	locutor	as	a	polythetic	figure;
•	 the	specific	relationship	that	is	established	between	the	implicit	and	

the explicit aspects of images. I have called this a relationship estab-
lished through doubt, which turns out to be the origin of a type of 
belief engendered by the context of ritual communication.

In this chapter we have seen that parallelism affects not only the rep-
resentation of the world (things that people speak about) but also that 
of locutors. From this we may conclude that in such a case, ritual com-
munication, in order to construct memorable representations, does not 
simply use counterintuitive ones but furthermore inserts counterintui-
tive representations into counterintuitive contexts of utterance. In this 
way, a literature that seems entirely composed of almost incomprehen-
sible words, esoteric images, and unusual ritual gestures attains a sali-
ence at least equivalent to that of narrative. I shall soon be returning 
to that theme. But for the moment let me observe that parallelism is 
not just a technique for preserving certain images that typify traditional 
knowledge, as, among the Kuna, the Tree-Woman, the Celestial Jaguar, 
and the plural and ambiguous image of the shamanistic singer. Paral-
lelism is also a technique for generating new images. We shall see now 
that the polythetic figure of the shamanistic locutor may itself engender 
other creatures, following the technique of imagination that parallelism 
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implies and that thereby gives rise to other forms of projective belief. 
That process of generating new memorable images will be the theme 
of the last chapter of this book, in which we shall see how this schema, 
which I have deduced from a morphological and comparative analysis of 
the formal conditions that orient certain Amerindian ritual traditions, 
acts and operates in cases of social change and conflict. 





chapter 4

Christ in America
Or, an antagonistic memory

Tende
le sue braccia fra i càrpini: l ’oscuro
ne scancella lo sguardo. Senza voce,
disfatto dall ’arsura, quasi esanime,
l ’Idolo è in croce.

Eugenio Montale, “Costa San Giorgio”

Memory processes to which, progressively, increasingly complex mental 
operations were added, along with acts of sonorous and visual perception, 
classification, inference, and imagination, and, finally, projective elabora-
tion and belief: that is the image of the Amerindian arts of memory that 
we have gradually enriched and that finds its place within a general view 
of an anthropology of thinking. The thinking of each one of us and per-
haps even certain aspects of our perceptive processes all take place within 
a universe of shared ideas. Amerindian parallelism, whether verbal or 
visual and whether applied to the object or the subject of an utterance, 
constitutes one of the itineraries that point the way to the exercise of 
individual thinking. However, all too often when we speak of shared 
ideas, we have in mind a kind of indistinct fund of representations and 
thoughts on the basis of which (or despite which) the ideas and experi-
ences of an individual are generated and then express that individual’s 
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inimitable profile—as if it were a matter of a form detaching itself from 
that general fund absolutely clearly and with no confusion possible. 

It is of course undeniable that thought, in order to become discovery 
and inventiveness, must always react against a tradition composed of ac-
cepted ideas. All the same, as a description of the nature of a legacy of 
shared ideas, nothing could be more false than an image of an inert fund 
fixed for ever. Plenty of ideas are propagated within a social group and 
become part of a tradition, not through inertia or out of habit, but pre-
cisely wherever conflict is most intense; wherever an individual perceives 
the threat of limits being abolished; wherever uncertainty can come to 
dominate consciousness; wherever pain or vertigo suddenly appears.

Before we return to the ethnography of distant peoples, let us con-
sider an example from our own tradition. One of the great myths of 
the twentieth century, the crowd as described and analyzed by Le Bon, 
Freud, and Canetti, provides an eloquent example of this aspect of the 
epidemiology of representations. This image of a throng rising up against 
an imaginary enemy or fleeing from a fire, the flames of which are no 
more than hearsay, results from a twofold process. On the one hand, the 
content of the mental image is dramatically simplified into just a few 
salient features: us, the fire, the enemy. On the other, that process of sim-
plification sparks off a violent intensification of the link that unites the 
members of the group. Although it is confused and unstable, an us comes 
into being at that moment. Elias Canetti, far better in his novel Auto-da-
fé ([1935] 1946) than in his Crowds and power ([1960] 2000), produced 
an admirable description of such a situation. In the lucid apocalyptic 
tone that characterizes so much of his writing, he proclaims that there is

an impulsion that urges men collectively to attain to the state of a su-
perior animal, a mass, and in it to lose themselves completely, as if the 
human individual had never existed. . . . Such a mass, like a monstrous, 
wild, ardent animal full of shifting passions, boils up in the depths of our 
being. But despite its age that mass is the youngest of all animals, the 
earth’s essential creature, its goal, even its future. . . . Sometimes it falls 
upon us like a threatening storm or a roaring Ocean in which every drop 
of water lives in the same way and with the same goal as all the others. 
(Canetti [1935] 1946: 436–37)
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This throng, in the guise of a monstrous animal, a threatening storm, 
or an immense Ocean, presents us with an initial eloquent image that is 
at the origin of the propagation of ideas in which the thoughts of each 
one of us should be included. The mental contagion that is thereby created 
is, as Freud’s famous expression puts it, similar to an indefinitely iterated 
“hypnosis.”1 But it is, no doubt, perfectly possible that another illusion 
lurks in the idea that only such a throng can effectively provide support 
for a rapid and intense propagation of representations within a social 
group. In reality, every individual daily encounters both the support and 
at the same time the weight and constraints that stem from shared ideas. 
As we have seen in the course of earlier analyses, the celebration of a rit-
ual is probably one of the most intense ways of constructing that which 
is memorable. But it is not possible to ignore an aspect that has so far 
been neglected: in traditional societies, as in others, what is memorable 
also rests upon conflict and pain, and this underpins an invariably fragile 
network of shared ideas. I have endeavored at some length to elaborate 
and enrich the current concept of memory, in the twofold sense of a 
codification of a mnemonic trace of its recollection, of classification and 
inference, and also of the invention of an iconography and the constitu-
tion of a context of ritualized communication. In this way, I have tried 
to present a sufficiently rich account of the conditions of what, as an an-
tithesis to narrative memory, might be seen as a process of memorization 
of complex images: the kind of memory which, without representing the 
sounds of language, constructs around a mental representation a series 
of utterance conditions that in a new way preserve the trace left in the 
common memory. I have in mind, in particular, the ritual actions and 
iconographies that such a common memory implies; for that is precisely 
what composes the memory of numerous cultures that we have, for far 
too long, been calling merely “oral.” Seen in this perspective, the concept 
of memory should be understood in its full sense, as a craft of thought, a 
context of reference, a domain of classification, a persistent schema of 
evocation and so of the construction of ideas and poetic imagination. 

1. The term “contagion” applied to mental phenomena was coined by Le Bon 
and is cited in Freud, “Group psychology and the analysis of the ego” (Freud 
1985).
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Memory “in the full sense,” then. However, the space for that memory 
by no means conforms with the kind of order that a researcher is expected 
to work on. On the contrary, it looms up in the midst of conflict, pain, 
and confrontation with an enemy. We should never forget that in social 
life memory is never unitary: memories are all different and in many cases 
they are antagonistic. In this respect, traditional societies are no different 
from others. That is why I should like to bring this book to a close by 
studying one last case, one in which, precisely, conflict dominates. The last 
part of Chapter 2 referred to an Apache pictographic tradition. If we re-
construct its context in which a new world of shamanistic beliefs is taking 
shape, we find an eloquent example of social memory as operating in an 
open conflict. In this new context, we shall certainly not be abandoning 
either an examination of forms or an attempt to specify clearly the type of 
mental operations that are to be found in these new traditions. The tech-
niques of memory in the fullest sense, which we have been considering 
so far, are much more resistant to cultural and political conflict than one 
might expect. Perhaps that is precisely how it is that they make it pos-
sible to focus on a few essential features even when, as we have just seen, 
a social memory develops through the establishment of a religious belief.

An APACHE CHrISt

I now intend to undertake an analysis of the development of Apache 
shamanistic tradition, while bearing in mind the hypothesis of a study 
of the cognitive bases of culture. In the course of two Malinowski Lec-
tures a few years apart, Dan Sperber and Pascal Boyer sketched in the 
profile of an epidemiology of representations (Sperber 1985; P. Boyer 
2000), inscribing it within a new perspective as regards the definition of 
the object of anthropological research. They suggested that this should 
become a study of the way in which collections of representations are 
propagated in a society. So it would be a matter no longer of “visions of 
the world” but rather, in an undeniably more technical and interesting 
way, of the chains of representations that are produced by the propaga-
tion of ideas. Seen from this point of view, it is the constant exchange of 
representations in the course of daily communication that engenders the 
veritable phenomenon of contagion that we customarily call “culture.” 
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Both Sperber and Boyer attribute the success of an idea essentially to its 
counterintuitive character, which makes it easier to remember. In fact—
to be more precise—it is the transgression of a certain number of onto-
logical features, which one assumes to be innate in the human mind, that 
confers upon a representation its own particular salience. And it is that 
salience that explains the persistence in time or the rapid propagation of 
a representation within a social group. There can be no doubt that this 
new approach, here summed up extremely succinctly, imparted a strong 
stimulus to anthropological research and at the same time suggested a 
new understanding of the relationship between culture and cognition. It 
is also unnecessary to underline the interest that this approach presents 
for an anthropology of memory. In my view, this theory still lacks speci-
ficity. In many situations—and we have already considered a number 
of them in our study not only of Amerindian pictography but also of 
the representation of names in Oceania—counterintuitiveness certainly 
does not suffice for the construction of a memorable representation. We 
all have dreams that are rich in salient representations that do not persist 
for long and that do not easily propagate themselves in the world of 
common knowledge. 

Our study of specific techniques of memorization in America and 
Oceania and the type of communication and elaboration of speech that 
characterizes ritual recitation showed us, on the contrary, that, in order 
to construct memorable representations (the tree-Woman, the Celestial 
Jaguar, and even the image of the singer-shaman surrounded by un-
certainties), cultures often insert counterintuitive representations into 
the framework of counterintuitive contexts of propagation. In all the 
situations that we have examined in this book, ranging from the au-
tobiographical song of the Plains warrior to the ritual therapies of the 
Kuna, a memorable or dominant representation is a counterintuitive one 
that is expressed within a counterintuitive situation of communication 

(P. Boyer and Severi 1997–99). We have noticed that, in order to con-
struct a theory appropriate for cultural propagation, it is not sufficient to 
refer, as Sperber and Boyer do, to a general psychology of memory; it is 
also necessary to take into account the pragmatic aspect, that is to say, 
the specific conditions in which the cultural propagation of representa-
tions is taking place. So one must take into account not only the specific 
salience of certain religious or mythical notions but also, as I did in the 
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analysis devoted to the Kuna recitation, the conditions in which those 
notions are being communicated. In short, one of the results of our study 
of these mnemonic techniques is that there exists not only a semantic 
counterintuitiveness but also a pragmatic counterintuitiveness, a salience 
that concerns the ways and conditions in which memorable speech is to 
be pronounced and interpreted. The existence of those two levels and the 
need to keep them distinct, which may pass unnoticed in homogene-
ous and static situations, becomes crucial when it comes to interpreting 
cultural conflict. One such situation of conflict is certainly represented 
in the Amerindian context by messianism. So let us now examine the 
Apache example in detail. 

Messianic movements are particularly interesting for any anthropo-
logical theory based on the propagation of representations. Very often, 
these movements imply an extraordinary intensification of the process. 
These new religions, which in general possess a quite reduced body of 
doctrine, become propagated surprisingly rapidly and conquer whole 
peoples within very brief periods of time. The Ghost Dance, a messianic 
cult promising resurrection to all dead warriors and imminent victory 
over the Whites, which sprung up in northern America around the mid-
nineteenth century, conquered almost all the Amerindian peoples in less 
than twenty years.

It is reasonable enough to wonder how it was that these cults were 
propagated so irresistibly and so rapidly. It has often been pointed out 
that prophetic movements are nearly always linked with situations of 
great turbulence and intense social conflict. In such cases, these religions 
become a veritable instrument of political battle, often enough launched 
against colonial intervention. The classic anthropological cases are, apart 
from the Amerindian Ghost Dance, the cargo cults of Melanesia and 
the Hauka movements of the Songhay of the niger (Mooney 1896; 
Linton 1943; Worsley 1968; La Barre 1972; Stoller 1989). However, it 
is clear that the political role played by these movements does not fully 
explain their extraordinary efficacy. In theory, there is no reason to think 
that the traditional religions already well rooted in these societies could 
not have played a similar role and even been more effective in the struggle 
against the violent intrusion of the Whites. The intensification of the pro-
cess of cultural propagation, which is typical of such prophetic phenom-
ena, was no doubt due to a change in the traditional religious practices 
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brought about by a new message proclaimed by a native prophet. In their 
discussion of the Apache dances known as nial’do, one of the most strik-
ing rituals linked with the native Americans’ Ghost Dance, Grenville 
Goodwin and Charles Kaut have written as follows: “The religious move-
ments seem to have been successful only when an important medicine 
man has been able to capture the imagination of the Apache, and in each 
instance some innovation was necessary to do this” (Goodwin and Kaut 
1954: 386). Why does a prophetic movement so often generate a change 
in traditional religions? And what kinds of changes are involved in these 
situations? In order to understand those changes, we first need to decide 
to suspend the usual explanations. It has often been customary to repeat 
that traditional religious beliefs are replaced in these situations because 
they either have been weakened by time or else have proved to be inade-
quate in the new situation. But such explanations are clearly circular since 
they use, a posteriori, what we already know. So they can tell us nothing 
about the process of propagation that is at the origin of a given situation. 
The answer to the problem is far less simple than it might appear.

One particularly interesting point concerns the content of representa-
tions of the messianic type. In a number of these movements, contacts be-
tween different beliefs (for example, Christianity and the local religion), 
regarded as a contagion or conflict, naturally play a central role. However, 
it is remarkable that the combination of different or even antagonistic 
religious features which, to the anthropologist, appear to be completely 
heterogeneous is usually presented by the new prophet as a harmoni-
ous and coherent vision of the world. A man or woman who joins the 
syncretistic Haitian movement, for example, will detect no contradiction 
between the Christian faith and the practices linked with Voodoo. As a 
faithful Voodooist once told Alfred Métraux, as they left the Port-au-
Prince cathedral: one needs to be a good Christian to be a good Voodoo-
ist (Métraux [1959] 1972). Such an attitude was widespread among the 
native Americans who joined the Ghost Dance messianic movement. 
Many perplexed observers at the time repeated that the new Apache, 
Sioux, or Paiute faithful detected no incoherence in practicing shaman-
ism and Christianity both at the same time. In their eyes, Holy Mass (or 
a Protestant cult) in no way excluded recourse to shamanistic singing, 
nor, as we shall see, did a cult of the snake abolish that of Christ. So we 
have to concede that these messianic religions, although often described 
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as “cultural hybrids,” are in no way characterized by radical changes in 
the logic presiding over their doctrine.

As we shall see, what does change is something quite different. What 
emerges is a new phenomenon that in no way affects the semantics of the 
native religious discourse but that does exert a decisive influence upon 
the pragmatic process of cultural communication: namely, the appear-
ance of what could be called a “paradoxical I,” embodied by the native 
prophet. Let us consider an example. From the 1860s onward, among 
native noth Americans the figure of a shaman-prophet would arise, pro-
claiming a new religious message, seemingly interwoven with Christian 
references. However, in most cases this young native American prophet 
did not claim to be analogous, similar, or comparable to Jesus Christ, the 
son and the incarnation of the God of the Whites; what he claimed was 
that he, and he alone, was the true son of the God of the Christians. In 
some cases, he also claimed to be the sole and unique Christ ever to have 
been sent to earth. 

The most impressive case was probably that of the founder of the cult 
of the Ghost Dance. This was the Paiute prophet Wovoka, who lived in 
the Mason Valley in nevada. In 1887 and 1889 Wovoka had received 
his first revelations, which were immediately propagated by many of his 
disciples, almost all of whom came from the tribes of the Plains Indians. 
In his vision, Wovoka had felt transported to the sky. There, he had met 
a supernatural being who had given him a message to take to his people. 
What he thereupon began to announce was that soon the day would 
come when all the native American warriors killed by the Whites would 
return to earth, restored to the full flower of their youth. On that day, 
even the animals that constituted the most important hunted prey on 
which the native Americans depended, and that were now becoming in-
creasingly rare, would reappear. Also on that day, all the Whites would be 
vanquished (Mooney 1896: 771–74; Overholt 1974: 42). An important 
part of Wovoka’s message concerned the very identity of the prophet. A 
document known as the “Messiah Letter” clearly stated that Wovoka 
and Jesus Christ were one and the same person: “Do not tell the White 
people about this, but Jesus is now upon the earth. He appears like a 
cloud. The dead are all alive again.”

In a meticulous analysis of this document, Overholt (1974) has shown 
that when Wovoka tried to deny the above fact to James Mooney, who 
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had been sent by the Bureau of American Ethnologists (Mooney 1896: 
773), he was simply trying to conceal his new identity. Many of Wovoka’s 
Indian disciples addressed him as “Christ.” Some of them even claimed 
to have seen with their own eyes the stigmata on his hands and feet 

(Overholt 1974: 44). In a statement cited by Mooney, the new Indian 
Christ is explicitly identified with the Christ sent in the past to Israel: 

In the beginning, after God made the earth, they sent me back to teach 
the people, and when I came back on earth the people were afraid of me 
and treated me badly. . . . I found my children were bad, so went back to 
heaven and left them. I told them that in so many hundred years I would 
come back to see my children. . . . My father commanded me to visit the 
Indians on a purpose. I have came [sic] to the white people first but they 
are not good. They killed me, and you can see the marks of my wounds 
on my feet, my hands and on my back. (Mooney 1896: 796–97).

Wovoka, the messianic prophet, “is” Christ. Consequently, to become 
a faithful devotee of his new religion is, from the point of view of a 
native American recently converted, by no means an abandonment of 
Christianity. On the contrary, as he sees it, it is a way of becoming a true, 
or even, in some cases, the only true, Christian. That was the view of the 
very many converted native Americans who, in great numbers, joined 
the messianic movement in the late nineteenth century.

All the same, it was at the time manifestly clear, as it is today, that 
in the context of the Ghost Dance ritual, a declaration such as “I am a 
Christian” (or even “I am Christ”) did not, of course, signify, “I belong 
to the religion of the Whites.” The meaning of this statement had to be 
understood quite differently, that is to say, as: “It is precisely because I 
declare that I am a true Christian that I am a member [or even, in the 
case of the prophet, a founder] of a religion that is radically opposed to 
that of the Whites.” “Being similar” in this case strictly implied “being 
different” or even “very different from the traditional Christian reli-
gion.” In other words, what emerged here was a paradoxical situation in 
which “to resemble someone means to be very different from him, and 
vice-versa.”

The transition from the traditional religion to a messianic cult en-
tails a move from, on the one hand, a situation in which the traditional 



268 THE CHIMERA PRINCIPLE

shaman opposed Christianity because he held a profoundly different re-
ligious point of view to, on the other, a situation in which he (or rather 
his disciple who had become a prophet) opposed Christianity because 
he claimed to be even closer to true Christianity than a white missionary 
was. The transformation here, often hastily called “inversion” by anthro-
pologists, should be, more precisely, described as the constitution of a 
paradox. The new prophet claims to be more powerful than the preced-
ing one because he considers himself to be both different from and similar 
to the god of the Christians. From a logical point of view, then, his mes-
sage can be formulated as follows: “I oppose you, God of the Whites, 
because I resemble you and because I am different from you.”

One result of this process is a characteristic way of defining such 
a new subject, a native Messiah, who embodies contradictory conno-
tations. He can produce utterances that are typically contradictory or 
indeed meaningless, such as: “to be me is the equivalent of being you.”

Anthropologists and historians of religions have all too often de-
scribed this process in a summary and excessively simplified manner. It 
has been interpreted simply as an imitation of Western religion or else as 
an inauthentic “invention of a tradition” (Hobsbawm and ranger 1983). 
An anthropologist’s professional reaction was, in many cases, to concen-
trate on the inauthentic, nonindigenous, and therefore hybrid and non-
traditional character of the religious movement that had just come into 
being. Whatever a shaman-messiah such as Wovoka presented as the 
heritage of a tradition at the same time as he posed as a second Christ 
now returned to earth was thus, with no more ado, identified as resulting 
from some “modern” invention.

As for myself, I shall here adopt a diametrically opposed point of 
view. I shall try to show that, in the Amerindian case that we shall be 
considering in this chapter, but also in all cases that have come to my no-
tice, the fact of producing paradoxical statements of this kind is in truth 
equivalent to remaining perfectly faithful to the indigenous tradition, not 
to the Christian tradition. I shall conclude that in the case of American 
messianic shamanism it is totally erroneous to speak of “cultural hybrids.” 
However, it will not be possible to reach that conclusion and to see clearly 
upon what it is founded unless we manage to attain the appropriate level 
of abstraction that is implied here by the constitution of a social memory. 
We shall therefore be taking into account not only the semantic content 
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of the messianic discourse, but also the practices of ritual utterance that 
constitute the pragmatic conditions for its propagation. 

The starting point for our analysis is the public pronouncement of a new 
religion delivered by a young Apache who was born in 1887 in the Fort 
Apache reserve in Arizona. The name of this boy was Silas John. In 1916 
Silas declared that he was the Messiah and began to preach. A few years 
later, he “attracted a sizeable crowd, and informed them that, although his 
rituals were to be performed on Sunday mornings, like the one of the lo-
cal Lutheran Church, his religion did not require that he speak from the 
Bible. Holding up a cross on which was drawn the figure of a snake, he 
said that this was the image the Apache should follow” (Kessel 1976: 176).

By about 1920 it was clear to everyone that Silas had been accepted 
as the new prophet by the local Apache. At this point he chose twelve 
assistants who were sent out to preach to all the Apache tribes, praying 
for them and encouraging them to follow the new rituals (Basso and 
Anderson 1975). In the last period of his preaching, adopting what I 
have called a process of paradoxical self-definition, Silas John eventually 
told his disciples in new Mexico, who were still calling him Yusen, the 
name of the original creator of Apache mythology, “You have to accept 
Jesus. Call me Jesus, not Yusen” (r. M. Boyer and Gayton 1992: 294–95).

The movement founded by Silas John spread extremely rapidly 
among the Apache of San Carlos and of White Mountain, in Arizona. 
After 1920, it reached the Mescalero Apache of new Mexico and led to 
the foundation of a “new Prayer” that was adopted in many villages and 
soon became the signal of a general rebellion amongst the Apache, in 
particular those of White Mountain, against the Christianity of the mis-
sionaries. It was immediately clear, above all to the military authorities 
in the reserve to which the native Americans were all at that time con-
fined, that to declare “Call me Jesus” was certainly not a way of spreading 
the Christian message, but was, rather, a sacrilegious way of calling for 
a revolt. The military Superintendent forbade Silas from attending or 
taking part in any dances, and spelled out his reason very clearly: “I have 
told Silas and all the Indians here that I do not object to them keep-
ing up to some extent their ancient rites and tribal teachings, but that I 
would not permit any of the young men to start new religions” (cited in 
Kessel 1976: 157).
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The typical features of the birth of a messianic movement (troubled 
minds, intense political conflict, the announcement of a new religious 
message) were all present in the Apache situation during those years. 
However, as we shall see, Silas chose an unusual way to establish the 
opposition between the old and the new religions. His preaching con-
stitutes precisely an example in which it was not enough to register the 
birth of new salient or counterintuitive representations, defined on the 
sole basis of their meaning, in order to explain the propagation of these 
new ideas. to understand the nature of that propagation and its inten-
sity, we need to be aware of the pragmatic conditions in which Silas 
John’s “counterintuitive” message was formulated. Only an interpretation 
of the new ritual introduced by Silas, a ritual involving a new Prayer and 
a specific sequence of ritual actions, will make that possible. But for the 
time being let us just briefly reconstruct the historical and ethnographic 
context of his message.

The succession of Apache shamanistic movements from the 1870s 
onward clearly show, within a period of less than forty years, the switch 
between what I have called an opposition to Christianity founded on 
difference, on the one hand, to an opposition founded upon analogy, on 
the other. In 1870, after a period of particularly violent warfare between 
the Apache and the US army, a number of Apache groups were con-
fined in two reservations in Arizona: White Mountain and San Carlos. 
During this period of confinement there arose among the Apache four 
different religious movements, all led by shamans, which expressed their 
anger and resentment.

The first messianic movement started around 1880, when a shaman 
called noch-ay-del-klinne celebrated a number of rituals designed “to 
raise the dead warriors and bring back the old leaders for a joint up-
rising with the Chiricahua against the United States army” (Goodwin 
and Kaut 1954: 387). noch-ay-del-klinne was “an ascetic, slight medi-
cine man . . . [whose] complexion was so pale as to seem almost white” 
(Thrapp 1988: 217). He had acquired a summary knowledge of Christi-
anity but, after a period of doubt, he abandoned the Christian teachings. 
The story of his transfiguration into a Messiah is relatively brief. In 1871, 
the reservation authorities were still describing the twenty-six-year- old 
as “a kindly White Mountain herb doctor,” “widely known as a dreamer 
and mystic, although not considered a dangerous one” (ibid.).
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In the course of those years, noch-ay-del-klinne was sent to Santa 
Fe, to attend school. There, “he absorbed but hardly understood the ele-
ments of the Christian religion. He was particularly impressed by the 
story of the resurrection” (ibid.). Soon after his return to the reserva-
tion, this “rustic dreamed his way into the subconscious of his people, 
arousing them to a fervor of devotion and trust” (ibid.: 217–18). By June 
1881, noch-ay-del-klinne had become the central figure in a series of 
collective rituals celebrated in order to resurrect Apaches who had died 
in battle. The message was similar to that of all the religious movements 
that were, at that time, linked with the native Americans’ Ghost Dance. 
It focused exclusively upon the resurrection of warriors killed on the 
battlefield. The meaning of this return to life was neither ambiguous nor 
metaphorical: noch-ay-del-klinne taught his faithful followers a new 
dance, a variation on the traditional Dance of the Wheel “in which all 
the performers face a central focus, aligned outwards like the spokes of 
a wheel, and dance a forward–backward time step, irregularly so that the 
wheel slowly revolves” (Haley 1981: 336). noch-ay-del-klinne promised 
the faithful that celebrating this dance would bring the Apache chiefs 
back to life, in particular a certain Diablo (Haskedasila in the Apache 
language, meaning “constantly angry”), who had been killed shortly be-
fore. In this way, thanks to the aid of the resuscitated Diablo, the Whites 
would be chased out of the Apache territory. In a vision, noch-ay-del-
klinne had “dreamed that the white-eyes would be gone when the corn 
was ripe” (ibid.: 337). During one of these meetings, a journalist named 
Connell (cited in Kessel 1976: 63–64) recorded the words pronounced 
by the shaman:

Are we not natives to the earth around us?
Are we not part of the forest, the rocks, and the air?
Do not the birds sing, for the Apache? Is not the deer part of our lives? 
[. . .]
Do not the bodies of our ancestors lie beneath the earth that belongs to 
us?
Why then do the Whites come hither? Why do they kill our game?
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There was only one brave among the Apache who could keep the whites 
back, Diablo, the chief.
His spirit hovers amid the rustling pine; the fluttering leaves indicate 
his presence.
The wail of the mountain lion and the roar of the bear tell you that he is 
near. He will come again, not in spirit, but in the flesh, to deliver us from 
the hated whites.
Diablo guards our interests, Diablo seeks a remedy, and Diablo will live 
again. In the dance we seek an inspiration.
With rhythmical movements, we commune with the spirits. The dance 
inspires passion, faith, fury, bravery and strength.
Is it not I, who revives the message at the meeting place of the bones of 
Diablo?

According to an account collected in 1976 by William B. Kessel, an 
anthropologist who carried out particularly detailed research on these 
religious movements, noch-ay-del-klinne tried several times to bring 
about the resurrection of Diablo by dancing directly on his tomb.

One White Mountain Apache woman who was born in 1908 learned 
from an eye-witness that a dance was held over the grave of one of the 
dead chiefs. The chief had been buried in a shallow grave covered with 
a blanket and a piece of canvas on which he had placed his personal 
belongings and a covering of rocks. noch-ay-del-klinne removed the 
rocks, grave goods, and canvas until the blanket was exposed. The burial 
then became the centre of the dance. (Kessel 1976: 70)

That was the dance that the American army soldiers interrupted. 
noch-ay-del-klinne’s teachings had caused great excitement in the res-
ervation. The intense fervor with which the Apache celebrated those 
rituals had made the American military nervous. The new dance spread 
rapidly from one village to another and, above all, had the alarming ef-
fect of fostering a new solidarity among the rival Apache groups who 
found themselves confined together in the same reservation. The army 
immediately perceived the political meaning and the possible conse-
quences of the ritual taught by the young shaman. What alarmed the 
civilian and military authorities in particular and propelled them into 
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action was the fact that many Apache “scouts” and even the Apache po-
lice agents were implicated in the movement and suddenly became hard 
to manage. The men sometimes became hostile, always ready to protest 
against the Whites’ domination on Indian land (Haley 1981). This is not 
the place to trace the history of this first Apache movement. Suffice it 
to bear in mind that the movement launched by noch-ay-del-klinne 
was considered as a threat serious enough to warrant violent repression 
by the US army. The soldiers killed the young shaman along with many 
of his disciples. Here is how noch-ay-del-klinne’s end was described 
by John Bourke, a military man who, like Hoffman, Mallery, and many 
others, was both an army officer and an ethnographer working for the 
Bureau of American Ethnology:

This Apache medicine-man . . . exercised great influence over his people 
in Camp Apache, in 1881. He boasted of his power to raise the dead, 
and predicted that the whites should soon be driven from the land. He 
also drilled the savages in a peculiar dance. . . . This prophet or “doctor” 
was killed in the engagement in the Cibecue canyon, August 30, 1881. 
(Bourke [1892] 1993: 55)

Clearly, this first religious movement was still closely connected 
with the war between the Apache and the Whites, an extremely violent 
conflict that had ended only a few years earlier and was still a memory 
very much alive in the minds of all. The political implications of the 
return of the dead announced by noch-ay-del-klinne did not escape 
any of those involved in this conflict. to “capture the imagination” of 
his disciples (as Goodwin put it), the first Apache prophet had used 
only very vague references to the history of the Christian resurrection 
(and, no doubt, to the message propagated widely in the course of those 
years, which was launched by movements linked with the Ghost Dance 
founded by Wovoka). In truth, he never did imitate any of the Chris-
tian teaching and throughout his life remained a practicing shaman, ab-
sorbed by the utterance of his songs. In particular, he was very familiar 
with songs linked to the spirit of the Snake-Lightning and the thera-
peutic power derived from them (Goodwin 1969: 35; Kessel 1976: 59). 
The dance that he taught his disciples was a version that remained very 
close to the original traditional dance. The movement of ideas implanted 
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by noch-ay-del-klinne still expressed total opposition to Christianity. 
When he recounted his dreams or invited members of his tribe to ac-
company him in his new dance, he spoke in the name of the Apache 
tradition. Syncretism was virtually absent from his doctrine.

After the death of noch-ay-del-klinne, a number of young Apache 
shamans, among whom Big John is particularly mentioned in the rel-
evant sources (Goodwin and Kaut 1954; Ferg 1987), endeavored to 
keep his movement alive and to continue to follow his teaching. We 
possess evidence of the rapid diffusion, from village to village, of a new 
circular dance, between 1903 and 1906. The search for contact with the 
world of the dead, embodied by a village somewhere in the heavens 
and populated by the people of Lightning, held a central position in 
this ritual, known in the Apache language as Dahgodia (“they will arise 
again and be resuscitated”). For instance, Big John, who seems to have 
been one of noch-ay-del-klinne’s successors, declared to his disciples 
that, thanks to the new ritual, “you will be raised up from the earth in a 
cloud, and while you are gone the earth will be changed. Then you will 
be lowered on to it again and it will be all ready for you” (Goodwin and 
Kaut 1954: 393).

The obvious implication of this announcement was, of course, that 
the Whites would have vanished from the earth. The end of noch-ay-
del-klinne’s movement and his attempt to resuscitate the old chiefs of 
the Apache war had been tragic. But the prophet’s death had been full of 
dignity. This time, though, the result of this attempt to wipe the Whites 
off the face of the earth by means of a ritual was crueller. Daslahdn, one 
of the shamans involved in the movement, one day declared that he had 
become able to travel to the world of the dead and to come back alive, 
three days later. Once again, a resurrection was to be performed. This 
time the return from the beyond directly involved the person of one 
of the prophets. neil Buck, an Apache disciple of the movement that 
preached “the rise of the native Americans into the sky,” recounted his 
own version of the story of Daslahdn and the shamans who accompa-
nied him:

We have danced four or five years in this new way, but finally we quit it 
because all the medicine men who ran it died. Daslahdn was the first to 
die: he felt that he could return from the dead and had his followers cut 



275Christ in AmeriCA

off his head so that he could prove it. But it never came true. They all 
died, so everybody got scared and quit. Big John was the only one left. 
(Cited in Goodwin and Kaut 1954: 393)

With Big John, some new customs were introduced. Some were al-
ready paradoxical: the disciples of the “new dance” movement had to 
dress in white, in accordance with the traditions of the Apache. But a 
new symbol appeared amid these white clothes: it combined the cross 
with a shape resembling a crescent moon (Figure 80).

Figure 80. The first variation on the theme of the cross: introduced by Big 
John.

Since Big John, like his predecessors, shared the knowledge and 
shamanistic power linked with the Snake-Lightning, in all probability 
this symbol was associated with the Snake. The sources that I have col-
lected record that Big John sang, in particular, “the therapeutic lightning 
songs” and his new dance was widely perceived as a new “snake dance” 
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(Goodwin and Kaut 1954: 399 and 400). In Apache tradition, the power 
of the snake was strictly linked with the mythological image of the Peo-
ple of the Lightning, which, in its turn, was one way of designating the 
world of the dead. So it is by no means impossible that this association 
was already well established as early as the time of noch-ay-del-klinne. 
Besides, as early as 1884, John Bourke had noticed, in Apache villages, 
crosses associated with an image of a snake:

The sign of the cross appears in many places in Apache symbolism. . . . 
It is related to the cardinal points and the four winds, and is painted by 
warriors. . . . In October 1884, I saw a procession of Apache men and 
women, led by the medicine-men bearing two crosses. .  .  . They were 
decorated with blue polka dots upon the unpainted surface. A blue snake 
meandered down the longer arm. (Bourke [1892] 1993: 29)

In these two new versions of the movement linked with “the return of 
the dead warriors”, some of the symbols had changed. But the identity of 
the prophets, for its part, had undergone no modification. Big John, like 
Daslahdn and the other young prophets, was an altogether traditional 
shaman. After the failure of Daslahdn’s attempted resurrection, Big John 
withdrew to a distant village. He quite simply admitted the failure of his 
power and gave up his ambition to reach the sky and lead the Apache 
there.

When Silas John entered upon the scene and publicly announced his 
new prophetic message, he showed the crowd a cross upon which a snake 
was drawn. There can be no doubt that, in so doing, he was referring to 
the recent tradition established by the messianic movements that had 
preceded him. In particular, that gesture of his referred, with precision, 
back to the snake dances performed by Big John. Silas, too, was a sha-
man and he too, like Big John and noch-ay-del-klinne, possessed the 
power and the knowledge of the Snake-Lightning. In his teachings, he 
made use of a typical range of elements linked to the tradition founded, 
forty years earlier, by noch-ay-del-klinne: the snake, the cross, the dead 
warriors’ return from the world of the dead, the travel to the clouds, the 
white robes, and the songs. His Mescalero disciples (some of whom were 
particularly close to him in the last years of his teaching) told one of the 
best anthropologists of the Apache culture, ruth McDonald Boyer, the 
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story of one of his miracles. In that case, the intervention of Silas John 
involved the transformation of a drum into a living being. This is how 
the story is, still today, told:

“Silas converses with God.”
“He sees angels, angels with wings, dressed all in white.”
“Silas has thirty-two kinds of medicines [songs].”
“Everything listens to Silas now, even the clouds.”
“He can bring a dead man back to life.”
“They say he has a drum. He just put his drum on the ground and it beats 
by itself when Silas talks to it.” (r. M. Boyer and Gayton 1992: 152)

Clearly, in this text, although some elements of the messianic tradition 
recur, things have already changed a great deal. Silas John, instead of 
aiming to defend the old shamanistic tradition against the teaching of 
missionaries, is beginning, in some respects, to act as a typical “para-
doxical I.”

At first, when he began to preach publicly, he had strictly followed the 
traditional model of Apache initiation. His father, too, was a shaman and 
he had followed the latter’s teaching. Silas went into the forest, ate no 
food, and tried to obtain a vision of the Gan, a traditional Apache animal 
spirit that constituted the animal double of a human person. From 1914 
to 1916, Silas learnt, probably from the teaching offered by his father, all 
he could about the Snake spirit and the knowledge of Lightning. His 
first vision involved a meeting with one of the forest spirits. And it was 
Lightning, precisely, that taught him his personal songs. As we shall see, 
among the Apache, the source of a shaman’s power lay in the knowledge 
of those songs.

Silas was carried to a place .  .  . where the earth was made, and where 
time began. It was a white mountain with a black cloud over it. From 
the cloud a supernatural being came to Silas John and informed him 
he would become a prophet. . . . This being also taught him his prayers. 
(Kessel 1976: 163)
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The supernatural spirit of Lightning, as the Apache saw it, was of 
course related to the Snake. Silas saw snakes in his vision and so became a 
specialist endowed with “the special power that is attributed to the snake.”

Silas John told me that a snake visited his house in 1913. It wouldn’t go 
away. So Silas decided to put some beads on its neck. He did that, and 
the fourth time he did that, the snake left for good. . . . When Silas was 
in heaven, the Spirit said: “You had a visitor. I am going to show you this 
visitor.” They went to a green spot where there were sixty-four snakes. 
They all stood up. “Pick out the one you put the beads on”—said the 
Spirit. (Cited in r. M. Boyer and Gayton 1992: 153–54)

The Gan dances are one of the most important rituals in Apache 
society. Founded on a ritual sequence of symbolic relations between the 
Snake and the Lightning, these dances maintain the relations that con-
nect men with the animal spirits, which in return pass on a number of 
powers to them. The Gan can appear in dreams and in certain visions. 
They can talk to humans and teach them their powers. As Keith Basso 
has written, as a result of these relations with the spirits, a kind of code of 
conduct is established between a spirit and the person who is the recipi-
ent of its teaching and its power: 

Apache say that the surest way to maintain effective contact with a pow-
er is to accord it the same courtesies customarily extended to human 
beings. For example, instructions given by a power, however onerous, 
should be carried out without complaint or suppressed ill feeling. When 
making requests, the power should be addressed politely and spoken to 
in a low, unhurried key” (Basso 1970: 39).

However, here, too, Silas was determined to leave his mark on tradi-
tion. When he at last experienced a vision of one of the most powerful 
of the spirits and was admitted to the knowledge of a number of songs 
associated with the power wielded by snakes and lightning, he forbade 
his disciples to perform the rituals associated with the Gan. He said they 
should be replaced by his new Prayer. Old Man Arnold, one of his earli-
est Mescalero disciples, remembers a prayer in which it was no longer the 
Gan who were said to be the founders of the universe, but Jesus Christ 
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himself: “When the earth was made, when the sky was made, in the 
very beginning, they walk around with Jesus” (cited in r. M. Boyer and 
Gayton 1992: 149). According to him, this new way of describing the or-
igin of the world aroused a measure of perplexity among Silas’ disciples:

It troubles me that Silas doesn’t like the Crown [= Gan] Dancers. He said 
their dances belong to the devil and do harm. That is hard to understand 
for me because I know their blessing has helped our people. But I guess we 
should follow the prophet. (Cited in r. M. Boyer and Gayton 1992: 149)

As we have seen, when Silas decided to present his God publicly, he 
showed a cross together with a painted image of a snake:

The people from Campo Verde, Mescalero and both Arizona Apache 
reservations gathered to be cured and to watch the much publicized 
snake medicine man at work. The dances were held on Sundays and be-
tween 500 and 600 Indians were in attendance. Silas John made a large 
cross from plywood, the vertical piece about five feet high. On this was 
painted a large serpent with its tail at the bottom and its head just below 
the point at which the crosspiece was attached. (Kessel 1976: 172)

In this representation, the snake was positioned very precisely in the 
place of the body of Christ, which was thus explicitly identified with the 
snake. Both were at once Apache and Christian. Later on, Silas took 
to declaring that God had, in reality, chosen the Apache, not the Jews, 
as the elect people. As Old Man Arnold, one of his closest disciples, 
declared: “The Silas cult is better for the Apaches than the Dutch re-
formed service. Since the Jews crucified Jesus, the Apache have become 
God’s favored people. That is what Silas has said” (cited in r. M. Boyer 
and Gayton 1992: 295).

toward the end of Silas’ life, when the ritual that he preached—
which was explicitly hostile to the Christianity of the American soldiers 
and missionaries—had gained in prestige and was shared by many na-
tive Americans, he began to demand to be called Christ. These apparent 
paradoxes, which were considered scandalous and aroused violent hostil-
ity around him, all point to one conclusion: in the eyes of his disciples 
and the Apache in general, Silas the shaman had become the new Christ.
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The prophet is Silas John. . . . He started to preach about three years ago 
on the Fort Apache Indian reservation. Lots of those folks listen to him 
now. He is a great orator. He has power, just like the medicine men of 
the old times. And he tells the Indians to live good lives . . . he tells them 
to stop their fighting. . . . He knows all about Christianity and says we 
should listen to what it says in the Bible. He says our medicine men are 
no longer enough. We should turn to Jesus. ( J. Henry [no date], cited in 
r. M. Boyer and Gayton 1992: 143)

From a superficial point of view, this “careful blend of Apache and 
Christian belief and symbolism” (Goodwin and Kaut 1954: 388) may 
seem absurd, even confused, or—worse still—to create the illusion of an 
Apache conversion to Christianity, a conversion that never, in truth, took 
place. Even today, the conversion of the Apache remains problematic, 
confused, and incomplete. nevertheless, Silas John’s message enjoyed 
great success among the Apache and at the same time became one of the 
weapons that helped them to resist external cultural pressure. In order to 
gain a better understanding of the religious movement that he founded 
and the remarkable mixture of traditional memories and renewal that 
characterized it, let us now make a closer study of the way in which he 
communicated his message through ritual action. We must analyze the 
particular modalities of this new Prayer and the new songs that Silas—
the specialist of the Snake’s Song but also the Messiah linked so closely 
with the figure of Christ as to seek to be identified with him—required 
his faithful followers to recite. 

The cultural basis of the new ritual introduced by Silas naturally 
enough remained the tradition with which he was so familiar: shaman-
istic singing. As we have seen from the analysis of the Kuna case, this 
tradition is characterized by two distinct uses of the parallelist technique, 
understood as a way of engendering new images as well as purely a mne-
motechnique for memorizing songs. The use of varied repetition cre-
ates transformed images of the external world. It is a process which, 
as we have seen, leads to the formulation of the great chimerical fig-
ures that are so characteristic of shamanistic literature in America. We 
should also bear in mind that these are figures constructed by combining 
contradictory ontological features, such as the Celestial Jaguar and the 
tree-Woman from Kuna tradition, both of them good examples of the 
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procedure. As we shall see, it will not be hard to find equivalent chimeri-
cal figures in other Amerindian traditions such as, precisely, the Apache. 
We have also already identified a second but less obvious way of using 
the parallelism so characteristic of the Amerindian shamanistic tradi-
tion: a reflexive use of the parallelist technique, which leads to focusing 
the same process of combining contradictory features in the image of the 
celebrant of the ritual or the locutor of a song. In the course of the song’s 
celebration, that celebrant, as well as being a human being like any other, 
also becomes a “deer,” a “monkey,” a “boar,” or even, as in the Kuna case 
that we have studied, the incarnation of his own supernatural adversary, 
the “Jaguar.” The complex ritual identity of an American shaman is thus 
characterized by the progressive inclusion of a series of contradictory 
connotations, which turn him into a plural figure capable of arousing a 
lasting uncertainty. The specific tension between doubt and belief that 
surrounds the celebration of such rituals renders them memorable. It is 
worth emphasizing that the definition of the locutor is, in the technical 
sense, parallelist in this context. His image is defined in the same terms 
as those used to represent the supernatural chimeras evoked in the songs. 
In this way, the locutor himself becomes a chimerical figure composed of 
“canonical pairs” that represent opposed values (Fox 1988).

now let us return to the Apache shamanistic tradition. For an Apache 
shaman, likewise, the act of formulating a song is a way of revealing the 
power of an animal spirit through a particular use of language. As Keith 
Basso has noted, the power of such a spirit is in many cases identified 
with his song: 

Chants and prayers are said to “belong” to a power; they are also de-
scribed as being “part” of it. In fact, the relationship between the two is so 
close that the term diyi may be used either in reference to a power itself 
or to its associated chants. . . . This is especially true of medicine men, 
whose effectiveness in ceremonials rests squarely on their ability to “sing” 
to this power in such a way that it feels disposed to make diagnoses and 
aid in cures. (Basso 1970: 42)

now let us consider the example of the Gan dances, the Gan being 
the animal spirits embodied by the famous Apache “masked dancers” 
(Figure 81).
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Figure 81. Gan dancers.

The very rich documentation gathered by William B. Kessel and Alan 
Ferg relating to the collection of masks now to be found in the Arizona 
State Museum (Ferg 1987: 117–25) reveals that the spirit impersonated 
by the Gan dancers (sometimes referred to simply as “the Spirit of the 
Mountain”) is a complex representation referring to a sequence of dif-
ferent supernatural beings. This sequence of supernatural spirits, which 
is often led by the Snake and closed by the Lightning, may include crea-
tures that belong to the Sky as well as to the Earth. These creatures 
include the Cross, the indigenous representation of the four cardinal 
points of the earth, the Eagle, and the rays, which may emanate from 
the Sun as well as from lightning itself (Figure 82).

In the Apache shamanistic tradition, the four cardinal points are 
constantly present. The dance of the Gan always takes place within an 
oriented space, in which the Cross, which represents the four cardinal 
points, is clearly marked by long thin tree-trunks. The trunks are painted 
in the colors that, according to Apache cosmology, correspond to the 
four cardinal points: black, white, yellow, and blue. The dancers have to  
kneel facing in each of the four directions and then “gyrate clockwise”
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Figure 82. Masks worn by the Gan during the dance.

round the ritual space (Opler 1941: 107–8). When the celebrant sprin-
kles a certain amount of pollen within the sacred space—pollen that is 
sacred matter always used in ritual actions in Apache tradition—he must 
also direct his gesture toward each of the cardinal points. Morris Opler 
has described this preparation of the ritual space in great detail (Opler 
1941: 76–134); and John Bourke had already observed the ceremonies 
as early as 1887:

I have seen this dance a number of times, but will confine my descrip-
tion to one seen at Fort Marion (St Augustine, Fla.) in 1887, when the 
Chiricahua Apache were confined as prisoners. . . . The medicine man 
advanced to where a squaw was holding up a little baby in its cradle. . . . 
The baby was held so as to occupy each of the cardinal points, and face 
each power directly opposite: first on the east side, facing the west, then 
the north side, facing the south, then the west side, facing the east, then 
the south side, facing the north. (Bourke [1892] 1993: 133–34)

now let us move on to the dancers who impersonate the Gan. In 
Apache tradition, a ritual dancer was most strictly obliged to regard his 
role with the greatest respect. The kind of fiction that the ritual staged 
was of such importance that no-one had the right to cast doubt upon it: 
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“no one may address or call the name of an impersonator whom he rec-
ognizes” (Opler 1941: 112). Women, in particular, were officially obliged 
to ignore the fact that the Gan who appeared in the dances were not 
really spirits, but men (Goodwin 1969: 535). An Apache dancer had to 
make himself a faithful image of a spirit, an image always considered 
utterly independent of his personal identity. If we now turn to Opler’s 
splendid description of a Gan dance celebrated on the occasion of an 
Apache girl’s initiation, we find that the entire ritual action is founded 
on a connection between the movements of the dancers and the chant 
sung by the shaman. We should note first that the shaman’s song dictates 
the rhythm of the dance:

The songs are classified in three groups, each related to one of three types 
of dance: the “free step,” the “short step,” and the “high step.” The danc-
ers, and especially their leader, must be able to recognise a song at once, 
and enter upon the proper step. (Opler 1941: 114)

So speech and the ritual action are synchronized. However, the rela-
tion established on the ritual stage between the singer and the dancers 
goes far beyond this. In this context, the dancer becomes the image of 
the spirit and the shaman becomes the latter’s voice. Through the ritual 
action, a progressive identification is established, on the one hand, be-
tween the dancer and the spirit and, on the other, between the singer and 
the dancer. When the shaman sings, for example,

In the middle of the Holy Mountain,
In the middle of its body, stands a hut,
Brush-built, for the Black Mountain Spirit.
White lightning flashes in these moccasins;
White lightning streaks in angular path,
I am the lightning flashing and streaking! (Opler 1941: 108)

a complex identity is established both through the voice of the singer 
and through the image of the dancer. As we have seen, this image also 
combines the representation of a sequence of supernatural beings that 
may range from the Lightning to the Snake. A declaration such as “I am 
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the lightning flashing and streaking!” thus, in this context, supposes a 
chain of identifications such as the following:

I am the lightning
I am the Gan
I am the snake
I am the one who possesses the power and the song of the Snake
I am the shaman.

In the utterance of this repeated “I,” the voice of the one and the im-
age of the other merge into a single presence. This new presence is that 
of an identity ritually constructed by the shaman singer. So, here too, the 
definition of the shaman is, as in the Kuna case, engendered through a 
reflexive application of parallelism. An analysis of the process of utter-
ance shows that the Kuna and the Apache situations, although far from 
identical, are nevertheless comparable. In the Kuna case, the complex 
identity of the locutor is created out of a cumulative inclusion of fea-
tures that is expressed or realized only through the utterance of songs. 
In the Apache case, this complex identity of the ritual locutor is, rather, 
constructed through the image of the Gan dancer, itself complex, which 
refers back to a sequence of supernatural beings.

Let us now return to Silas John, who must certainly have been famil-
iar with this type of singing (and maybe with precisely the song devoted 
to the power of Snake-Lightning, which was the object of his earli-
est initiation, with his father). We should take a closer look at the new 
cult that he founded: the Prayer of the Holy Ground. As we know, the 
doctrine preached by Silas might have seemed, morally, very close to 
Christianity. But the difference of his religious message found expres-
sion elsewhere: in symbols and ritual. The memoirs published by some of 
his disciples today help us to gain a better understanding of this point. 
The first act of the new Prayer was to delimit a specific space that was 
to be strictly respected by celebrants. That space was named the Four 
Crosses Holy Ground; within that space, the four cardinal points were 
identified precisely: “The church consisted of a rectangle about six feet 
by four feet. Its sides faced the four sacred directions: the long sides 
were north and south, the short sides east and west. A five-foot Cross 
stood at each corner.” There is an obvious analogy between those four 
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crosses—“painted in black, white, yellow, and blue” (r.  M. Boyer and 
Gayton 1992: 150)— and the long, thin, painted tree-trunks mentioned 
by Opler in his description of the Gan dances (Opler 1941: 107). But 
there is more to it: according to Silas John’s disciples, those crosses acted 
exactly as if they themselves were Gan: they “talked to them in their 
dreams” (r. M. Boyer and Gayton 1992: 150).

Once an oriented space was thus established, the celebrant had to 
recite the new Prayer, at the same time performing a special dance. 
Silas himself was always the first to dance. The believer had to follow his 
movements exactly, slowly crossing the Holy Ground. Very precise in-
structions were given regarding the gestures to be performed while say-
ing the prayer, the steps to be danced, the parts of the Holy Ground to 
be reached, and, finally, the sequence of the cardinal points to be touched 
(or, as Silas put it, honored). The description of a dance celebrated in the 
Mescalero village, in new Mexico, among the Chiricahua Apache dur-
ing the recitation of Silas’ new Prayer, and of the “blessing” made with 
pollen on the Four Crosses Holy Ground leave no room for doubt. The 
typical gestures of the Apache tradition were systematically associated 
with those of the Christian liturgy: “When the leader of the service ap-
proached the Holy Ground, he removed his hat, placing it to the east 
side of the plot. Then he walked to the west side of the rectangle and 
knelt, facing east.” Those were precisely the movements prescribed for 
the Gan dancers, in Opler’s description. Silas then immediately after 
made a kind of gesture that performed a sort of synthesis between the 
sign of the cross and the traditional shamanistic manipulation of the 
pollen. According to ruth McDonald Boyer, “He took a pinch of pollen 
in his right hand, holding it to the east while his left hand, palm in, lay 
across his breast. He touched his right shoulder, the top of his head and 
his breast with the yellow powder, finishing by making two clockwise 
circles over his head.” Then “he blessed each Cross with pollen” (r. M. 
Boyer and Gayton 1992: 151). This sequence of gestures was so impor-
tant that all the participants in the ritual had to repeat the example set by 
the prophet, in the same order and with the same gestures.

Many commentators on the rituals founded by Silas John attribute 
the scandal provoked by the dances to the fact that he often resorted 
to the use of live snakes. As they saw it, this was his principal method 
for “capturing the imagination” of the Indians and thereby becoming a 
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prestigious religious and political leader. But it is quite clear that there 
was nothing new about this practice from the point of view of the Apache 
tradition. All Silas’ predecessors were shamans who specialized, precisely, 
in the cycle of songs associated with the power of the Snake-Lightning. 
His own father had specialized in this same cycle and had taught his 
son how to capture and use rattlesnakes without risk. A whole series of 
ethnographers, such as Albert reagan (1930), mentioned the use of live 
snakes in the traditional shamanistic practices of the Apache. Despite 
appearances, the explanation for the scandal and hence the success of the 
rituals founded and taught by Silas John is to be found elsewhere.

A comparison between the ritual recitation taught by the prophet 
and the traditional rituals of the Apache reveals that while he was re-
citing and singing of the glory of the new Christ, the faithful follower 
of Silas John’s cult was actually simultaneously performing something 
very similar to a Gan dance—the very dance that Silas had forbidden. 
When the believer, imitating the behavior of the prophet, uttered his 
prayer, he behaved as a perfect Christian. But when he used the sacred 
Apache pollen, when he knelt before a cross bearing the image of the 
Snake-Lightning, which represented the East, or when he left the Holy 
Ground, turning clockwise, he was performing the very gestures that 
characterized a Gan dancer before his dance.

 We have seen that the traditional dance of the Gan implied a pro-
gressive identification of the shaman with an animal spirit, the Gan. 
next, the singer actually identified himself with the dancer, who had 
become an image of the spirit. During the Prayer of the Four Crosses, 
a similar process took place: the person who prays like a Christian be-
comes identified with Silas John, the prophet, by copying the latter’s 
gestures, and also, simultaneously, with the spirit of the Mountain, the 
Gan, whose dance the shaman was showing him. What the shaman was 
doing as he performed the appropriate dance steps (“I am celebrating 
the Gan”) contradicted what he was saying when he uttered his prayer 
(“I am addressing my prayer to Jesus Christ”). There, in the ritual space 
of the Holy Ground, the man who was praying to Christ at the same 
time became someone celebrating the dance of the Gan. An analysis of 
the ritual action, based on the identification of the pragmatic context of 
the enunciation of Silas John’s new Prayer, shows that the ritual actions 
taught by Silas contradicted his doctrine. The so-called “new religion” 
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was also the traditional religion: the new Prayer included the traditional 
dance that Silas had forbidden.

nevertheless, the cult of the Holy Ground, founded by Silas, is nei-
ther absurd nor contradictory. It was a ritual way to engender complexity 
by means of paradox. For the most remarkable result of this distinct use 
of speech and gestures within the ritual context was the construction of 
a complex identity. Silas John speaks as a Christian and acts as an Apache 
shaman: once he enters the ritual space, he becomes both, simultane-
ously. An analysis of the counterintuitive conditions of communication 
that he imposed upon his disciples in order to found his new Prayer 
thus shows that the solution to the problem of interpretation posed by a 
messianic utterance such as “I am Jesus because I am a shaman” is to be 
found not in the usual contradiction established between the predicates, 
but rather in the ritually created complexity of the “I” who utters it.

This conclusion, which I have drawn by using the analysis of the sha-
manistic song-form in a new context, has a general consequence that 
concerns both the concept of religious syncretism and that of cultural 
contact. Despite appearances, the ritual definition of Silas John as Jesus, 
the Apache shaman founder of the Prayer of the Holy Ground of the 
Four Crosses, is not the result of a cultural exchange of beliefs. On the 
contrary, that definition represents a further application of the paral-
lelistic logic that we have seen operating in both the case of the Kuna 
singer and that of the traditional Apache shaman. So we may conclude 
that, when Silas John claimed that he had become Jesus, he was certainly 
not adhering to Christianity: he was still opposing it and doing so on 
the basis of a perfectly traditional attitude. The “I” who asked his disci-
ples thenceforth to call him “Jesus” was not simply the product of the 
mixture of cultural traditions. This “I” should be seen as a paradoxical, 
but still parallelistic, enunciator, made of “canonical pairs of contradic-
tory connotations.” The case of Silas John helps us to see clearly that, in 
the tradition, this series of connotations remained an open series that was 
always ready to include a new term. 

 It is thus reasonable to conclude that there is no trace of syncre-
tism in the Apache messianic movements. Given that, ever since the 
first attempts to “resuscitate” the chiefs killed by the Whites by dancing 
on their tombs, the term “Christ” became one of the basic terms of the 
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Apache shamanistic world, it was bound to become incorporated into 
the series of canonical couples that defined the locutor of a song (jaguar 
and bird, woman and tree, snake and lightning, voice and image). So 
calling Silas John “Christ” was not a way of betraying the shamanistic 
tradition but, on the contrary, a new way to be faithful to it.

now let us finally return to the formal analysis, which has proved effec-
tive, even in the case of an exploration of cultural conflict as violent as 
that of the Apache. Let us look for a formal explanation to account for 
the intense and rapid character of the propagation of the Apache mes-
sianic message. If we accept the thesis of Dan Sperber and Pascal Boyer, 
both traditional shamanism and the preaching of the missionaries had 
equal chances to prevail in this context. What the story of the cult intro-
duced by Silas John shows us is that the two religions, the one local, the 
other Christian, which already existed before the prophet’s arrival, were 
seriously weakened by his message; and the cult that won out was the 
messianic one. nevertheless, from a doctrinal point of view, Silas John’s 
religious message contained nothing really new.

What was new was the manner in which the message was propagated: 
through a ritual that prescribed the paradoxical use of speech within a 
context of ritual actions that implicitly contradicted its content. What 
was new here was neither the dance nor the prayer. rather it was the strict 
and obligatory relationship between a prayer and a dance that was mani-
fested yet apparently forbidden. That relationship (which was certainly 
not conscious and probably resulted from a sudden intuition on the part 
of the prophet) was a means of establishing a new, counterintuitive way 
of propagating a message that itself contained nothing new. In this way, 
Apache messianism prevailed, not because it founded a new religion, but 
because it established a paradoxical relationship between two religions 
that already existed. So it was not the new representations or symbols 
that explained the extremely rapid propagation of the new ritual, but the 
unexpected relation that Silas John established between two contradic-
tory religious messages. The Christian cross that exhibited the Apache 
snake condensed that process into a single image of formidable intensity. 
The conflict between two rival cultures is here successfully interpreted 
by recourse to paradox, for, in the messianic view, all the components of 
this image represent God in a succession of parallelistic “canonic pairs,” 
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but not a synthesis of enemy figures: Christ and the Snake, the dancing 
Gan and the prophet.

LADY SEBAStIAnA

Perhaps we can pursue this line a little further. Let us now consider 
another religious movement, which originated in southwestern America 
at roughly the same time as the birth of Apache messianism and was 
also, in different ways, linked with a ritual reelaboration of the image of 
Christ.

In a vast region situated between present-day Arizona and new 
Mexico, between 1616 and 1629, the Franciscans embarked upon an 
initial campaign to Christianize the native American peoples; and this 
led to the conversion of several tribes (Zuni, Pueblo, Hopi, tiwa, Keres 
of rio Grande, taos, etc.). By 1628 the missionaries had already built 
fifty churches. However, this rapid conversion turned out to be fragile. 
By 1635, the Zuni, followed by other communities, were refusing to have 
anything to do with the missions and returned to their own territory. 
That first reaction was followed by a general movement of revolt and led, 
in 1680, to the great revolt of the Pueblo, who took control of Santa Fe 
for twelve years. It was not until 1692 that General de Vargas managed 
to regain control of the town. But the region remained extremely unsta-
ble; fires, attacks against the missions (often led by the Apache), and re-
volts were very common. The example of the towns of the Salinas region, 
all of which were abandoned between 1672 and 1676, spoke for itself. 

The historical situation was thus similar to that which I have brief-
ly noted in the case of Apache messianism: violent conflict, incessant 
Indian attacks on isolated and very poor neo-Hispanic communities, 
ripostes on the part of the defenders of the missions that were some-
times bloody but always discontinued. One point, nevertheless, needs 
to be underlined: with the gradual extinction of Franciscan preaching, 
from the late eighteenth century onward, the region found itself the vic-
tim of a scarcity of ecclesiastical personnel that was universally recog-
nized. As soon as the Independence of Mexico was declared, in 1821, 
the neo-Mexican clergy withdrew from the region and tended to return 
to Spain (Stark 1971: 304). now a truly exceptional situation arose, one 
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that threatened the very survival of the Spanish-speaking communities, 
in which it became impossible to celebrate the essential rituals of the 
life-cycle of a Christian: baptism, the Eucharist, marriages, and funer-
ary rituals. Antonio Barreiro, a jurist who went to new Mexico in 1831, 
wrote as follows in one of his letters:

The spiritual administration is in a truly lamentable state. nothing is 
more common than the sight of many sick people dying deprived of 
confession or the Last Sacrament. nothing is more rare than the sight 
of the administration of the Eucharist. Corpses remain without burial 
for many days. The newborn are seldom baptized and only at the price of 
great sacrifices. Many unfortunate people here have to forgo attending 
mass for much of the year. Almost all the churches are destroyed and 
most of them are certainly not worthy to be called the temples of God. 

(Cited in Escudero [1849] 1972)

The figures, established by the historical research of Marta Weigle 

(1976), speak for themselves. In the whole region of new Mexico, which 
in 1850 contained about sixty thousand inhabitants, one third of whom 
were native Americans, twenty-two Franciscans and two priests were 
working in 1812. In 1826, there were nine Franciscans and four priests. 
By 1828 only two Franciscans remained. When the French bishop of 
Santa Fe, recently appointed, arrived in his town, he could count on only 
a dozen priests for his work of spiritual reconquest in the region.

In this way, a new religious tradition that practically eluded ecclesi-
astical control sprang up out of the need to celebrate the essential ritu-
als in a situation defined not only by isolation but also by contact and 
constant conflicts with the native Americans. This was a situation that 
favoured the emergence of the principal religious organization of the 
neo-Mexican communities; it was an association which, without ever 
proclaiming itself to be a new church, was to introduce remarkable and 
radical changes into the cult of Christ and jealously defend its autonomy 
in relation to the religious hierarchy. This organization was the Cofradía 
de los Hermanos del Santo Sangre, also known as the Hermandad de los 
Penitentes, a rural brotherhood for mutual help. Already by possibly the 
second half of the eighteenth century, it was spreading extremely rapidly 
throughout a vast region stretching from the present-day Mexico–United 
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States frontier to north of the rio Grande (new Mexico). At the heart 
of these religious societies, for which there is trustworthy evidence from 
around 1810 onward, new churches that were not consecrated by the 
clergy sprang up. They were known as moradas. It was in these that new 
religious images as well as new rituals became established. The cults of the 
moradas celebrated by the Penitentes enjoyed such success that, through-
out the entire nineteenth century and well into the 1950s (Weigle 1976: 
11), the Catholic Church struggled to impose on the neo-Mexican com-
munities statutes that were closer to the orthodoxy of rome and rituals 
that respected the Catholic tradition (Figure 83).

Figure 83. A morada in new Mexico.

The neo-Mexican brotherhood appeared to be organized along the 
lines of a classic European brotherhood, with strong Andalusian fea-
tures. Like other similar associations, it was above all initiatory and, from 
a sociological point of view, was founded on a distinction between the 
Hermanos de Sangre, the Brothers of Blood, who were veritable Peni-
tents, and the Hermanos de la Luz, the Brothers of Light, whose role was 
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more that of organization and spiritual leadership (Weigle and Lyons 
1982). As in the Brotherhood of our Father Jesus of Seville, in which 
Fray Chavez (1954) and Dorothy Woodward ([1935] 1974) have identi-
fied one of the probable models for the American Penitentes, the religious 
life of the community was centered on the exercise of penitence and on 
an imitation of Christ. In particular, a penitent member of the brother-
hood was always expected to practice self-flagellation when taking part 
in the processions of Holy Week. However, differences between the neo-
Mexican cults and European practices soon began to appear, much to the 
alarm of the church. There were essentially two major new aspects. The 
first consisted in a ritual cycle devoted to a celebration of the Passion, 
which among the Penitentes took the violent form of a simulated cruci-
fixion. The second aspect that troubled the church consisted in a curious 
representation of death as an old woman, which soon began to appear on 
the altars of the secret chapels of the Cofradía that were reserved solely 
for its own members. These innovations were definitely different from 
the Mexican and Spanish Catholic traditions. They aroused among the 
peasants a respect mixed with a degree of fear, while the clergy, for its 
part, was definitely scandalized. They also provoked open hostility in the 
ecclesiastical hierarchy, which took to speaking not only of excess and 
sin, but also of veritable crimes and heretical beliefs that they even judged 
to be comparable to those of the native Americans (rieupeyrout 1987: 
52–53). In the course of the campaign tenaciously conducted against the 
Penitentes, it was even claimed that, during their processions, they “wor-
shiped death as do the Indians.” It would also be said that in their in-
tended simulations of the crucifixion during Holy Week, they subjected 
young members of the brotherhood to veritable tortures: for instance, it 
was said that they forced those young men to walk carrying enormous 
wooden crosses on their backs; then they tied or even nailed them to 
their crosses, in an imitation of the martyrdom of Jesus Christ. Already 
in 1833, the bishop of Durango, José Antonio Laureano de Zubiría, was 
sounding the alarm, and in a very severe pastoral letter forbade the exer-
cise of such rituals. Zubiría’s tone was solemn, almost threatening:

I prohibit these brotherhoods of penance, or rather, of carnage, which 
have grown in the shelter of an unlawful tolerance. . . . That nowhere is 
[there to be] a storehouse for those large crosses. . . . with which some 
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half-murder their bodies, at the same time forgetting their souls, which 
they leave for whole years in sin. (Cited in Weigle 1976: 195–96)

But such admonitions were ignored. In 1879, the new French bishop 
of Santa Fe, Jean-Baptiste Lamy, who had made an inspection of the 
entire territory and followed it up with threats of excommunication, re-
corded that these excessive rituals still continued and even that some of 
the young men chosen for the ritual had died in the course of them:

Unfortunately, the chiefs of these societies do not obey our orders. In the 
past they have carried out cruel practices and customs in out-of-the-way 
places, at night, inflicting on themselves whip lashes so terrible that in 
consequence of these penances not only have many of them fallen ill but 
some have even died. (Cited in Weigle 1976: 206)

“Costumbres crueles en partes retiradas”: penitential excesses, secret rit-
uals and prayers not approved by the hierarchy; simulations, sometimes 
of a cruel nature, of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. And then the appear-
ance on altars of new ritual figures dedicated to death itself. The certainly 
justified alarm of the bishops was swiftly followed up by the scandal-
oriented newspapers established in the eastern states of America, which 
tended to be of Protestant inspiration. Authors of every kind, of both the 
Catholic and the Protestant faiths (Darley [1893] 1968; Lummis [1893] 
1906; Chavez 1954; Steele 1974), constructed around the American 
Penitentes a vast literature composed of polemics and shocking stories, 
exaggerations and pleas. From the 1930s onward, when the Penitentes 
came to the notice of American public opinion, many of these works 
concentrated on, for example, the question of whether the instruments 
used to “crucify the young man chosen to be the ritual incarnations of 
Christ” were in fact nails or simply ropes; or whether there had ever ex-
isted among the Penitentes any ritual proceedings devoted in particular 
to death, which was referred to as comrade death or “friendly death”; or 
else whether the exercise of penitence testified to sadism on the part of 
the initiators of the cult or simply to their exalted faith. More recently 
a more balanced view has emerged, tending to refute the legends and 
silence the polemics. But all too often it has been accompanied by a 
defense of dogma and censure of embarrassing testimonies and sources, 
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to the point that, even recently, there have been demands to the ecclesi-
astical authorities to authorize the publication of studies on this matter 
(Wallis 1994).

I myself have no religious faith to defend or condemn. I shall thus 
limit myself to returning to the question that I raised concerning Apache 
messianism: What is it that makes these new rituals and the representa-
tions that they imply so memorable? Can one detect in the tradition of 
the Penitentes any coherent memory or configuration of mnemonic trac-
es that can cast light upon the nature of this particular type of imagina-
tion, which constitutes such an essential part of the neo-Mexican ritual 
memory and the images that it engenders? Let us take a closer look at 
the rituals celebrated within the Hermandad del Santo Sangre and try to 
identify the features that distinguish them from a simple imitation of the 
ceremonies practiced by Spanish and European brotherhoods. 

We have already considered the situation, characterized by both con-
tacts and cultural conflict, in which the Indian and neo-Mexican peoples 
found themselves in this period. Some authors have tried to shed light 
upon a direct exchange between the native Americans and the Spaniards 
of new Mexico. There has, for example, been talk of flagellation rituals 
among the Pueblo (Benavides, in Weigle 1976: 35) and of certain native 
Americans who may have become active members of the Cofradías de 
Penitentes (ibid.: 28) or even, conversely, of certain Penitentes taking part 
in rituals celebrated among the Pueblo (rodriguez 1996). But if one re-
fers to the present-day state of research, that approach does not seem to 
get us very far. The culture of the Spaniards of new Mexico, in particular 
their religious traditions (with the sole possible exception of the archi-
tecture of the moradas, which often seems to adopt certain hybrid forms 
typical of the earliest churches constructed by the Franciscans, with the 
aid of Pueblo people), does not seem to have reacted to that cultural con-
tact by seeking compromises or mediations. On the contrary, all the signs 
appear to suggest that the Spanish tradition adopted quite the reverse 
policy, constantly seeking to magnify the differences. The efforts of such 
rural communities were always aimed at clearly setting up a frontier to 
separate the two communities. That frontier, at once physical and cultur-
al, was designed to maintain a rigorous distinction between the Catholic 
tradition of European origin and the traditions of the native American 
tribes with whom the neo-Mexicans entered into contact (McCoy in 
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Darley [1893] 1968; Woodward [1935] 1974; rael 1951). That process 
continued for a long time, in fact almost down to the present day. And 
the first thing that strikes an observer about these “scandalous new cer-
emonies” invented and practiced by the Penitentes is the direct link with 
the conflict that for a long time set the neo-Mexicans and the native 
Americans in opposition. Central to this tradition are numerous legends 
in which the image of an unconverted Indian warrior (who may, depend-
ing on the regions, be a Comanche, a Pawnee, a tepehuan, or, in many 
cases, an Apache) constitutes a threat not only to the farms but also to 
the churches founded by the Hispanic settlers. An Indian warrior was a 
direct threat to the figure of a missionary, who, in many cases, became a 
martyr in the course of the attacks regularly made by the Indian tribes 
of these regions. Sometimes the native American warriors went so far as 
to attack the very image of Christ. This may have given rise to one of the 
recurrent themes of the religious rituals and representations linked with 
the traditions of the neo-Mexican Penitentes: that of the Cristo flechado, 
the image of Christ on the altar pierced by the arrows of the native 
Americans. This was an early and persistent theme typical of the oral 
tradition of the Penitentes. It was, for example, said of the Mapimi Christ 
(a crucifix still revered in the moradas of the Penitentes at the beginning 
of the twentieth century) that he had miraculously survived an attack 
by the tepehuans upon a Catholic sanctuary in northern Mexico (rael 
1951: 72–75). In one of the versions of this legend collected in the 1930s, 
the image of Christ on the cross seems to have been the direct target of 
the tepehuans’ attack, which aimed directly for the altar.

It was a sculptured image of the Holy Christ, of the size of a man, and 
below the knees it had a bleeding wound. The image was very much ven-
erated. The wound below the knee had been caused by an Indian arrow 
during an attack on the town of Mapimi, causing the miraculous flow of 
blood. (Saravia in rael 1951: 74)

Many stories in the Penitentes’ tradition contain direct or indirect ech-
oes of this theme, in which the real presence of Christ (and, in particular, 
his blood) seems suddenly revealed by these images. Another legend, 
studied by William Wroth, tells the story of Father Juan, a Franciscan 
killed by the Pueblo at the time of the 1680 rebellion. On the point of 
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death, Father Juan prophesied the return of Christ and his triumph in 
new Mexico. As soon as he was struck by an arrow, the sky turned a 
dark red color, which, still today and throughout the region, is known as 
the “sangre de Cristo” (the blood of Christ). On that particular occasion, 
Father Juan is supposed to have declared, 

My body only has thou killed
Blood of Christ over mountains spread
Shall preach to you when I am dead. (Wroth 1983: 283–84)

So hidden behind the Franciscan’s body was the presence of Christ: 
it was his blood, not just that of Father Juan, that the native Americans 
had shed, as was testified by the red color that appeared in the sky. The 
theme of Christ pierced by arrows did not appear solely in stories about 
supernatural miracles and occurrences. Indeed, it was so common that, 
when new Mexico was annexed by the United States, it was even taken 
up by the press. In 1891, the Las Vegas Daily Optic published an article 
telling how Apache warriors had attacked Penitentes who were celebrat-
ing a simulated crucifixion; on this occasion, “the Cristo, who was left 
tied on the cross, was shot full of arrows” (Weigle 1976: 64).

 These stories, and the theme of Christ pierced by arrows around which 
they were organized, direct us toward a specific tradition that elaborated 
a quite particular image of the Passion. During Holy Week, the Penitentes 
organized processions in the course of which the members of the brother-
hood had to imitate the Via Crucis (the Stations of the Cross), carrying 
on their shoulders huge crosses, or maderos, all the way along the path 
that led from the morada to a place called Calvary. The brotherhood had 
also devised, no doubt on the basis of representations of the Passion of 
Christ that were connected with the popular religious theater in Europe, a 
sequence of ceremonial actions in the course of which the Passion was de-
liberately mimed. At the end of the procession, a young penitent, his head 
hidden in a hood, was bound to the cross. It was an action that could at any 
moment be seen as scandalous, for these ritual actions, which—it should 
be remembered—eluded the control of the church, involved many spon-
taneous interpretations, several of which were suspect or unorthodox. For 
example, it was sometimes suggested and repeated in the alabados—the 
praises or prayers recited by the Penitentes during their ceremonies—that 
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the sacred wood of the madero and the very person of Christ became one 
and the same thing in the course of the ritual. Or people might believe 
and suggest that Christ himself, during the procession, was hidden in the 
wood of the cross, which, in turn, was identified with a tree that could 
grow and produce fruits—as in one of the alabados collected by rael:

My redeemer’s body was nailed to the cross by three nails
That was how my Jesus’ body was nailed,
Emprisoned by the enemy and guilt
That is how Christ is eternally hidden within the sacred wood. (rael 
1951: 204–6)

Another potentially dangerous aspect of the crucifixion as celebrated 
by members of the brotherhood was certainly the excessive suffering in-
flicted upon the young penitent who embodied the Savior on the occa-
sion of the Passion simulated during Holy Week. The Penitentes’ ritual 
undeniably tended to intensify the young boy’s identification with the 
Christ of the Gospel to an unimaginable degree. One of the very rare 
first-hand descriptions that we possess of the celebrations of Holy Week 
in a morada underlines this aspect:

During the night of La Porciuncula, a single Penitente, his arms and 
body tightly bound with a chain to a cross, would make a visit to the 
church. As the cross to which he was bound was a little less in length 
than his own height, the progress of this Penitente would be slow. . . . This 
type of penance used to be one of the most severe, as, after a few minutes 
of being bound in this manner, the retardation of the circulation of the 
blood would cause the veins on the arms to stand out like cords, and the 
trunk of the body to assume a purplish-blue color. Sometimes the her-
mano would fall in a faint to the ground. (Cited in Wroth 1991: 58–59)

The body of the Penitente, in this extreme suffering, took on the blue 
color that is typical of the image of Christ in the iconography of the 
tradition connected with the brotherhood (Figure 84). Other direct tes-
timonies, such as that recorded in 1893 by Charles F. Lummis, one of 
the rare witnesses who managed to photograph one of these crucifixions 
(Figure 85) make it possible to complete this description and convey 
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even more deeply the sense of scandal provoked by the excesses of these 
acts of penitence:

Figure 84. Crucifixion linked to the iconographic tradition of the Penitentes. 
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I effected a modus with the Hermano Mayor [Chief Brother], and the next 
day, Good Friday, March 30, 1888, I photographed . . . the procession of the 
self-whippers and the men bearing crosses thicker than their own bodies 
and three times as long. Then, forcing the hostile mob of onlookers back, 
the Hermano Mayor marked a spot . . . where I might stand (with my cam-
era): there, from a few yards’ distance, I photographed the crucifixion of an 
American citizen. . . . And now the Hermano Mayor went into the morada 
with two of his assistants. In a few moments they emerged leading the al-
lotted victim, a stalwart young fellow dressed only in his white drawers and 
black head-bag. . . . He walked firmly to the prostrate cross, and laid himself 
at full length upon it. . . . A long, new, half-inch rope was brought and the 
Hermano de la Luz [Brother of Light] began to lash him to the great tim-
bers . . . the stiff rope sank deep into his flesh and prohibited the throbbing 
blood. In less than three minutes his arms and legs were black. . . . A clean 
white sheet was now wound about him from head to foot, leaving exposed 
only his purpling arms and muffled head. (Lummis [1893] 1906: 97–99)

Figure 85. Simulated crucifixion during a Penitentes ritual in 1893.

The simulation of the crucifixion was but one of the inhumane suffer-
ings that members of the brotherhood inflicted upon themselves. There 
were others: on that same occasion, Lummis describes other Penitentes 
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who, at the foot of the cross, bound cacti to their bodies or even pulled 
along heavy carts filled with stones on top of which lay sinister repre-
sentations of death. We shall later be considering what one should think 
of these strange representations. But for the moment let us concentrate 
on the aspect of these ceremonies that was the most shocking: physical 
pain. The Hermano de Sangre (the brother of blood), who was a faithful 
member of the brotherhood, overstepped the boundaries of theatrical 
fiction by which the representation of the martyrdom of Christ ought to 
have been limited. His suffering was real; and in the eyes of the Penitentes 
it was this that made that representation a veritable ritual from which 
one could expect redemption and salvation. However, in the eyes of the 
church and also of Protestants such as Lummis, it was precisely this that 
transformed it into a truly scandalous spectacle.

But there may have been other reasons why the church was so scan-
dalized. The exaggeration of the ritual, by insisting on the identification 
of the young Penitente with Christ himself, ended up by identifying the 
young sufferer not only with the image of Christ, but also with a veri-
table representation of death. Sometimes the Penitente would turn into 
a skeleton or a corpse returned from the world of the dead. Here, cho-
sen from a large number of possible examples, are three traditional im-
ages that clearly illustrate such identifications adopted by the Penitentes. 
The first is an image of the flagellation of Christ (now preserved in the 
Bunker collection) that comes from northern Mexico and that robert 
Shalkop (1970) has linked with the Penitentes tradition and dated to 
the late eighteenth century (Figure 86). According to him, the theme of 
flagellation, very common in America, reached an intensity in Mexico 
that puts one in mind of surrealism. In this Flagellation, an image of a 
veritable skeleton appears beneath the lacerated skin of the Savior.

Another illustration of this tendency to identify penitents with Christ 
and death comes directly from a neo-Mexican morada. Here the crucifix 
is superposed upon the image of a velorio (Figure 87), one of the main 
instruments used in the funerary night-watches organized by the Peni-
tentes. In the course of this ritual, the candles on the triangular-shaped 
candelabra were each extinguished until only the one at the very top 
remained alight. That candle, which symbolized Christ, was then taken 
away to an adjoining room, while the morada was plunged in total dark-
ness. At that moment, the sound of maracas and pitos (flutes) was heard  
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coming from the room, together with other loud noises that symbolized 
the earthquake and general disorder that had engulfed the whole world

Figure 86. Popular Mexican art, The Flagellation of Christ, late  
eighteenth century.
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on the night of Good Friday, when Christ died. It is worth noting that 
this ritual was reserved exclusively for funerary ceremonies designed to 
consecrate the deaths of members of the brotherhood.

Figure 87. A Calvario used in a morada. The image of the crucifix is super-
posed upon that of the velorio. 

The belief according to which the Penitentes sustained a particular re-
lationship with Death, which they called their “friend” or comadre, was 
certainly one of the essential themes of the religious tradition of neo-
Mexican brotherhoods. Marta Weigle has published a number of stories 
featuring the recurrent theme of a deceased Penitente reappearing among 
the living to take part in the rites of Holy Week. The dead man returning 
to celebrate a ritual always had his head covered by a hood, just like the 
one worn by the brotherhood’s Christ in his simulated crucifixion. He 
could therefore not be distinguished from the rest of those taking part in 
the ritual. His presence could only be detected by counting the celebrants, 
whose number miraculously increased in the course of the ceremony:
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In those days [the late nineteenth century], a strong belief existed among 
the people of the small villages that the souls of departed penitentes used 
to assume human form and come to this world to accompany proces-
sions, taking their places in the rows of penitentes. . . . An Arroyo Hondo 
woman was to carry the Muerte from the morada to the church on Holy 
Thursday. . . . two rows of nine Brothers accompanied her. However, she 
counted twenty in all, with the last in each row seeming “to possess a 
translucency of the flesh that showed the outline of his skeleton, the ribs 
especially seemed to show more prominently.” (Weigle 1976: 182–89)

In other stories, a hooded Penitente, pursued by some unbelievers, un-
expectedly removed his hood, thereby revealing his skull. This was the 
source of representations of a Penitente in the guise of a self-flagellating 
skeleton. Such an image is strikingly illustrated by our third example, a 
small sculpture published by Weigle (1977), today preserved in the Denver 
Museum (Figure 88). A figurine representing a skeleton kneels before a 
cross; in between the cross and the praying skeleton, a small skull is placed.

Figure 88. A devotional skeleton linked with the iconographical tradition of 
the Penitentes.
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In times of crisis, such as in 1886, when the winter was so harsh that 
many shepherds and peasants literally died of the cold, it was said that 
whole groups of dead Penitentes joined the living to celebrate the rituals 
of Holy Week and to pray with them for help from heaven. The morada 
itself, now seen in a different light, appeared as the residence of broth-
ers from the other world (Hermanos del Otro Mundo). It is perhaps this 
particular theme that most likens the Penitentes to the Apache shamans, 
such as noch-ay-del-klinne, Big John, and Daslahdn, who, in reaction 
to their defeat and the invasion of the Whites, tried desperately, at the 
tomb of the native American chiefs who had just died, to reestablish 
a ritual contact with their dead. In Hispanic villages such as Cordova 
and Arroyo Hondo, the tinieblas, the funerary rituals that the Penitentes 
celebrated in the dark morada, were designed for precisely the same pur-
pose: “Penitentes Brothers and villagers literally huddle together, in the 
din-filled, disorienting darkness, while symbolically taking a stand in 
the face of this chaos by calling out the names of their beloved departed, 
those who built their community” (Wroth 1991: 62).

Seen in this perspective, the morada built and cared for by the broth-
erhood of the Hermanos seems very different from a church, precisely 
because it turns into a “house of the dead.” Another alabado, collected 
by Alice Corbin Henderson in 1937, in which the person reciting it em-
bodied the voice of one of the dead, confirms this essential aspect of the 
beliefs of the Penitentes:

Farewell for the last time
That I may be seen on earth
I am given a tomb
That is my true home
Farewell to all present
to all those who accompany me. (Cited in Boyd 1991)

As we have seen, the Catholic Church’s reaction to the diffusion of 
these rituals and beliefs—a reaction the reasons for which we are now 
beginning to understand—was swift and energetic. Already, Bishop 
Zubiría was speaking of carnicerias (“carnages”). However, it was not 
solely the very heavy physical effort demanded by cruel penitence that 
led the church to speak of “excesses”; there were facts and actions of an 
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even graver nature. Among the rituals celebrated in the moradas, which 
included quite traditional processions commemorating the encounter 
(Encuentro) between the Holy Virgin and Christ, there were also cel-
ebrations that were less acceptable and stories about the dead and their 
hooded skeletons. One of these ceremonies featured the transporta-
tion of a strange representative of death called Lady Sebastiana (Doña 
Sebastiana), who, amid an atmosphere of great piety (Weigle 1977: 144), 
was carried to the morada altar, where she took her place alongside im-
ages of the saints, the Virgin, and Jesus Christ himself (Figures 89 and 
90). On other occasions, but particularly on Good Friday evening, this 
figure, placed on a little cart filled with stones, was pulled by one of the 
faithful right up to the Cross. At this point, the ritual action, albeit swift 
and rudimentary, almost took on the form of a triumph. Indeed, this 
enigmatic figure and her actions gave rise to a number of beliefs.

Figure 89. A representation of Lady Sebastiana.

One of these beliefs definitely recalled the theme of Christ pierced 
by arrows: it was believed and said that Lady Sebastiana (exactly like the 
Apache, according to a report in the Las Vegas Daily Optic) had once 
killed one of the Penitentes while he was on the cross, by shooting an 
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Figure 90. A representation of Lady Sebastiana.

arrow into him. The figure of Death in this way indicated, on the one 
hand, its terrifying efficacy and, on the other, the fact that, behind the 
sculpture representing it, Death itself was really present. This legend, 
which linked this figure with the story of the Mapimi Christ and others 
too, mentioned above, reflected an extremely eloquent ritual. In one of 
the most secret rituals celebrated in the morada, it was Lady Sebastiana 
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who selected the youth who was ritually to embody Christ on the Cross; 
it was said that it was the statue itself, sometimes representing a blind 
old woman, sometimes—on the contrary—one with a threatening look 
in her eyes, made of fragments of glass or metal, who, from her place at 
the altar, shot an arrow at the boy. That act confirmed him to be worthy 
of the name that he would bear for a whole year: so it was thanks to the 
action of Lady Sebastiana that he became the brotherhood’s “ Cristo.”

Behind this representation, which was intimately linked with the im-
age of Christ but, at the same time, with that of the native American 
aggressor, there lurked a complex logic that implied both the form taken 
by the iconography and also that of the ritual action. Let us first consider 
what may be the oldest example of a representation of Lady Sebastiana. 
This is a sculpture commissioned from nazario Lopez de Cordova by 
the morada of Las trampas, which was almost certainly completed in 
1860 (Boyd 1991). today, this sculpture, known as Muerte en su carreta, 
is preserved in the Museum of new Mexico, Albuquerque (Figure 91). 
John Bourke, the US army officer who, as we saw earlier, was present 
both at Apache rituals devoted to the veneration of crosses bearing the 
image of a snake and also at Gan dances and so was able to provide a 
description of them, first set eyes on the Muerte en su carreta in 1881. The 
disapproval, at once Protestant, secular, and rationalist, that fueled the 
reaction of the young Bourke was similar to that which he manifested a 
few years later, in 1891, when faced with the dances of the Apache:

In a room, to the right of the door, which corresponded to our church 
vestry, there was a hideous statue, dressed in black, with pallid face and 
monkish cowl, which held in his hands a bow with arrows drawn in posi-
tion. It was seated upon a wooden wagon, something similar in shape to 
an artillery limber, but made in the crudest way of wood, fastened with 
pins of the same material. The wheels were sections of a pine trunk, un-
greased axles and ungreased pole made an unearthly music and to add to 
the difficulty of hauling such a vehicle, the box seat upon which Death 
sat as grim charioteer was filled with smooth-worn and heavy boulders. 
(Bourke 2005: 154–55)

This representation was exhibited, up until the 1960s, in the church 
of San José, along with three skulls said to be those of three missionaries 
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who had been killed by the native Americans. In nazario Lopez’s sculp-
ture, directly linked with ceremonies conducted by the brotherhood, the 
head of Lady Sebastiana is a skull; her body is composed of tree branches 
and is covered by a cloak. She holds a bow and some arrows. The whole 
figure is placed on a roughly shaped little cart that resembles the cart 
that appears in representations of the triumphs of Death that were pop-
ular in Hispanic lands and Europe in the Middle Ages.

Figure 91. nazario Lopez, Lady Sebastiana of the “Sangre de Cristo” type.
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This early iconographic model was reproduced in two ways, through-
out the nineteenth century, in the area bounded by northern new Mex-
ico and southern Colorado. The historian of art Louisa Stark has distin-
guished between two types of representations of Lady Sebastiana: the 
“Sangre de Cristo” type and the “San Luis Valley” type. The original new 
Mexico representations are generally “seated or kneeling skeletons” car-
rying a bow and arrows. These “Sangre de Cristo” figures, as in Figure 91, 
are characterized by their 

large hands, tiny head .  .  . and grotesque appearance; gray and white 
horsehair is often attached to the crown with animal glue. .  .  . Occa-
sionally eyes of obsidian are added, although the sockets are usually left 
empty. . . . A great deal of attention is paid to the anatomy of the body. 
The ribs are prominently displayed and the limbs seem to billow at the 
joints. (Stark 1971: 305)

The representations produced in the San Luis alley (Figure 92) are rather 
different: 

The San Luis figure assumes a crouching position in the cart, while hold-
ing a bow and arrow. The figure is usually made of wooden blocks which 
are later covered with outer garments. . . . In the case of the head, only the 
face is covered, the rest of the block is covered with a hood. . . .The expres-
sion of the face is achieved by a hood which, when placed on the head, 
shades the eyes and gives them a menacing expression. (Stark 1971: 305)

The small group of Hispano-American sculptors close to the tradition of 
the Penitentes, working in completely new conditions and within a context 
of popular art, thus renovated an iconographical theme of medieval origin.

The theme developed in Europe in various forms, ranging from the 
Dance of the Dead, popular in central Europe, to the different manifes-
tations adopted by the Carreta de a Muerte (the cart of death), which was 
typical of the Spanish tradition. Of course, it is not possible, here, to fol-
low the whole history of the American survival of this famous European 
iconographic theme (though see Frugoni 1988; Camille 1996). But let 
us briefly consider a few of its features so as to gain some understanding 
of its development within the framework of this veritable iconographic 
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Figure 92. Lady Sebastiana: the “San Luis Valley” type.
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renaissance that flourished in the popular art of new Mexico through-
out the nineteenth century. Lady Sebastiana certainly stemmed from a 
new tradition, the origins of which can, with a degree of precision, be 
identified in new Mexico. But she was also a result of a late return to a 
very ancient Christian iconographic tradition that was a source of refer-
ence for the neo-Mexican group of sculptors and painters who were di-
rectly linked with the construction and decoration of the moradas. These 
artists were at the origin of a tradition known as “the art of the santer-
os.” As George Kubler (1964) perceived, these santeros of new Mexico, 
with the conservative attitude typical of isolated populations, in general 
took over the traditional iconography of the Catholic Church, despite 
knowing hardly anything about their illustrious sources. In the work of 
an artist such as the anonymous creator of the picture preserved in the 
taylor Museum of Alice Springs, we find, for example, a representation 
of the trinity executed by means of a replica of three simply sketched 
but identical figures. This iconographic theme, of Byzantine origin, had 
been forbidden as early as 1745 by Pope Benedict XIV. The figurative 
tradition of the santeros was thus full of provincial archaisms and rep-
licas. However, as Kubler pointed out, the conservative attitude of the 
neo-Mexican santeros was accompanied by new procedures: in particular 
the fusion of different iconographic themes into a single image. We have, 
in fact, already come across one example of this process: the image of the 
Calvario, created by the superposition of a velorio (the triangular cande-
labra used in a funerary vigil) upon a crucifix. A similar process is to be 
found in the case of a representation of nuestra Señora de los Dolores 
(Our Lady of Suffering), where the image is merged with one of Saint 
Veronica (Wroth 1991).

This iconic contamination certainly took place following the princi-
ples that Warburg has called a polarization of images. In this tradition, 
ritual actions confer a new dynamic upon the iconography and from this 
there emerge new meanings and new connections between the various 
images. This can be seen particularly clearly in the ritual use of sculpted 
representations of the saints and the Virgin. Let us consider another ex-
ample. The fact that Lady Sebastiana is clad in a voluminous black over-
coat, particularly in the “San Luis Valley” type of representation, may 
suggest a possible contamination from the iconic theme of Our Lady of 
Suffering. Both images are associated with the function of representing 
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mourning. The difference between the two figures may seem obvious: 
whereas Our Lady of Suffering actually suffers, Lady Sebastiana, as seen 
in the Penitentes’ procession in Holy Week, is there to inflict suffering 
upon others. Carrying her image on one’s shoulders in many cases indi-
cated a desire to expiate one’s sins. However, the ritual use of an image 
may well change its meaning, transforming a passive representation into 
an active one. In the context of penitence, such a switch involves the fig-
ure of Our Lady of Suffering, thereby revealing its ambiguity. Laurence 
F. Lee, one of the earliest to witness the rituals of the brotherhood, de-
scribes one of the ceremonies as follows:

We find mention made of the Figure of Our Lady of Sorrows being used 
at times as a means of penance in the nineteenth century. A brother is re-
ported to have carried this figure above his head, with his arms upraised. 
Should the brother at any time lower his arms, the blades of two long 
knives which were inserted at the base of the figure . . . would enter his 
flesh. (Lee 1920: 10)

However, there are further aspects to this logic of contamination be-
tween different and contradictory images within a single representation, 
which is particularly intense in the case of Lady Sebastiana. The pro-
cess that seems to determine the survival of the European theme of the 
triumph of Death in the shape of Lady Sebastiana in America implies 
at least three aspects: an iconographic contamination, a polarization of 
ritual meanings (active–passive), and finally, resulting from those two 
operations, a great intensification of the image, which thus becomes par-
ticularly salient. This point, which makes the image at once unexpected 
and complex, may well account for its diffusion and persistence. Here 
(as in the case of Silas John, who, from being a shaman, proclaimed 
himself to be the “new Christ”), the contamination directly springs from 
social conflict. In the Penitentes’ morada Lady Sebastiana does, to be sure, 
represent Death; however, she does not carry a scythe with which to 
reap souls, as do other European or Mexican representations that prob-
ably constitute the immediate sources for this figure. On the contrary, 
she holds a bow and arrows, an iconographic theme quite unknown in 
the lands where the neo-Mexican culture originated, that is to say, Mex-
ico and Spain. Those attributes of Death, which are rare in Europe, are 
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altogether in keeping with the American theme that is linked with the 
Franciscan preaching about a Christ pierced by arrows. So this menac-
ing crone is not simply “one of the dead,” as are her Mexican and Span-
ish sisters. For the Penitentes of new Mexico, she is also “old Goodwife 
Sebastiana,” as she is called by them. One of the iconographic and reli-
gious models with which this strange representation is indirectly associ-
ated is certainly Saint Sebastian (and, perhaps—as we shall see—behind 
Saint Sebastian, a Christ undergoing flagellation at the column). This 
remarkable connection with the figure of Sebastian the martyr, which 
some authors have, overhastily, attributed purely and simply to a “confu-
sion” (Stark 1971; Weigle 1976; Boyd 1991), certainly calls for an ex-
planation. In a detailed and fascinating essay, William Wroth (1991) 
meticulously reconstructs the origins of the Penitentes’ funerary images 
and the ritual objects that accompany them. His conclusion as to Lady 
Sebastiana is that she is certainly derived from Catholic Mexican ico-
nography: such Muertes (female incarnations of Death ) came from Eu-
rope and constituted a natural enough ultimate manifestation of a series 
that originated in the triumphs of the Middle Ages. At one stage in this 
process of the metamorphosis of a triumphal Death, the representa-
tion on tarot cards may or may not have been involved.2 However that 
may be, this triumphal Death figure eventually reached the cult of the 
Holy Week Passion of Christ, as practiced in new Mexico by the Broth-
erhood of Holy Blood. According to Wroth, the traditional Catholic 
rite to which this representation refers is the ceremony that enacted the 
burial of Christ on the evening of Good Friday, in which he was rep-
resented as ritually triumphing over Death. Death is pictured seated at 
the foot of the Cross, accompanied by expressions such as “Death, where 
is thy sting?” or “Death, I shall be the death of thee.” Louisa Stark has 
reconstructed a most convincing series showing the iconographic trans-
formations leading from Seville to new Mexico and passing by way of 
Mexican iconographies such as that linked with the funerary Paso, in 
use in the town of Mexico already in the sixteenth century (Figures 93 
and 94). 

2. According to a thesis dear to Boyd, which has recently been challenged by 
Weigle (1976: 169, and 271 n. 48).
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Figures 93 and 94. two traditional representations of Death: one belongs to 
the Brotherhood of the Buried Christ of Seville (seventeenth century), the 

other to a church in Mexico (sixteenth century).



316 THE CHIMERA PRINCIPLE

In short, a number of heterogeneous elements turn Lady Sebastiana 
into a very singular figure and greatly alter her traditional meaning. First, 
we should note that, riding in triumph on her little cart painfully pulled 
along by a Penitente, Lady Sebastiana represents an inversion of the tri-
umph devoted to Jesus Christ. Within a morada, by following the logic of 
the ritual action, it is thus not Christ who triumphs over death. rather, it 
is she, Sebastiana, who, by shooting her arrows at Christ, triumphs over 
the Penitente, who is identified with the figure of the Savior; it is she 
whom the Penitente is obliged to drag along in a cart laden with stones. 
The other surprising aspect concerns the iconography. In an overwhelm-
ing majority of cases, in place of the traditional scythe, we find a bow 
equipped with arrows, which immediately links the representation of 
death with the menacing image of the Indian of the Penitentes’ legends 
that are woven around the theme of a Christ pierced by an arrow. The 
same effect is produced by the renaming of this figure. Actually in Span-
ish popular culture and in Mexico, this kind of representation used to be 
known simply as Muerte en su carreta (Death on Its Cart), as it was still 
called in Cervantes’ Don Quixote. In new Mexico, she becomes Lady 
Sebastiana.

 As a result of this new name, the representation of Death becomes 
symbolically linked with a Saint Sebastian pierced by arrows, a represen-
tation that here remains, so to speak, in the background, evoked but not 
actually present.

This metamorphosis also implies a second inversion: Lady Sebastiana 
shoots her arrows rather than being shot by them, as is the saint tied to 
the pillar. Furthermore, the evocation of Saint Sebastian opens on to 
another series of similar connotations that lead to Christ bound, like 
the saint, to a pillar. In the hymn sung by the Penitentes as they walk in 
procession, such a figure appears as follows:

Onto a pillar
The King of Heaven was tied
Wounded and bloody 
He was dragged on the ground. (Weigle, in Wroth 1991: 61)

In the Gospel, Christ, like Sebastian, is bound to a pillar. In the simu-
lated image of his martyrdom, as it appears in the ritual enacted by the 
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Penitentes, he, like Sebastian, is struck by an arrow, but this is shot by 
Lady Sebastiana. Actually the sequence of images reveals a series of par-
tial ritual identifications (Christ, Sebastian, the dead . . .) that designates 
the complex figure that is embodied, in the ritual, by a Penitente. On the 
one hand, he is wounded by an arrow, like Sebastian; on the other, like 
Christ, he sheds his blood as a martyr. We should remember that, as a 
Hermano de sangre (brother of blood), it is to the blood of Christ that he 
has promised his devotion. In the ritual of the simulated crucifixion the 
blood that he sheds in his self-flagellation becomes the blood of Christ 
himself. The Penitente even pushes the identification so far as to carry the 
weighty cross on his shoulders, like Christ, and, over and above that, to 
ascend the cross of martyrdom.

Lady Sebastiana can only be understood if she is inserted into two 
series of representations. On the one hand, she refers back to a complex 
series of partial identifications with the figure of her ritual victim, the 
brotherhood’s “Christ.” On the other, through the arrow that she lets fly, 
she also refers to the presence of the native American enemy . In this 
way, the part that she plays simultaneously effects two specific operations 
in the ritual. The first reverses the traditional rite by turning Christ’s 
triumph over death into the triumph of death over a Christ ritually rep-
resented by the Penitente; the second, by evoking the Indian’s arrow as a 
means of symbolic aggression against Christ, inserts into the new ritual 
a trace of the conflict between different cultures.

Opposite the Christ embodied by the Penitente (and identified partly 
with Sebastian but also, as we have seen, with a member of the commu-
nity of the dead), there is this apparently traditional figure constructed to 
a large degree out of preexisting symbolic elements. Yet this figure entails 
such a new, contradictory, and paradoxical use of those elements that she 
becomes a means of indicating a presence quite alien to the traditional 
system of representation: the figure of the native American .

We should also bear in mind that Sebastiana, although a part of the 
traditional cult of Holy Week, also introduces an inversion of that ritual. If 
we examine the series of partial identifications of which she is composed 
(an operation that the believers are careful not to undertake), we can see 
that it is in fact she who triumphs over Christ, rather than the other way 
round, as the official tradition would have it. This last aspect makes the 
representation of her particularly disquieting, for it introduces an alien, 
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partially uncontrollable presence into the Catholic ritual. Lady Sebastiana 
has a role of her own to play within these ceremonies. It is through her 
that the native American warrior, a very real presence and a daily threat, 
finds a way into the symbolic lexicon of the religious community of the 
Penitentes. It may be this that, among external observers with a different 
culture, such as Bishop Lamy and the Anglo-Protestants, gave rise to a 
vague sense of sacrilege and, above all, to the accusation, which may at first 
sight seem strange, that the Penitentes shared with the native Americans 
a mysterious cult of death. The native American warrior is not depicted 
as such, but he gains access to the church through his bow and his arrows. 

This implicit presence of the death-bearing native American turns 
Lady Sebastiana into an intense image of an unresolved conflict and a 
collective vector of something forgotten: a double forgetting, so to speak. 
On the one hand, this is a forgetting of the original meaning of the 
Christian ritual of Holy Week, in which Christ triumphs over death, 
which is first forgotten, then reversed; and, on the other, it is a forgetting 
that equals a denial of the existing conflict with the native Americans, 
which is linked with a rejection of contact and an exasperation at the 
cultural differences that permeate the entire religious tradition of the 
Penitentes. What the statue of Lady Sebastiana seems to be declaring is: 
“It is not they, the aliens, who are threatening our lives; but our death 
does arrive through them. It is death which we recognize, just as the 
church has always represented it.” Except that, precisely, one detail has 
changed: that arrow that is shot, which plunges the entire representation 
into ambivalence and turns it into an extreme image of the fragile rela-
tionship that may be established at the very heart of the ritual action—
the relationship between remembering and forgetting.

IMAGE, COnFLICt, AnD PArADOX

to conclude our analysis of antagonistic memories, we must now adopt a 
more general perspective and try to understand the logic that guides the 
process of transforming the religious representations, both Amerindian and 
Hispanic, that we have been considering. In our analysis of the sequence 
of iconographic transformations that, in new Mexico created the figure of 
Lady Sebastiana, we have identified a number of aspects of the logic that 
guides what might be called the posthumous life, or the American survival, 
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of a number of the crucial themes in the figurative tradition of European 
Christianity that are linked with the representation of death. Sebastiana 
takes on an enigmatic aspect and acquires her visual intensity as a result of 
the contamination of different iconographic themes and the polarization 
of their ritual meanings. Adopting a Warburgian point of view, we may 
now see her as the extreme outcome of a series of iconographic variations. 
In this popular and transgressive context, she results from the “reuse” of 
preexisting materials in order to invent a new image. This is altogether 
consistent with the aims of Warburg, whose ambition it was to extend 
the concept of Nachleben beyond the limits of the history of European 
art. However, when Warburg seeks the iconic precedents for an image, 
he never limits them to formal affinities. His reading of iconographies, as 
we have noticed many times in this book, may always imply a reconstruc-
tion of a morphological series, but it equally aims to go beyond a formal 
analysis. In his work, an analysis of iconographic models, and in particular 
of Pathosformeln, implies the idea of a posthumous life not only of forms 
themselves but also of their impact, in particular their ability to inspire 
belief. In his essay on the Warburgian concept of “reuse,” Settis (1997b) 
makes this point with great clarity. When nicola Pisano sculpted an angel, 
taking as his model an image of the young Hercules found on a roman 
sarcophagus (Figure 95), he was not simply referring to an iconographic 
precedent, but also wished to capture the pathos and persuasive force that 
the image of the young Hercules conveyed, in order to transfer them to a 
new representation of the Christian angel. The artist thus strives to polar-
ize the force of a preexisting image to transform it into a new representa-
tion. Seen in the perspective that I have progressively developed in the 
present book, this notion of “the force of an image” was conveyed by the 
idea of the ritual impact of religious representations. In this sense it is quite 
true that Lady Sebastiana partly owes her pathos to her way of transform-
ing and thereby evoking a whole series of iconographic precedents at the 
same time as inserting them into a new context. However, the specific 
visual intensity of this representation (which, we should remember, im-
mediately made her the object of particular devotion among the Penitentes, 
who called her “Goodwife,” “friend”, etc.) did not result solely from an 
accumulation of explicit or implicit iconographic precedents. rather, this 
representation of her evoked contradictory features and a kind of icono-
graphic dissonance that made her far more complex. In the case of the 
reuse studied by Settis (and, before him, by Panofsky), the persuasive force 
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of the roman Hercules is transferred, as a kind of echo, to the figure of 
the angel: its force is transferred to the representation of the angel, thereby 
rendering it all the more effective. However, the logic that creates Lady Se-
bastiana is different. She is the result of a sudden transgression, an inven-
tion intended to confront a situation that is both unexpected and dramatic. 
Hercules confirms and strengthens the Christian angel. Lady Sebastiana 
contradicts her tradition in an almost sacrilegious way, thereby signaling a 
crisis in the traditional cult and the birth of a new belief. In her case, the 
reuse of iconographic features eludes the context of Western tradition. Its 
purpose is at least in part to contradict a tradition, rather than solely ensure 
its survival. So what is at stake here is not simply cultural continuity, but 
also the representation of a split, a confrontation between two opposed 
fields. In this case, the series of transformations undergone by traditional 
iconography thus implies a negation of certain features, an allusion to im-
ages that are not represented, and an enrichment of those implicit aspects. 
In this respect, Lady Sebastiana, too, is, in her own way, a chimera.

Let us further explore this point. One of the objections often raised 
against any attempt to attribute to images a particular function amid 
the instruments used by tradition consists in declaring that images are 
too weak and too variable a vector to be really able to transmit knowl-
edge. Even Franz Boas (1927) often expressed his perplexity when faced 
with this so to speak “semiotically fragile” nature of an image. Perhaps 
the most widespread illustration of this prejudice is the idea, frequently 
repeated, that iconographic language cannot express negation. A par-
ticularly clear formulation of this notion is to be found expressed in 
Wittgenstein’s 1914–16 Notebooks:

Can one negate a picture? no. And in this lies the difference between 
picture and proposition. The picture can serve as a proposition. But in 
that case something gets added to it which brings it about that now it 
says something. In short: I can only deny that the picture is right, but the 
picture I cannot deny. By my correlating the components of the picture 
with objects, it comes to represent a situation and to be right or wrong. 
(Wittgenstein 1961: 33e–34e)

These remarks by Wittgenstein are, as always, very illuminating. For 
him, it is the logical nature of the image that rules out a discursive treat-
ment that might imply the use of negation, to which, in contrast, we 
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Figure 95. nicola Pisano, Pulpit of the Baptistery, Pisa (1257–60), detail.
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do often resort when we consider a proposition expressed in linguistic 
terms. Seen from this point of view, an image can only account for a par-
ticular state of things in the world in an inadequate or erroneous manner. 
to borrow the terms used in the Tractatus (Wittgenstein 1922), it is pos-
sible to affirm that the internal structure of an image is typical of the act 
of showing, as opposed to a linguistic proposition’s way of engendering a 
meaning. So an image cannot be denied, since it is not a part of language; 
it can only convey a meaning if one adds to it a proposition or a com-
mentary. Wittgenstein declares that, on the basis of the articulation of its 
constitutive parts, an image may correctly reflect the state of things; nev-
ertheless, in the logical sense of the term, an iconic representation cannot 
predicate. Consequently, it may be false or inadequate to cope with the 
state of things in the world, but it can never deny or contradict it.

 Wittgenstein neglects here two essential aspects of the question. The 
first is what one might call the connotative complexity of the image. In 
a brief but extremely dense essay, Michael Baxandall (1993) has, with 
great precision, analyzed this aspect of an image and its own specific 
way of engendering meaning, which differentiates it from a linguistic 
statement. In his comparison between, on the one hand, a text in the 
Bible describing the annunciation to Mary and, on the other, the visual 
transposition that Fra Angelico produced in a famous fresco, Baxandall 
pointed out that transferring a verbal description into an iconic one al-
ways involves a very remarkable process. When an artist has to transpose 
a text into images, not only must he transfer into his representation what 
the text contains literally (here, for example, an angel, a kneeling young 
woman, a garden, and so on), but he must also add other details. The sim-
ple fact of having to transpose a statement into an iconic register obliges 
the artist to reconstruct a coherence in the image, which, although not 
without references to the original text, cannot be reduced solely to that. 
In this way the image always increases the number of the connotations 
already present in the text. The image, because it is an image, demands a 
different complexity. That which can be expressed in a linear manner and 
a sequential form in a text must be transposed, in an image, according 
to a different syntax, one that organizes a space by means of introduc-
ing simultaneous elements. So, when moving from the announcement 
made to Mary, as the Gospel describes it, to the iconic theme of the 
Annunciation, Fra Angelico has to imagine (Figure 96) a space entirely 
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Figure 96. Fra Angelico, Annunciation, fresco, 1438, Florence, San Marco 
Museum.
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independent of the text of the Gospel. Baxandall suggested using the 
term pictorial enforcement for this process of creating a meaning strictly 
linked with the very nature of the image, which leads to limiting the con-
notations of the text. This basic feature of iconic representation, which 
consists in always playing upon a plurality of connotations, is certainly 
present in the religious Hispanic and Apache iconic series that we have 
studied above. Indeed, that plurality even seems to be one of the essential 
conditions of the series of transformations that lead from a traditional 
iconographic schema to a new representation.

The other aspect that Wittgenstein’s text neglects is the fact that an im-
age may be related not only to a particular state of things in external reality, 
but also to other images or other series of images. As we have seen in the 
case of Lady Sebastiana—but the same could be said of the paradoxical 
figure interpreted by Silas John in his sacred song—an image may confirm, 
that is to say, correctly imitate, or, on the contrary, contradict another image. 
Both the figure of the Apache shaman-prophet Silas John, and likewise 
the threatening representation of death invented by the Penitentes of new 
Mexico, may associate within themselves features that are totally contra-
dictory. The presence of a negation expressed in visual terms is thus clearly, 
in both cases, a common factor in ritual iconography. One might even say 
that, in all those cases of iconographic transformation, this visual negation 
presupposes the complex connotations peculiar to the image. Indeed, one 
important feature of this process lies in the fact that one image may par-
tially contradict another. In such a case, it may both refer to another image 
yet, at the same time, negate or contradict some feature of it. 

It is clear that, at least insofar as the relations established between im-
ages are concerned, it is perfectly possible to make use of negation in an 
iconic context. The representation of the Apache Christ and that of Lady 
Sebastiana both illustrate this particular complexity that is peculiar to an 
image and enables it to include negations of its own, or, rather, to con-
dense contradictory features within itself. We may conclude that even if 
an image is unable to use negation in the way any proposition does, it can 
efficiently represent a paradox: the coexistence, often within the context 
of unresolved conflict, of contradictory elements.

A study of these two cases—the one Amerindian, the other Hispan-
ic—of a transformation of the religious tradition leads one to conclude 
that an image is able to take on a negative meaning by establishing a 
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paradoxical relation between themes both iconographic and ritual with-
in a tradition. The function of Lady Sebastiana, like that of the Apache 
shaman who transforms himself into a new Christ, is to use the rep-
resentation of a paradox to capture an image of the enemy within an 
already established ritual. In this respect, the two cultural worlds the 
transformation of which we have reconstructed—that of the Apache and 
that of the Hispanics of new Mexico—turn out, despite their manifest 
differences, to be comparable. We have seen that, in the context of the 
new rituals instituted by Apache messianism, saying that the shaman 
Silas John was also Christ was not a way of betraying the shamanistic 
tradition, but rather a new way of remaining faithful to it. So it was not 
entirely new symbols created by the prophet’s imagination or his visions 
that accounted for the rapid propagation of his new ritual. rather, it 
was the unexpected relationship that the prophet managed to establish 
between two contradictory religious messages. The Christian cross that 
showed the snake (and, behind it, the Gan dancer, the cardinal points, 
the eagle, the lightning . . .) condensed that process into a single image. 
In this way the clash between the two rival cultures was interpreted by 
a visual paradox.

Like the Apache Christ, Lady Sebastiana confronted her enemy at 
the same time as embodying it. Through this representation, the threat 
exerted by the presence of the native American, excluded from explicit 
discourse, became an aspect of the ritual representation of the Passion 
in Holy Week. The same image, that of Christ, was thus shot through 
by not only two different cultures but also two different modalities of a 
visual interpretation of the conflict through a paradox. two antagonistic 
memories confront each other in a single image. You could say that two 
different silhouettes appear in the representation of Christ on the cross. 
The iconographic elements (the cross) and even certain ritual features 
(linked with the relation to the dead) may seem similar. However, the 
two traditions project upon the image of Christ profoundly different 
lights and shadows. Like two differently structured crystals, they reflect 
the light in accordance with incompatible sets of symmetry. The con-
frontation between two opposed cultures thus gives rise to something 
resembling a visual illusion, an ambiguous image that can be interpreted 
in incompatible ways. The process that produces such conflicting images 
and makes them so effective is still, for the most part, unexplored. The 
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dynamics and logic of it still require further study, and the analysis of 
different ethnographic examples. But our study of these two religious 
renaissances, the one in Arizona and the other in new Mexico, leads for 
the time being to the conclusion that, at the heart of the contact between 
antagonistic cultures, conflict and contagion, far from being mutually 
exclusive, can in fact coexist. 



Conclusion

Why should traditions and cultures that make a constant and articulate 
use of images be called simply “oral”? That is the apparently technical 
question that has prompted this research. It concealed a purely theoreti-
cal perplexity. The qualifying term “oral,” when applied to the concept 
of a tradition that presupposes the establishment of a shared knowledge 
and then a common memory, is not strictly false, but it is misleading 
on two counts: the first is that it covers a whole family of different uses 
of language, in particular the two functions, each with its own logic, of 
narration and ritual activity through the medium of speech. At a textual 
level, to say that a ritual song and a fairy story or myth are both “oral” 
reveals neither the resemblances nor the differences between them. It 
also seems to me that such a description fails to account for one es-
sential aspect, namely, the type of relation established through the use 
of speech in such different contexts: on the one hand, the expectation 
implicit in a narrative and, on the other, the progressive construction of 
an image in which whoever is listening to the ritual song projects his or 
her own image.

The second reason why I was led to question the concept of orality is 
that the exclusive distinction between “oral” and “written” masks a third 
feature, namely the image, despite the fact that, as we have seen, this 
plays a crucial role in many of the traditions that we have become ac-
customed simply to call “oral.” That is how I came to conceive the notion 
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of tracing the profile of a new concept, that of an iconographic tradition, 
which is what I set out to do in this book.

Of course, my attempt to venture beyond a distinction so deeply 
rooted and so familiar in a number of domains of anthropological re-
search right from the start implied a risk of regression into disorder. A 
taxonomy, even a rudimentary one, always remains a reassuring refer-
ence. How can one establish new criteria when those to which we are 
accustomed turn out to be deeply unsatisfactory? The purpose of much 
of my work recorded in this book has been to encompass within a uni-
tary but vast geographic area, such as that of Amerindian shamanism, 
a coherent investigation consisting of what might be called a series of 
exemplary cases.

My studies of the cultures of the Iatmul, Bahinemo, Kuna, and 
Apache, but also those of the Dakota, Ojibwa, Cheyenne, Inuit, and New 
Mexicans, has progressively constituted a series of new criteria and dis-
tinctions which, I hope, will be of use in the study of other oral and 
iconographic traditions. It has led to opening up a new horizon which, 
in the present Conclusion, I should like to set out in full.

Faced with the perplexity aroused by the distinction between “oral” and 
“written,” my first reaction was to seek some intellectual precedent, a field 
in which my new research work might discover for itself an intellectual 
genealogy or—more modestly—a set of premises that would be of use in 
this new investigation. I discovered such an intellectual precedent in the 
biology of images, as conceived by the young Warburg. Warburg had a 
very clear vision of the necessity of images and of their extremely close 
relationship to thought in any culture. That relationship, although without 
coinciding with the arts of our own culture, nevertheless does share one of 
its roots: the manner in which an image orients visual inferences.

This field of the biology of images also suggested a basic methodo-
logical move so characteristic of the morphological tradition since the 
scientific work of Goethe. We might sum it up as follows: when faced 
with a seemingly infinite multiplicity of phenomena, seek out the most 
simple example and carefully evaluate its complexity. For me, this turned 
out to be a study of the mnemonic iconographies of the Sepik (Papua 
New Guinea): a series of apparently simple images that enabled one 
to discern a configuration which, although minimal, displayed a num-
ber of phenomena constitutive of any cultural memory. This minimal 
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configuration (which one might almost call an Urphenomenon of cultural 
memory) revealed two primary features. On the one hand, it enabled me 
to identify the linguistic materials that tend to become the subject of 
the shared knowledge of a tradition, thanks to some visual record; and I 
noticed that this generally consisted of lists of names of a toponymic or 
anthroponymic nature. On the other hand, the example of the Sepik en-
abled the detection of a possible perceptual dynamic, constructed on the 
basis of a chimerical interaction between heterogeneous visual features 
that made it possible to represent these names in order to memorize 
them. I concluded that there are two formal features that organize the 
most simple techniques for exercising a memory founded upon images. 
The first is salience, based upon the mobilization of aspects implicit in 
the image. The second consists in the imposition of an order that organ-
izes images and names in ordered linear sequences, thereby providing the 
memory with an elementary organization of mental representations. My 
analysis of the Sepik traditions thus marked my first step toward a con-
cept of cultural tradition founded no longer on the semiotic means (pure 
speech, either written or spoken) by which representations of knowledge 
are expressed, but instead upon the simple but recurrent relations that are 
established between different means of expression in a particular culture. 
That has been the case in the multiple relations that become established, 
in different ways, in the various traditions that I have analyzed, between 
images and words. If it is founded upon an analysis of salience and order, 
the concept of a tradition in this way reaches beyond means of expres-
sion and rests, more profoundly and solidly, upon the cognitive functions 
and the mental operations that are mobilized by the establishment of a 
common memory. By following up such an approach, an anthropology of 
memory can evolve toward an anthropology of the exercise of thought. 

Initially, I had been concentrating on salience and order. But those 
two characteristics by no means apply solely to the Oceanic case, for they 
provide primary elements that define a configuration that can develop 
and adopt other, more complex, forms. Such is the case of Amerindian 
pictographs, which we examined in Chapter 2. On the basis of those fea-
tures, it has been possible to reveal the efficacy and internal coherence of 
the great Amerindian arts of memory. These arts underwent an original 
evolution very different from that which, in the traditional view of many 
historians of writing, leads from pictograms to the invention of writing. 
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According to that traditional schema, drawings led to signs, a sym-
bolism that was supposed to cover the entire field of words pronounced 
in some language and, in general, in one language only. In this view a 
pictogram had to lead to a complete syllabic or alphabetic representation 
of the sounds made by a language. However, Native American pictog-
raphy, as I have managed to reconstruct it, has for several centuries fol-
lowed a quite different path. In an early phase it was linked, in the form 
of an organized and recognizable iconography (what Mooney [1898], 
before Warburg, called a “heraldry”), to a specific domain of the tradi-
tion, namely the biographical song of a warrior, and so to a very limited 
linguistic lexicon. The Plains Indians’ drawings could, therefore, register 
only specific features and certain episodes linked to a form of narration 
and possibly ritual songs that are perfectly identifiable. This lexicon of 
forms or specifically oriented iconography, although independent of any 
sound or speech, nevertheless spread throughout the entire family of lan-
guages spoken by the Plains Indians, all the way from Alaska to northern 
Mexico at the very least. In this way, a pictographic notation became, in 
principle, accessible to locutors who had no knowledge of the language 
spoken by its author.

From one point of view, an Amerindian pictogram seems more lim-
ited than a system of writing. But if we adopt a different perspective, we 
discover that this system may, on the contrary, be richer, since it ensures 
communication that spreads beyond the frontiers that separate different 
languages. But the evolution of the Amerindian pictograph is also unex-
pected for other reasons. The invention of writing, at least in the form in 
which it is usually presented, refers to an autonomous symbolism which, 
as it is applied to the use of daily language, is said to inaugurate a new 
universe constituted by its own mental operations. In the traditional view, 
writing is therefore considered to be a means of replacing oral tradition.

Actually, the evolution of pictography presupposes an evolution that 
runs parallel to that of the oral tradition: it follows the development of 
the latter or, in certain cases, anticipates that development. Its history is 
that of the relation between organized speech and iconography. For that 
reason, a study of the Amerindian pictogram makes it possible to sketch 
in, in a new and far richer manner, the history of one of the textual forms 
that, at least since Albert B. Lord’s work ([1960] 2000], has been seen as 
a constitutive element in so-called “oral” traditions: namely, parallelism.
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 The trajectory of this parallel evolution of pictography and the oral 
tradition led me to identify a crucial development: the introduction of 
the use of pictography in the context of ritual utterance. In all the cases 
that I have studied, the relation between pictographic images and ritual-
ized language is very close. We find it among the Indian warriors of the 
Plains, the Kuna shamans, and the Apache prophets. In this respect, the 
pictogram seems to be the crystallized form of a particular type of ut-
terance that possesses the symbolism peculiar to ritual singing—a genre 
that Native Americans (this book has mentioned several examples) have 
developed in an unexpected and fascinating manner.

It was precisely through the establishment of this connection be-
tween images and ritual speech that there emerged a second order of 
facts, linked to cultural memory: the elaboration of a conventional im-
age of the locutor. Pictograms not only are used within a well-defined 
semantic field but also involve a particular type of locutor. So the use 
of pictography is characterized not only by a particular link with the 
object but equally by a crucial link with the subject. We have seen how 
parallelism, one of the ways of organizing salience and order so as to 
memorize phenomena more complex than mere lists of names, under-
pins the memorization of ritual songs in Amerindian traditions. But 
parallelism is not just an instrument of mnemonic codification; it is also 
a means of orienting evocation and even the type of imagination that 
evocation implies. Thus, the use of parallelist mnemotechniques gives 
rise to chimerical creatures: the Celestial Jaguar, the Tree-Woman, the 
Lightning-Snake, all of which really are creatures engendered by a paral-
lelist imagination. I have called this type of parallelism objective, because 
it is applied to the interpretation of the external world. And, as we have 
seen, it is particularly highly developed in Amerindian ritual traditions. 

However, in these traditions, parallelism does more than influence a 
vision of the world; it also constitutes an essential instrument for defin-
ing the locutor of that vision, the shaman. I have proposed calling the 
parallelism that is used to define the locutor of ritual utterance reflexive 
parallelism. The development of my study of the pictogram thus led me 
to study the emergence of a figure who is central to shamanistic singing: 
an I-memory, a complex locutor described in ritual singing, a number of 
examples of whom we have studied in the Kuna and Apache shaman-
istic traditions. That analysis led me to sketch in, through Amerindian 
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shamanism, the general characteristics of a process of communication 
that is played out in the relations between figures and memory, a process 
that seemed to me typical of the exercise of ritual speech.

When we speak of non-Western traditions, what fascinate readers 
and usually researchers too are the new, sometimes astonishing themes 
around which the beliefs of far-distant or little-known peoples are or-
ganized. We find an anaconda that embodies a shaman in Amazonia; 
a path in the Australian desert marked into the far distance by traces 
of a life of dreaming; a Yoruba god who is at once a blacksmith and 
a spirit of lightning and who, in more recent times and in Brazil, has 
been transformed into a general in command of guards armed with ri-
fles and shining bayonets. Clad in white trousers and a blue jacket and 
equipped with a gleaming sword, this figure may eventually have been 
established as a replacement for Saint John on the altar of a Baroque 
church. The form taken by such transmissions of knowledge usually 
attracts less interest, eliciting no more than a hasty mention of the 
fact that the transmission of such beliefs from one generation to the 
next is effected orally. Such an attitude makes it hard to understand or 
even to notice the considerable differences that, within traditions with-
out writing, distinguish specific modes of transmission. In contrast, 
empirical research shows that it is only possible to understand how a 
tradition functions if we study the type of communication that it uses. 
In the present book we have noted at least two ways of constructing 
memories. The first, entirely confined to the narrative mode, may seem 
commonplace: it relies on legends, myths, and stories that are always 
based upon a linear sequence of episodes that follow on from one an-
other in what is basically a preestablished order. The second mode, in 
contrast, is linked to ritual and to an iconic formulation of knowledge. 
The ritual may presuppose a narrative sequence but hardly ever pre-
sents it directly. What ritual action, for its part, does is construct com-
plex images that take a form that is not linear but instead is based on 
simultaneity and a condensation of different aspects, the commonplaces 
that are then transmitted by the tradition. Those who are present at 
the celebration of a ritual do not follow a storyline as it is recounted; 
rather, they find themselves in the position of people seeking answers 
in images that are in many cases allusive or contradictory and that are 
never immediately understood.
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Another formal difference between the narrative and the ritual forms 
concerns the use of language and, in particular, the definition of the locu-
tor. Anyone can tell a story: its narration seems to flow along spontane-
ously, encountering no obstacles. Within a culture, we all know a number 
of stories; and each of us can recount them. In contrast, the locutor of a 
ritual text is, in most cases, hemmed in by many precautions. His or her 
identity is complex; it does not go without saying and has to be redefined 
in the context of any particular instance of communication.

This series of formal features entails important consequences with 
respect both to the construction of the content of the mental represen-
tation and to its interpretation and the type of believing or of heeding 
that it may imply. The switch from a narrative form to an imagistic one 
and the definition of a special pragmatics for the locutor in fact define 
the context of communication and therefore the type of fiction that the 
complex images engendered by the ritual establish and perpetuate in 
time. The Amerindian shamanistic traditions provide a good model for 
this process since they construct what is memorable by inserting coun-
terintuitive representations (of fairy-tale yet very familiar creatures) into 
contexts of utterance and styles of formulation that are themselves coun-
terintuitive. This makes it possible to shed light upon certain aspects of 
belief that can then be regarded as an exercise of imagination analogous 
to that which comes into play in a mnemonic evocation. Memory and 
belief are thus linked through the very exercise of imagination—through 
an exercise of projection that is oriented by ritual action.

The last chapter in this book tries to establish how this model, which, 
as we have seen, encompasses both uncertainty and doubt, reacts to cul-
tural conflict. The analysis presented above shows how, in a new con-
text, the anthropological concept of contact and syncretism turns out, 
in situations of intense conflict, to be both incomplete and overhasty. 
I tried, first, to see how the logic that led the Apache culture to com-
mandeer certain features of the Whites’ culture functioned internally. 
We have seen the appearance of the figure of Christ undergoing a full 
metamorphosis prompted by ritual action within a shamanistic context 
which, for its part, remains completely unchanged. This process engen-
ders a paradoxical figure, a new chimera: a figure doubly defined, both as 
the son of God sent long ago to Palestine and also, simultaneously as a 
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young Indian who proclaims himself to be the new Messiah. He is not 
only Christ on the cross but also Lightning and Snake; and possibly also 
Gan, an ancestral animal. The memories of conflict engender not just a 
cultural hybrid but, well and truly, a paradox.

That interpretation of conflict, using a visual paradox only made pos-
sible by a ritual image, was not embraced solely by Native Americans. 
Even the European Christian tradition, as dispersed and transformed 
within the isolated communities of Spanish Penitentes who were enemies 
close to those very Native Americans, displays clear traces of the same 
process at work. Lady Sebastiana, like the Apache Christ, embodies and 
at the same time confronts her enemy. The rituals and images on both 
sides are transformed and encompass new realities. But the conflict, for 
its part, remains open and the memories on both sides remain resolutely 
antagonistic.

Christ on the cross in this way becomes an ambiguous idol—an inex-
haustible source of scandal and of a new faith. 
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