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ABSTRACT

This qualitative study explores the intense healing experiences of
individuals who, in the context of the Peruvian vegetalismo tradition, ritually
imbibe ayahuasca (a hallucinogenic brew of plants) as a type of shamanic songs
called icaros are sung.

Some anthropological studies describe the position of icaros within this
tradition, as well as their functions in ceremonies with ayahuasca throughout the
Amazon Basin. However, research on icaros is scarce, particularly as regards to
their healing functions during these ceremonies. The present study addresses the
lived experience of ritual attendees, in order to uncover the essential structure of
meaning of the phenomenon of intense healing with an icaro, with a secondary
focus on the perception of musical features.

Using Giorgi’s (1986, 1997) method of descriptive phenomenology as it
pertains to psychology, data were collected in traditional contexts in Peru during
an eight-month fieldwork period; this includes written reports and in-depth

interviews. Participants were 5 adult men and women with extensive past
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experience with ayahuasca, who reported their experiences after a sound-recorded
ceremony and identified the icaros that were significant to them.

The experience with the icaro stands out as a pivotal moment within a
healing process that unfolds during a ceremony. The phenomenon emerges as
dependent upon contextual and integration factors, as process-like, and dynamic.
Its structure presents 28 meaning constituents and one variation in two
constituents related to the direct exposure to the icaro. The perception of musical
features, which relies upon the essential meanings of the phenomenon, is
described under the categories of lyrics, singing voice, and musical dynamic.
Supplementary data present the distribution of the phenomenon under the labels
of demographic variables, the healer’s perspective of his healing work on
participants, and a formal musical analysis of the icaros that were identified.

This study contributes to the understanding of the use of singing in
facilitating therapeutic states of consciousness under psychotropic effects in a
controlled setting. Since traditional vegetalismo knowledge on the healing use of
the icaros is culturally-bounded and progressively disappearing, it deserves

further study to be bridged to the West and to contribute to clinical use.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Background Context

The present study is the result of two quests that became interrelated. The
first began as a personal and later developed into a professional interest in the
healing potentials of nonordinary states of consciousness. The second was a
passion for singing and playing musical instruments that opened into a deeper
exploration of the therapeutic states and healing outcomes music could generate.
With time, both quests dovetailed and became an inseparable unity. Vegetalismo,
a mestizo healing tradition from the Peruvian jungle area (Luna, 1984), entered
the equation while seeking a cure for a personal health condition.

The exploration of vegetalismo practices and cosmology progressively
unveiled a vast therapeutic territory. Rooted in a shamanistic approach, and based
largely on purging, plant diets, and ayahuasca ceremonies (Giove, 2002), these
practices consistently involve the use of songs called icaros. These songs are
believed to embody natural and supernatural spiritual powers and entail, therefore,
healing capabilities. They are one of the primary tools of the shaman and a sign of
his power (Giove, 1993; Luna, 1992). Vegetalismo constitutes a synthesis that
holds Amazonian indigenous beliefs and practices together with Christian and
other Western elements. It appears to still be the primary operational health care
system for the vast urban poor and rural population of the region that still harbors

strong indigenous elements (Dobkin de Rios, 1973; Giove, 1993; Zuloaga, 1997),



since it is empirically efficient, deeply rooted in the culture, and financially
accessible (Mabit, 1993, p. 1).

However, in recent decades, an increased interest in the therapeutic and
self-exploratory possibilities of the ayahuasca brew among the general population,
therapists, and scientists, has attracted a more diversified clientele to these
knowledge and practices, particularly those held by ayahuasqueros, vegetalistas
specialized in the use of this brew.

Ayahuasca has powerful hallucinogenic properties, and evidence indicates
its usage for millennia in shamanic practices in the Upper Amazon and Orinoco
Basins (Furst, 1976; Schultes, Hofmann, & Raetsch 1992/2001). Ayahuasca
ceremonies have not only become a constitutive part of this Peruvian mestizo
tradition, but also of Brazilian syncretic churches that developed last century and
are more recently spreading into the West (Labate, 2004). Nontraditional uses of
ayahuasca, or what Metzner (1999, p. 35) refers to as an expression of “hybrid
shamanic psychotherapeutic rituals,” are also becoming popular among
Westerners. Studies on ayahuasca taken in ritual context and its clinical
applications in a pilot program for drug abuse rehabilitation, show promising
results in this respect (Giove, 2002; Grob et al., 1996), as well as decrease of
symptomatology such as anxiety and panic (Santos, Landeira-Fernandez,
Strassman, Motta, & Cruz 2007), and development of healthy abilities to cope
with life and social situations (Grob et al., 1996; Silveira, 2003). On the medical
side, Quinlan (2001) and Topping (2002) show positive healing effects of the

ritual use of ayahuasca on cancer patients.



An essential element of traditional ayahuasca ceremonies in the Amazon
area is singing or chanting. In shamanic traditions such as vegetalismo, the
shaman’s singing mediates between spiritual forces and the human realm in order
to restore the equilibrium in their relational network whose disruption expresses
itself in sickness (Bellier, 1986; Demange, 2002; Gebhardt-Sayer, 1985, 1987).
The use of highly ritualized procedures and symbols that are culturally
meaningful gives the adequate context for healing songs to catalyze
transformational dynamics in the clients, as well as in the shaman (Niemeyer,
2006; Hill, 1983; Keifenheim, 2002; Olsen, 1996). In vegetalismo context, the
main practical functions of the icaros during the rituals are to influence, structure,
and promote the continuity and flow of the trance state, therefore affecting the
quality and the content of the experience (Andritzky, 1989; Metzner, 1999;
Narby, 1998; Presser-Velder, 2000). According to Giove (1993, p. 10), under
trance effect the icaros help to metabolize the visions, remove subjective contents,
guide the self-exploration, and at the same time to provide the link to the normal
plane of reality. At some point in the ritual, specific icaros are chosen according
to the health needs of the participants (Bustos, 2005; Chaumeil, 1993).

A few anthropological and ethnomusicological studies address the role of
icaros in mestizo ayahuasca ceremonies (Brabec, 2002; Demange, 2002; Dobkin
de Rios, 1973; Katz & Dobkin de Rios, 1971). Shanon (2002) also refers to their
role in a broader study on ayahuasca experiences. However, despite their central

position in vegetalismo in general and in ayahuasca ceremonies in particular



(Giove, 1997; Luna, 1992), the healing effects of icaros have not been studied in
depth.

What can be learned from the use of these songs in promoting therapeutic
states of mind in ayahuasca ceremonies in particular, and in psychedelic
psychotherapy in general, is the larger query of the current study. Definitely,
generations of cumulative knowledge and a particular worldview and cosmology
are supporting vegetalismo practices, the generation of adequate settings for
apprenticeship and work with psychotropic substances to promote healing. This
study, conducted in traditional vegetalismo context, aims to shed light on an
essential aspect of this knowledge that may contribute to the understanding of the
crucial role of icaros in ayahuasca ceremonial settings and their healing potential
on subjective experience.

Lastly, it is significant to address part of the actual situation of traditional
vegetalismo practices in Peru. In the last decades, with the flourishing of the
interest on ayahuasca among Westerners, vegetalistas have progressively
embracing clients with different backgrounds and understandings of their work,
who in short periods go through intense traditional practices eager to attain an
extraordinary life-changing experience. New generations of ayahuasqueros with
doubtful training are incorporating more hybrid elements into traditional rituals.
In addition to considerations about the risks for ayahuasca tourists, already
addressed by Dobkin de Rios (1994), it seems clear that the tradition is

undergoing a transformation due to Western influence.



The practice of vegetalismo involves intensive and long-term training,
along with a particular lifestyle that not many mestizos are ready to choose, so
experienced maestros are increasingly difficult to find. The situation becomes
even more complex with the progressive acculturation of indigenous population
and the disappearance of vast areas of rainforest around Peruvian Amazon
cities—the source of traditional medicines, training, and knowledge—due to oil
and lumber extraction. Without adhering to a dogmatic preservationist stance, and
intrigued by the transformations vegetalismo will most probably undergo, we can
state that the traditional ways, as known until now, along with the experiential
knowledge of how to effectively utilize the icaros for healing purposes, are slowly
disappearing. In the opinion of this researcher, it is critical to study icaros and
other aspects of vegetalismo practices sooner rather than later, if we want to
explore and understand these ways and their possible contributions to healing and

therapy.

Description of the Study
The present study explores in depth the experience of icaros as intensely
healing during an ayahuasca ceremony led by a mestizo curandero in traditional
vegetalismo context. The study seeks to describe this phenomenon
comprehensively and vividly as it emerges in lived experience, with a particular
focus on the perception of musical features that stood out in the healing
experience with the icaros. The chosen qualitative methodological approach offers

enough flexibility and rigor to explore in situ a complex human experience



scarcely studied. The particular research method selected is descriptive
phenomenology in psychology, as developed by Giorgi (1985). This method
focuses on the meanings attached to the experiences in order to bring forth the
structural psychological essence of a phenomenon.

Participants were 5 adult men and women who experienced intense
healing with icaros during a ceremony that was sound-recorded. Selection criteria
included having extensive experience with the brew, which would support their
higher discriminatory capacity from multiple experiences under ayahuasca effects
(Shanon, 2002), and the subsequent identification in the recording of the icaros
that were significant. Data collection procedures involved written reports and
open-ended, in-depth interviews. Listening to the icaros before the interviews
aimed to facilitate the recalling of their lived experiences in participants,
supporting a richer description (Strassman, 2001).

The study was conducted in a traditional vegetalismo setting in Peru,
which offers a legal frame for ayahuasca practice. It was primarily developed at
the treatment center led by maestro curandero Juan Flores Salazar, of Ashaninkan
ascendance and with over 40 years of practice, close to the city of Pucallpa, in

deep jungle.

Significance of the Study
This exploratory study addresses the initial mapping of a scarcely studied
healing phenomenon in traditional vegetalismo context. Icaros are not only a key
component of vegetalismo: they are also the main tool of the healer during

ayahuasca ceremonies. How intense healing is experienced with icaros under



ayahuasca effects, how the icaros are perceived, and what the psychological
meaning structure of the phenomenon is, contribute in shedding light on multiple
variables that are involved in a complex experience, as it is lived by participants.

On the one hand, the present study expects to enrich the psychological
understanding of a culturally bound phenomenon, central to Peruvian mestizo
medicine, which has been mainly studied either from the ethnocentric perspective
of the curanderos or from the perspective of the social anthropologist. On the
other hand, it hopes to open up new venues of research on a phenomenon that
could provide significant guidelines regarding the use of singing in generating
therapeutic states of mind under ayahuasca influence in other contexts. The ritual
use of ayahuasca is progressively proving to have extensive therapeutic effects. Its
use in psychedelic psychotherapy could benefit greatly from the knowledge of
holders of these traditional ways, in terms of generating substance-specific
therapeutic settings. The use of icaros as a constitutive element in Peruvian
mestizo ayahuasca ceremonies appears as influencing a specific healing
phenomenon whose broader and deeper study could facilitate their adaptation to
other therapeutic contexts. Comparative studies with other traditions that use
ayahuasca and ceremonial singing or chanting could also be beneficial in
clarifying larger experiential healing patterns associated with particularities in the
musical perception.

Western shamanic traditions typically are not considered a part of the
Western psychospiritual heritage. An East-West psychology perspective could be

enriched and broadened by incorporating the knowledge of native healing



traditions of the West into its understanding of human consciousness and growth
into healthier and more holistic states of being. Eastern cultures have developed
complex musical healing systems that seem to share universal aspects with the use
of music in vegetalismo healing practices, a theme that would be interesting to

explore through comparative studies.



CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature on icaros is scarce, and it usually presents them as one of the
shamanic aspects of Peruvian Amazonian vegetalismo practices. Icaros have been
mainly studied by anthropologists and ethnologists, where the perspective of the
practitioner is approached and understood under social, cultural, and cosmological
views, and hypotheses on how the icaros work are outlined. A few
ethnomusicological studies on icaros are also available. To date, no known
research has focused systematically on the experience of the icaros by participants
in ayahuasca ceremonies, other than some references in Shanon’s study (2002) on
the phenomenology of ayahuasca experiences.

Given the specificity of the research topic, this section starts with an
overview of the theme: its concept and presence in research literature. Then, it
progressively develops its broader contexts, namely Peruvian Amazonian mestizo
shamanism or vegetalismo, and its ayahuasca healing rituals, incorporating an
overview of the larger use of ayahuasca, its pharmacology and therapeutic
functions. A subsection follows, describing the role and characteristics of icaros
in ayahuasca ceremonies, along with references to the music employed in
contemporary ayahuasca contexts, and particularities of the musical perception
during ayahuasca effects. Next, studies on healing songs of indigenous Amazon
traditions are presented. Lastly, a broader theme on the use of music for healing
and therapeutic purposes is developed, emphasizing its role in shamanic healing

practices.



An Overview
The Concept of Icaro

Icaro is the generic name given to the songs utilized by the urban mestizo
curanderos—or mixed race healers—of the Peruvian Amazon Basin and by some
indigenous healers of this region during their ritual works (Dobkin de Rios, 1972;
Giove, 1993, 1997; Katz & Dobkin de Rios, 1971; Luna, 1984, 1992; Luna &
Amaringo, 1991; Metzner, 1999).1 With no direct translation from native
languages, Luna (1986) speculates that the word icaro would be a castilianism
from the verb ikaray. In Quichua—a dialect of Quechua, the main stem-tongue of
several ethnic groups of the Amazon Basin—the word means “to blow smoke” in
order to heal.

Interestingly, the Shipibo-Conibo people of Peru refer to their magic
melodies as taquina, masha, and cusho, which means “to work by blowing”
(Arévalo as cited in Luna, 1986). In both cases, the use of the ritual song is linked
to blowing or infusing breath or smoke. Although it is difficult to draw
etymological conclusions, the Kuna people of Panama and Colombia use a similar

term, ikar, to refer to the healing songs used to rescue souls kidnapped in their

'Some of the literature reviewed seems to indiscriminately use the word
icaro to refer to the songs used by mestizo curanderos, as well as to the songs
used by indigenous healers. Anthropological and ethnomusicological studies
conducted among Amazonian native groups, however, allude to the healers’ songs

in their language.

10



different cosmological domains. In Kuna language, ikar means also “pathway,”
“habit,” or “personal experience” (Sherzer, 1983). The Yaminahua of Peru
conceive the song as a path as well, that is followed as well as cleared out and
straightened by the shaman’s breath while singing. The breath embodies the
shamanic power (Townsley, 1993, 2001).

The verb icarar and the noun icarada employed by the mestizo
curanderos indicate, respectively, the ritual act and situation of singing or
whistling an icaro on a person, substance, or object. The goal is to invest them
with a specific power or property—protection, healing, cleanness, vigor—as well as
to influence the will or cause harm to a person (Bustos, 2005, 2006; Giove, 1993;
Luna, 1986, 1992). In that way, as Townsley (2001) suggests, the “blowing”
effect of the song can be speculatively seen as clearing out and following a
straight path to infuse something with the desired intention, an act of shamanic
power.

The icaros are employed in healing contexts—preparation of remedies,
healing sessions-, in special activities or occasions—fishing or hunting for certain
animals, bewitching, farewells, and in ayahuasca rituals. Ayahuasca is one of the
main psychoactive plant-brews used in Amazonian curanderismo for diagnosis,
healing, divination, and learning purposes (Andritzky, 1989; Fericgla, 1997;
Luna, 1986, 1992; Metzner, 1999). Icaros have been described as the
“quintessence of shamanic power” (Luna & Amaringo, 1991, p. 13), the

curandero’s “healing weapon, the wisdom, the means of his personal energy, the
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symbol of his power, his inheritance for the apprentice” (Giove, 1997, pp. 7-8),”

including yet transcending the healing context.

Research Literature on Icaros

Despite their crucial role in Peruvian curanderismo, the research literature
on icaros is scarce. They have been mainly studied or referred to by sociocultural
and medical anthropology for their role in ayahuasca healing ceremonies. A
comprehensive approach to the icaros in mestizo curanderismo is found in the
anthropological work of Luna (1986, 1992). Dobkin de Rios (1972), and more
recently Demange (2002), also contribute to the subject from that field.
Ethnomusicological studies on icaros have been conducted by Brabec (2002),
Katz and Dobkin de Rios (1971), and Padilla (as cited in Luna, 1984), among a
few others. However, the literature in both fields is broader regarding the
shamanic songs of particular Amazonian indigenous groups in the large Amazon
area, including tribes of Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, Brazil, and Peru. See, for
example, the works of Baer and Snell (1974) and Stocks (1979) among the
Matsigenka; Bellier (1986) among the Mai Huna; Brown (1985) among the
Aguaruna; Chase Smith (1984) among the Amuesha; Hill (1983, 1992, 1993)

among the Arawakan Wakuénai; Gebhart-Sayer (1986, 1987) and Lucas (1971)

2“g] arma curativa, la sabiduria, y el vehiculo de la energia personal del

curandero, el simbolo de su poder, su herencia para el aprendiz.” Translation by

the author.
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among the Shipibo-Conibo; Keifenheim (2002) among the Kaxinawé; McLean
(1994) among the Quijos Quichua; Olsen (1973) among the Warao; Pellizzaro
(1978) among the Shuar; Taylor and Chau (1983) and List (1964) among the
Jivaroan; Townsley (1984, 1993, 2001) among the Yaminahua; Siskind (1990)
among the Sharanagua; and Wistrand-Robinson (1975) among the Cashibo.

Wistrand (1969) provides a thorough account of studies on the music of
Amazon tribes conducted in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, although she
observes that most descriptions are partial and miss a cross-disciplinary
perspective required to approach tribal songs, which would involve aspects of
musicology, linguistics, anthropology, and literary analysis. Pinilla’s survey
(1998) focuses on ethnomusicological studies of indigenous groups in lowland
Peru during the 1900s. He classifies their musical instruments and songs, the
songs constituting ninety percent of the music of that region.

An increasing scientific and popular interest in the healing, therapeutic,
and visionary properties of the ayahuasca brew in the last decades has motivated
some psychiatrists, transpersonal and cognitive psychologists, as well as
ethnopsychologists, to pay attention to the utilization of songs® and hymns (in the

case of Brazilian syncretic churches) in rituals involving the brew, where they

*In the last 10 years, recordings of icaros have been increasingly available
to the general public, particularly through the Internet. A few organizations are
developing musical archives of recordings of icaros in situ. See for example

Lawler and Lawler’s project (2002) on the preservations of these songs.
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appear to play a crucial role (Andritzky, 1989; Fericgla, 1997; Fonseca Rehen,
2007; Metzner, 1998, 1999). Even though the literature repeatedly alludes to the
musical experience during ayahuasca rituals, Shanon’s (2002) study on ayahuasca
is the only one that offers a systematic phenomenological approach to the music
under the effects of the brew. As one of the elements of the ayahuasca experience
in different contexts, this study refers to music that ranges from classical to
ethnic.

Icaros are key in Peruvian mestizo curanderismo. Therefore, in order to
understand their position, functions, and use in context, pertinent aspects of this
tradition are presented next. A complete review of mestizo curanderismo in Peru

is found in Luna (1986).

The Vegetalismo Tradition
Social Role and Healing Approach

Mestizo curanderismo, or vegetalismo, is a Peruvian shamanistic tradition
that evolved from indigenous Amazon practices and cosmologies progressively
permeated by Western elements, due to a complex group of factors involved in
the acculturation and disintegration of native groups (Luna, 1986). Vegetalistas
address the physical, psychosomatic, and psychosocial healing requests of a vast
urban poor and rural population that still harbors strong indigenous elements
(Giove, 1993; Luna, 1984, 1992; Luna & Amaringo, 1991; Mabit, 1993; Zuloaga,
1997). They may be playing a key cultural role: bridging, giving meaning, and

integrating different cultural beliefs, thus constituting a referent for groups
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experiencing acculturation trauma (Andritzky, 1989; Winkelman, 2007b). In this
line, some authors affirm that they primarily take care of culture-bound
syndromes (Mizrach, 2003) of psychosomatic character (Dobkin de Rios, 1972,
1973; Luna, 1984).

Mabit (1993, p. 1) states that these traditional medical ways are still the
primary operational health care system in the Peruvian jungle, since it is
empirically efficient, deeply rooted in the culture, and financially accessible. At
the same time, and not without some tension, these ways and Western medical
practices are used complementarily (Dobkin de Rios, 1973). Greene (1998)
addresses this issue as part of the hybridization of Peruvian indigenous healthcare
options, particularly in places with a wide presence of indigenous population.

According to Zuluaga, (1997) the vegetalistas’ concept of health
“recognize(s) the illnesses with a broader criterion than in modern medicine, since
not only the body is checked, but also the personal story, the relationships with
oneself and with others, the lifestyles, emotions, and desires” (p. 131). Luna
(1986) states that the closeness that these kinds of healers develop with their
clients has therapeutic value in itself, being a kind of psychological hygiene even
for healthy people: they host their clients at their home, are interested in their
emotional and financial problems, and tell them stories that entertain and inform
them. Jacques Mabit (1996) adds that the social legitimacy, and thus the trust in
the healer’s capabilities, relies upon his successes, personal story, and lineage,

known in his own community.
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Health in vegetalismo refers not only to the physical realm but also to
being in harmony with the visible and invisible environment. The body seems to
be conceived as a mind-body unity of energetic qualities, dwelled in, yet
transcended by a spiritual dimension (J. Mabit, 1996, 2003, 2007). Body and
spirit appear as intrinsically interrelated and usually treated as one single complex
(Bustos, 2005).

The etiology of illnesses is usually attributed to external causes, such as
envy, malice, or revenge of people through witchcraft, to spirits of dead people,
some spirits of nature, and is produced by soul-loss, intrusion of pathogenic
objects, or breaching of a taboo or group norm. These beliefs are described as
remnants of indigenous cosmologies, widespread among the Peruvian population
(Andritzky, 1989; Dobkin de Rios, 1973, 2006; Luna & Amaringo, 1991).
However, in their treatments, curanderos often incorporate Christian symbolism,
prayers, and invocations (Giove, 1993), which express an aspect of their
cosmological syncretism with the Western heritage. The dichotomy between good
and evil, although not exempt from flowing boundaries and paradoxes, is
described by Taussig (as cited in Freedman, 2000) as a possible inheritance from
colonialism. The presence of sorcery and other apparent ambiguities in Peruvian
curanderismo may come from Amazon indigenous cosmologies, which allow
dichotomies to coexist as part of a larger natural, supernatural, and social order.
This theme is treated by Fausto (2004) and Pollock (2004) in the revealing book

edited by Whitehead and Wright (2004) on the dark side of Amazon shamanism.
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Medicinal Knowledge and Icaros

Peruvian mestizo curanderos refer to themselves as vegetalistas, thus
pointing out that their power and medicinal knowledge derive directly from the
spirits or madres (mothers) of certain plants, also called plant-teachers or doctores
(doctors), some of which are psychoactive (Chaumeil, 1993; Fericgla, 1997;
Luna, 1984, 1986; Luna & Amaringo, 1991; M. Mabit, 1996; Metzner, 1998,
1999; Narby, 1998). Vegetalistas combine the use of medicinal plants, icaros,
tobacco blowing, sucking out of sickness, and often massage, baths, diets, and
other healing techniques. According to their specialty in the use of certain plants
or healing methods, they assume specific designations (Brabec, 2002; Demange,
2002).

Although both men and women can become a vegetalista, the majority of
them are men, possibly given the demand of exclusive time devoted to the
initiatory period, which would isolate women from their socially expected family
duties. It is often a mentor-vegetalista who accompanies the transmission of
knowledge during this period. The role of the mentor involves protecting, guiding,
and directing the apprentice in the strict conditions of isolation, diet and sexual
abstinence needed to receive the knowledge from the plant-teachers. This
knowledge comes in the form of visions, voices and sounds, dreams or dream-like
states. Ayahuasca is said to enhance the apprehension of these teachings (Stevens,
1998), and is periodically used. It is during the apprenticeship, but also after it,
that the vegetalista receives icaros from the plants and from his mentor

(Andritzky, 1989; Chaumeil, 1993; Giove, 1997; Luna, 1992). The transmission
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from a mentor usually involves the procedure of installing the icaro into the
physical/energetic body of the apprentice (Mabit as cited in Bustos, 2006). This
follows a similar logic as the songs received from the doctores: the knowledge is
inserted in the body/soul of the healer, as the plants and their song-essences stay
in him once he has correctly dieted them. The healer’s body may constitute then
the therapeutic and ritual tool par excellence, once having been the instrument of
initiation (Mabit, 2007; Mabit, Campos, & Arce, 1991).

In the vegetalista cosmology, each animate and inanimate being has
icaros, even stones and metals (Luna, 1992). Icaros correspond to the subtle life
essence of a being, involving a particular energy, structure, and knowledge or
power (Mabit as cited in Bustos, 2006). Luna and Amaringo (1991) state that,
“The icaros and the phlegm*~both of which have material and immaterial
qualities—represent a transference of the spirits of each plant, with all their
knowledge and theriomorphic and anthropomorphic manifestations, into the body
of the shaman” (p. 13). Therefore, they constitute his or her essential power. By
singing the icaros, the vegetalista is able to use the properties of the plant, animal,

or object, and to unite with it.

*The phlegm is called yachay, yausa, mariri, or medicine, and it is utilized
to suck out the illness from the client’s body. It has magical and concrete reality,
and is transmitted by the plants, the mentor, or both, to the apprentice (Luna,

1984).
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The repertoire of icaros of a curandero usually varies between 30 and 200,
depending upon his or her years of experience and number of diets. Some healers
may also learn icaros from their contact with other healers or create their own.
However, it seems to be a hierarchy, where the ones received directly from the
plants and those in indigenous languages or tongues are considered the most
powerful (Demange, 2002; Luna, 1986). This is correlated with the prestige
attributed to a curandero if he or she was trained under the tutelage of an
indigenous shaman (Luna, 1984; Luna & Amaringo, 1991), but also with the
efficacy in establishing a direct communication with the spirit realm.

The icaros seem to synthesize the cosmological syncretism of mestizo
curanderismo. They are conferred magical properties to influence or counter-
effect the influence of visible and invisible others, material and spiritual realities;
their texts allude to plants, animals, and spirits that have power and symbolism
and/or are embedded in mythic conceptions, but also refer sometimes to biblical
passages, Christian symbols, or are adaptations of Christian prayers and chants;
they often involve native language mixed with Spanish, or are sung entirely in
indigenous language (mostly Quichua) or Spanish. Therefore, they are partly
understood by different segments of the population. Some healers refer to the
name of their clients or their needs while singing them. Sometimes icaros even
take the melodies of popular songs (Dobkin de Rios, 1972; Giove, 1993).

Through chanting, the curandero is believed to communicate with the
spirit realm, and to mediate the healing. The singing voice as embodied song

could be seen as a dynamic relational bridge among curandero, clients, spirits, the
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here-and-now, and the living syncretic cosmology which aims to be all
embracing, concrete and magic at the same time (Bustos, 2005). Singing seems to
capture the essence of the integral health beliefs in vegetalismo.

Luna (1992) identifies six types of icaros according to their function:

(a) for calling or invoking a person, plant, or animal, also mentioned by Brabec
(2002), Demange (2002), Katz & Dobkin de Rios (1971), and McLean (1994);
(b) for protection—icaros arkana—whether for the curandero or the client, also in
Dobkin de Rios (1972) and Demange (2002); (¢) for winning the love of
someone—huarmi icaros—, also described by Brabec (2002); (d) for healing and
curing, also in Bustos (2006), Brabec (2002), Demange (2002), Giove (1993), and
Luna (1984, 1986); (e) to modify the effects of ayahuasca or other psychotropic
plant teachers, also in Dobkin de Rios (1972, 2006), Mabit as cited in Bustos
(2006), Katz & Dobkin de Rios (1971), Narby (1998), and Presser-Velder (2000);
and (f) for other purposes, for example, to affect the elements, also in Giove
(1993).

Vegetalistas tend to agree that the icaros’ effectiveness relies upon the
correct singing of their melodies (Dobkin de Rios, 2006; Giove, 1993; Luna &
Amaringo, 1991). Sometimes, they also refer to the right resonance of the singing
voice, a consequence of experience and successful dieting processes (Bustos,
2005). These aspects can be understood from music therapeutic and musical
standpoints. As Benenzon (1998) and Benenzon, de Gainza, and Wagner (1997)
describe, melodies can activate different layers of sonic identity in a person.

These layers go from more idiosyncratic group and cultural identity, to deeper
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universal ones. Their activation may contribute to recover and reconstitute the
person’s sense of wholeness and belonging. In music, voice resonance is related
to its vibratory and harmonic qualities, but also to the phenomenon of evoking

those qualities in the receiver (Jordi, 2004).

Ayahuasca Healing Rituals

A Vegetalismo Practice

As stated, ayahuasca healing rituals are constitutive of Peruvian
vegetalismo practices, particularly among ayahuasqueros, the name given to the
vegetalista specializing on its ceremonial use (Luna, 1986). Traditionally known
as la purga—the purge, as it is seen as well as a strong cleanser (Dobkin de Rios,
1972; Luna, 1984; Mabit, 2003; Mizrach, 2003), ayahuasca is conceived as one of
the most powerful plant-teachers (Luna, 1986; Luna & White, 2000).

Ayahuasca is taken in ritual context for the purposes of accessing
communication with the spirits, diagnosing and/or treating diseases, doing or
undoing sorcery, and for gaining hidden knowledge through divination, or
traveling to distant places (Andritzky, 1989; Dobkin de Rios, 1972; Luna, 1984;
Metzner, 1999). It allows access and tuning in to the subtle knowledge of other
plant medicines (Stevens, 1998), therefore its crucial role during apprenticeship
and healing. Ayahuasca ceremonies may also enhance interpersonal and
community bonds, social identity and cohesion (Andritzky, 1989; Dobkin de

Rios, 1984; Winkelman, 2007b).
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The ritual use of ayahuasca in vegetalismo, and the icaros that form part of
the ritual, have roots in ancient shamanic tribal practices. These practices have
expanded in the last century into new expressions and therapeutic applications.
The following studies inform the rational behind the use of ayahuasca in

vegetalismo and other contexts.

What is Ayahuasca? Overview and Therapeutic Functions

Ayahuasca is a brew of hallucinogenic properties, extensively used among
indigenous groups of the Upper Amazon and Orinoco Basins in ritual contexts,
seemingly for millennia (Furst, 1976; Naranjo as cited in McKenna, Callaway, &
Grob, 1998; Schultes et al., 1992/2001). It takes its name from the vine from
which it is prepared (Banisteriopsis caapi), though the admixture includes other
plants, usually chacruna (Psychotria viridis), and sometimes also others,
depending upon the sought effects—about 20 different preparations have been
described (Andritzky, 1989; Devereux, 1997; Junqueira, 2006; Riba & Barbanoj,
1998).

Ayahuasca, from the Quechua language, is translated as the “vine of the
dead” or the “vine of the soul.” The word aya in Quechua also means “corpse,”
according to Ladrén de Guevara (1998). The brew is known by other names, such
as yage, natem, nishi, Daime, depending upon the tradition in which it is
employed. Besides indigenous use, the brew is considered a sacrament in the
Brazilian syncretic churches Uniao do Vegetal (UDV), Barquinha, and Santo

Daime, some of which have become widespread throughout Europe and North

22



America (see Labate, 2004). The ritual use of ayahuasca is also found in some
Western neo-shamanic groups (Metzner, 1999).

Pharmacologically, the activity of the brew is dependent on the synergistic
interaction of the active alkaloids contained in it: harmine, tetrahydroharmine, and
N, N Dimethyltryptamine (DMT). Trace amounts of harmaline are also found in
it. Harmine and tetrahydroarmine are betacarbolines with inhibitory functions
present in the vine: the first inhibits the enzyme monoamine oxidase (MAO),
responsible for degrading the alkaloid DMT before it crosses the brain/blood
barrier; the second inhibits serotonin reuptake. DMT, present in the additives of
the brew, activates the brain’s serotonin receptors and is responsible for the
psychoactive effects. Acting together, the betacarbolines of the vine allow DMT
to be orally effective and prolong its effects in the body (Callaway, 1999; Grob,
1999; McKenna, 1999; Ott, 1994; Riba & Barbanoj, 1998).” See also Grob et al.
(1996) for a complete pharmacological description of the brew. The research
suggests that ayahuasca intake has no adverse physiological effects or addictive
risk (Gable, 2007; McKenna et al., 1998), though some temporary tolerability
may occur (Callaway et al. as cited in Cougar, 2005; Riba et al., 2001).

Ayahuasca is conceived as an entheogen or psychointegrator, along with

other plants with hallucinogenic properties used ritualistically in cultures around

*DMT is present in several hallucinogenic plants used in shamanic rituals
around the world and is also endogenously produced by the human body

(Strassman, 2001).
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the world. An entheogen is a botanical or chemical substance that “given the
proper context and intent, can produce spiritual or mystical experience”
(Dombrowe, 2005, p. 7). See Ott (1993, 1994) for further references on this
concept. These substances are called psychointegrators by Winkelman (1995,
2007a). Sustaining his view on the neurological and experiential effects of
psychointegrators, and informed by studies on cross-cultural shamanism,
hallucinogens, and transpersonal psychology, he states that these substances
stimulate the entire organism towards an integrative holistic development. These
substances also inhibit conditioned responses by blocking habitual pathways in
neurotransmitters, thus having de-conditioning effects on the egoic structure and
opening new ways of behavior and perspective. This leads to an integrative mode
of consciousness that may facilitate the resolution of deep developmental changes
or crises, and seems to be the base of shamanistic healing practices around the
world (Winkelman, 2000). Winkelman’s model holds a larger concept of psyche
that involves spiritual dimensions and collective social processes, with an inherent
drive to self-healing and wholeness. This approach to the human psyche shows
consistency with the work of Stanislav Grof (1980, 1989, 1992, 2000) and other
scholars of expanded states of consciousness or holotropic states.

Cross-cultural motifs found in the use of psychointegrators are: personal
relationship with a reality established in mythical time, and with spiritual beings
as a source of power and personal identification, access to the numinous,
experiences of ego death, rebirth, and transformation, healing processes,

interconnectedness, reinforcement of social identity and belief systems, among
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others (Dobkin de Rios, 1984; Winkelman, 1995, 2007b). Several authors refer to
the capacity of these substances of lowering the brain and psychological filtering
processes, making more unconscious information available for consideration
(Fericgla, 1999; Passie, 2007; Reidlinger & Reidlinger, 1994; Schultes et al.,
1992/2001; Villaescusa, 2006), catharsis and abreaction (Grof, 1980), in addition
to enhancing an integrative information processing (Winkelman, 2007a).
Therefore, metaphors such as nonspecific amplifiers of psychic contents or
microscopes are used as well to refer to them (Metzner, 1998, 1999). Grof (1980,
2000, 2007) adds that the material amplified seems to be the most emotionally
charged, are currently the most psychodynamically significant, and is ready to be
released to consciousness, processed and integrated. He calls this the “inner
radar” process of holotropic states.

Recently, Tupper (2002a, 2000b) has explored the implications of the use
of entheogens in education, referring to their ability to promote what Gardner (in
Tupper, 2002b) calls existential intelligence. That is, “a heightened capacity to
appreciate and attend to the cosmological enigmas that define human conditions,
and exceptional awareness of the metaphysical, ontological, and epistemological
mysteries that have been perennial concern in all cultures” (Tupper, 2002b, p.
504). Shanon (1998), alluding to ayahuasca experiences, finds shared ideational
contents that seem aligned with the concept of an existential intelligence, yet
adding the components of ethical values, proper human conduct, and insights on

the foundations of healing and healing practices.
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Ayahuasca has been affirmed to offer a full confrontation with the true self
(Mabit, 2003; Shanon, 2002). It seems to allow conscious access to internal
symbolization processes (Andritzky, 1989; Fericgla, 1999; Villaescusa, 2006),
thus promoting the development of what Fericgla (1997, 1999) understands as
“dialogic consciousness,” the ability to observe and dialogue with itself. Mabit
(2007) appears more precise on this idea, by stating that in ayahuasca experiences
the person becomes simultaneously the observer and the observed. This ability is
related to increased neuronal/intrapsychic differentiation and interconnectivity,
impacting the representation of self, and therefore, its experiencing. At the
physical level, ayahuasca may produce nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, salivation, and
sweating, among other symptoms (McKenna et al., 1998; Zuloaga, 1997).
Usually, physical evacuation is accompanied with catharsis of repressed
emotional contents or lost memories of past experiences (Giove, 2002; Mabit,
2007).

Not only the psychotherapeutic potential of ayahuasca intake, but also its
use on medical conditions has gained the attention of some clinicians and
researchers. Drug abuse rehabilitation projects that include traditional and
nontraditional use of ayahuasca are being conducted by Mabit and Fericgla,
respectively, showing positive results (Giove, 2002; Fericgla, 1999). Grob et al.
(1996), report that regular and long-term participation in ayahuasca rituals in a
Brazilian religious context decreases self-destructive behavior, including
addiction, while it increases general psychological maturity, socially sensitive

behavior, and healthy abilities to cope with life. In long-term members of the
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same context, Callaway et al. (as cited in McKenna, 2007), report stable elevated
measures of serotonin reuptake transporters compared to control subjects, which
may suggest a reversal of the biochemical deficit associated with self-destructive
and violent behavior (McKenna, 2007). Silveira’s (2003) results are similar to
Grob’s in Brazilian adolescents belonging to the Santo Daime and UDV cults,
including radical changes in value-systems towards others and oneself, as well as
significantly higher scores on some neuropsychological capacities compared to
the control group. Guimaraes dos Santos (2006) and Santos et al. (2007) report
decreased psychometric measures of anxiety, panic-like symptoms, and
hopelessness in experienced Daime practitioners under acute effects of ayahuasca,
and discuss the therapeutic potential of ritual ayahuasca intake in addressing these
symptoms. On the medical side, Quinlan (2001) and Topping (2002) show
positive healing effects of the ritual use of ayahuasca on cancer.

Although the scientific research so far is not able to completely prove and
sustain the therapeutic efficacy of ayahuasca, quoting Winkelman (2007b), “there
seems little doubt that ayahuasca can have profoundly psychotherapeutic benefits
when administered in the right context and under appropriate supervision” (p. 36).

That context in vegetalismo is discussed next.

The Ceremonial Setting
Ayahuasca intake is highly ritualized in different contexts. The ritual
context enacts a particular shared cosmology and tradition, from which it takes

and offers meaning and a sense of safety to participants. The ritual conditions
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facilitate the structuring and integration of experiences (Andritzky, 1989; Dobkin
de Rios, 1984; Mabit, 2007), and their long-lasting therapeutic results (Cooper,
1987).

The set and setting hypothesis, posed by Leary, Metzner, and Alpert
(1964/1983), state that the internal expectations, intention, and motivations for a
psychedelic experience, as well as the external context, including the presence of
the guide, are its primary determinants (see also Grof, 1980; Metzner, 1998, 1999;
Strassman, 2001). Shamanic rituals in general, and ayahuasca healing rituals in
particular, have been consensually described as offering a structured setting and
facilitating an aligned mindset in participants. Interestingly, Ribeira Barbosa,
Sales Giglio, and Dalgalarrondo (2005) suggest that the ways ayahuasca contents
and ritual events are processed are also subject to some particularities of
ayahuasca states of consciousness that are independent of set and setting. These
particularities refer to transcultural traits, as identified by Shanon (1999), such as
the experience of receiving cognitions and feelings from the outside, which
combined with the high suggestibility and impaired judgment of the state, may
lead to more idiosyncratic attributions of meaning. The authors conclude that
these considerations add complexity to the dynamics sustained by the set and
setting hypothesis. The increasing use of ayahuasca among Westerners in
traditional and nontraditional contexts, sporadically or regularly, but without
necessarily adhering to a shared cosmology, raises questions about the efficacy of
the ritual container for their experiences, as well as for their subsequent

integration (Mabit, 2007). Dobkin de Rios (1994) treats some of the risks of what
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is called “ayahuasca tourism,” which Winkelman (2005) later questions and
relativizes. This theme will be treated in the discussion section of the current
study.

In vegetalismo, the ayahuasca healing setting of the ritual presents
common features. Generally, a previous relationship has been established between
an attendee and the ayahuasquero. The participation in the ritual may be part of an
ongoing healing treatment, or may have been agreed upon by request of the
attendee. There is a preparation time, where clients are encouraged to follow a
specific diet and sexual abstinence (Mabit, 1993; Mizrach, 2003). Frecska (2007)
sheds light on the biochemical benefits of this diet. Sometimes before the
ceremony, plant baths are prepared for the client, and a cold shower or a bath is
often suggested. Usually, the rituals are conducted in a natural context, at night.
People gather in a maloca, a simple open hut, where they sit in circle on a mat.
The ayahuasquero sets up a nearby altar with shamanic tools, namely the brew,
mapachos—black tobacco cigarettes, or a pipe for tobacco, agua de florida—a type
of cologne water, or plant perfumes, personal power objects, often a shacapa or
bundle of leaves used as a rattle, and sometimes, other musical instruments and
healing tools such as stones, tobacco soaked in water, etc.

First, there is a conversation phase while the participants arrive, which
naturally decreases as people start concentrating on their issues for the night.
Then a nonverbal working phase starts, in which the ayahuasquero blows tobacco
smoke and whistles on the brew, as a way of charging, honoring, and invoking the

spirit of the ayahuasca. After that, he gives an amount to every participant,
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depending upon their physical and emotional needs and conditions. Some people
may partake in the healing ceremony without ingesting the brew but receiving
individual healing treatment during it. From that point on, the ceremony is
conducted in complete darkness. Often, a period of silence follows before the
ayahuasquero starts singing, which lasts between 15 minutes to about an hour.

During the effects of the brew, which last from two to six hours, reality is
primarily mediated by aural, olfactory, and eventually tactile stimuli with the
shacapa. About 15 to 20 icaros are sung during the ceremony, depending on the
needs of participants. Silent pauses, where healer and clients are absorbed in their
visions (Luna & Amaringo, 1991), may play a grounding role in the experience or
exacerbate the effects of the brew. Usually based on the perceived needs of
participants, the ayahuasquero approaches or calls particular persons for healing.
This is done by singing a particular icaro on the person and/or the blowing of
tobacco on key areas of the body, the use of perfumes or other beverages, and
occasionally, by sucking the sickness out from affected parts of the body. Some
ayahuasqueros may blow smoke on people who momentarily leave the circle to
physically evacuate, before they reenter it. Towards the end of the ceremony there
is a final sharing phase among the participants who stay (Andritzky, 1989;
Dobkin de Rios, 1972), where the healer is available to listen to their experiences
and often offers his feedback on them. Frequently, a cold shower is suggested
after sleeping, in order to cut off the remnant effects of the brew.

The role of the ayahuasquero is that of guiding the experience, protecting,

modulating, and controlling the group and individual factors involved in the
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ceremony through the icaros (Giove, 1993; Mabit et al., 1991; Presser-Velder,
2000), doing healing interventions, and sometimes translating the visions into
meaningful contents (Dobkin de Rios, 1972). Mabit (2007) and Mabit et al.
(1991) describe the energetic quality of his presence, also expressed through his
icaros, as highly conditioning the results of the ritual.

Although initial variables of set seem to influence the participant’s
experience, the effects tend to be unpredictable, surprising, and even contrary to
the previous ideas of participants (Mabit et al., 1991; Shanon, 2002). The
experiential dynamic appears dependent on several interdependent factors,
including the experience with the brew (Fericgla, 1997; Shanon, 2002) and the
perception of energetic influences from other participants (Mabit et al., 1991). See
Fericgla (1997) for a review of the phenomenology of ayahuasca experience, and

Shanon (2002) for the phenomenology of its visionary aspect.

Music in Ayahuasca Rituals
Ayahuasca Icaros
In vegetalismo ayahuasca ceremonies, the icaros are sung and/or whistled.
At specific times, they may be accompanied by the rhythmic, massive sound of a
shacapa (Dobkin de Rios, 1972; Luna, 1992; Luna & Amaringo, 1991; McLean,
1994; Mizrach, 2003). Their main practical functions during the rituals are to
influence, structure, and promote the continuity and flow of the trance state,

therefore affecting the quality and the content of the experience (Andritzky, 1989;
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Metzner, 1989; 1998, 1999; Narby, 1998; Presser-Velder, 2000).6 According to
Giove (1993, p. 10), under trance effect the icaros help to metabolize the visions,
remove subjective contents, guide the self-exploration, and are at the same time
the link to the normal plane of reality.

Ritually, the first icaros sung are for protection, invoking spirit helpers,
and for subir mareacion or llamar las visiones, that is, to raise the psychotropic
effects or calling the visions. Then, specific icaros are chosen according to the
health needs of the participants (Chaumeil, 1993; Gebhardt-Sayer, 1985, 1987,
Siskind, 1990). See Mabit and Giove (as cited in Bustos, 2006) for ways in which
curanderos access information regarding which icaro is appropriate to sing to
particular individuals. If someone becomes frightened, icaros para sacar
mareacion, or to decrease the intensity of the visions are sung (Luna, 1984, 1992;
Luna & Amaringo, 1991). According to Luna and Amaringo (1991, p. 33), the use
of the shacapa has three functions: to ventear el mal, which means to take away
the sickness through the wind they produce while beating on certain parts of the
body of the client; to energetically “seal” a client in order to protect him from
negative influences; and to stimulate the visions during ayahuasca sessions.

Dobkin de Rios (1972, 2006) and Katz and Dobkin de Rios (1971) suggest
that fast or slow rhythmic patterns in the songs are related to the quickening or

slowing down of the visionary experience. These authors give a key importance to

SFor the Sharanahua “without singing, only snakes appear” (Siskind, 1990,

p. 25).
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the high degree of suggestibility people are in during the trance state, which
would enable the ayahuasquero to condition the visions through verbal and
nonverbal interventions. Metzner (1999) also attributes a central role to the
steady, fairly rapid rhythm of the icaros, which would keep the flow of the
visions, to avoid getting stuck in any type of experience. The soft, soothing
quality of the singing and whistling has been mentioned as producing a calming
effect during the rush, smoothing the entrance into the unconscious realms (Katz
& Dobkin de Rios, 1971). The icaros’ soft, repetitive nature may promote feelings
of comfort, familiarity, and safety in the clients. Shannon (2000) hypothesizes that
such an environment, facilitated by the healer through the qualities of his singing,
would encourage participants to safely surrender into catharsis and abreaction.

Katz and Dobkin de Rios (1971) suggest that the mathematical structure of
music, in terms of tone and rhythm, operates as a “jungle gym” of culturally
programmed visionary pathways that are imposed on the client by the healer, thus
directing to some degree the course of his/her inner visions. Some authors
propose that physiological, chemical, and/or energetic responses may be elicited
by the use of precise tones through whistling (Mizrach, 2003) and by the
preponderance of certain intervals in the melody of the icaros (Giove, 1993; Katz
& Dobkin de Rios, 1971).

It is interesting to note some differences in emphasis and perspective
between Western authors and curanderos, regarding the role of the icaros in
ayahuasca experiences. While curanderos assert the icaros have a significant

healing role, Western authors tend to assign them a more supportive role in
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experience than a direct healing one. This supportive role tends to be attributed to
the aural to visual synesthetic effects of the icaros, and to their influence on
physically informed emotional experiences. Curanderos attribute the healing role
to aspects of the icaros that express the quality of the relationship between the
healer and the spiritual world. In addition, the visionary experience of the client is
not necessarily conceived of as the primary sign of a successful healing process.
These differences in emphasis and interpretation between Western researchers
and curanderos may be based on deeper paradigmatic differences than a mere
assumption of an emic or etic approach. Turner (1992) and Walsh (1990)
therefore conclude that the study of shamanic phenomena involving direct access
to spiritual dimensions requires from researchers the recognition of their possible
epistemological and perceptual biases. Culturally based phenomena may be
sustained on other legitimate modes of knowing and perceiving.

Because musical analyses of icaros are few and narrow, it is difficult to
draw general conclusions about their musical characteristics. However, in
comparing the studies from Katz and Dobkin de Rios (1971), McLean (1994), and
Padilla (as cited in Luna, 1984), similarities emerge. Their rhythm tends to be
regular and fast, with variations that include syncopation. At the melodic level,
the diatonic pentatonic scale typical of Andean music seems to be preferred, and
the intervallic distance is not broader than a fifth. The structure of the songs tends
to be a maximum of three to five musical phrases that are repeated several times.
Expressively, the icaros are sung softly with few variations, and often include

blowing and/or suctions at the end.
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Brabec (2002) points to a clear strophic structure, repeated between 5 to
30 times. The length, number, and repetition of strophes may vary. Basic melodic
and rhythmic motives are distinguishable, although the melody can be transposed
higher in tonality or vary in tempo or melodic/rhythmic details. Within strophes
there are two sections, usually bridged by an intermediate part. The first one is
higher in tone and volume; the second, softer and deeper, presents a narrower
tonal range, and is generally repetitive. The text of the first section invokes a
known entity or describes an activity. The potential bridging part goes into further
details, while in the last section, the entity is asked to perform its task. Sometimes
the text is repeated or just a concept is expressed among long phrases built of
repetitive syllables (see Appendix A for the musical analysis of maestro Juan’s
icaros).

Studies of healing songs of Amazonian indigenous groups also document
a tendency to repetition at the melodic and text levels (Hampejs, 1994; Hill, 1983,
1993; Keifenheim, 2002; List, 1964; Wistrand, 1969). Slight yet continuous
variations are often found in repetitive formulas. Parallelism is usual in musical

and grammatical structures and meaning (List, 1964).

Ayahuasca Music in Brazilian Churches and Neo-Shamanic Groups

The ritual use of ayahuasca in the three Brazilian syncretic churches
include chanting or solo singing, sometimes accompanied by musical instruments,
as one of the components of their collective rituals (Metzner, 1998, 1999).

Particularly interesting in this respect is the Santo Daime church, which gathers
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its doctrine in hinarios or collections of hymns channeled by different members
under the ayahuasca effects (Fonseca Rehen, 2007; Luna & White, 2000; Polari
de Alverga, 1999). The singing of the hymns involves the entire congregation, led
by a group of female singers and sometimes some musical instruments,
accompanied by simple rhythmic dancing. Guimaraes dos Santos (2006) asserts
that the music in the Santo Daime and UDV churches has a marked rhythm,
harmonizing the group. The functions of the texts are to orient the interpretations
of the experiences, reduce anxiety, and to facilitate a unitary experience among
individuals under the frame of shared symbols and myths, which reinforces the
group identity.

Neo-shamanic groups that use ayahuasca ritualistically, utilize evocative
recorded music with singing and/or rattling, and dancing (Metzner, 1998). These
groups often combine shamanic and psychotherapeutic settings and techniques,
the leader, if any, assuming shamanic and/or therapeutic functions. Shanon (2002)

describes the experience of listening to classical music in this context.

Phenomenology of the Musical Experience under Ayahuasca Effects

Shanon’s study (2002) on the phenomenology of ayahuasca experience
includes depictions of participants in traditional and nontraditional ritual contexts,
and his main focus is on the visionary aspect of the brew. Therefore, it accounts
for general aspects of the phenomenology of the musical experience under
ayahuasca effects, where the type of music utilized is varied. Its findings tend to

show more aesthetic types of experiences with the music, while healing
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experiences are rarely directly addressed, under the premise that it is the
experiencer who decides on the focus of his work during ayahuasca effects.
However, there is some mention of the influence of icaros upon experience. It is
important to note as well that Shanon’s phenomenological approach considers the
ways in which people perceive the contents of their experiences. The emphasis of
the present study on uncovering meaning structures corresponds to another type
of phenomenological tradition.

The author affirms that although the visual phenomena in ayahuasca
experiences are the most salient ones, all other perceptual modalities are also
enhanced (Shanon, 1998, 2002). Audition is sensed to be more acute and subtler
(also in Katz & Dobkin de Rios, 1971), so that music and sounds feel fuller and
stronger. There is the perception of sounds beyond the normal auditory threshold,
including unknown melodies, that may make people sing (Shanon, 2002). The
perceived location of the sound source and its nature may be altered. Strassman
(2001) refers to high pitched vibrations, buzzing, humming, whining, crinkling,
whirring, and crunching sounds often heard under DMT effects, which coincides
in part with Harner’s (1973) and Narby’s (1998) descriptions under ayahuasca
influence of a continuous buzzing and humming sound inside the ears, “the sound
of running water.”

There is beautification of the perceived music: many people report hearing
marvelous, heavenly, sublime music, and also of discovering deeper nuances and
fine distinctions in previously known music. “With frequency drinkers state that

the music they heard sung during the sessions had a pivotal influence in their
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experience. Often songs are characterized as being enchanting and the music is
said to have wondrous power to carry those who listen to it far away to other
worlds” (Shanon, 2002, p. 310). In traditional contexts, it is described that the
spirits arrive singing varied and exquisite, as well as terrifying, songs (Langdon,
2000; Luna & Amaringo, 1991).

Synesthetic experiences under ayahuasca influence are common: the
visions are simultaneously seen, heard, and/or smelled’ (Dobkin de Rios, 2006;
Luna & Amaringo, 1991; Shanon, 2002). Auditory to visual synesthesia appears
often, and the interaction with the sound-image is usually experienced as full of
meaning. While music does not clearly imprint a form to the content of a vision, it
does imprint a thythmic pattern and flow in them. Icaros appear directing the
course of visions and their general emotional qualities (Shanon, 2002). Sound-
images and sound-patterns with which one may interact are often referred to
among indigenous groups (Gebhardt-Sayer, 1985, 1987, 2000; Langdon, 2000;
Narby, 1998; Siskind, 1990), and also among other types of ayahuasca drinkers.
Among the Shipibo-Conibo, these sound-patterns are the expression of the health
state of a person and can be influenced by songs (Gebhardt-Sayer, 1985, 1987).

At times, the phenomenon of music itself, the relationship of music with the

"Langdon (2000) explains that the Siona people take yage to know their
universe, which is composed by different domains, each of them characterized by
particular sounds, rhythms, music, smells, and colors. Through learning the songs

of the yage people, the Siona believe to be able to visit them again.
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cosmos and the human psyche, as well as its process of creation, are the contents

of the experience (Shanon, 2002).

Healing Songs in Indigenous Amazon Traditions

At the descriptive level, anthropological and ethnological studies on
healing songs of Amazon indigenous groups show both their wide range of
culturally-based specificities, as well as their high degree of consistency in terms
of fundamental cosmological views underlying their use, their relevancy in
healing practices that often involve psychoactive substances, and musical
characteristics. Icaros would be one culturally specific expression of Amazon
healing songs, thus sharing many of their common aspects. This is not surprising,
considering that vegetalismo results from a process of acculturation of indigenous
beliefs and practices into Western culture. At an interpretive level, the studies of
songs in Amazon indigenous tribes provide interesting hypotheses and conceptual
frameworks in attempting to understand how these songs may work.

The linguistic and textual analyses of lyrics in icaros are frequently used
and understood as expressions of “culturally distinctive representational
processes” (Bohlman, 2005, pp. 205). Thus the songs are described as
strengthening the specific cosmology and social order, from which they earn their
symbolic power in return (Bellier, 1986; Brown, 1985; Chase Smith, 1984; Olsen,
1996; Taylor & Chau, 1983; Wistrand-Robinson, 1975). Healing songs catalyze
transformational dynamics in the healer and the clients (Gebhardt-Sayer, 1985,

1986; Hill, 1983, 1992, 1993; Keifenheim, 2002; Niemeyer, 2006; Olsen, 1996),
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as they are performed in the context of highly ritualized procedures and symbols
that are culturally meaningful.

Interestingly, it is often pointed out that the songs are only partly
understood by the clients. Townsley (2001) even states the irrelevancy of the
client’s comprehension in the healing efficacy of a song among the Yaminahua
people. In fact, the lyrics of shamanic songs of the Amazon often show
characteristics that seem to entail meaning only for the shaman and the spirits he
is in direct communication with: recurrent use of onomatopoeias (Bellier, 1986;
Brabec, 2002; Keifenheim, 2002; Townsley, 1993) or “nonsense syllables,”
(Wistrand-Robinson, 1975); contraction or superimposition of words, ideas or
images; ambivalent object and subject and spatial references (Niemeyer, 2006);
“twisted language,” where things are called with names that mean something
different in daily life (Townsley, 1984). The songs would be the language of the
spirits given to the shaman to communicate effectively (Bellier, 1986; Chase
Smith, 1984; Hill, 1983; Stocks, 1979; Taylor & Chau, 1983).

The analyses of texts of shamanic songs show that they refer to larger
mythological sequences, metaphors, and symbols, as well as to the experiences
and actions of the shaman during his actual journey (Bellier, 1986; Brown, 1985;
Hill, 1983). Therefore, shamanic songs show constancy and variation (Severi, in
Niemeyer, 2006). This may account for the high degree of idiosyncratic creativity
in texts with the same melody, found among some indigenous tribes (Brabec,
2002; Gebhardt-Sayer, 1986, 1987; Taylor & Chau, 1983; Wistrand, 1969). As in

the case of icaros, often melodic and aesthetic criteria are attributed the healing or
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magical powers (Arévalo, 1986; Bellier, 1986; Brown, 1985; Gebhardt-Sayer,
1986; Townsley, 1993). These aspects seem to be directly related to an experience
of synesthesia from aural stimuli (Gebhardt-Sayer, 1986; Siskind, 1973).
Interestingly, synesthesia has been described by Shanon (2002) as the sensory-
perceptual counterpart of metaphor.

Integrating the discursive and aesthetic aspects of shamanic songs,
Niemeyer (2006) understands them as dramatic actions embedded in aesthetic
expressions of particular cosmologies: previously walked pathways that legitimize
the action of the shaman. The superimposition of images, or stereoscopic effect,
which describe the actions and experiences of the singer during the shamanic
journey, would reflect the positional variations in the invisible and visible realms

of his self scissioned into multiple aspects.

Music in Healing Practices
In this last section, the healing use of icaros in vegetalismo is
contextualized under the vast perspective of the use of music for healing and

therapeutic purposes, particularly in shamanic practices.

Ancient Traditions and New Approaches
The use of music for healing purposes has been present for millennia in
most of the cultures around the world (Redmont, 1997; Rouget, 1985;
Timmerman, 1987; Wright, 1989). Often, the premise underlying this use is that

sound and music are directly linked to the spiritual realm, whether considered of
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divine origin, divine nature, or mediators between god(s), the spirits and the
human beings: in both cases, an earthly reflection of a vibratory activity taking
place beyond the physical world. For example, the Nada Brahma branch of the
Vedic tradition conceives sound as the first manifestation of Spirit, the Cosmic
Vibration, the “Soundless Sound”—shabda—at the origin and basis of all the matter
and energy in the Universe. Audible sounds—vaikhari—are faint echoes of the
ineffable primordial Sound, which is beyond the compass of human hearing
(Behrendt, 1987; Limbrick, 1991). Sufism, Tibetan Buddhism, Kashmir Shaivism,
the Jewish tradition based on the Torah, esoteric schools such as Theosophy and
Rosecrucianism, among others, share a metaphysical explanation for sound
(Chetananda, 1991; Gass, 1999; Hoffman, 1994; Tame, 1984).

Therefore, music has been described as holding an inherent power to re-
harmonize, re-order, re-connect, re-align, and/or transform an undesired or
unhealthy condition into a superior—and a more holistic one (Chetananda, 1991;
Rudhyar, 1982; Tame, 1984). The same premise underlies most of the historical
use of sound and music to influence states of consciousness for spiritual,
divinatory, or healing purposes.

There are two disciplinary fields that can be considered modern
developments of the use of music for therapeutic or healing goals: music therapy
(see Bruscia, 1989; Davis, 1992; Hanser, 1987; Smeijsters, 1999; Thayer Gaston,
1968/1993) and sound/music healing (see Gardner, 1990; Goldman, 1991; Leeds,
1999; Perry, 2002; Thompson, 1999). Music therapy founds its work on the

biological, psychological, and psychosocial effects of the use of music for
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therapeutic purposes. Most of the sound/music healing methods and techniques
are based on the physical and biological effects of sound and music, while many
of them are also or purely inspired on ancient metaphysical knowledge. See
examples of physiological and neurophysiological studies coming from both
fields in Aldridge (1996), Chollet (2000), Edwards (2000), and Thompson (1996).
Psychological and psychosocial theories regarding the use of music for
therapeutic purposes are found in Benenzon (1998), Bonny (1978), and Schapira
(2000), among others.

The developments of both fields are wide. Music therapy is more
consolidated and validated as a consistent discipline among the main-stream
therapeutic community than sound/music healing methods, which have been
flourishing predominantly as alternative healing methods. According to van
Putten (1992), the current developments of these fields do not yet offer a cohesive
theory explaining the healing potential of music and sound. Clearly, the

phenomenon itself is complex and involves multiple dimensions.

Music in Shamanic Healing Practices around the World
Icaros are only one expression of the pervasive use of music in shamanic
practices around the world. Some of their cross-cultural characteristics are
presented in order to frame the icaros into their broader context of shamanic
music in general.
One of the distinctive features of shamanic healing practices is the

achievement of a trance state in ritual context, through which the shaman is able
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to access the spirit worlds in order to get help for a sick person (Drury, 1989;
Fericgla, 2001; Grim, 1983; Halifax, 1979). See Hess and Rittner (1996a) and
Rouget (1985) for a characterization of the trance state. Harner (in Horrigan,
1997) states that the majority of the consciousness-altering techniques used for
that purpose are music based. While a minority of these techniques is based on the
ritualistic use of hallucinogenic plants, music still constitutes a key ingredient of
these rituals.

It is important to remark that the shamanic trance state seems to be
supported by an innate, but trainable psycho-physiological component, as well as
by a cultural component responsible for its variability among cultures (Fericgla,
2001; Rouget, 1985). Conscious intention and a meaningful ritual context, part of
the cultural set and setting in shamanic healing practices, play a structuring
function that contributes to the safety of the shaman’s trance state (Metzner,
1997). In addition, Hess and Rittner (1996b) state that certain types of music are
prone to induce expanded states of consciousness, direct them, and bring them
back to the ordinary waking state. Therefore, the ritualistic and pervasive use of
music in shamanic practices may impact the psycho-physiological and cultural
components of the trance state, which indicates some cross-cultural
commonalities in shamanic music, as well as its cultural idiosyncrasies.

There are two main musical expressions consistently utilized in shamanic

healing practices: singing or chanting, and/or steady drumming or beating
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(Ebersoll, 1985).* As a particular type of shamanic song, the icaros share several
of their general characteristics: (a) shamanic songs are the manifestation of the
shaman’s power and intent (Drury, 1989; Grim, 1983); (b) they are often received
in dreams, during trance states, or during initiatory periods; (c) their functions are
to induce the trance state, invoke and summon the spirits, and guide the shaman’s
journey (Eliade, 1964/1989; Halifax, 1979; Kalwait, 1992). Halifax (1979)
conceives these songs as the expression of the transformed psyche and spirit of
the shaman, therefore having the distinctive power to heal both the singer as well
as the sick person.

From a sound/music healing perspective, sung songs have a melody,
rhythm, and a timbre range, among other features that may have a relationship to
their healing power. Music therapist Sabine Rittner (1996) describes common
elements in singing and voice from which it is possible to derive
therapeutic/healing functions: (a) they are primary expressive forms; (b)
physiologically, sound emission and sound reception involve the systems
responsible for breathing and moving;’ (c) interpersonally, prosodic distinctions
support emotional communicational aspects; song/voice also impacts the

experience of psychological distance/closeness; (d) the voice timbre reflects the

¥See examples of the shamanic use of songs and drumming in different

cultures in Cook (1997), Eliade (1964/1989), and Halifax (1979).

’The phenomenon of “organismic resonance” consists in the body’s neuro-

vegetative empathetic response towards the voicing or singing of or with others.
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anatomical-physiological as well as the psychological condition of the person.
Several sound/music healing systems base their health diagnoses on the overtone
spectrum of the voice, which gives it its timbre (Edwards, 1977; Thompson, 1990,
1996, 1999). Voice and singing, along with breath, have been described as the
most intensive physical means for self-suggestion and consciousness focalizing,
key ingredients for inducting expanded states of consciousness (Rittner, 1996;
Hess & Rittner, 1996b).

The second typical mode of musical expression in shamanic healing
practices is drumming or the production of a monotonous and steady percussion
sound with sticks, rattles, and other instruments (Horrigan, 1997; Metzner, 1997).
Icaros are intrinsically rhythmic and often the shacapa replaces the function of the
rattle. From the anthropological perspective, the drum represents the shaman’s
horse, the carrying means for his/her trip into the spirit worlds, and offers voice to
the spirits (Eliade, 1964/1989). Drumming acts as a focusing device as well as a
concrete referent that enables the shaman to sink into trance (Drury, 1989). Jilek’s
classic research among the Salish Indians found that rhythmic shamanic
drumming produced a drumbeat frequency in the theta wave EEG frequency (4-7
cycles/second) (as cited in Drury, 1989, p. 39). In waking state, this brainwave
range is associated with deep meditation states, daydreaming, memory
enhancement, increased creativity, integrative experiences, receptivity for new
experiences, behavior and belief system changes, as well as with the production of

catecholamines and endorphins (Thompson, 1999).
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Music is just one element of the complex network that supports trance
states, and its impact may be dependent of the constitution, quality, and

cohesiveness of that network.

Summary

Icaros have been presented in progressively broader contexts that finally
position them as shamanic songs with healing functions, framed under a culturally
specific tradition. Vegetalismo shares general cosmological approaches to healing
practices with Amazonian indigenous tribes, including the use of healing songs
and psychotropic substances in ritualized contexts. The use of songs and music in
ayahuasca healing rituals is pervasive in traditional and nontraditional settings.

Different disciplines emphasize different aspects of the healing functions
and possible healing mechanisms involved in the use of icaros, ayahuasca, and of
icaros in ayahuasca ceremonies. The present study proposes an in-depth
exploration of the lived experience of icaros as healing in these rituals in order to
uncover an essential meaning structure of the phenomenon as it appears in a
particular context. Such an approach aims to contribute to the understanding of
the icaros’ healing effectiveness and to a more integrative understanding of a

phenomenon now only partially addressed by different disciplines.

47



CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the current study is to explore in depth the experience of

the icaros or curandero’s chants as healing during an ayahuasca group ceremony.
It focuses on experienced ayahuasca drinkers who perceive one or more icaro(s)
as intensely healing during an ayahuasca ceremony. The two complementary
research questions are: (a) What is the basic phenomenology of the lived
experience of the icaros as healing? (b) What are the particular perceived musical

features involved in the experience of the icaro(s) as healing?

Type of Research

The study is framed in the qualitative research paradigm. This choice
responds to several considerations about the nature and complexity of the subject
matter, its stage in research, and the most suitable ways to approach it.

The lived experience of the healing aspects of the icaros during an
ayahuasca ceremony involves the nonordinary perception (Grof, 2000; Metzner,
1999) of a number of interacting factors while under the influence of an induced
state of consciousness. It also involves the ability of the person to sufficiently
discriminate among those factors, namely, the ritual setting, the unfolding effects
of the brew, and the singing itself. A qualitative paradigm of inquiry not only
allows an approach to the phenomenon from an emic standpoint, that is, from the

perspective of those who live it, but it also acknowledges that any human
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phenomenon is inherently multidimensional. Such a paradigm proposes to
systematically address phenomena in ways that capture their richness and
subtleties while holding the perspective of their wholeness (Creswell, 1998).
Qualitative research also offers the flexibility to redesign aspects of the study
around key emergent material coming from the phenomenon itself as well as from
the context in which it appears (Creswell, 1998, 2003; Marshall & Rossman,
2000), therefore appearing as a sensitive frame to address its complexities.

Further considerations of the subject under study are relevant. The verbal
report of an experience in a nonordinary state once back into normal
consciousness, not only offers challenges to the participant but also to the
researcher. Classical literature on the theme point out the experience of
ineffability (Grof & Grof, 1990; Tart, 1975, 1979) and to the concept of specific-
state memory, which refers to aspects of the experience that are only remembered
under a similar state in which they were lived (Strassman, 2001). A qualitative
approach fosters the active learning, participation, closeness, and sensitivity
towards the research participants on the part of the researcher (Creswell, 1998),
which appears as crucial for the data collection process as well as for the data
analysis. This sensitivity is also required in studying a phenomenon that involves
personal issues and healing concerns (Giove, 2002; Metzner, 1999).

Given the fact that the healing aspects of the icaros have primarily
captured the interest of researchers for their culturally bonded particularities, in-
depth attention to lived experiences and their meanings for the listener have been

scarcely documented. Therefore, the present study has an exploratory character,
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aiming to contribute to the initial mapping of the phenomenon, which is best
sustained by a qualitative approach to it (Marshall & Rossman, 2000).

Finally, several reasons, including issues of legality of ayahuasca
consumption and availability of participants and traditional healers, led to the
decision to conduct the research in situ in the Peruvian Amazon, a decision which
brought this research closer to a field study. The qualitative research paradigm
acknowledges the complexity of studying a phenomenon in its natural setting,
thus encouraging a sensitive and flexible attitude in the researcher and in the
design itself (Marshall & Rossman, 2000). This flexibility was required
throughout the study and followed the standards of quality offered by this
approach.

Qualitative research includes methods that go in a continuum of merely
describing and classifying the data to others that emphasize a critical
observational stance towards them (Moustakas, 1994). The selected method for

the present study belongs to the latter, for reasons that will be explained next.

Descriptive Phenomenological Research Method
The particular research method chosen for the present study is descriptive
phenomenology, as developed mainly by Giorgi from the Husserlian
philosophical approach to knowledge (Giorgi, 1985, 1987, 1997, 1998, 2000).
The phenomenological tradition of inquiry aims to understand the essence of a
phenomenon as it was lived and described by participants (Creswell, 1998, 2003;

Giorgi, 1985, 1995). This is based on the assumption that a phenomenon as lived
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experience reflects an essential pattern of relationships of meaning that selects,
shapes, and gives a unified coherence to the multiplicity of aspects and
dimensions involved in it (Husserl, in Kohak, 1980). Therefore, in research, the
locus of the data resides in the individual’s depiction of a concrete experience of
the phenomenon. That depiction goes through a process of analysis that
systematically unveils the meanings that structure the essence of the phenomenon
itself (Creswell, 2003; Giorgi, 1997; Moustakas, 1994). Giorgi synthesizes this
concept of essence as “the most invariant meaning for a context” (1997, p. 242).
Descriptive phenomenology requires from the researcher a building up of
a dialogical setting during the data collection phase (Giorgi, 1986). This provides
the participant with a nonconstraining space to express his/her experience as
closely as possible to the way it was lived and allows the researcher to hold the
attitude of phenomenological reduction (Giorgi, 1987, 1992, 1997). This
reduction, which is necessary for a phenomenological perspective, helps the
researcher to be fully present and open to the participant’s account, implying the
conscious withholding of current knowledge about the phenomenon, as well as
abstention from making existential claims regarding it on the part of the
researcher (Giorgi, 1997, 1998). Consequently, the questions ask for concrete,
precise, and detailed descriptions from within the natural attitude from the
participants, but are broad and open-ended. Auxiliary interview questions follow
the criterion of getting a concrete lived experience with a minimum of
generalizations and abstractions, aiming to allow further description or to give a

concrete example. The omissions, prejudices, or details in the description are
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considered an expression of the presence of the participant to the phenomenon as
lived and construed by him or her, and therefore as key data for better
understanding the phenomenon’s deeper meaning structures (Giorgi, 1997). The
data, however, are analyzed from within the phenomenological reduction, which
is the perspective assumed by the researcher.

Since, in Giorgi’s words, “Meanings are discovered only reflectively, not
straightforwardly” (1986, p. 13), in order to detect the meanings of a phenomenon
beyond the natural or philosophical ones, a particular sensitivity coming from the
discipline or disciplines framing the study is required (Giorgi, 1985, 1986). In the
case of this study, this means that the data analysis is approached with a general
understanding of psychological phenomena and language.

Even though Giorgi does not directly address the complexities of studying
transpersonal or transegoic experiences, which defies the mainstream
psychological attitude, the method appears promising to such a study. Its focus on
lived experiences is open-ended, and the proper use of a phenomenological
attitude is sensitive to shifts in stance with respect to the contents of
consciousness. The challenge is to rigorously translate the experiences into proper
expressions that will depict a phenomenon that involves a nonordinary state of
consciousness (Grof, 1980; Tart, 1979; Wilber, 1989). For that purpose, this
research adopts a general psychological frame in an extended sense, which may
include innovative terms if appropriate, following the considerations of an attitude

of phenomenological reduction. A necessary multidisciplinary approach is used to
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discuss the findings, including other fields of knowledge, such as music/healing
and anthropology.

The selection of the descriptive phenomenological research method for
this study supports an in-depth exploration of how the phenomenon of the icaros
perceived as healing presents itself to experienced ayahuasca drinkers under the
influence of the beverage. The icaros are defined in the current study as the
healer’s songs used during ayahuasca ceremonies. As described before, ayahuasca
is an entheogenic beverage traditionally used in ritual context for healing and
accessing knowledge in the Amazon and Orinoco Basins. The phenomenon under
study is complex, involving at least five general dimensions of experience,
according to previous research: the context or setting, the inner state and
predisposition of the participant or set (Grof, 1980; Leary, Metzner, & Alpert
1964/1983; Metzner, 1999; Strassman, 2001), the ayahuasca effects (Shanon,
2002), the icaros sung by the curandero (Katz & Dobkin de Rios, 1971), and the
perception of healing. With a phenomenological approach, these distinctions, if
present, emerge during analysis of the lived experience. The search for an
essential meaning pattern in this study aims to illuminate known and unknown
meaning aspects regarding how the phenomenon presents itself to those
undergoing the experience, and also to shed light on how the music is perceived

and organized in the context of the phenomenon as a whole.
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Research Sites

The study was conducted in two localities in North-Eastern Peru:
Takiwasi, " Center for Drug Abuse Rehabilitation and Research on Traditional
Medicine, located in the city of Tarapoto, province of San Martin (Andritzky,
2000; Presser-Velder, 2000), and Mayam‘uyacu,11 Institute of Natural Medicine
and Ecology, situated in deep jungle and close to the village of Honoria, in the
province of Huanuco. Pilot research procedures were conducted at Takiwasi, and
general demographic data of the phenomenon under research were collected there
and at Mayantuyacu. However, all the actual participants in the study were
selected at the latter site for reasons that will be explained.

First, traditional healing practices involving the use of ayahuasca and
other psychotropic plants are allowed under Peruvian laws and give an alternative

to Western medicine to a diverse population from inside and outside the country.

" Takiwasi in Quechua means “the singing house” (Presser-Velder, 2000).
Mabit (1996), director and co-founder of the center, explains that this name was
chosen because “the therapeutic song or ‘ikaro’ is the favorite healing weapon

used by Amazonian shamans and also in Takiwasi” (p. 1).

"n Quechuan language, Mayantuyacu means “strength of the mountain,
spirits of the river,” in honor to the spirit allies of the place, according to personal
conversation with maestro curandero Juan Flores, founder and chief healer of the

Institute.
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This offered a legal frame for the study, as well as the possibility to encounter a
reasonable variation in the phenomenon. Second, the expansion of the use of
ayahuasca beyond the confines of practices and cosmologies linked to particular
indigenous communities in the last decades, has contributed to the emergence of a
mestizo (mixed-raced) healing tradition which involve shared practices and
understandings. This study focused on icaros used by mestizo healers, which
besides their centrality in ayahuasca ceremonies and other healing practices, also
have some common musical characteristics and are of easier access.

Third, the study was designed to be primarily conducted at Takiwasi for
its diversity of clients, visitors and participants in its seminars, the availability of
mestizo healers, and for its experience and contained environment, appropriate for
the safety of the participants and the researcher. The center was legally
constituted and has been working as a therapeutic community for about 10 years,
combining Western psychotherapy and medicine with traditional mestizo
Amazonian healing practices (Giove, 2002; Narby, 1998). Takiwasi treats mostly
interned male clients, poly-addicted primarily to a crack variant called basic paste
of cocaine, alcohol, cannabis, and/or cocaine (Giove, 2002). Even though the
center uses a broad variety of medicinal plants and different traditional healing
techniques, ayahuasca rituals, done once a week, are one of the main therapeutic
tools in Takiwasi, given their vast purging effect and the rich symbolic material
they provide for the progress of psychotherapy (Presser-Velder, 2000). The
therapeutic staff is also involved in the ayahuasca rituals, whether as participants

or as leaders, some of them assuming the role of the curandero after a period of
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rigorous training. Takiwasi offers ayahuasca sessions, among other traditional
healing techniques, to visitors and participants to their seminars. Mestizo
curanderos or vegetalistas (Luna & Amaringo, 1991) often spend some weeks or
months a year working at Takiwasi, but do not stay there permanently.

However, once at Takiwasi and 3 weeks after the beginning of the
research, the Cocama mestizo curandero don Lucho had terminated his work
contract earlier than expected. This, and the difficulties the institution faced in
finding a substitute during the following 2 months, resulted finally in a permanent
change of location for the study allowed under the frame of possibilities described
in its design. After a month of contacting, visiting, and interviewing curanderos in
the area, at Takiwasi’s suggestion, the researcher contacted the mestizo
Ashaninka healer Juan Flores, one of the director’s main teachers and an
occasional support to Takiwasi’s traditional healing activities. Maestro Juan
generously offered his institute Mayantuyacu as the main research site.
Mayantuyacu lies in the Alto Ucayali river area, 5 hours away from the closest
city (Pucallpa), in deep jungle, and hosts native as well as international clients
seeking healing of a diversity of conditions as well as teachings from Maestro
Juan. The majority of the clients stay in the place for periods that last between
weeks and months, engaged in different healing practices and teachings, which
involve ayahuasca ceremonies every third day.

During the 5 months data collection phase at Mayantuyacu, an average of
6 clients were constantly there and open to participate in the study once requested.

The conditions of the institute resemble a small indigenous settlement amidst
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exuberant nature, without electricity, and involve a sense of community living
that also allows privacy and practices in isolation that revolve around the lead of
maestro curandero Juan Flores. Maestro Juan, who has over 40 years experience
and settled in his center in the year 2000, facilitated by every means the conduct
of the study with the intention of bridging the traditional medicinal ways of the

jungle to the broader academic community.'*

Selection of Participants

Participants in this study were 5 experienced ayahuasca drinkers, who
reported having experienced an icaro as intensely healing during an ayahuasca
ceremony. In addition, they stated being able to identify with a complete degree of
certainty which icaro was perceived as such after listening to the recording of the
ceremony in which the phenomenon emerged, following design procedures.

The number of participants exceeded the three recommended by Giorgi. In
agreement with committee members, it accords with guidelines proposed by Dukes
(1984) and Polkinghorne (1983). Dukes proposes 3 to 10 participants, while
Polkinghorne suggests 10, interviewed once for about 2 hours each, thus
incorporating the data criterion. Five participants in this study went through a

process of two interviews of 1.5 to two hours each and were requested to write

12A certification letter of the research activities conducted at Mayantuyacu
and the services provided by the Institute for those purposes was signed by both

parties (see Appendix B).
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previously a report of their experiences. The sampling number is, therefore,
adequate within the mentioned parameters.

The sampling was purposeful, expecting to select information-rich cases
(Creswell, 1998; Patton, 2002), which was emphasized by looking for “intensity,”
i.e., by selecting people whose experience of healing with an icaro during an
ayahuasca ceremony was perceived as intense (Miles & Huberman as cited in
Creswell, 1998, p. 182).

Specifically, the selection criteria for participants were:

1. Men and women older than 21 years old, who are considered legally
adults under the Peruvian laws. Given the absence of information on
the distribution of the phenomenon among population, no other
demographic criteria or gender-balanced sample were set a priori.

2. Fluent Spanish and/or English speakers.

3. Experienced ayahuasca drinkers, defined as persons who have
consumed ayahuasca in ritual contexts for at least 12 times.

4. Individuals who reported having intensely experienced the phenomenon
under study, after participating in an ayahuasca ritual sound-recorded
by the researcher.

5. Availability and willingness to participate in the research as it was
designed.

The only exclusion criterion was to have experienced a psychotic episode

in the last 3 years. Only one potential participant was excluded from the study for

this reason at Takiwasi.
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There were two reasons for selecting experienced ayahuasca drinkers.
First, experience with the beverage has been described as increasing the
discriminatory capacity of the drinker (Shanon, 2002). This discrimination is
crucial given the complexity of the ayahuasca experience itself, and the focusing
of the study on a particular aspect of it. Second, the number of 12 sessions was
determined following strict rehabilitation treatment considerations, under the
premise that clients of Takiwasi would be potential participants for the study. This
number of sessions would select clients of Takiwasi in their fifth month of
treatment from an average of 9 (Giove, 2002), which assured some degree of
advance in their rehabilitation process. A higher level of psychological integration
would increase the reliability and richness of the description of their experience,
and would decrease the possibility of adverse consequences for their treatment
resulting from the interviewing process.

The inclusion of this type of participants in the design was based upon the
phenomenological assumption that any variability in the experience of a
phenomenon would only contribute to enlighten its deeper meaning structure.

Selection procedures were originally designed in order to allow
participants who identified the icaro experienced as intensely healing with the
highest degree of certainty in the recorded ceremony, to constitute the final
sample. However, all the actual participants in the study met the criterion of
complete certitude, which offered the possibility to explore the particular musical

features associated with the healing experience.
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The 5 participants selected for the study were clients at Mayantuyacu, 3
men and 2 women, their ages ranging between 24 and 39 years old, the average
age being 30. The majority of the participants were long-term clients, whose stays
at the center lasted between 40 days and 5 months. Another participant
continuously alternated stays in the center with her life in Pucallpa. The only
participant who was not a long-term client was a woman, who spent 12 days in
treatment. All of them were seeking psychological and/or physical healing, not
directly related to drug abuse issues, as well as teachings from maestro Juan and
the plant-doctors. Two men were U.S. citizens and their interviews were
conducted in English. The rest of the participants were from Latin American
countries and were interviewed in Spanish: an Argentinian man, a Brazilian
woman, fluent in Spanish, and a Peruvian woman, native of the jungle. Three
people experienced intense healing during their individual icarada and soplada
within the ceremony (the act of singing an icaro “into” the client, and to blow
smoke and perfumes onto him/her, respectively), and 2 of them with icaros that
were sung in group context. The 2 U.S. citizens had a second intense healing
experience with an icaro later on in their processes and were interviewed as well,

data that may be used for future research.

Data Collection Procedures
The data collection involved procedures to sound-record the music during
the ceremonies, pre-select participants, and gather data from their experiences.

Two main questions were posed to participants in this study:
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1. Describe your experience with the curandero’s song that was intensely
healing for you during the ayahuasca ceremony. Give as much detail as
possible. You may include your aural perceptions, bodily sensations,
visions, smells, tastes, thoughts, emotions, or any aspect that stood out
for you as having been a part of the experience.

2. Describe as detailed as possible how you perceived the music that was
intensely healing for you. You may refer to musical features and how
they stood out in your experience.

The concept of healing was not delimited or pre-defined to participants,
but left to their interpretation and experience. However, the word healing in the
interview questions was purposefully chosen, in order to allow the participants a
more holistic consideration of health and well-being issues, namely physical,
psychological, social, and spiritual, instead of curing, usually associated with the
“fixing” of physical or emotional illnesses (Jaimovich, Lange, & Urrutia, 1997).

The data collection procedures in this study are described below, along
with specific considerations taken in order to caution their standards of quality. In
addition, demographic data of the presence of the phenomenon in the recorded
ceremonies, under variables of site, sex, and average of age are presented at the

end of this section.

Sound Recording of Ayahuasca Ceremonies
High quality and compact digital sound recording equipment was utilized

and set up to record for about four consecutive hours in Wave and MP3 formats.
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Three pilots were conducted with the support of Takiwasi’s personnel in order to
strategically place the equipment in the ceremonial maloca, assuring sound
quality and minimal disruption to attendees and healers, experience that expedited
the process once in Mayantuyacu. Ceremonies were recorded an average of twice
per week, with previous consent of healers and attendees. The researcher
participated as an attendee in all the ceremonies, aiming to keep the naturalistic
conditions of the ceremonial setting, reduce possible adverse reactions to her
presence as a mere observer, as well as to gain relevant experience with the
beverage and the icaros to allow a more sensitive presence to participants and the
phenomenon under study during data collection and analysis. Bracketing of
personal experiences was taken care of by keeping a journal with reflections,

questions, and hypotheses.

Procedure for Selecting Participants

Attendees of ceremonies were given general information about the study
in advance individually and their potential participation was requested. Only one
person declined to participate. Either during sharing time after the ritual or the
following day, each attendee was asked in their language of fluency: “During this
ayahuasca session, did you experience one or more of the curandero’s songs as
intensely healing for you?” The researcher kept a record of the frequency of the
manifestation of the phenomenon in every session. A positive answer was
followed by giving the person, at an agreed moment, an Information Letter

describing the purpose of the study and the criteria for inclusion in the study,
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along with the Participant Informed Consent Form, and the Bill of Rights of
Participants in a Psychological Research, either in Spanish or English (see
Appendix B). Any question about the contents of those forms was carefully
approached and clarified by the researcher and selection criteria were checked

together. The participant kept copies of the signed documents.

Written Report and Identification of the Icaro in the Recording

Next, the participants were requested to write down their experience in
privacy, following the first question to participants, and to listen to the recording
of the ceremony in order to try to identify which icaro was felt as having an
intense healing effect on them and express in a scale from 1 to 5 their degree of
certainty in their selection, 5 being the highest degree. Enough time to do so and
hand the reports to the researcher before the first interview was agreed upon. The
listening step was simplified from the original design. Instead of asking the
participants to listen to a 30 minute CD with extracts of the icaros, they were
given the entire recording of the ceremony and allowed to randomly search for the
particular icaro. This decision was taken due to limitations on battery lifetime to
address music editing in a context were no electricity was available. This actually
facilitated the process of identification, which was the original purpose of the
design, compared to the results in the pilot interviews conducted at Takiwasi,
where the procedure was followed as planned. Four participants identified the
icaro primarily through keywords, and one by its location in the recording, all of

them with a degree of certainty of 5.
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Preparing the First Interview
The report was reviewed with the objective of searching for areas that
needed clarification, or to be described further or more concretely, keeping in
mind the criteria of getting from the participant a rich depiction of the experience
as it was lived by him/her, and the attitude of horizontalization. In addition, the
identified icaro was listened to and set up to be played during the interviewing

process.

Interviews

Initially, two pilot interviews were conducted at Takiwasi and discussed
over email with the expert methodologist, Dr. Barbro Giorgi, in order to verify the
adequacy of the questions to live experience, their understandability, the richness
of the data obtained by those means, and the ways in which the researcher
followed the methodological approach in facilitating the interviews.

With participants, two interviews of 1 2 to 2 hours were conducted and
taped-recorded in a private setting of common agreement, usually a cabin or
tambo. Care was taken to facilitate a climate conducive to trust and openness, and
to ensure that interview procedures were understood and comfortable for
participants. The researcher remained receptive, attentive, and empathetically
adjusted her language and th