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. INTRODUCTION

'75The multlple symbollsm of Raharari ' is made evident by the various

--thetlife'of this extraordinery anaconda-meonster, After each stery.
‘iI have attempted to stress the complex symbolism involved, My 1nter

T_”pretations are not necessarlly evldent to the Yanomama Noneﬁheless

70n a subconsc1ous level, they might go along with some of my cen- .

c1u81onsq

fn:the proCess of describing, analyzing and interpreting the mythsl

;about Raharar1 I have constantly kept in front of my miﬁd-nﬁ% oniy
the content of the storles, but also the way they were aramatically
'recounted by the - Shamans' how the Yanomama audience part1c1pate -and
lreact wh11e listening to those representations and how they have

explalned the same stories to me, the curious foreigner.

- Further feadings of similar myths recounted by the anthropologists

T;Jacques'LiZOt,(1974) end Luigi Cocco (1975) have helped me to be.

" Lizot called the anaconda-monster "Rahara", I prefer the spelling

u-o“accounts deallng-wlth 1ts_11fe. This paper presents four moments 1n_3

""Raharari" because of its use by the Yanomama of Catrimani R1ver in

=: Northern Brazil.




-

ﬁbfe objective and critical in looking at details and interpreting
.' évehté.;I have translated two'myfhs'collected-by myself (# 2 and 3)
from the acéounfs of the Yanomama of Catrimani River (Brazil) and
two (#1 and 4) from the narratives of the Yanomami of the Orinoco

River (Venezuela) as collected by Jacques Lizot (1974).

The symbolism of Raharari,

Raymond Firth (1973: 15) defines Symbolism as "The recognition of
‘one thing as standing fof (re-presenting) another; the relation
between them normally being that of concret to abstract,‘particuiar,
to'generél. The relation is such that the symbol by itself appears
‘Cépable of generating and receiving effects otherwise reserved for
the object tq wich it refers - and such effects are often of high
teﬁotional chafge". Following the guidelines of this definition I

will explore the symbelism of Raharari in four Yanomama myths.

-for.fhe Yanomama the anaconda-monster Raharari suggests and symbélu
izes qualities that ge béyond anything possible to a concret and
ordinary water-snake, éven though they look at the anaconda as its
”éxfefnal manifestatien éﬁd point of reference in all their accounts.
The exploits of the primordial, mythical monster Raharari combine a
vafiety of contradictory chiaracteristics:

_1; it is intimately related to the Yanomama, (Myth #1)

2. it saves the Yanomama from fhe flood, (#2)

"3. it allowes his daughter to be taken in marriage by the leading Yano-

. mama hero, (#3)




oo W ' - . . ‘
‘it swallos the careless Yanomama and those who mention its name

‘Whilé:chsSing the river (#4).

1, Origin of Raharari,

'1'5ﬁ0ng‘day the'twins (Oman and Yoasi)j2 while werking on a log of palm.

. tree, turned it iato a round ball, Immediately after, they started

to play throwing it to each other, 'To you Oman, catch this one?,
'Yoasi, see if you can grab this one', They played with it for quite

a while, but then, one of them missed the pass and the woodden ball

‘rolled into the river. As soon as it touched the water, the ball

turned into Raharari, a dreadful watery monster,"(Lizot 1974: 101),

:'Raharéri, the mythical monster of the Yanomama, is here presented

as having an earthly origin: it derived from a palm tree; it was

' fashioned into an egg-shaped wodden ball, and it was easily

3
controlled by man during the light-harted ball game .,

The préSent myth seems to convey the idea that in a primordial era

the waters were under an easy human control, This state of affairs

Throughout thiS'Paper, for sake of consistency, I will use the

- spelling "Oman and Yoasi" as I found if among the Yanomama of Catri-

mani River, even where the stories are taken from Lizot (1975), who
has adopted a slightly different spelling.

The Yanomama children practice since time immemorial a ball game
like that played by the mythological twins. It is a game in which
the teol in use has no secondary function besides entertainment.
The ball derives from blowing a bladder of peccary, deer or tapir
with air and twisting the outlets to prevent the ball from going
flat. ' .




-rdld not last 1ong. P0581b1y because of a human mlstake

one day

_fthe Yanomama lost forever that or1g1na1 dominion - the ball escaped

from their'eontrol. From that moment the power of the waters became

.. forever' linked

:merphized into

2. The flood.
'raﬁ"The_YOung son
and fhe:forest

dull

to the river — the ball touched the water and meta-

Raharari.

of'Oman was'really thirsty. It was the dry season

had no water, Yet you could hear from the undergreund

‘the deep, sound of mighty roaring waters. 'Daddy, I'm thirsty’

cemplained the child. Bending over, Oman dug through the soil with

_his stiek, and lo, suddenly clean water started to trikle out,

;:Suekiug vigorouély, his-lips?glued to the whole, Oman's child drunk
: gféédly.'éut how that the child's thirst was finally quenched, they
saw‘hew‘the spring kept groewing in size and pressure. It was now a
dpewerful'jet that cutting its way through the thick branches of the

forest was reaching all the way to the sky where Yaru, the thunder,

'.511ved At the same tlme a mighty river was formlng as the water .

l_returned fall1ng through the forest,

Cought unprepared, father and

son started to be carried adrift through the lawlands. It was then

that the might Raharari appeared along the enbankment. It*was hand-

Raharari

some, Its long shiny body was dotted with bright red spots.

spring'and the waters began to subSide. Gradually'the'

dived into the
' forest re-emerged, The Yanomama were safe.” (Makutasihipiutheri, 1974)
In this myth, the central figure is again Raharari, It mySteriously

. enters into the action toward the end of the account, but its




  {ssudden apparltlon on the flood scene 1s prepared by a comblnatlon

tlTof data whlch dlrectly hint at it: the stick, the jet, the river,

“ *At tHe End'bf thé dry Seaéon when the forest is coursed by drought,:.'
?iOman used his stlck - tradltlonally used in: farmlng, in ritual per—-:
‘fermances, in bloody mutual clubblng challenges and as tool of self' 
' fshﬁpoft in old age - in order to produce water, The action of the
}.étick'—.a'snake—iike tool - bf@ught about the blessing of water te
' quéﬁ?h'the thirst.of.the child, Another snake-~like figure was the
.jef-which emerged with malevolent effect from the same act of dig4 
:;ging'through the ground. It pfoduced a flood were man lost both lis
: efﬁland thelcontfol of the waters., As the waters spread rushing
 through the forest, two new serpentine figures emerged both shiny

and pewerfulﬁ.the river and the anaconda,

l(bmb1ning a11 these concret and particular realities of daily expe-.
rlence the Yanomama imagination has developed the emotlonally
;charged figure of Raharari: shiny, powerful, dangerdus and bene-
'f1c1ent It symbol1zes‘the watery characteristics of the river -~
"its beneficial Qualities'of iight, life and purificatién - with

”ﬂ th6ée'of.the'stick and jet -~ strengfh, challenge and fecundity.

3, The girl-fish.

,.;gﬂoﬁan andeoasi'had’beeﬁ'quite successful that morning while fish—
f”iﬁg along:the'bahk of a creek. Yoasi was busy at opening and clean=

-_ing whatithéy;had cought when suddenly he saw a girl-fish ceming




afleat'in the center a nearby pool. She was pretty, graceful and
 -16ve1y; with full, hard breasts partly hidden undef water, and her
streng arms swimming rythmically to stay afloat. Yoasi whispered to
his brether, 'look, there is a woman in the river', Catching sight

| of her, Oman answered 'Hurry, let's catch her’', They rushed wadiﬁg
through the creek, Yeasi grabbed her and tried te hold on her, ﬁﬁt_
' 'éhe was too slimy, and, sliding out of his arms, she disappeared at

the bettem of the pool.

Returning to the bank, Oman and Yoasi hurried through the forest
searching for nests of white ants, Finding them, they rushed back
te the creek and spread them on the water, Suddenly, attracted by
this choice bait, all the.fish came bobbing on the surface. The
girl-fish too hurried tewards the spot near the bank tce share the
.bahquet; Oman diVed:at once and cought with her, He fhrew his arms
| arouna her upper body and wrapped his legs around her thighs while
YoaSi grabbed her feet and draggea her on the embankment. There,
working with their fingernails,they scretched out all the slime
.from her hair and skin. It was then that they discovered how they
' had cought Raharari's daughter because her hair was trimmed in thé.

Yanomama style and,like the Yanomama, her body was painted red.

‘Meanwhile Yarima, who hidden in the forest had observed the entire

to

' scene, rushed forward and insisted that he wanted, make love with-
her._Omaq’who had the first claim on her for having succeeded in
catching her, gave in without resistence, The over-aroused Yarima

dashed his penis in her vagina, but immediately he jumped out with




'ﬂf atgfoan'of ?ain Hldden 1n51de the vaglna a sharp toothed plrana

.hhad swallowed part of hls penls Red faced fer shame and paln,_ |

"ﬂf'Yarlma dxsappeared 1n51de the deep forest and turned into a monkey.

1:fh0man hdited his fish—ho@k.dCarefully he let it drep inside the
.hgirl‘s'vagina and soon pulled out a red piraﬁa. After Yoasi had

:"-fhis“ohance:to makehlove with Raharari's daughter, Oman brought her
'tofhis hOdse and mafried her., She gave him numerous chiidren and
’tihtroduced among the Yanomama many useful seeds, roots and shrubs

.that:she had stolen frem her father's house: bananas, manioc, agave;

..-eotton; tobacco,..." (Hwayautheri, 1976).

In thlS myth the central figure is Raharar1 s daughter, She is the.
llnkage connect1ng human belngs and the power of waters (Rahararl)
-‘Once more the Yanomama mythologleal process is rooted upon careful-
iyfselected characteristics found in the physical world, The waterf
elements are the river, the fishing activities, the hook and baits,
.the sWimming, the wading, the diving, the sliminess of the fish,
the.pirdﬁa. The.chthonian elements are the fishermen, the monkey;h
.dzthe;giri,,the_brests, the hair, the red painted body, the pehis,

-the-vagina, the ants,the shore; the forest, the children, the house,

'_:'the'Seeds, roots and shrubs.:

'_Raharari's'daughterfemerges from the narrative combining the most
81gn1flcant characterlstlcs of both Raharari and human beings: their
qualltles are both pleasant and unpleasant, construct1ve and dls~.

:tructlve lee her father Raharar1 her natural habitat is the rlver
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xéhé is not out of place in the deep water, but she prefers te swim
on the surfaée;.she is stimy and cannot be easily caught; she is
covéred.by SIime-fo Hide her identity; like any fish, she is at-
tracted by a bait; and like them she can only be caught by means
of foerce and cleverness. Her human characteristics are her power-
fui‘and enticing femininity, her prettiness and gracefulness, the w
shaéﬁiness of her brests, her.red painted bedy and her haido in

" the style of the Yanomama.

. i'The linkage between river and earth is represented by the act of

fishing, wading in and eut the water, grabbing and holding the
girl—fish, having‘sekual relationship with her, fishing out the

pirafia from her vagina and fruitfully marrying her.

The pleasant and/or censtructive elements visible in this account
“are: the sﬁccess of the human beings in overcoming the watery for-.

ces,.the metamorphosis of the girl-fish into a complete Yanomama

__Wbman;'the motherhood expressed in terms oflnatural (seeds, etc.)

 ‘and human (children) fertility.

L The;uhpleasant and/or distructive elements eof Raharari's daugter
are her female aloofness, her struggle against sexual relationship

~ -and infimacy? the 'vagina dentata"(Eliade 1975: 409) with its clear

f:-}functién'of_fruStrating aﬁd-déstroing sex, fertility and masculinity.

.‘Thé‘symbolism of the girl-fish,in conclusion, seems to illustrate




to the Yanomama their struggle for reaching out, understand and
A ‘ ‘ the
‘centrol some special aspects of the all pervasive water:Aenticing
and scaring, lascivieus and frustrating, fruitful and emasculating

qualities.

4, Raharari, the cannibal.

ﬁThe;anaconda had stretched its long body over a wide rock and,
rolled in accurate circles, was resting its head over the tail,

It was muttering about all its familiar places in the forest:

recks, mountains, rivers.

*Up thefe.rises'mounfain Watubawe;

next te it ascends mountain Orawe;

on that side emerges the reck Suweroobe;

‘on this side you can see mountain Namowei;

down fhere the Konoribiwel river winds its way through the forest;
up beyond it Kashorawe slepes down into the valley.'

He was still going en in its listing when Mirewakariwe sa&-him;and,
l‘wihh a sharp arrow shet him through the head. The anaconda rolled
info the river; it was dead. Mirewakariwé gaed to grab the falling
corpse, but found in his hand only a tiny shapeless, living creature,
He doﬁated it to é anomama who kept it as a pet, But, during the
night the pet turned into the terrible Raharari and swallowed every’

Yanomama child." (Lizot 1974: 101).

In this story Raharari seems to stand for the peaceful dominion and

universal presence of the power of the waters. Man should never take
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;too‘lightly or - much_worst - challenge the watery powers which are
jqu foo superior to‘his forces and too deadly. The peaceful aspect
of Raharari is representeqéy-its sleeﬁy quality: resting éver the
?#iliwhile'muttéring to itself. Its small size after been shot and
its acceptance as a pet by a Yanomama may stand for the fbrest |
creeks and rivers during the dry season when the larger creeks éan

be easily waded even by children,

The universal presence and dominion of the waters are represented
by the wide rock over which the long body of Raharari is resting.

The listing of a variety of far away mountains, rocks and rivers

of

stresses how the waters have a personal direct knowledge%and pre-

sence throughout the known Yanomama world.

The power and deadly danger of the waters are conveyed by the un-
especteqhggressivity of Raharari. Its nightly advance on the Yano-
mama éhildren symbolizes the sudden destructive power of the waters
during the change from dry to rainy season. It is then that careless
-Yahbmama may be swallowed in its currents and drown. Moreover the
Yanomama are not comfortable with unfamiliar rivers and creeks,
Usually they cross only the familiar rivers and creeks and always at
the same iocation.‘Even when deing so they are careful not to mention‘

Raharari by name.

CONCLUSION

.Raharari symbolizes the power of the waters which is intimately

linked With the Yanomama life and culture. In these stories about




'“ﬂQ;Raharari the Yanomama reveal the results of their long medltatlons

-:ijupon the 51gn1f1cance and power of waters and their relatlonshlp
fand experlence w1th 1t In general the Yanomama seem to view ‘the
-:weters as frultful_and protective. The destructive power of the wa-

'*-jters'wesitriggered_by.humao beings when they did not respect and

: eé?nowledgeiits power_end rushly ignored the need for prudence in

- approaching and handling it.

The origin of Raharari‘shows a belief that man at the beginning had

“some influence over'the waters, but he took it too lightly and lost "

forever that control.

"Rahararisexploits during the flood seem to emphasize the beneficial

. reffects of the waters. Even their distructive powers are not pre-

.-esented as utterly annihilating man and nature, The Yanomama seem

".:éure:that there is a limit beyond which the distructive power of

the waters will not go.

'iThe story of the girl-fish, shows the human eagerness and tact in
 fus1ng the power of the waters for personal advantage and growth
_At the same time 1t remlnds of the need for prudence in handllng

'such a blind force of-nature.

-t The-finai.account“of Raharari represents a warning against humans
'_who, because of past success 1n controlling the power of the waters,

have become too easy g01ng and eventually were victimazed by 1t

L e e e
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