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I like to think of writing itself as a mimetic exchange with the
world- a cast o f mind that helps me understand how deeply this

idiosyncratic hook on the mimetic faculty in its relation to prim itivism
is indebted to the students and fa...ulty of the Department of Perfor­
mance Studies, the Tisch School of the Arts, Ne,,' York University.

Here I was encouraged, as never befor e, to consider the political art
and social power of make-believe, the reality of the really made-up­

the foundatio n, in other words, of modern socio logy, anrbropology,
and critical self-aw areness.

Ttl Susan Buck-Mores, for her stunn ingly original work on Walter
Benjamin, I am also indebted, not least for her treatment of mimesis

in relation to modernity's primi tivism. This pivotal relat ion was im ­
pressed upon me th rough Gert rude Koch's work on fil m, :'IS well.

Margaret Cohen made me appreciate the pow er of Surrea lism in Benja­

min's Marxism. Charles Merewetber got me th inking about the healing

power o f mimicry as in wood en figurines used by Cuna healers off the

COASt S of Panama and Colombia, and Doro thea and No rman Whinen
provided the opportunity to p ublicly air my initial respo nse in a sympu­

sium on shamanism, a response that was sharpened by Anna Blume

inviting me to address her colleagues in an histo ry. Discussions with
Lynda Hill concerning her forthcoming work on Zora Neale Hurston
made me understand bet ter the di sta ncing dfJ...·CL'. uf copying. Calm
infrasrrucru ral suppon was provided hy Mark Sussman. Lorna Price
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on ce again served meticulously as copy-edito r, no less sympathetic to

(he pro ject than with its need to be communicable.

To the CUDa th emselves, as much as thei r ethnographers , beginnin g

with Ruben Perez Kanrule an d Erland No rde nskio ld, Towe mu ch and

1 ho pe they will understand my man y excesses of inrerprerano n-c-as if
interpretati on could be anything else. I hav e never tr avelled to Panam a

or the San Bias islands , presen t home of the Cuna , and I have borrowed

much fro m N.M. Chapi n' s very fine docto ral thesis on Cuna healin g

and from Joel Sherzee's illuminating studies on Cuna la nguage. Carlo

Seven responded war mly and cautioned me o n the Nia chant. Stepha nie

Kane's work o n Embera life in the Darien provided with me a bridge

to the Pacific coast of Colombia, a coa st I first visited in 1971, an d she

also pro vided a stimula ting mod el o f writing not co n..rructed aroun d

what Jim Clifford has called "ethnographic authority". Drawing upon

his great fun d of knowledge: of things Centr al Ame rican, Charlie Hale

provided me with a ca rtoon illust ra ting early U.S. anirude s towards

Panama. Pamela Sankar and Paul Rabinow encouraged me ro think

about finger prints and mimesis.
My tra ining (althou gh "training" sounds too forma l) in th e magic

of mimesis was through th e tutelage of Santiago M utumbajoy, of

Mocoa, Pummayo, Co lomb ia, beginning in 1975. My understa nding

of African -Colombian history and the legacy of African slaver y in

no rt hern South America, including Panam a, came through several
years of wo rking on the histo ry of slave haciendas and o n the abolitio n

of slavery in northern Cauca, where I lived in Puerto Tejada th anks to

the generosity of many people, especially M arlene Jim enez, Guillermo

Llanos, Eusebio Ca mbindo, Felipe Ce rbo nera, Tomas Zapata, Olivia

Mostacilla , and Jose Domingo Muril lo. Julie T aylor and George M ar ­

cus provided th e enco uragement th at a post-colonial, cuhura lly sensi­

tive, Anthropology o f significatio n is poss ible, necessa ry, and necessar­

ily exciting-a pro ject tha t for me h as meant coming to grips with the

dia lect ic o f civihzauoe-and-savagery installed in contemporary signi­

fying practices them selves. And in th is I han benefited from the tr ans­

gressive confluence of an xiety and insight in the work, spoken and

wn nen, o f Cornell West and Paul Gilroy.
To declare that writing itself is a mimetic exch ange with the world

A CKNQWLf.l)(;MF.NTS

also means that it involves th e rela tively unexplored but everyday

capacity to ima gine, if not become, O ther. Benjamin sough t a model

for this capacity in what he unders tood to be "ancient" magical prac­

tices, no less tha n in the ga mes o f child ren. Here I need to add another

practi ce, the to and fro o f discussion-s-especi ally with Rachel Moore

fro m wh om so many thoughts were thus draw n, it being often imp ossi­

ble to cla im single authorship. "The percept ion o f similarity, " wrote

Benjamin in rela tion (0 the mimetic faculty, "is in every case bound ro

an instantaneous flash . It slips past , can possibl y be regained, but

canno t be heldfast, unlike o ther perceptions. It offers itself as fleetingly

an d transitorily as a constellation of sta rs." I would like to think th is

book is JUSt such an o ffering .
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MIMtSIS AND ALTERITY

non of identities. But if it is a faculty, it is also a history, and

just as histories enter into the functioning of the mimetic faculty,

so the mimetic faculty enters into those histories. No understand­

ing of mimesis is worrhwhile lf it lacks the mobility to traverse

thistwo~waystreet,especially·"pertinent to which is Euro-Arneri­

can colonialism, the felt relation of the civilizing process to
--~~--

savagery, to aping.

•••

A REPORT TO THE ACADEMY

the beach, through the invention of mimetic machines, to late

twentieth-century Reverse Contact now-time, when the We~ltern

study of the Third and Fourth World Other gives way to the

unsettling confrontation of the West with itself as portrayed in

the eyes and handiwork of its Others. Such an encounter dtscri­

cots the earlier occidental sympathies which kept the magical

economy of mimesis and alteriry in some sort of imperialbalance.

History wreaks its revenge on representational security .as.esscn­

rialism and constructionism oscillate wildlyina-dearh-struggle
over the claims of mimesis to be.rheaature that Ci.lltutetisestQ

create a now~beleagueredse(;oridnatUte;Al1d this'brings,mc

to the end of (my) history, w()nderil1gH thesurgeoftJlimeti~

sensitivity accompanying thisd~ath.s~ug~~tnighti~dicate

other waysofbeingidentical,..other ",ays of beingalt~t.A~dthis
brings me to the vexing subject otll(::Ql1st:tU(,.1ioj1jStth·'>ofrn~k:i:tlg

things up:

For inthishistory lam often caughtrtlusing<lstowhetherthe

wonder of the magicin mimesis could. rdnvigorateth~()ncC"
unsettling observation thatmost-of-whet.seems irnportal1lihlife

is made up and is neither .more{notless)than~asac:~rtafntritJl

of phrase would.bave ir; "asociaICOr1str\Jction'."lt$~ell1sto~e
that the -qnesttonof-the mimeticfa(;u~ltY··tfcl<resfheiheels ()fthis

upright posture and makesit·interest.ingonce<tgain..'\Vithgood

reason postmodernism has relcntlcsslyitlstruceedusthat reality

is artifice yet" so it seems tome, not.enoughsurprise.bas been

expressed as-to .how we neverrbeless get. on ..withllving.pre~

tcnding-c-rhenksrc -rhe mimetic facu]ty'-'-tha{ we livefacts,not

fictions. Custom, that obscure crossroads.where the constructed

and the habitual coalesce. is indeed mysterious. Some force im-

•••
My way oftraversing 'thistwo-way street takes me into an

eccentric history which hegins with the curious and striking

recharging of the mimetic faculty caused by the invention of

mimctkallycap3;.dollsmachinessuchas the camera; in the sec­

nttdhalfoftheriineteenthcerttury.-Thishistory then somersaults

backward intime so as to explore a foundartcnal moment in the

equaticn.ofsavagery witb mirnesis-z-namcly, the experience of

young Charles Darwin,inJ832 on rhebeach at Tierra del Fuego,

full of wonderat the mimetic-prcwess of prirrtitives,especially

asittoncernstheirrrtimiekinghim;Thishistorythen .• fans for­

wards inehe form of.bthersailors setting saU.Jtom northern

diin~:,as they appear carved in the shape of wooden curing

figurines itt theeatly twentieth~centurySwedishethnographyof

certain Indians of theDarien Peninsula 'between the Panama

Canal andColombia. Wortdering aboutthe magicalpossibilities

in this .image-makingof.Europeans makes-me in turn speculate

firsr about whar 'it mighr beec five Danen-Hke tn mimetic worlds

where spirits copy physical reality, and second, what it means

fot me as a whiteman to trace a history in which an image of

the white man is used by Indian men to access- magical power

emergent from the womb of the Great Mother.This somersaults

me forward into myself from First Conracr time with Darwin on
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and historical studies yields naught else but more meta-commen­
tary in place of poesis, little by way of making an~w?

A RE pORT To THE,A CADEMY

But just 35 we might gamer courage t o rein~~~ a new world >,:~>' ,

and live new fictions-what a sociology that would bel-so a. ".~~.::.;',/::\:~

devouring forcecomes at us from another direction, seducing us ..' ." ".. ;'AA\~?

by playing ono ur yearning for the'troe·real.W~uld that!t would,\~.'; ...:<,\>:.,:::,)\~;;

would that it ~uIQ, rome clean, thi~ nUe ~al. I~:'b~,Uy, ,~l1't " ;T};-)?;0:?};:~~J1f
, , " ' . . ,, ' A •• , ,' . ,",' .. ' :.' __ ,',',; .. ', . .' .,'. .' ", ," .. ', ""."", ' ,, '" .. ,. ~).:".;:.;~,~ ';-

that wink of recognition. thatcom'p1icitY 'with:'the riatUfe= 'of. ':;» ~A(~·r:~~Yt
"" " " " " ' A ,' ... . ' . :: __ , , ' , . ,': :'. > " ': < ,"'<::... ', ::;:::.::: . " ,' ,-,, :f~< '

nature•.Bur the more Iwaneit.fhe more r.realiie'ir s not {C>trrte/ ,,', ;, :::,, ':1:'; ~~~: ~ ' ;'~:'::; i~'::
: .. :'- ; ""'." " ,:', ', . :::. .. ' . " ..'.' 0", ':';,," ',:':., ' ::.......... .... ", : '; , , :, ~<y::"~":, ·,';},i

Nor forJ;o~.eJther " . ; . ",hi(:h leave5~sis this :sU1yl1nd?~~n ... ',,:::, ,':', <,-" :::~; ; :; ' i

desperate place wanting the impossible so b~dly that wbile We , ,' , .' : ,,":

be1ievcit' s ?Ur'dgh't'fuldestiny atld~~a~"~~; ' :~ccQrilplice~ ?ft.~e " ; , , ",' ',:,::,:" ,' : '.'" ,:",: "
reaI~ ' wealsoknow i~ ' '~ur hc:art ofbta~t~" th:~ t ' '~h:e\~aywe picture ~' ,; :,:i::i:t~ ' : ~ ' ,i(; :',; .;'i : :,: I' : : : ~' ,~" :

: ,' '" N· ., A·h ''>. ' .' '. .: ..•..•.•:...... , ::.", ' ". '. "'" ..·.' i > , < , ' . ' '' ' <. ,~

"and talk is' ,~oun(ftoA3:dense,set o(,l'q)re'sent'atiooal gimmiCks':L:'1,\ ~.'
, ..." : .: ".-' , :' ' '-" " '\~: 'V'h A,' :'h ~ ": 'c<, ."." : :::-:. ,::: : ' , ,:,.:~:,: , , ::--,: ,,:, __,, ' .. •..,..:A· ;, , :.~·': '; 'r " " ~ " '.." .::::,<,:..-,:,,:.::,.,:.> ,:' ,,';-,;$)

whicli/ tp .ccin a'phrase; ha,vc:)~ut'31!'arbitrary; , rclation,:~/the '" "

sliPPerY:)~~f:~S:~~0~~~~\~~f,o:~"f¥~,~~~!P:~.tt:~I<~(~\)~U':,:~I:D" ~_ v~ ,A,\li:/f~:\
"!':A\ Ah"i.,'·/A:i' ''' < - ....:i.H::.j..~'t".,'~" \..::~-:. , ~ _ )'-";~:O{/ '<N> h",-_ :~ v- . ~~A':"")~,__ ._. <- .V ~ ::; A.::~·> . , / < t,. - . :_ "'_r)'~::::f>OV,'OA~ -

-' .: >.~,=·r.~;: 'LF:~-- = -_: v::-. ~::,h~irp,q:~~':-'--_ : ~_=>- ?f~A~~.L~~~:(l
Now the,strange thing about this silly if r1!lt des~rate place :'::/.:.f::';, t~~~' ,

,~t~~ ~~:ie.~.~&~ ·:¥: ~.e,aU:r':'~a,d~~~p·..~~.~~~'!:~~ ,~~~#,':~:::~:'~~{8/E~f~;~'
where most of us spend mosto four time as'episcemicalJycorieCtj<iY :':::'s')-";; i~ t " ;;F

,', " , ':,:' ~c, ,'.""'. ':':: : .. ..: ' '''~" N' .,~ ~'.. A ," :.':", ,"",', ",-c" '" ,,' h A " '< ,;, " "', < " , 'C',>,',~ ,'," ..",,0' f...~ '~:. , .,.... "~t~N 'q

socially:cieated,:·and·oCcislon:any':mativtbdngs.'cWe 'disSim:u~':::~-Ui~'.::0~1L<tE'
', . ," .. 'U · ; .. .. ' " ':'; .. .. _:' ,. ','::," ': ':::" ' ::- " : 'c ....: ".' " AN " " " ,< 'C:::,:', , ..•... , ," ",:': :>" .- : . , · ~ ·::..:~ · _;,.... :::;.< :~ -::: '~" ,'C

' late. We act<and hive to 'act'as'if misChief Werenotafoot in " the ' :A{0>!:/L<·'~'ti.i
" '." ':.::' "...:' :'.. : ". .'" ~ ;", . -< ~ ' . ":,, ~ .:" ""',' .A" , ·:.~ ', ..'. N".:,. "::.-. ,.,::,,:':"":'. ", ..:,.:", A'A'~):~" r ·A:::'F::-:;';~.

klngdom.ofthc"reJ1 and thar all.a~und the ~gr6und tay 6rrri/ " :· ~ ~ ··, : '~ : , ;) ·:.t?::~ :~ , /;',

That is'what' the, : :"p~blic sect¢t
f

the 1actid:tY '''ot thc(sodal fact, \ ,<:,,," :\ :~:,{ ,',I" ::':::'C:o.;

being a social being, is all about, No matter how sophisticated . '
we maybeas,td 'the/ oonstrlictedand afbhrary'charactertifour ....•.....:.•.....•'.
practices; iiiclu:ding ~urptactices df represe~~'arion, OUip t actice

of practices is o'n~of aa ivelyf<lrgett ing such mischiefeaCh time
• • .. • . "" . . v . , " " ,. x ·.V A

• , ~ A'

>.,

, '"
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M tM' .STS AND A i:rEIUl'Y

",
'';'::' /:: ~ . ' ~ , ' pds US to'leep the mow o~ the: road. We cannot. SO ir would

;:':.,~A,:~<':: ~ ' ''&Cetn. easily slow:the rhin't·down. stop and inquire into this
", '. __:': ;::'.A,\;~'~' ~~~do~dy bm~ field ofthe arrifidat:Wh~ itwasenthusias-',

',A ,,',::'::C?P0 :/. ~. rleally'Pointed out Withi~ memory of cur present Academy' that
.",' -." .; _.: .·'~')A·.'" - . -': i': .. ' _ ': ' ( ' . : . ' . . .. '~' C , : . :".'

'.;-' ,~~" .__:~;;A <~ race or gender (lr nation ',' . : were so many social constnJctions,
.-.'~ .'"~:'~::':,:'.~':~~ htve~iion~ :i'~d repr;seritati~~~~ --~: 'Wi~d~ ,was'o'p'eried, a~'i'n~i~"

:{,,',' "" ~': ':;:;.>~ <: urloh to begin"th-e~jtk2i pro'jea ~f ~nalisJsand cul~ral'rc;cori~ ' ~ ,
':: '":,, "' A:" ,' ~A: -. ~;' ,~m;~~~ ;~" o(fefed.·· And :~n; still,f~el$ its, ;;(),W~~·t~~~ th,~~g1l c:~

.':<",:::',:':,,: ' : ~. '~:':' ~hat ~a~:'ri6tMng nior~'th~~ia~'i~~i~u6~/a ptea~~I~\0''1~wsti..":;':::':,
n i:<,:::' .. :~/. : g~ti~ri ' has~:: 'bY" a'nii~~~~ :: b~h~n¥ert~din~read i tito~ ~ '~dricl~- " ,: .
;:', -:: ;. >:sio~~; "s~ .is a' ~ooa l £oiistrUetion/, llracei s '~;'~~~i~l co~~ ~
::",,' ,:::, :>: ',' s truction, '.' ."the ~l1 ti~~ :, is'::', ~~ jnventjon,"an~t:s'~' ,"fo;th, the
':,-' " . " ::: :::' :;:i\::" ';-:;:'tr~ditiqi1 ?finventi onjTh~ b'rjUial'J(:(!" ()Lthepr op'6,~n'~cm~ntw~s'
, .", ' ,~"'''' ':,': ::: ,' bifridmg.N()b()ay wa~ : ';5king what'sthene~t~t~pi '\Vh:at\lQ,we
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A R EPORT TO T HE A CADEM Y

"<of imagery), modernity has ushered in a verila ble . rebirth, a

'.. recharging and retooling the mimetic faculty, then it seems to

me that we are forth with invited if not forced into the Inner

sanctum of mimetic mysteries where. in imitating. we will find

distance from the imitated and hence gain some release from the

suffocat ing hol d of "constructionism" no less than the dread fully
passive view of nature it "upholds. ' ,

, ...,
, .,.,.

•

... :...

••

we open our mourhsto ask for something or to make a statement.

Try to imagine what would happen if we didn't in dai ly practice:

thus conspire to act ively forget what Saussure called ..the ~rbi.

rrariness of the.. sign "'.? Or try the opposi te experi menr.Hry to
imagine living in a world whose signs were indeed " natural." '.

M t.ME.r,IS AND A LTEIHTY

Yet th is mimetic fac'~lty .irself is not witho~tits own histo rl'es '

andownways ofbeing th'~)Ughtabo\lt; Surely Kafka's tickling

at theh~I~, brought to ~ur attention by the ~peaping human'i ~y's
.:::: '.:". aping,:is sensateness ca u~t in the net ~f passionful imagesspun ..
. '. for several cen turies by· the ~1~~iJ.1 tra de with wildness that

'. ensures civilization its savagery! '.To witness mimesis. to'~arvel ,.... :~.

-- . at itswonder or fume at iis duplicity, isto .sentienrly io:~~ke iu~t: '·:·
th~ t history and rtgi~ter its profound influence ~n eve~yda:y
practices of representation. Thus 'the h istory of mimesis flows

into the mimesis of history. Kafka's ape standing at the tu rbu­

lence where these forces coalesce. And if I am correct in invok ing

a certain magic of the signifier and what Walter Benjamin took

the mimetic faculty to be-namely, the compulsion to become

the Other-and if. thanks to new social conditions and new

techniques of reproduction (such as cinema and mass prod uction

Something nauseating looms here, and we are advised to beat

a rerr'ea'r to rhe _unmc~rionable world of active forgetting where,
..... pressed int~might{s'e'r"V icc by society. th~ mfmctic Ja1:ulty.~~rries _ ':.:::

o~'t its·ho~est' : J~~r ;~~tUTing nature: t~ .~a·rtifi~'::a~d bn~gi~g' '.'
.'.:.. .:: sensu ous~ess to s~~~:bymeans of ~'hat ·~a~:~~c~ 'cal l~ sympa • .::"".:.::.:. -.::'.,

..'.: th;;Uc'~agic~"g~a~thi'g 'the c~py the chara~1cr'~nd power of ~h~ ?:
.. ongin~ I , : the repr~·nrario~ . th~ power of the . ~epresem.~d.· :'. ~~ :.\.;.: .".

.. ." : ' ~ . .. , , .. . , ..

.. :..; .
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IN SOME W AY OR ANOTIIER O NE C AN PROTEcr

Ol':ESELF F ROM T H E SPIR ITS By PORTRAYING T H EM

He is dricm not 171eTtry l<JaU'<lkett congealed lift>;n pnnfWl Qb!tets--­
llS ill wlll'gQry--bur 01150 to scru/m iu living things so tisat wry present
tbemsell't's oJ! being ancient, 'Ur-bist- nical' and Jhrnptly release their
signi(K1:tlu .

- T. W. Adorno, "Ubcr Walter Benjamin"

He is driven .• . 10 awaken congealed life in petrified ob jects. Thus.

Benjamin, in add ressing the fet ish character of obiecthood under capi­
talism. dcm ystifying and reenchannng, our-Icrishizing the fetish. And
if rhis necessarily involves a movement in the othe r direction, not

awakening bur petrifying life, reifyingmsread of fetishizmg, doing what.
Adorno describes .1.!> the scrutiny of living th ings so that they present

themselves as being Ur-hisrorical and hence abruptly release their sig­
nifi cance, then a stran ge parallel is set up with my reading of the Cuna
shaman of the San BI as Islands off Panama, faced with a woman in

obstructed labor and singing for the restorat ion of her soul. By her
hammock in his singing he is seeing, scrutinizing, bringing into being

an allegory of the cosmos as woman through whom is plotted the
journey along the birth canal of the world-an action he undertakes
by first awak ening congealed life in his petrified fet ish-objects, carved
wooden figur ines now standing hy the laboring woman. With them he
will journey. To them he sings:



MIMESIS AND ALTERITY

Th e medicine man gives you a living soul, the medicine man cha nges for
you your soul, all like replicas, all like twin figures. '

Note the replicas. Note the magical, the soulfu.1 po,,:",er that deri.ves

from replica tio n. For this is w here we must ~gtn; ...... irh the magJc~ 1

r power of replicat ion. the image affecting .....hat It IS an Image of, wherein
the representat ion shares in o r takes power from the represented­

testimony to the power of the mi metic faculty through wh.ose awaken­

. ..", "0' so much understand that shadow of soence kn ownIng we trugn "" 11
magic (a forlorn tas k if ever th ere was on e), b ut see anew the spe

- ·th th...of the na tura l wh ere the reprod uct ion of life metges WI e recapture

of the soul.

The abjectness of the Obj ect

Like Adorno and Benjamin , if not also this San BIas Cu na ~haman, my

concern is to reinst ate in an d again st the myth of E~hghtenment,

with its universa l, context-free reason, nor merely the re~lStance of th e

concrete particular to abstract ion, but what I deem cOl~la l t~ tho.u~tt(

that moves and moves us- namel y, its sensuousness, Its ~tlmett~ty.

Wh at is moving about moving thought in Benjamin 's ha nds I!> precisely

thi s. Adorno pictures Benja min's writi ng as tha t in w~ich " th~ug~t

presses close (0 its object, as if th rough touching. s~e1 ~ lng, tasting, ~ t

. wanted to t ransform itself," an d Susan Buck-Mo rse indicates how rbis

very sensuousness is indebted to and necessary for what is unforgeu,abl: .-,

in th at writing, its unremitt ing attempt to create "exa,~ f.an ~asl~t. . "..

tr ansla ting objects into wor ds, maintai ning the ab jectness oTthe object

in langu age such that here tr anslation is equivalent to m~re than t ~a~s -

1 tio n to more th an explanation- to a sizzling revelation exercrsmga , , . 1

the peculiar po wers of the mrmeuc faculty.

The Object

1want to begin with th e problem to be found in Baron Erland Norden­

skiold's compilat ion An Historical and Ethnological Survey of the

1

P Ro n :CT ONJ::!>EtF F ROM THE SPIRITS

Cuna Indians, publi shed in Swede n by the Gothenburg Ethnological

Museum in 1938, six yeats after the baron's death.' It was edited by

He nry Wassen an d, as its ti tle pa ge sta tes, was "writt en in collaborat ion

with the Cuna Indian, Ruben Perez Kan rule," a rwenry-four-year-old

secretary to the: Cuna Nele de Kanrule. (Nele is a tide meaning High

Chief and Sen wh ich Nordenskiold and Perez someti mes em ploy as a

proper name.) You can See int imatio ns of anthropological sym pathy

between the Swedish baron and the high chief's secretary from the

frontisp iece portrai t photograph o f Nordenskiold and tha t of Ruben
Perez, set above th e tide o f the book ' s first cha pter. Borh well-groomed,

in suit and tie, they share the same postu re, these relaxed yet alert
investigators of th ings Cuna.

Having been forced by illness to leave the land o f the Cu nas after a

mere month of study there in 1927 . t ......o years after their success ful

revolt agains t the Panamanian government, the baron had invited

Ruben Perez to spend six months in Sweden ro become his secretary

and assist him in the interpretation of Cuna picture-dr awings. When

Perez arrived in Sweden, he broughr what Nordenskiold judged to be

very valuab le manuscr ipt mate rial-c-vsongs, incantations, descriptions

of illnesses, and prescriptio ns, all wri tten in rhe Cu na languag e and

mainly in our system of writmg"-a~ well as a great many notes in

English and Spanish concerning Cuna tr aditions and histo ry dictated
to him by the Nele, the G rear Seer himself.

Th e problem I wa nt to cak e up concerns the wooden figu rines used

in curing . Cuna call the m nuchukana (pl.; nuchu, sing.), and in Norden­

skiold and Perez' text I find the arresting claim that "all these wooden

figures represent European types, an d to judge by the kind of clo thes,

are from the eighteenth and possibly from the seventeenth century, or

at least have been copied from old pictures fro m th at time", (345 )*

Perez had never seen a wooden figure with a ring in the nose. Only

the women wear such a ring. But Henry Wassen, asserting editorial

prerogative, added a note saying tha t such figures do exist, however,

and referred the reader to one, "cer tainly very old, n which had been

given him in 1935 in Balboa by Mrs. Dove L. Prather, to add to his
collection. Not only the Indians collect nuchus.

Norden skiold ra ised the question wh ether the figurines were a rela -

"Tbrougboct th is book, whnt Ihto ....me source- j , refered 10often and contil'luou. ly,
th~ page reference j§ in'iCrtM in p~r"'t~s at the end of the relevant li('llten.:c.



Baron Erland Ncrdenskiold (from An Histuri('al •and Ethnu/oXicaf
S"rt't')' of the Cu"", Indians, 19311 )

I'!tO' I I:L 'l' OI\:ESHF F){O~l I HF SPIRITS

Ruben Perez (from An HIstorical and f.tlmologjcal Surl't'y of the Cuna
Indians, 1938).

tively modern invention amo ng the Curia, based on their observa tions
of the Catholic saints. (426 ) There is indeed reason to suggest that the
figurines arc a creation of relatively modern times. possibly no later
than nineteenth century. "Until very recently," wrote the U.S. anthro­
pologist David Stou t in the 1940s, " none of the primary sources o n

5
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The Problem: Mimesis Unleashed

1

Cuna history ment ion nucbus."4 In an ar ticle he published in 1940 ,
Wa ssen speculated on th e influence Afri can slaves may have had on

CUDa and Choco Indian " magic slicks." He wrote, "tha t the carved
sticks which are used by the Kuna medicine singers are equipped with

figures of Europeans in cloth from an older period and have been
influenced by figures of the saints etc., srrengrhens my opinion that the

KUDas have adopted these sticks relanvely late." As an aft enhoughr he

added: "The figures o f, for example, t he Spania rds on the sticks could

be explained as an emblem of power." l Certa inly there is no mention

whatsoever of the figurines in the detaih..d account left by the pi rat e's

surgeon Lionel Wafer concerni ng his fou r month s' stay am ong rhe Indi­

an s of the Darien Peninsula in 168 1, and Wafer was extreme ly inreresred

in Indian medicine an d curing ritual. Indeed, his prestige and safety

among them depended on such knowledge ,H~ repo rt s vividly on lively

healing ritu al in volv ing th e mimicry of what he rakes to be the voices o f

sp irits conversing wirh the healer . But there is no indication of figuri nes,~

In any event, wh at ever the tem po ral relation to European colonial­

ism might be (and whatever cou ld be learn ed from ir), Nordenskiold

was su re o f one thing: ..It is certa in a t any rare that the wooden figures

which the C unas ca rve and U~ as abid ing places for their helping

spirits, no longer look like either Indians or demons, bUI like whi le

people." (416) And half a century later, in 1910 , with the authority of

having spem fo ur years among the C una, the anthropologist and for­

mer U.S. Peace Corpsman Norma n Chapin made basicall y the same

poi nt-the figur ines " a lmos t invariabl y are carved to loo k like non­

India ns; if they ate made to represent Ind ians, t hey are somewhat more

exotic, wea ring su its and hats with serrated tops, and are occasionally
riding horses. ?"

At this point th e pro blem can he fairly stated (with some wonder, mind

you) as to wh y these figures, so cru cial to curing and thus to Cuna

society, should be carv ed in th e form of "European types." In short:

wh y are they Other, and wh y ar t' they the Colonial Other? This ques -

..

-

Cuna curing figurines

6

Cuna curing figurines
Drawn by Guillenno Hayans (cera 1948)
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tion leads to still more of it very particular and partic ularizing sort,
because in asking it I am, as a "European type," brought to confront
my cul tured self in the fonn of an Indian fi gurine! What magic lies in
rhis, my wooden self, sung to power in a langua ge I cannot understand ?
Who is this self, objectifi ed without my knowledge, tha t I am hell-bent
on analyzing as object-over-there fanned by SC<1 breezes and the smoke

of burnin g cocoa nibs enchanting the sha man's singing?
Something trembles in the whol e enterprise of analysis and knowl­

edge-making here: the whole anthropological tr ip start s to eviscerate.
And about lime, 100. f or if I take the figurines seriously, it seems tha t
I am honor -bound to respond to the mimicry of my-self in ways Other

than rhe defensive maneuver of the powerful by subjecting it to scrutiny
as yet ano ther primitive artifact, grist to the analyt ic machinery of

gueoamerican anthropology. The very mimicry corrodes the altcrity
by which my science is nourished. For now I too am part of the ob ject
of study. The Indians have made me alter to my self. Time for a litt le

chant of my own:

And here where pirates arm in arm with Darien
lndians roamed,
o f their hones i.. coral made.
What Enlightening spirits can 1sing into Being
For rethinking the thmkingSelf,
Its European hisrone., its other futures?

Embodiment

These questions arc entwined in the puzzling fact ch at there is a funda­

mental split between the outer carved form of the cur ing figurines and
their inner substance. For the ethnography emphatically sta tes, as a

. . -Cuna art icle of faith , that the spirit of the wood, not its outer form,

determines the efficacy of the figurine. Thu s we are forced to pond er
why it is then necessary to carve an outer European, non -Indian form .
Why hother carving forms at all if the magical power is invested in the
spirit of rhe wood itself? And indeed, as our puzzlin g leads to more

puzzling, why is embodiment itself necessary ?

PR OTECT ONI:SlLf FR OM THE SPIR ITS

This question in turn [urns on an equally obscure problem, the most

basic of all: how are such fi gurines supposed to function in healing ? I
find it exceedingly strange that in the research 011 Cuna curing I have
consulted, not o nly is there almost norhmg written directly on the
figurines, let alone on their healing function , bur that this problem uf
why they exist and are used is nut posed.

Certa inly the anthropologist can record and specu late upon the
famou s curing chants such as the Muu -Jgala (The Way of Muu) and

the Nia-Igala (The Way of the Demon). Centra l to borh is the odyssey
undert aken by these figurines, or rather- and this is the point- by the
spirits they " represent" in their search for the abducted soul of the sick

person. And the anthropologist can mention other functio ns of the
figurines as .....ell. Nordenskiold (427) presents the case of a girl of the
Na rgana commu nity who used to dream a lot abo ut people who had

died. Ruben Perez took a figurine that she had held in her hands for
but a few minutes to the ..haman, who was then able to diagnose her
visions as those of evil spirits, not of deceased pet'Sons, and to declare
[hat unless she bathed in certai n medicines she would lose her reason.

In ano ther instance, a man who fell ill in a settlement along the Gulf
o f Uraba took in his hands one of these wooden figurines, held it in

the smoke of burning COL'Oa nibs• and then had a friend LI ke it to the
seer, who kept it in his house for some time, until in his dreams its soul
told him from what kind of disease the Indian in far o ff Uraba, was

sufferin g. (348) Bathin g one's head in the water in which a fi gurine has
been placed is a wayof acqu iring st rength to learn a new skill, especially

a foreign language. (365) Furthermore, figurines can counsel the healer.
Ruben Perez used to believe that tile seer or nele received instruction
from the figurines abo ut what medicines to usc for different illnesses.

But the nele later told him that he learned these things from rhc illness
demon s themselves, altho ugh sometimes the figurines would give him

advice. (348) The figurines have the power to make evil spirits appear
before the seer, whose powers are quire miracu lous, as itemized in the
baron's and Ruben Perez' text :

There are a great many things that Nelc of Usn'IPU knows. He is able to
see what illnesses are affecting .my person who comes to consult him.

,
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When he CXa ]11i llC~ a sick person h e: scats himself facing the pJ tienr anJ
luoks at bim. He sees nght tbrough hill' as if he were made: of g1 ;c,.~ . Ndt"
:.t"('~ all rhe oq;.ln~ of the' bod y. He' IS also able, with the 3ssi ~tJn l-r of the
nuchus [i.c. figurin es] to give: his verdi ct as til what il1 ness a patient whom
he has nee even seen j ~ suffering from. Nelc can turrte]] how long a person
is going to live. It i-, of the grearesr importance that he: is ahle 10 say when
and how a person's ..0111is ca-ned away hy ~I'lrits. (ILl)

And the text con cludes at th is point rha r the seen. pe s..css these occult

pow ers , "thanks to the nuchus [the figurin es1.the: tu telary spirits." (15.1)
T hen again. there is the astoni..hi ng ca rving and sub ..cqucne use of

as man y as fifty or more figu rines a!> large or la rge r than humans in the

com munity-wide exorcism o f serious spir itual d isturban ce o f an entire

i..land or region. These exo rc is ms last many Jays. The chief figurine in

one such exor cism in the late 1940s was sa id by an Ame rican visitor

to be a scven-foo r-ealt Iikcness o f General Douglas MacArthur (anJ w r

will have occasion to th ink aga in o f th is represen tation of the general

whe n we conside r the mean ing-to the Western eye-c-ot Primrrwi sr

Parody and its mim etic relation to the West );

Beca use the India ns were not familiar WIth military regulation s ~o"crJIing

dre...~ They made some grave errors. Ins le;ld of we.mug khaki, the im;lge
i ~ painted SO :lS tn be: wearing ,I green CJ p with d pink band and one while

star. His coat was rainted a powder blue witn two r ink hrea't pockets.
Below the.- left pocket was wh,r r arrears tu be J Cerm.rn Iron Cro-,s. He
also wore 3 black bow tit: and blade: pant s. Although th e tndians ha \"t~

small fl u TlO~, they admiee long po inted on es. The:)' therefo re mad e the
image with 3 nose that prujeaed Ih fCC' inches from Ihe f.lee.·

The obse rver, of course, has the last wo rd. NUl co mc nr wi th describ­

ing the general, he has to tell us tha t beca use the Indi an s suffer [ro m

nose envy, rhey have rhereforc elo nga ted and sha rpened the ir Image nf

Maca rthur's nose- and here one senses the final victory o f Enl ighren­

menr, its nosiness , its con..unung will to stick its beak in other people's

lives an d "explain. " But embodiment itself is never probiernarizcd .
W'hy imagine a nos e? ~'hy imagine at all? Why th is urge to ta ngih ili7.e!

But, th en, is it possible to conceive of, let alone have, purc appeara nce?

10
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Medicines Should Not Be Confused 'With Decoys

Nordenskiold an d Perez' book ha... man y th ing.. tha t make your head

swi m co nce rni ng mimicry end how it implicatcs rea lity. N ext to the

cu ring figurines or nuchus, perhaps none i..mo re intriguin g tha n what

they say about imitations o f turtles. Unde r the heading " various
Cu na Medicines at the Gore bor g Museum," they present a catalogued

and numbered list, including figures of turtles carved in wood , Perez
writes that th ey are u..ed as medicines b y th e Ind ians : "They bathe

themselves with th ese figures which th ey ma ke themselves. A man

can own as many as a hund red sma ll figures made of different kinds

of wood w hich one finds a long the C03st, and the b.u h ing is carried

on in order to acq uire skill in turt le huntin g." (491 ) You can see

them in the accompanying d rawing the authors p resent , lifelike
tu rtles do ing thei r th ing.

But then the ed itor, H enr y Wa ssen, feels impelled to add a

cla rifying note. H e wa nts us to be quite d ear that the se turt le-figures

for "medicinal" use should not be con fused wi th the balsawoo d

turtles carved as decoys for hunting real liv e turtles. H I: quot es from

a missionary des cribing the usc of these decoys. They ar e female
and the missionary refers to them as tortuguilias, cute-chic ks of
turrlishness, we might say , fixed to a net SO ;1S to attract ma le turtles,

an d even so me females, so that they swim into t he net and, In the

vigor o f pursuit , become entangled in the netted realness of this
deco y's lure. (-1 92- 93)

Wassen pro vide s a drawing of n ne of these decoys. II has a piece of

rope around the stump where its head and neck "s hould " be. It strikes

me as a " modern ist" and unreal tun ic wirh neither head no r neck nor

flippers yet, ro my way o f seeing. whic h should never be confused with

the t urtle ' s, this is nevertheless quintcssenrlally turdish And irresist ible .

After all, it's a decoy. But then that' s my po int of view. M y eye flicks

back to the magica lly efficacious tu rtl e, then back again to the decoy.

In my mind's eye somewhere off scre en, I see a " real" turtle happily

sp lashing In the green-bl ue waters of the Ca ribbea n. I.. the decoy closer

to the real t urtle than the magica lly effecti ve imitation ? Or is the deco y

closer 10 what the Indian s thin k a rea l tu rtl e th inks a real tu rtl(: looks

II
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Dem y tun ic.-:. (from No rdrnskiold and Perez)

"E uropea n types," but their tex t elides the problem of embodiment by

la king it for granred. M ak ing an ob ject an d thereby spi ritua lizing it,
rei6C3 rion-anJ-fetishization. does not ca tch their eye. They simp ly S3 y,

for instance, that it was a certa in myth ical figure.lheorgun. who ta ught

ma nkind how to use these wooden ligures. and "from Goo originates

the song thai is chanted when on e wishes the tu telary spirits to take
up their abode in the wooden figur es." (345 )

BUf why does one so wish, and why does one need the object-figure
to pro vide an abode for (he tutelary spirits?

In a .~im i lar vein, in his 1961 essay " Am hropmorphlc Figurines From

Colombia, Their Magic an d Art," the great Austrian -cum -Colombian

anthropologi st Gerardo Reichel-DolmatOff sta tes tha t " in certai n Cur­

ing ceremonies the scu lptured or painted representation of these evil

animal sp irits is therefore of pri me importance and the refore the sha­

man will make figurines o f them andlo r paint their form s on woo den

sla ts. " He refers the reader to an early essay by Nordenskiold, in which

he wrote, "In so me way or ano rher one can prot ect oneself fro m evil

spirits by ponraying rhem.:" Th e reference here is no t to cu ring and

curing figurines among the Curia , but among their sou thern neigh bors

the Indians at the Choco, with whom the Cuna have a fai r amou nt of

COntact, including trade in magic and magical no tio ns. Yet the impor­

tant poim about wha t I ca ll th e magic of mimesis is the sa me- namely

tha t " in some way or another" the making and existence of the artifact

that po rtrays something gives one power Over that which is pOrt rayed.

But once agai n the issue is raised (in a footnote ) o nly to be dropped.

Turtle figurines used for hunting magic
(from Nordcnskiold and PC:rez, 19 38)

which case why make the magica l tur tle-figures loo k so

12

"[n Some Way Or Another One C~n Protect ,?neself
From Evil Spirits By Portra ying T hem

•

like ?-in

"rea l"?

Th e baron and the Indian, more tha n other authors I hav.c read . provi de

revealing descriptions of the usc o f the curing figuri nes carved 3~
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d he author goes on to present in the all,co(Hypicalltnpwbl~mariz­

~n t he notion that among the Cuna " the figurines, whICh an;
109 glo~s t . d mbodimenrs of benevolent human spirits (thoughIways rmagtne as e .. h
~erivr:d from ancestra l plant spirits) help rhe shaman i~ llretnevmg r e
souls ," the embodiment itself being raken for granred.

Other Embodiments: Spirit Boats

Twenty-five years after this essay by Reichel~Dolmau~ff, S teph ~ni~

Kane resented a vivid reminder (bearing in mind the ~una story 0

what ~e might tent at ively cal l " the Ma cArthu r effect amfonghg thes
d
,

( E be ' haman who was n reneChocc Indians. It is a tale 0 an .m ra s . h h
speechless by the visitat ion of the spirits of white men, and w fO t, ~n

decided in a daring move , 10 capture (hem to 3dJ to his st3~lr 0 . SPI~lt ­

helpers .' She was being to ld this story by an Embed man In a nverm~
sett lement by the forest in the Darien penin su.la of sourt~r: p:n:~I~
" h 1 9~Os They were pan of a crowd being lecru e y
m t e . he vi f regr ess and. . ed Ca tho lic priest concerning r e Virtues 0 p . .
comm umr "Back when I was a little bo y." the Choco Valentin 1Scommum y.
telling her, in the mid st o f this homily:

E ime I went with my grandfather [the sham an] on a Journey to th e
aster u rn • W b d tSS the greatCon 0 river to seek a buried chesr llf money. e a to en

g he island the call Encha ntment. The moon was d ear: My
bay, by t • he W . w a boat of many colors, lummousco usin Bern..he was I ere. e sa . .

in us aboard lr sounded its hom and ..... e, In the canoe,
wuh pure gn g _ • h to th e boat. We wanted to sleep
hauling, hauling, n ysng to care up ' Then W~
I ide It but the boar moved out to sea, escaping us.

:~~rd'f~ hg:SOli~de: ?~: 'sVigS~O~a:~I~~soi~o::tera ::~. ~is~sm~t~~:gran at er sal _
of the devil."

At this point Stephanie Kane-who is telling th e sto~ of ~he sto ry­

info rms us that the att ractive boat of the gringos ~ s an IlIusl~n crea ted

b irir On another occasion this boat is described as being prett y,y spm s.

14
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as if painted with red, with colored lights on every side. " Irs smoke
made your eyes burn. The sha man is talking wit h somebody or some.

thing in 3 st range tongue. Blurred with other foreign talk there were
loud mechanica l sounds like liftin g a log wi th a winch. The anthropolo.

gist srory-(relteller describes this spirit boat "as the lure o f an arche­
f)'Pf'; it represems spiri[-motivated illusions o f desire." It is more, she
says, [ha n an obj ect of 10000al mimicry."

The Indians paddled like crazy yet gOt nowhere. The boa t disap­
peared. Th ey becam e violently sick, lost the power of speech , and were

consumed by fever. When after great difficulty they mana ged to ger

home , th e shaman Oversaw their prepa ration of a healing ritual in

wh ich, through feasting and exchange of toed and drink, he was ab le
to get meo the spirit world.

Valentin co ntinues the story (and I want you to be alert at this point

to the artwork he is now going to mention~to the th ree embodiments

of body paint, ba lsa figu rines, and dressing up the virginal young
women in Ind ian gear). The shama n showed them-

. . . how TO painr the spec fic patterns necessary with. the black dye: called
iagua (from the Genipa tree), how to work rhe balsa wood, and how ro
paint the: YOUh (t girls fur the cbicha. He put th e garls in tloor -Iengrh
{JOrumas [knee- length skins worn by Embed women].

The amhrcpologisr breaks in [ 0 tell us [hat here the sha ma n has

made an impo rtant cho ice. Ire could have decided to perform a defen­

sive ritual, heal him self and his companions, and leave it at thac. lnstead

he bas boldl y dec ided to rake the initia tive and acqum- the gringo

Ipirit-crew for himse-If, to captu re them so as 10 add to his srable of

spirit-powers. And how does. he do this? lie mak es a copy o f them :

Grandfather could SI.'C all th e crew members of the boat. And he made a
[model of] the: boat and put the C:TCW In it. The captain with no head or
neck, another crew member with no feet 'and he] brought the boat from
Yavua. Bymean . of his knowledge he made a tide, a current th,u came
from below, like: a motor, to get the N at up here:. He tied il bdow the
calabash tree, there next to Abibeba's house. The boat is still there.':'

15
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Other Embodiments: Ethnography as Embodied
Retelling; On Being Concrete

I want to emp hasize mat unlike mo st ethnographic modes of rep rcsen­

rat ion, including some of the ethnograp hy to which I have h ith~no

alluded (and will. perforce , cont inue to depend upon in my persun of

the mimetic faculty), Stephanie Kane's mode relies no t on ab stract

general locut ions such as " amon g the Emb~ta it .is b.elieveJ rhar .. , ,"
but instead concentrates on image-ful parti cularity In such a wa y that

(anncipating my major theme), she creates like magical re~roJlI C1l0:

it self, a Sl'nSUQUS sense of the real, mime tically at one With ",:ha t It

attempts to represent. In other words, can't we say th at to gIVe an

e xample, to instantiate, to be concrete, are all examples of the magic

o f mimesis wherein the replication. the copy. acqu ires the power of the
' on, , >And does not the magical power o f rhis embodying inhe rerepre,.... co . .

in the fact that in reading such examples we are thereby lifted ou r of

ou rselves into those images? Just as th e sha man captures and create,

power by making a mod el of the gringo spirit-ship and i~ crew,.so

he re the enth nographer is making her model. If I am correct 10 making

this analogy with what I take ro be the magician's art of reproduction ,

then the mod el, if it wo rks, gains through us sensuo us fidelity some­

thing Ol the power and personality of rhar of which it is a model.

"" hethet we want to call this "magic" o r not does no t much matt er.

My point is not to assimilat e this writerly pract ice to magic. Rath er I

want to estra nge writ ing itself, writing of any so n, and puzzle o ver the

capaci ty of the Imagination to be lifted rhrou gh rcp rcsenran on al med ia.

such as marks on a page, into other world s.
Th is becom es wondrously complex wh en we take into cccounr, first,

that the original for rhe sha ma n's model is an apparition. an illusion

and deception (so we are to ld) from the ~pir i t wo rld, an appari.rion

itse lf a model of a prior (let us say the "original" ) boa r and gllngo

crew , an d second mat the ethnographer, like me and many if not mo st

of her read ers, is identifiable as being fro m the land of the gringos and

is modeling in words an ethnography of a shaman's magical mod eling

of ourselvest-c-which we are now in this instant bein g led int o, to set

P ROTECT O NESU.r: h m Al TI lE SPIRITS

sail with OU f mirrored selves as we lift it from the page, coveting it
forever so brief a moment in the cro ws' nest of our eyeba ll!

Neither Head Nor Neck

I am well aware that mimesis, o r at least the way I am using it, is

starting to spin faste r an d faster between opposed yet interconnected

rneauings, and yet I want to r ush rhis instabi lity a little fart her by

asking you to observe the frequent interrup tions and asides, (:hangcs
of voice an d rcfcrcnl:e, by which this text o n the Embera, so manifes tly

a text about us to o, breaks up intimarions o f seamless flow chat would

immunize mimetic representation against critique and invention .

Did n't Valentin say- indeed make quite a po int o f it, when yo u con.

sider his short and co ncise descri ption-that the capta in o r the model ­

boat had nei ther head nor neck, and that one of the crewmen had no

reet? With this rep lica o f the boat and irs gringo spirit crew we have

mimesis based on qui te impcrlc~t bu t ncvcnbcless (so we must pre­

sume) very effective copying tha t acqu ires the pow er or the o riginal­

a copy that is not a copy, but a "poorly executed ideogram ," as Henr i

Hubert and M arcel M auss, 10 the ea rly twentieth cenrury, put it in
their often critical discussion o f Frazer 's theo ry of imitati on . I.

Sliding between pho tograp hic fidd ity and fantasy. between icorucny

and arbitrariness, who leness and fragment ation, we thu s begin to sense

how weird and complee the notion o f the COpy becomes (and please

remember how high the stakes a re here, insinuated with the str uggle

for life and ), as we saw in th e sha man's lusting for more- a will to

power in the face of arrack by {illusory and fragmented) copies of

reality. Th e task to which the mimetic faculty is here set is to capture

that very same spirit po wer, and for the ethnographer graphing the
ethnos, the stakes are no less rmpo rran t.

There are still othe r ways in which this curious affair of embodiment

and fragmentation (" neither head no r neck") is practiced by this mo de
of ethnographic represeneanon. Fo r Kane r mhodies us readers not only

by retelling tales, bu r also by embod ying those very tales in to a variety

17
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of distinct and conflicting contexts . She is being told th e Story of the

gringo boat as she sin un the edge of a grou p being lectured to by a

well-intentioned Catholic priest . Th at already fractured conte xt is the

-em bodiment of " mod ernity," in which paganism and paternalistic

Catholic mod ernization jostle for discursive sovereignt y, Ano ther em­

bodiment embodying this one is th at th is Embera man ' s account of the

history of these white men' s spir its, and the destr uction they event ually

wreak after their release at the shaman' s death , d earl y conflicts with

his cousin's story that blames gringo evangelical missionaries for the

release of those spirits. because the missionaries, in a forthright ritual

of the civilizing process, for ced the shaman to burn his curing baWDS,

"Bern abe: {the cousin] was there," she wr ites, "when the gringos stoo d

and poured gasoline on the batons. The other Embera watchin g ran

from the invisible spirits runn ing wild out of the bu rning ' ido l' th at
was their home and trap, " "-

Disembodimenl

It is th is disembodimenr. this release and subsequent flight. that co m­

mands my at tention . It is this moment thar for me sums up Enlighten­

ment, its reason , its signifying practice, as much as its relanon to

savagery, a relati on that is not so much severed as preserved rhrou gh

colonia l conquest and subsequent submersion in the bodily under­

ground of mind . By their little bonfire on the edge of the fo rest, how

ardently these gringos labor for the abstract un iversal ! But what o f the

pestilent and uncontrollable spirit gringos thereby released, dan cing

wild thro ugh the flames? Where will their power, the pow er o f magical

mimesis reemerge?
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N ature cre<lte~ similarities. On e need only think of mimicry. The
hrghert capan ty fur producing svm/aritirs ho"-" . s, _ ~ • H ''ft f . . - ., '.", ,,,..n s IS
gl 0 sumg Tesemb!.l~ces is nothing other thtln a rudiment of tbe
powerful compulSIon m furm r!T times to become awi ~bave JiJucz: e~e. Perhaps there ISnoneof hISbigber funC/iOlts in ulni,h

IS m m ll'tlc ,aeklly does not play a decisive role.

- Waltt r Benjamin, "On the Mimenc Faculry" (19.13J,

PI.ease nore the pitch Benjam in makes, in his opening par.1graph for
the rmporrance of the "mimetic faculty" In all o f ou r "h · h fu'
rions." F hi f ' Ig ct nc-

. or t IS our-page essay IS by no mean s an esoteric aside . All
the fund am entals a re herein co mposed-from his rh ' f I

f . " . eones 0 anguage
~ persons and o f th l~gs , to hiS start ling ideas co ncerning history, art

10 the,age o f,mechamcal reproducrion and, o f course. rhar infinitely
beguiling asprranon, the pro fane illum ina tion achieved by the d i I
ti I ' disl ' raseo
~ It~age IS OC.l~ltJg chains o f conco rdance with one hand, reccnsrel-

Iating 10 accord with a mime tic snap, with the other.

Beniam~n 's fa.'Kination with mimesis flows from [he co nlluence of
t~ree.cons l deratlOns ; alteriry, primiti\'ism. and the resurgence o f mime­

SIS ~lth mode~ity . Withou t hesita tion Benjamin affirms that the mi­
menc faculty IS the rudiment of a former com pulsion of
"b ' ~ persons to

.ecome a~d behave like something else." The ab ility to mime, aed
mIme. w~ll, In other words, is th e capacity to Other.

Tlu s discovery of th e impo rtance ul the mimetic is itself resnmony

"
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to Benjamin's enduring theme, the surfacing of "the pri mitive" withi n

modernity as a direct resu lt of modernity, especially of its everyd ay­

life rhythms of montage and shock alongside the revelation o f the

optical uncons cious that is mad e possible by mimetic machin ery such

as the camera and me movies. By definition , this not ion of a resurfacing

o r refoeu ssing of th e mimetic rests on the assumption that "once upon

a time" mank ind was rnimeeically adept. In this regard Benjamin refers
specifically to mimicry in dance, cosmologies of microcosm and macro­

cosm, and divina tion by means of correspondences revealed by the

entrails of animals and constellat ions of stars. M uch more co uld he

said of th e extensive role of mimesis in th e ritual lite of ancient an d

" primitive" socie ties. . .
Benjam in's noria n regard ing the importance of the mimetic faculty

in mo dernity is fully con gruent with his orienting sensibility toward

th e (Eu ro american) culture of mode rnity as a sudden rcjuxraposieion
of the very old with the very new . Thi s is nOI an appeal to historical

continuity. Instead . modernity provides rhe cause, context, means, and

needs for the resurgence-not th e con tinui ty-of the mimetic faculty.. .
Discerning the largely unacknowledged influence of children on Benja-

min 's theories of vision , Susan Buck-Mores makes this abundantly

dear with her suggest ion tha t ma ss culture in our times bo th st imulates

an d is predicated upon mimetic modes of percept ion in which sponta­

neity, animation of objects, an d a language of the body combining

thou ght with acnon, sensuousness with intellection, is pa ramount. She

seizes on Benjamin's obs ervati ons of the co rpo real knowledge of the

opt ical unconscious opened up by the camera and the movies in which,

on acco unt of capacities such as enlargement and slow motion, film
provides, she says, " a new schooling for ou r mimetic powers.?'

The Eye as Organ of Tactility: Th e Optical Unconscious

Every J.ry the urge p ows stronger to get hold of on object at very
d 05 ,. rang" Iry W<7)' of it; likNfes.5, #5 reproduaion,

- Walter Benjamin, "The Work of An in the Age
of Mechanical Reptoductionn
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To get ho ld of someth ing by means of its likeness. Here is what IS

crucial in the resurgence of the mimetic faculty, namely the two-layered

notio n of mime!>i.. rhar is involved-a copying o r imitation, and a
palpable, sensuous, connecnoe between the very body of the pe rceiver

and the perceived. Later we will see how rbis ties in with the way frazer

develop s what he tak es to be the two great cla!>~s of sympa th etic magic

in The Golden Bough: the magic of contact, and that of imitation,
Elementary physics and phy siology might instruct that these two fea­

tures of copy and co ntact and ere steps in the same process, that a fa)'

of ligh t, for example, moves fro m the rising sun mro rhc human eye

where it makes contact with the retinal rods and cones 10 form, via the

circui ts o f the central nervous system, a (cultu rally attuned] wpy of

the rising sun. On this line of reason in~ comacr and co py merge to

become virtually identical, diffetent moments of the one process of

sensing ; seeing something or hear ing !>omerhing is to be in COntact with
mal something.

Nevertheless the distinction between co py and contact is no less

fundam ental, and the nature of their inrcrrelauonslnp rema ins obscure

and ferti le ground for wild ima.!tining-once one is jerked OU T of the
complacencies of common sensc·habits. Witness the bizarre theo ry of­

membranes briefly noted by hazer in his discussion (Ifthe episte mology

of sympathetic magic, a theory tr aced to Greek philosophy no less than

to the famous realise, the novelist Honor e de Balzac; he explained

the phenomenon of the photograph ic image .)\ being the result of

~embrancs lift ing off the original and being transported th rough the
llr to be captured by rhe lens and photographic plate!~ And who can

.ay we now understand an)" bett er ? To ponder mimes is is to become

sooner or later caughl. like the po lice and the modern State with their

6ng~rp~illt i ng devices, in sticky webs of copy and co ntact, Image and
bo(hly involvement of the perceive- in the image, a complexity we too

easily elide as nonmysterious, with ou r facile use of term s such as

iden tification, representation, exp ression, an d so fOrth-terms wh ich

,imuhaneously depend upon and erase all that is po werful and obscur
. th '
In e network of asso ciat ions con jure d by the notion uf the mimeti c

. Karl Marx deftly deplo yed the con undrum of cop y an d contact with
hiS use of the ana logy of Iighr rays and the retina in his discussion of

2J
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" commodity fetishism.".\ FOt him such ferishizanon resulted from the

curious effect of the market on human life and imaginat ion, an effm

which displ aced contact betwee n people ont o that between commodi­

ties, thereby intensifying to the point o f spcctrality the com modity as

an au tonomous entity with a will of its own. "The relat ion of produce rs

to the sum total of their own labor," wro te Marx, " is presented {Q

them as a social relation . existing not between themselves, but between

th e products of their labor." This is the state of affairs that makes the

commodity a mysteriou s th ing " simply because in it the social character

l')f men 's labor appears to th em as an ob jective character sta mped upon

the product of that labor." Decisive here is the displacement of the

" social character of men 's labor" into the commodi ty, where it is

oblitera ted fro m awareness by appearing as an objective cha racte r o f

the commodity itself. The swallowi ng-up of conta ct we might say. by

its copy, is what ensu res the animation o f the latt er, its power ro

straddle us.
Marx 's optical anal ogy went like this; When we see so mething, we

see th at thing as its own self-suspend ed self OUt there, and not as the

passage of its diaphanous membranes or impulsions as light waves, o r

however you want to con ceptuali ze "contact " through the air and into

the eye where the copy now burns physicgnomicelly, physioclecrrically,

onto the retina where, as physical impulse, it darts along neuroprical

fi bers to be further registered as copy . All this cont act of perceiver

with perceived is obliterated into the shimmering copy of th e thing

perceived, aloof unto itself. So with the co mmodity, mused Marx, a

spectral entity out the re. lordin g it over mere mor tals who in fact ,

singly and collectively in intricate divisions of market-orchestrated

interpersonal lebor-conracr and sensuous interaction ....ri rh the ob ject­

world, brin g aforesaid commodity into being.
We need to note also that as the commodity passes th rough and is

held by the exchange-value arc of the market circuit where genera l

equivalence rules th e rOOSl, wh ere all particularity and sensuousiry is

meat-grindered lmo absrract identit y and the hom ogenous substance o f

quan tifiab le money-value, rhe commodity yet co nceal!' in its innermost

being not only the mysteri es of the socially const ructed natu re of value
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and price, but also all its parti culate sensuous ity_and this subtle

interaction of sensuous perceptibility and imperceptibili ry acco unts for

the ~tish quality, the animism and spiritua l glow of commodities, scc., .
adroitly channeled by advertising (not to mention the avant -garde)
since rbe late nineteenth century.

As I interp ret it (and I must emphasize the idiosyncratic nature o f

my readin~ ) . n~t the least arresting aspect of Benjamin's analysis of

modem ~Jm('tlc machines, particula rly with regard to the mimetic

powers Striven for In the ad \'er tising image, is his view th at it is precisely

the property of such machi nery to play with and even restore this
erased sense of co ntal,,"t-sensuolls particularity animating the fetish_A,
This reseo ranve play transfo rms whar he called "aura " (which I here .

identify with the fetish of commodities) to creat e a qui te different,
secular sense o f the marvelous.

This cap.aci.ty of mimetic mach ines to pump o ut co nta CI-sensuousity

encased wUhln. the spectralir y of a commod itized world is not hing

Jess .rh,a.n, rhe discovery of an op tical unconscious, opening up new

pcssibihries (or exploring reality and pr oviding mean s for cha nging

culture and society along with those possibilities. Now the work of art

blends with scient ific wo rk so as to refenshi ze, yet lake ad vantage of

mark~ted realIty and thereby achieve "profane illuminat ion, " the single

~ost nnponam ~hock, the single most effect ive step, in opening up
the long-soughr Image sphere" to the bodily impa ct o f "the d ialectical

~~ge. " An instance of such an illumination in which contact is crucial

I' 10 ~en~amin's essay on Surreal ism." Here he finds revolutionar y
potential in the wa y that laughter can open up the body, borb individual

and collecnve, to the image sphere. He assumes as operant that images,

as worked throu gh the surrea l, engage not so much with mind as with

the embodied mind, where "political materia lism and physical nature

ihare th~ inner man , the psyche, the individual." Body and image

~ave to .1O terpcnetra t~ s:' that revolutionary tension becomes bodily

mnerv3.tlOn. Surely this IS sympa thetic magic in a modernis t, Marxist

revo!ullonary key, Surely the theory of profane illumin 31ion is geared

~reC1 sely to the flashing moment o f mimetic connection, no 10>5 embed.
It'd than it is mindfu l, no less individual than it is social.
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The Third Meaning

Benjamin' s theses on mimesis arc pa n of a larger argument about the

history o f representa tion and wh at he chose to call vthe dura" of works

o f ar t and cult objects before the invention o f mimetic machines such

as th e camera, The se machines, to sta te the matt er simplistically, wo uld

create a new sensorium involving a new subject -object relation and

therefore a new person. In abolishing the au ra of cult objects and

artworks, these machines wou ld replace mystique by some so n of

.o bject-implicated enterpri se, like surgery, for instan ce, penetrating the

bod y of reality no less than that of the viewer.
All this is summed up in Benjamin's no tion of the camera as the

machine open ing up the opricdl unconscious. Yet befo re One concludes

that this is ebullient Enlightenment faith in a secula r world of techno­

logical rea son, that the dear-sighted eye of the camera will repl ace the

optical illusion s o f ideology, we can see on funher examina tion tha t

his conce pt o f the optical unconscious is any thing but a straightforwa rd

displacement of " magic" in favor of "science. " In my opinion, ,hi s is

precisely because of the two-layered char acter of mimesis: copying,

and the visceral quatiry of the percept un iting viewer with the viewed­

the two-layered cha racter so aptly captured in Benjamin' s ph ras e,

physiognomic aspects of visual worlds. Noti ng lhat the depicn on of

minute details of structur e, as in cellular tissue, is more native [0 th e

camera than the au raric landscape o f the soulful port rait of the painter ,

he goes on to obse rve, in a passage tha t deserves careful attention:

At the same time photography reveals in this material the physiognomic
aspects of visual worlds which dwell in the smallest things, meaningful
yet covert enough to find a hiding place in waking dreams, but which,
enlarged And capable ..,fformulation, make the difference between recb­
nnlogy and magic VIsible as a thoroughly histuric.ll variable.s

But where do we really end up ? With tech nology or magic-or with

something else altogether , where science and art coalesce to create a

defenshinng/reccchannng mod ernise magical technology of embod ied

kno wing? For it is a fact that Benjamin emphasizes again and again

~I ' P H YSIOGNOMIC A ')PECTS Or V ISUAL W ORlUS

that this physiognom y, stirring in wa king dreams brought to the light

of day by the new mimetic techn iques, bespeak s a newly revealed tru th

about o bjecrs as mu ch as it does about persons into whom it flood s as

tactile xn~~'in g:. "It hit the spectator like a bullet, it happened to him.
thus acqemng a tact ile qua lity." Benja min pointed O UI with respect ro..-
the effect of Da da artworks, which he thus cons idered as p romoting a

d emand for film, "the distracting element of which is also primarily
tactile. ,. Ii

. The unremitti ng emphasis of the an alysis here is no, o nly on shock­

I~ke rh!thms, but on the unstoppable merging of the ob ject of percep ­

~on With the body ,of the perceiver and not just with the mind's eye,
I can no lo nger thi nk what I wa nr '0think, M y tboughrs have been

replaced by moving images," co mplains one of Benjamin 's so urces."
By. holding still ' he frame where previously (he eye was disposed to

skid, by focusing down into, by enlargement . by slow ing down the

motion o~ re~lity , scientific kno wlt'dge is ob tained through rnimetk

reprod uction III many wa ys. We see an d comprehend hidden details of

familiar objects. We bee'Orne aware of patterns and necessities that had

hitherto invisibly ruled our lives, But what is the nature of the seeing
an d comprehension involved ?

Automatic Pilot

Ha bit nlfers a profou nd exa mple of racrile knowing and is very much

on Benjamin 's mind, becaus e onl y at the depth of habit is radical

efta.nge effected, where onconscious stra ta ul cultu re are bu ilt inm

social louri.nes as bod ily disposition. The revolutio nary rask-usmg
the term wit h all the urgency o f the time Benjamin was wriling. and

~ow, once again, as I wri te m th e late twentieth century- the revolu ­

bonary task could thus be co nsidered as one in which " ha bit" has to

~atch up with itself. The automatic pilot that functions wh ile asleep

i as to be awa k~n ed to its own auto maticity, and thus go traveling

an a new way with a new physiognomy-bursting its "prison-world
sunde r by the dyna mite of a tenth of a seco nd. "-

Bern . . . .
njamtn asks us to com lder architecture as an example of ha biru.
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ared physiognomic knowin g. Ho w do we get to know the rooms and

hallways o f a building? Wh at sort of kn owing is this ? I ~ it p rimari ly

visual? Wh at son of vision ? Surely not an abstract blueprint of the so rt

th e arch itect drew! M aybe more like a mobile Cubist constellati on o f

angles and planes runn ing together in time, where tou ch and three ­

dimensioned space mak e the eyeba ll an extensio n of the moving, sen­

sate body? Which is to say, an indefina ble tactility of vision ope ra tes

here tOO, and despite the fact that the eye is imp ort ant to its cha neling,
this tactility may well be a good deal more important to our knowing

spatial configuration in bo th its ph ysical an d social aspects th an is

vision in some non -ta ctile meaning of the term.

O f course what happens is that the very concept of " knowing"

something becomes displaced by a " rela ting to ." And what is trou ble­

some and exciting, nOI only are we stimulated into reth inking what

"vision" means as thi s very term decom poses before our eyes, bur we

are also forced to ask ourselves why vision is so privi leged, ideo logi­

cally, whi le" o ther sensory modali ties are, in Euroamerican cultures at

least, so linguistically impoverished yet actually so crucial to human

being and social life. I am thinking not on ly of tactility and tactile

knowing, and wh at I take to be th e great underground of knowledges
locked th erein , as conveyed in the mysterious jargon of word s like

" proprioception," but also, in an age of world-historically unprece­

dented Sta te and parami lita ry to rt ure, of the virt ual wo rdlessness of

pain too-a point recently made d ear and important fo r us by Elaine

Scarry,"
Benjamin wants to acknowledge" a barel y conscious mode of apper­

ceprion and a type of " physiological kn owledge" bu ilt fro m ha bit . The

claim IS grand . " Fat the ta sks which face the human appa ra tus of

perception at the turning poin t of history cannot be solved." he w rites.

..byo ptical means, tha t is, by contemplation. a lone. Th ey are mastered

gradually by hab it, unde r the guidance o f tac tile appropriation,"'o

So far, of course, history has not taken the turn Benjamin thought

that mimet ic machines might encourage it to take. Th e iro ny that this

failure is du e in goo d pa rt to the very power of mimetic machinery to

cc m rol rhe fu ture by unleas hing imageric row~r. o n a scale previously

only d reamed of, woul d no t have been lost on him had he lived longer .

'I P HYSI()(; NO MIC ASPECTS OF V ISUAl. W ORLDS

But. as he was ready to note, we live constantly in the shadow of
history's incompleteness . in the aftert aste of the sound bite's rolling
echo.

" I Fall and 1 Fly At One With The Bodies Falling"

"It almos t ma kes you seasick," comments the Lieutenant Colonel in
the United States Air Force as, with quiet pride IWO days into the

Persian Gulf war in 1991, he queasily displays for U.S. television news

a prolonged " ideo sho t taken by o ne o f his precision bo mbs seeking its

ta rget. gliding in a soft wavy mot ion th rou gh the Iraqi sky. "Cinema

isn't I see, it' s J fly." Th us Pau l Viril io in his War and Cinema para.

phrases New York video artist , Nam June Paik, assuming this free­

fall ing image of sensuous filmic participa tion into his argument abo ut

the r~lr of the camera and the I) 'V<" o f visua liza tion it opens up fo r

massive destruction as in war." In the same wo rk Vmlio cites a Russian
pioneer of cinema, Dziga Ven ov.

I am the camera's eye. I am the machine which shows you the world as
I alone see it. Starting from today, I am forever free of human immobility
1 am in perpetual movernenr , 1 approach and draw away from things~
I crawl under them-I climb on them-e! am on the head of a galloping
horse-I hurs t at full speed into a crowd--I run bC'fo re nmoing soldiers­
I tbrow myself down on my back-I rise up with aetoplanes-c-I fall and
I fly at one with the bodies falling or rising through the air. '2

Or, to take a recenr commentary on a Hollywood film. Vincenr

Ca nby's Neu' )'ork Times'1 990 review of David Lynch's Wi/J at Heart
" is ali a mat te r of disorienting sca le. o f emphases rher are out of kilter ,

The same object can as easily be the surface of the moon, seen in a

long shot , or a shriveled, pock-marked ba sketball photographed in

c.lose-up." A shot of a traffic light held to o long is no longer a traffic

light . Whl"n a match is struck behind the credits , "the screen erupts
with the roar of a blast furn ace. Th e flames are of a heat and an

intensity to melt a Ca d illac Seville: ' And in an inspired act he draws
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the par allel of a tr ip in a Iunhousc ghosr-rrain. "N ightmares are mad e

real. Without moving one seems to plummet through pitch da rkness."
From pioneers of Soviet avanr-ga rde to the ca pita lise ghost train so

it goes, racrili ry all the way:

Tatlin, t 913: "The eye should be put under the c,;ontrul (If touch.~

Hollywood 1989: Burning Cadi llacs erupting from screens, wild at heart.

- ..Duchamp: "I want to .abolish the supremacy of the retinal principle in

art .'"

Alieutenant colonel o f the u.s.Air ForceAt war (1991) having his tlImm y
churned as his mecharacal eye smartly dan ces death rhrough the sky,
linking so many rons o f explosive with a programmed u rger on the

ground.

And, of course, we must add that consumare theoret ician and some­

time (when he was allowed) maker of films, Sergei Eisenstein, con tem­

po rary of Vertov and Ta tlin (and surely a profound influence on Benja­

min), wh o time and aga in in word and image expressed those principles

011 the heart of Benjamin's fascination wi th the mimetic facnlry-c­

namely alinity, prim itivism, and rhe resurgence of mimesis with me­

cha nical reproduct ion. Especia lly pertinent was the wa y Eisenstein

came to understand within and as a result of those principles the

interdependence of montage with physiognomic aspe a s of visual

worlds.
Taking his cue from rhe Kabuki theater of premodern j apan,

Eisenstein complicated the theory of mon tage in film-maki ng with his

no tion of the " visual overtone," 6T5t establ ished wit h his making o f

The Old and the New in 1928 . "Th e extraordinary physiological

qual ity in the affect of The Old and the New," he explained , is due

to such an overtone, a "filmic fourth dimension" amo unting to a

" physiological sensation. " He concluded:

For the musical overtone (a throb) it is not strictly fitting TO say: "I

hear."
Nor for the visual overtone: "I see."
For bot h, a new uniform formula must ente r ou r vocabulary . ~ I feel." "

zs

,

1,
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And precisely these vene rable techniq ues of Kabuki theater provided

specific ide-As no less than stimulus for the modernist theor y and film

practice of momage itself. Eisenstein understood Kabuk i acting, for

Instance. as "o rganic to film," and in th is regard emphasized ill> "CUt

acting" ..... ith sudden jumps from une depiction to ano ther. There .....as

also unprecedented slowing-do wm of movement "beyond any po int we
have ever seen," an d "disintegrated " ac1ing, as with the depiction of a

dying wo man , the role performed in pieces detached fro m one another

acting wit h the right arm only, acti ng with the Il'g only, act ing with
the head and neck o nly (compare w-irh break-da ncing). Each member

of the death ago ny played a solo performance, "a brea king up of

shots ," as Eisens tein gleefully put it, working at a faster and faster

rhythm." Thus ..... as the yoke of natu ralism lifted for this early theoreti­

cian of mimetic machinery, so as to all the better exploit the nature of

magic.

"The Genuine Advertisement Hurtles Things At Us
With the Tempo of a Good Film"

1 h ave concentrated on film in my exploration of the reroohng of the

mimetic facu lty. But what about adverti sing. [hat othe r great expl osion

of the visua l image since th e late nineteenth century? Doe s it not also

pro vide the everyday schooling for the mimetic facult y, eve n more so

th an film ?

In his essay "Transparencies on Film," Ado rno makes the muted

criticism that Benjamin's theory of film did nor elaborate on how

deeply some o f the categories he post ulated "are imb rica ted with the "

commodity cha racter which his theor y op poses."!' Yet is it not the

case that precisely in the commod ity, more specifically in the fetish of

the com modity, Benjamin sees the surreal and revolutionary po ssibili­

ties pro vided by the culture of capitalism for its own undoing, its own

transcendence? Far from opposing the com mod ity, Benja min seeks to

embrace it so as to take advantage of its phantasrnogcrical potential.
Take as an ex ample his 1928 montage-piece, "This Space For Rent ,"
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con cerning what he declared to be "today, the mo st rea l, the mercant ile

gaze into the heart of things, is the advert isement" :

Ir abolish es the space where conte mplarion moved and all bur hirs us
beoceen rhe eyes with things as a car, growing to gigantic proportions,
careens at us out of a film screen (in "Oee Way Snee r," R,(leclio" s, p.
H5).

Lust ing [0 exploit the optical unco nscious [ 0 the full. ad vertising

here expands, unh inges, and fixes reality which. enlarged and racy,

hitt ing us between (he eyes, implodes to engulf the shimmer o f the

perce iving self. Corporeal understanding: you don't so much see as be
hit . "Th e genuine advertisement hurtles things ar us with the tempo of
a good film" (86). Montage. Bits of image suffice. such AS the shiny

leather surface of the saddle pommel and la riat of Marlboro Man filling

the billbo ard suspended above the traffi c- in a strange rhythm, as

Ben jamin pu ts it, of "insistent, jerky, nearness"- the mo nteur's rhythm

bartering desired desires inte rnal to the phanrom-obiect world of the

commodity itself. And as with the fantasy-modeling of much sha man ic

ritu al, as for instance with the Cuna shaman 's figurines and the Embed

.gnn go boar, there is a cathartic, even curative, functio n in this COPl­
and-contact visual tactiliry of the adverti sement, with rhis result :

..Maner o f-facmess" IS finally dispat ched, and in the face of the huge
Image<; across the walls of houses, when: toothpaste and cosmetics lie
handy for gianr.s, sennrnemaliry is restored 10 he.l.lth and liberated in
Amcnun swle, just as people whom nothing moves0( touchesAny longer
arc laughl to cry again by films. (86)

Frightening in the mimetic power of its own critical lang uage, what

could he J more convincing statement of the notion that fi lms, and

beyond films, advertisement s, reschool the mimetic faculty than th is

ob servation: "People whom nothing moves or touches any longer are

tauxh t to cry again by films"? And how mobil e, how complicated, the

intercon nected dimensions of copy and contact turn out to be with

this dispatching of rnatter-of-facmess! The copy that is as mu ch a

const ruction as a copy , and the sentie nt contact that is anot her mode

of seeing, th e gaze grasping where the tou ch falters. No r just a question
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of changing th e size and fragm enti ng the copy, but at the same tim e

con tact with it thro ugh an ether of jerky, insisting, nearness tha t,

gathering force, hits us between (not in) the eyes. The question of

being moved, again. Th e question o f being touched. again. Rebirth of

mimesis. Short-circuit. Copy fusing with co ntact . Fire in asphalt . For

the penon in the street, says Benjamin, if is money that arouses sen­

rience. It is money that liberates these healt hy American sentimen ts

and brings the pe-rson into perceived contact with things . Hence, rhe.
gnom ic parting shot to "Th is Space: for Rent " :

Wbar, in the I'11d, makes adv~nisemc:n~ W> superior to criticism? Not
whar the moving red neon uys-ltut the fiery pool reflecting it in the
asphaIr, (86)

Th e Surgeon's Hand : Epistemic Transgression

Here we do well to recall Benjamin likening the process of opening

the opnca l unconscious to the surgeo n's hand entering the body an d

caut iously feeling its way aro und the orga ns. f or there is. as Georges

Baeaille would insist. great violence and humor here as a tumultuous

materialism is ushered into moderni ry's ep istemo logical fold. The ta­

boo is transgressed , the body is entered, the orga ns palpated. Yet

we are told, as result of Baeaifle's intellectua l labo rs on taboo and

transgress ion, that the function of the taboo is to hold back violence,

an d without this restraint provided by the unreason of the taboo, the

reason of science would be impossible.11 Th us, inso far as the new form

of vision, of ta ctile knowing, is like the surgeon's han d cut ting into

and entering the body of reality to palpate the palpitating masses

enclosed therein, inso far as it com es to sha re in those turbulent intern al

rhythms of surging intermitt encies and peristaltic unwindings­

rhythms inimical to harmonious dialectical flip-flops or allegories of

knowing as graceful jou rn eys along an um ransgre ssed body of reality ,

moving from the nether regions below to the head above-then this

tactile knowing of embodied knowledge is also the dangerous knowl­

edge compounded of horror and desire dammed by the tab oo . Thus if
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science depe nds on taboos to still the ubiquitous violence o f reality-c­

.. this is rhc function of the whiteness of the whi te coats, the laboratory,

the scientifically prepared and processed sociolog ical questionnaire,

and so fo n h- if science requi res a sacred violence [Q ho ld back another

violence, then the new science opened up by (he op nca l unconscio us

i..a science (0 <end science, beca use it is itself ba..ed tiN( and foremost

on transgression-as the metaphor of the mimetically machined eye

and rbc surgeon's band so well illuminates. Confined within the purity

of its theater of operation. science can proceed calmly despite the

'" violence of its proced ure. But . . . in the theater ofprofaneand everyday

operations where, th anks to the ubiq uity of mimetic machinery, the

optical unconscious now roves and scavenges, no such whiteness cloaks

. -with calm the medley of desire and hor ror rhar the penetrating hand,

levering the gap between taboo and transgre~ s ion , cspics-c-and feels.

And " every day, " as Benjamin reminds us, " the urge grows stronger

. (Q get hold of an obj ect at very dose range by way of its likeness , its
reproduction ." 11

This is why the scientific quo tient or the eyeful o pened up by the

revelations o f the optical uncon sciou s is also an ha llucinatory eye, a
rolter-co asrcriog or the senses di.....solving science and an into a new

mode o f truth-seeking and reality-testing-as when Benjamin. in noti ng

the achievement o f film to extend our scientific co mprehension o f

reality, also no tes in the same breath tha i film " burst our prison wo rld

asunder by the dynamite of a tent h of a second. so th at now, in the

midst uf it!> Iar-tlung ruins and debris, we calmly and ad vent urously

go travelling,,,n And it is here, in th is transgressed yet strangely calm

new space o f debris. that a new violence of percep tion is born of
mimetically capacious machinery.

3

SPACING OlIT

He is similar, not simi1o.lr II) svmnhing, but ;ust similar, And he
mvrnts spaces of whirb j,~ is the con~'Ulsiw possession.

- Roger Caillois, "Mimicry and Legendary Psychaesthenia"
(1935)

Together with primitivism, alrcru y is a major com ponent in Berna­

min's assessment of the mimet ic faculty. Th is is a lot more per tormarivc

and physica l, .3 lot more rea list yet fanciful, than implied in me way

"orhering " is alluded 10 in discussions toda y. Indeed it is startling.

"Th e gifr o r seeing resembla nces," writes Benjamin, " is nothing other

than a rudi ment o f the power ful compulsio n in fonner times to become

and behave like someth ing else," · Seeing resemblances seems so cere.

bral, a cogn it ive affair with the wo rld ly. How on earth. then, could it

be the rudimen t of " nothing o ther" than a "compulsion," let alone a

compulsion to actuall y he the Ocher? What does this say about thought,

let alone th e ability to discern resemblance? Doesn't it imply that

thinking is, like theater, a configur ation of very object-pro ne exercises

in differentiated space, in wh ich the th ough t exists in imagined scenar­

ios into which the th inking self is plummeted? And what does such a

compulsion to become Other imply for the sense of Self? Is it conceiv­

able that a person could break boundaries like chis, slipping into

Otherness, trying it on for size? What sort of world would this be?

At irs most ext reme this would be a world of "legendary psychaes-
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th cnia," as Roger Caillois put it In a memorable essay on mimesis

in rhe noted Surrealist journal, Minotaure, in 1935 (two yea rs after

Benjam in wrote his piece on mimesis, in Par is too )." In a dizzying

journey th ro ugh insect biolo gy, aesth etics of excess, theories of sympa­

thetic magic, and the miming body as a sclt-sculpnn g camera, Caillois

suggests that mimesis is a mat ter of "being tempted hy space," a drama

in wh ich the seff is b UI a self-diminishing point amid others, losing its

boundedness. Ca illcis tries to descri be this drama in its most extreme

form where the mimicking self, tempted by space, spaces out:

"l know where 101m, bur I do not f.:d as though I'm at the spot where I
find tTlyo,clf." To these dispossessed ~ouls, spaceseems to he a devourin g

force. Srace pursues rhem , encircles them, digests them in a gigannc
phagucywsi5.. lr ends hy replacing them, Th en the body separates i[sc:\(

from thought, rheindivi dual breaks the boundaryof hisskin and occupies
[he other nde of his senses. HI' tries to look at birnself irom any point
whatever in space. He feel s himself becoming space, dark space where
things c.vlllot be put. (.\O)

Scary enough. Th en comes The punchline:

He is similar, not similar [0 sumerhing, but just similar, And he invents
spaces of whio.:h he is the convulsivepo~ssion . (.10)

I take the extreme to instruct me as TO what's most at sta ke with the

mimetic faculty, this "d egree zero" of similitude, an ineffab le plasncuy
in the face of the wo rld's forms and forms of life. I am struck with the

way , therefore, mimesis is not o nly a ma tter of one being another being,

but with th is tense yet fluid theatrical relat ion of form and space wit h

wh ich Caillois would tempt us. I am especially stru ck by the not ion of

"presence" as an invented space of which the mime is the convu lsive

possession . And as such, presence is intim ately tied to this curio us

phenom enon of "spacing out't-c-this plasticity and the atricality th at I

will later want to ana lyze as "mimetic excess" in late tw entieth-century

post-coloni al time, and which I now want to consider in n-rrns of th e

tasks facing human perception at the turning-point s of history. For

Benjamin asserted that these tasks that cannot be mastered by optics-
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that is, by contemplation alone-c-are mastered gradually by habit under

the guidance of tactility.

This is not only to run an eccent ric psychology together with an

eccentric Marxist accounriogof histo ry. lr also invokes the child tracing

the figu res of this newn ess of a history-ro-be across the body of its

mo ther, an invocation which, in terms o f the erbnography to be ex­

plored in later chapters, can also suggest an association, at once obvious

and biza rre, o f the womb as the mimetic o rgan par excellence, mysreri­

ously underscoring in the submerged and constant body o f the mother

the dual mea.ning o f reproduction as birthing and reproduction a.s

replica tion.
Leaving the ethnographic analysis for later, here I want to d raw out

the presence of this mother in Benjamin's epistemology, first noting

tha t to invoke the body of the mot he r is also to invok e the child , as

when Gertrude Koch reminds us of Adorno 's suggestion that the bom­

again mimetic faculty of mod erni ty has affinity with "me earliest period

of childhood prior to the ego hav ing raken a definite sha pe." As with

the child 's co mmunicati ve understanding with the d own and animals,

at stake is a langua ge that does not aspire to genera te mea ning.J There

is fluidity, ind eed po rosity, o f th e ego here, and it is this, she tentatively

sugge..rs, that film stimulates and depends upoo for its crus hingly

powerful reali ty effect achieved by ..a smoot h symbiotic sense of blend­

ing together, o f dissolution into images and their movement," repeating

"crucial mo to r experiences related to those first laboriou s efforts th at

every human being makes when learn ing to walk upright rather than

crawl. In this pro~..css rhe gaze is directed rewa rds ob jects which rhe

hand tries to gra sp hut fails to reach.".

This provides a vivid notion of optical tact ility , plunging us into the

plane where the object world and the visual copy merge, "Every day

the urge grows stronger to get hold of an object at very dose range by

way of its likeness, its reproduction," no ted Benjamin in his essay on

art in the age of mech anical reproduction, pr ima rily an essay on film.

This should be read against the free falling nostalgia of his essay on

art ill th e age of the storyteller, an age long before the modern era

of mighty mimetic machinery. There it is argued that the ability to

communicat e experience IS grievously diminished by moderni ty, along
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with the increasingly modest ro le of the hand in modern economic

produc tion where in the constellation of eye, hand, and soul, is torn

apar t by th e division of labor. For if the role of the gesturing hand as

story is less today than in rimes gone by, and along wit h it a who le

arrisanry o f exper icntia Ico mmunication bou nd to the story teller , there

is nevertheless this new, th is modem, "storyteller" , rhe film. Th is

preserves-c-mdeed reinvigorares-c-rbe gesticulating hand in the form of

the tactile eye, in th at new consrellarion of hand, soul, and eye, provided

by the opening of the optical unconscio us-which turns ou t to be

maybe not that far fro m cert ain aspects Freud' s scheme of the uncon­

scious. For in Koch's exploration of a childhood sense within th e ad ult

of the mimetic as sensuous con nection with th ings, of th at "smooth

symbiotic sense of blending together, of dissolunon into images and

their movement ," surely what is implicated is nor JUSt the sensorium

of the child as bodily knowledge, but th e child's relation to the body

o f the moth er as well. Julia Krisreva's unsettl ing notion of the "semio tic

cbora." which strikingly overlaps ....-irh Adorno's and Koch's "ml­

merle," is a noti on aimed precisely at this implication of the body in

language wherein the subject blurs with the object , the child with its

moth er, The chora is a pulsational force 01 bodily dr ives invested in

but developing be/ore the acquisition of language per se, be/o re syntax

and the sign proper, but essential to their function ing.'

Hegel' s phenomenology comes to mind where he insists on knowl­

edge's inner necessiry 10 steep itself in its object, "to sink into the

materi al in hand, and following the course tha t such ma terial takes, tru e

knowledge retu rns back into itself." Benjamin's insight into mimesis as

the art of becomi ng something else, of becomin g Other, is qu ite crucia l

to this aspect of He-gel' s epistemology of sinking Into the material. of

what Hegel describes as the movement of becoming anoth er and th us

develop ing explicitly into its own immanent content, the activity, as

he put s it, of "p ure self-identity in oth emess.:" Where Kristeva,

Adorno, and Benjamin markedly differ from Hegel, of course, is over

the funct ion of negativity in shaping the final outcome of that immer ­

sion in the concreteness of oth erness. In their hands, given their belief

in th e unsurpassability of the negative as a consequence of either

pa triarchy or the commodity, the mimetic immer sion in the conc rete-
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ness of otherness can only teeter on the edge of stable knowledge and

stable concepr -formanon. The rest is restlessness and th e scarring of

perpetual co nt radiction in which at any moment mimesis is likely to

wildly spin off into sense-fragments or unstoppable metamorphoric
reproductio n.

NOI In Th e Head But Where We See It

And in rum inat ing upon this sweepi ng assumption of the pulsarional

landscape o f the mother 3\> the mimetic basis of signification itself, I

am dra wn to two neglected passages in Benjamin. The first I borrow

from Miriam Han~n's essay on Benjamin and film theo ry, where she

write s that his theory of modern experience "hovers aro und the body

of the mother ." She feels compelled to underline the importa nce of this

by adding tha r memory of the mother 's body "has an intensity tha t

becomes the measure o f all cognition , or critical th ought. " She quotes

from an early entry of Benjamin's in the notes to his "Arcades Pruj­

ea "-"What the child (and weak ly remembering, the man) finds in

the old folds o f the mother's skirt rha t he held o n to-that's what these
pages should contain. ,, 1

"Tha t' s wha t these pages should contain " . hardly an insignificant

direuive; something to guide an entire wo rk, a life' '!; work. And in

following wha t she takes to be a fetishistic withdrawa l by Benjam in

from the body of the mother ro the clot h of her skirt, Hansen locates

another nore Benjamin wrote co himself tor the Arcades Pro ject, unde r

"fashion," in which fetishism is linked directly to death, the "sex appeal

of the inorganic" which guides the senses through the "landscape of
the [female] body."

Yet there are less obscure connections to this land scape in Benjamin 's

writings. It is invoked in his "One Way Street" as an offering to a

young woman wit h whom he had become infatuated, a theater director
credited with stimulating Benjamin's commitment to Marxism-Asja

Lacis, "a Russian revolutionary from Riga," he wrote, "one of the

most remarka ble wome n I have ever met. :" The st range dedication to

this essay, in wh ich Benjamin offers her passage through the (one way)

J7



MIM ESIS AND ALT£RITY

street she Cut through him is, I th ink, testimony to what Han sen, cuing
other texts , finds to be a discourse of perception which is at o nce

patria rchal and subversive of patriarchy. Direct ly under the title "Om'

Way Street" we lind this dedication:

This street is named
Asia LIa s Srreer

after her who
as 3Jl engineer

cut it thmugh the author

and midway through the essay where, in an excep tionally rare moment.

Benjami n openly ('xpres.sesa theory of percepricn-c-dazzlingly esrrang ­

ing and one that is of th e ut most importance to his theo ry of mimesis-c.

we aga in f ind dramatic invocation of woman's body. He wr ites: If the

theory is correct that feeling is not located in the head,

thai WI: ~I:ntien rl y experiencea window, a cloud. a cee not in our brains
but, ratner, in the place where we ~e it, then we are, in IOt.kin/l: at
our beloved, 100, outside OUOe!H"S. But in a torment of tt'Tlsinn and
ravishment. Our feeling, dazzled. flutk:~ like a Ilock of birds in the
woman's radiance. And as birds seck refuge: in me le3fy recesses ofa tree,
feelings escape into the ...haded wrinkles, ihe aw kW:lrd movements and
inconspicuous blemishes of the body we love, where they can lie low in
safety. And no passer-by would guf'l'>.S thar it is JUSt here, in what IS

defective and censurable. thar tbe f1ertin~ darts of adoration nestle."

Going O utside of Ourselves: Grasping [he Actual and
The Matter of Profane Illuminat ion

"Sentience takes us outs ide of ourselves"- no proposition could be

more fundamental to understanding the visceral bond connec ting per­

ceiver to perceived in the operation of mimesi s. And here in this passage

we have seen that it is a specific figure of woman that guides Benjam in's

sensuous epistemology of detail, an epistemology whose aim it wa s, he

said in commenting on " One Way Street ," "to grasp the actua l as the

obverse of the eternal in histo ry and to take an imp rint of this hidden
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side of the meda l." 10 This figuration is all the more curious in that th e

"fe tishism " to whi ch Hansen alludes as the result of tho ught driven

from its target of ado ration (the mother) and into henceforth illumi­

nated deta ils (the fabric o f her skirt ), is in this passage staked out not

on ly as a " to rment (If tensio n and ravishment," which is what we might

expect fro m love, but also emphas izes-and this is what is so eye­

catching-what is defeaioe. reminding us of those chaste loves whose

gifts and pleasures os tensibly lie as much. if not more. in their capacity

to illuminate (as Benjamin would ex press it) than to aro use erotic plea­

sure-che mystical illumination o f Dame's Beatrice and, from the

equally chas te Na dia of Breton's Paris. the profane illumination of Surre­

alism, the "magic" of the secula r. the tact ile fruit of the op tica l uncon­

scious. "Th e lady in esote ric love matte rs least ." no tes Benjam in in his

essay on Surrealism. "So, too , for Breton. He is closer to the things tha t

Nadia is close to than to her ." , . Andof Course wh ere Nadja differs from

Beatrice, where history makes the diffe rence. is p recisely in this ma tter
of grasping the actua l as th e o bverse of the eternal in history.

Flash of Recognition

The radi cal displacement of self in sentience- taking one outside of

onesel f- acco unts for on e of the mosr curiou s feat ures of Benjamin 's

entire philosoph y o f bisror y, the flash wherein "the past can be seized

on ly as an image which flashes up at an instant when it can be recog­

nized an d is never seen aga in." 12 Repeatedly this mystical flash illumi­

nates his anxi ety for reap pr aisal of past in pre sent. this understanding

that "to arti culate the past historically does not mean to recognize it

'the way it really was' (Ranke). It mean s to seize ho ld of a memo ry as
it flashes up at a moment of danger," (255)

This flash marks that leap "in the open air of history" which estab­

lishes history as "Marx understood the revolution" as "the subject of

a structure whose site is not homogenous, empty time, but time filled

by the presence of the 'no w' ," (26 1) This flash is prel ude to the numbing

aftermath of shock that Benjamin recruits to destabilize familiar motifs

of time and history as cumu lative. Thinking, he asserts, "involves not

"
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only the flow of thoughts, bu t their arrest as wel l." When this arrest

occu rs it creates a configuration in shock, and here the nash of recogn i­

tion asserts itself again, as when Benjami n writ es that in such a config­

ur ation o ne can "recognize the sign o f a Messianic cessation o f happen­

ing, or, put differently, a revolutionary chance in the fight for an

oppressed pas t." (262--6]) Thi s recognition ahers the \lerr percept o f

rccognino n, entailing rransformanon of the recognizing self. One lakes

cogniza nce of this messianic cessation, he goes on , "in order to blast

a specific era o ut of the homogenous cou rse of hisrory-c-blasring a

specif ic life out of the era or a specific work O UI of the lifewo rk." (263)

Everything in th is some rsaulting explosion of hisroncal rime blascing

th e homogeneity of abstract identity hinges on this singul ar act of

recognition , the energy and consequences of its flsshlik e cha racte r. In

trying to figure it out, my own Bow of thought is brought to a halt hy

the following passage, where this complex movement of recognition

o f past in present is rendered as th e unique property of recogni zing

Similarity- which for Benjamin, as is dear from his essay "On the

Doctrine o f the Similar," is the exercise of the mimetic faculty. In that

essay (which preceded "On the Mimetic Faculty " by a few months.

and for wh ich it served as a draft), Benjamin wrote rhar the percep tion

of similarity is in every case bound to an instanta neous flash. " It slips

pase," he says (in langua ge identical to that of the "Ibcscs o n the

Philosophy o f History ." written some six years Iarer), " [and ]can poss i­

bly he regained, but cannot really be held fast. unlike o ther perceptions.

It offers itself to the eye as fleetingly and transito rily as a constellation

o f sta rs." Il l n o ther words, the Mess ianic siF.J1 is the sign o f th e mimetic.

Going Outside of Ourselves: The Art of the Storyteller

The funda mental move of the mimetic faculty ta king us bodil y into

altcrity is very much the task of the storyteller too. For th e storyteller

embodied that situa tion of stasis and movement in whi ch the far-aw ay

was brought to the here-and-now, archetypically that place wh ere the

retu rned traveler finally rejoined those who had stayed at home. It was

from th is encounter that the story gathered its existence and power,
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just as it is in this enco unter that we discern the splitting of the self, of

being self and Other, as achieved by sent ience raking on e out of o ne­
self-to become something else as well.

In Benjamin's discussion of the sto ries of the mid-n ineteenth century

Russian writer Niko lai l .eskov, we are encouraged to picture the earlv

modem eco no mic landscape in human motion. We be-gin with th~

centrifugal movement o f men from the village to the sea, fro m the

village to war, fro m the village to the artisan's shop in the town to

learn a craft . The tempting image of freedom in this movement is

tempered wh en we realize how decidedly male it is, and that th r­
probably fAr larger cause of ear ly modem travel was the extrusion of

poor women from their homes to work as servants. Benjamin mentions

neither these wom en not thei r stories, but they forc efully illustrate the

indispensable mixtu re of coercion and freedom in migration, coercion

to leave as much as ro stay-and th e pa ttern o f catharses and forebod­

ings attendant on th ese coercion s as they are realized in the COUnt­

erm ove, the return that br ings the far-away to the here-and-now as

merasrruceure of the tale. Colerid ge provides a classic instance the

Ancient Mariner who has spread his wings in the rrad ewinds of the

wo rld, now returned and beginni ng his desperate tale. " He seopperh

one of three." And the man apprehended responds: " By thy long grey

beard and glitte ring eye, Now wherefore sropp'sr thou me?"

It is at this point that the freedom and fore boding bringing the

tra veler hom e insists on audience and atta ins voice, and it i!> here, in

this mu ment o f apprehension. that the listening self is plunged forward

into and beyond itself. The storyteller f inds and recreates this staggering
of position with ever)' tale .

The Maternal Touch

I find it immensely curious tha t this storyteller, in Benjamin's analysis

of storytelling, is strategically femininized. Blessed with "a maternal

touch" and a female-male body, the sto ryteller becomes "the symbol

at god incarnate." In Leskov's view, writes Benjamin, the pinnacle of

creation ha s been achieved with these "earthly powerful maternal male

41



MIMESIS AND AUER1TY

figures," who form a bridge to the Other world where even inan imate

matter acq uires human , indeed spiritual, powers in the fight for justice.

"Magically escaped," writes Benjamin:

.. . are the beings that lead the procession of Leskov's crearions: the
rightcou:; ones. Pavlin, Figura, the toupee artist~. rhe bear keeper, me
helpful ~nfry-all o f them embodim~ms of wisdom. kindness, comfort
the world. crowd abour the sturytellee. They are unmisl.1kably suffused
with the im<.fKO of his mother."

Later o n we sha ll have reason to recall these connectio ns when we

consider the hermap hroditic and "maternal touch" of Cuna Indian

healers, as related by ethnography, chanting the ir curing stories of

voyages into the body and womb of the great mother, awakening

with these stor ies the disturbing powers of image-worlds copying real­

worlds. reaching out for lost souls with the aid of plant and an imal

spirits recruited from enchanted fortresses in the whirlpoo ls of the sea,

mo untains, and douds (see chapte rs 8 and 9). Not the least curi ous

connectio n with the mimetic worlds of Cuna magi c. as we sha ll set', is

Benjamin's observation that, together with the nexus formed by the

mother, the art of the sto ryteller. and the mimenc move of go ing

outside of ourse lves, there is the sexual continence o f these "earthly

powerful male maternal figures" who. notes Benjamin, while not ex­

actly asce tic, " have been removed from obedience 10 the sexual dr ive

in the bloom of their strength." n H owever we define eronc ism, it is less

importan t to Cuna ethnography, as we shall see. than the transgressions

enta iled by hir th and reproduction-processes that become syno ny­

mous with the bewildering cont radiction at the heart o f mimesis

wherein to mime means a chameleon-like capacity to copy any and

everyth ing in a riot of mergers and copies posing as originals.

Spirit Mischief: The World of Masks, Generalized
Mimicry, Becoming Matt er

Once th e mimetic has sprung into being, a terrific ally ambiguous power

is estab h...hed ; there is born the power to represent the worl d. yet that
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same power is a power to falsify, mask, and pose. The two powers arc

inseparable. What' s more, both Cailloisand Cuna ethnography testify

to an almost drug-like addiction to mime, to merge, to become o ther­

a process in which not o nly images chase images in a vast, perhaps

infinitely extended cha in o f images. but one also becomes matter.

This is the worl d o f spiri t mischief, if not worse, death o r episremic

panic. Those in league with the spirits, the grea t healers and seers, have

the power to arrest this riot and transfor m form s including th ose that

lead to dea th. This is crysralhzed hy Caulois where he summons fro m

Flauberr' s The Temptation of Saint Antho"y the general spectacle of

mimicry to .....hich the hermit (Benjamin's maternal male?) succumb..:

"planes are no longer disti nguished fro m animals ... Insects idenncal

with rose petals adorn a bush . • , And the n plants are con fused with

ston es. Rocks look like brains, stalactites like breasts, veins of iron like
tape stries adorned with figures ." 1~ Th e hermit, notes Caillois, wants

to split himself thoroughly, to he in everything, to immerse himself in

matter, to be marrero" Oh Happiness! ha ppiness! I have seen the birth

of life, I have seen th e beginning o f movement." exclaims the hermit.

"The blood in my veins is beating ')0 hard that it will burs t them. I

feel like llying, swimming, yelping, bellowi ng, howling. I'd like to have

wings, a carapace, a rind, to breath e out smo ke. .....ave my trunk, tw ist

my body, divide myself up, to be inside everything. to drift away with

odours, develop as plant s do.uow like water, vibrate like so und, glea m

like light, to curl myself up into every shape, 10 penet rate each atom,
to get down 10 the depth of marter-e-to he maner !.. 17

This takes us not only to Surrealism but to the interpl ay of magic

with film, of Haubert 's realism with Benjamin's optical unconscious,

of the birth and rebirth of the mimetic faculty ..... ith modernity. Vibrat­

ing like sound, gleami ng like ligh t, copy blurs with contact at the heart

of matter 's sympathetic magic.
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THE GOLDEN BOUGH,

THE MAGIC OF M IMESIS

True scie1ltific knowledge, on the contrary. demands abandonment
to the very life of the chiect .

-c-Hcgel, Preface to The Pheneomenology of Mind

My co ncern with mimesis, then, is wub the prospects for a sensuous

knowledge in our rime, a knowledge that in adhering to the skin o f

things th rough realise copying disconcerts and entrances by spinning

.". o ff into fantastic form ations-in pan because of the colonial trade in
wildness that the histo ry of the senses involves. Today it is common (0

lambast mimesis as a na ive form or symptom of Realism. It is said [Q

pert ain to forced ideologies of represe nta tion crippled by illusio ns

pumped inro ou r nervous systems by socia l constr uctions of Natu ralism

and Essential ism. Indeed. mimesis has become rhat dreaded, ab ..urd,

or merely tiresome Other, th at necessary straw-man aga inst whnSt"

feeble pretensions poststrucruralisrs prance and Strut. I, however, am

taken in by mimesis precisely because, as the sensate skin of the real,

- r-ir is that mom ent of knowing which , in steeping itself in its object, to

quote Hegel, "consists in actualizing the universal , and giving it spiri­

tual vitality, by the process of breaking down and superseding fixed

and determinate thoughts." ! I am mightily intrigued by this mischief

of reality 's sensate skin to both actu alize and brea k down, to say

nothing of superseding uni versals, and I am disposed to locate such
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mischief in the high-imks ofa backward somersault o f European histor­

ical reckoning, the backward glance known as Primiti vism. Hegel urged

a:ht' recuperation th rough the concrete because in modem times, a.. he

pUtit, an individ ual finds the abstract form Teddy made , and his world­

hi5to rical scheme informed him that therdure the present rask was the

very opposite of what he took to have been the tas k of the earlies t

epochs, namely "gett ing the individual clear of the stage of sensuous

immediacy." Historicized in precisely this way and redolent with ap ­

peal to a precapiralis r epistemology of the senses, Adorno 's work

resonates with the power of this problem o f sensuo us immersion, it

being clearl y und erstood that Hegel's "abstract form ready made"

is very much the form generated by cornmodiriza tion of life under

capitalism. If in times past the shamans warded off danger by mean s of .
images imitating that danger, and in this sense they used equivalence­

mimesis- as an instrument, then tod ay we live a curious inversion of

this equi valence, a Hegelian Aufhebung of it. "Before, the fetishes were

subj ect to the law of equivalence," write Adorno and Ho rkheimer.
"Now equivalence irself has become a fetish." l

Yielding

For Adorno and. 1 th ink Hegel (wi th different consequences), the

sensuous moment of knowing includes a fie lding and mirro ring of the

knower in the unkno wn, o f thou ght in irs object . Thi s IS dearly what

Adorno often has in mind wi th his many references to rnirnesis, the

obscure operator, so it seems to me, of his entire ...ysrem.' In Diatea ic

of Enlightenment, he and Horkheimer present no less a histo ricist

position chan Hegel, attempting th e difficult argument that mimesis,

once a dominant pra ctice and comp onent of knowing becom es, in

Western hisrortcal development, a repressed presence not so much

erased by Enlightenment science and pra ctice as distorted and used as

hidden force. Thi s, of course, is not merely an argument about the

develop ment of science as an idea, or even as applied technology.
Rather it is a blend of philosophical and historical argumentation

concerning the snowballing effect , in [he We\t , o f over two millennia
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of wh at we might call the labor/domination complex, with its empha sis

on the repression of the body by the social wor ld of prod uction that

issues forth a world ofthings sranding ove r rhc maker, Th e atrophy and

subseq uent refun cnoning o f the mimetic facul ry, a faculty belo nging as

much to body as to mind, is to be dea rly und erstood within this

histori cal und erstanding, In respect to mimesis as yielding, in co nt rast

to Enlightenment science's aggressive compulsion to dominate nature ,

Adorno and Horkheimer go so far as to write o f thai " trend which is

deep -rooted in living beings. and whose elimination i ~ a sign of all

development : the trend to 10 M" oneself in the environment instead of

playing an active role in it ; the tende ncy to let oneself go and sin k. back

into nature. freud called it the dea th inst inct , Caillois "l~ mimetisme."•
Here th e yielding component of mimesis is presented in a pass ive, even

frigh tening, sort of way; the self losing itself, sinking. decomposing

into th e surrounding world, a yielding that is, be it noted, despite

appa rent p assivity an act both o f imitation and of cont act.

In his d iscussion of the comic (writt en in 1905. fourt een years before

the work o n the death instinct). Freud calmly presents the startli ng

-Idea o f " idea tional rrnmetics," in which what I cal l " act ive yielding"

as bodily copying of me o ther is paramount: one tries out the very

shape of a perception in one's own body; the mu sculature o f the body

is ph ysiologically connected to percepts; and even ideati onal activity ,

not o nly perception. involves such embodying-hence " ideat ional mi­

metics." j ust as speech can be understood as thought activen ng the

vocal co rds and tongue. so thi nk ing itself involves innervation of all of

one's features and sense organs.'

In any event. th is strange mix ture of activity and passivuy involved

in yieldi ng-knowing, this bodily mirrori ng of otherness and even ideas ,

is in the center of much of H orkheimer and Adorno's elusive disc ussion

of mime sis, and precisely in the activist possibilities with in such yieldin g

lie serious issues of mimesis and science, mimesis as an alternativ e

science, We can apprec iate this when we realize that for Adorno and

Horkh eimer the imitative practices of the early sha mans were crud al­

and crucially ambiguous. For the early magician signifies, as they wou ld

have it, not merely "a yielding attitude to th ings," bu t the threshold of

history where mimesis as a practice for living wit h nat ure blurs with

THE GOLDE N BOUGH , THE M AGIC OF MIMESIS

the transformation of mim esis into an instrument for dominating na­
ture, the "organization of mimesis " necessary to that long march
culminating in En lightenment civilization.

Sympalhe.ic Magic

h 's my hunch th at something insightful can be learned abo ut mimesis,

especially with regard to this qu estion of (act ive) yield ing, by taking

up the issue o f sympathetic magic. I th erefore want to examine the

norian of mimesis used at the end o f the nineteenth century by James

George Fraz er. author of The Gold", Bough. at Ca mbridge University.

In the opening pa ragraph of his 150-page statement on symparheric

magic. in the th ird edition of th at once-celebra ted work, Frazer distin•.

guished tw o grea t classes of magic (which he mo re or less iden tified

'with magical cbarmsJ- that involving similarity (or imita tion), and
th at of co ntact:

If W~ a nalyze the prind ples of thought on which magic is based, they will

probablybefound to resolve rbemselves lnro two; first, that like produces
like. or that an effect. resembles its cause: and second, that things which
have once been in conract with each other conrm ee to act on e.ach other
at a dista nce .aner the physic.al contact has been severed. The fonner
principlemay becalled the lawofSimil.ariry, the Inter the Law ofContact '
or Contagion. From the fi rst of these principles. nemely the law of
Simililrity. the magician infers that he can produce any effect he desires
merely by imitati ng it.·

I am particula rly taken by his prop osition that the p rinciple underly­

ing the im itative component of sym pat heti c magic is that " the magician

infers that he can produce any effect he desires merely by imitating

it. "(52) Leaving aside fo r the moment the thorny issue of how and

with what success Frazer could pu t himself into the head of one of

these magicians, an d to wh at degree eithe r the accuracy or usefulness

of his proposition depends on such a move , I want to dwell on this
notion of the copy, in magical practice. affecting the original to such
a degree that the representatk» shares in or acquires the properties of
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the represented , To me this is a disturbing noti on. fo reign and tasci nat ­
ing not because it so flagrantly comradicrs the world around me bur
ramer, that once posited. I suspect if not its presence, then inrimanons

th ereof in the stra ngely familia r commonplace and unconscious habi ts
of representation in the wor ld about me,

Of course Frazer ' s very notion that magic could be reduced to "prin -
-- ciples o f thought," as oPPOSl.-d, let us say, to the diegesis of ritual, and

furthermore that such principles of thought could probably be reduced
to no more th an tWO, Similarity and Conracr , are notions that have been
attacked or simply been found unir ueresn ng by later anthropology,
beginning with the French schoo l of the Anne~ eociologique as exempli­
fied in Marcel Mauss' and Henr i Hubert 's articles in that journal as

early as 1902.' Yet no serious critic would challen ge the singular
.importance of the work of frazer's intellectual predecessor, E. B. Tyler,
in working Out, as Evans-Pritchard has put it, "t he ideational logic of
magic." Yet this is an exa ggerated opini on , Tyle r can hardly be said

to have " worked this out, " and it is the extension of this aspect of
Tyle r's work that makes Frazer's compendium useful for the analysis
not so much of magic but of the magic of mimesis, beginning with the

Jery first exampl es he supplied, those of effigies, as with th e lL"age o f
the image of one's enemy "in th e belief," as he put it, "tha t, just as the
image suffers, so does th e man, and rhar when it perishes he must me,..8

(55) Frazer went on to cite th is same deadly imageric practice of
sorcerers in ancient India, Babylo n, and Egypt, Greece and Rome, as
well as amo ng the "cunningand mahgnane sat..ages in Australia. Africa,

and Scorla nd.?" (55) His first example with any detail was drawn from
a History of the O;ebway indians of North America to the effect th at

when such an Indian desired to work evil, he made a little wooden
image of his enemy and ran a needle into its head or heart or shot an
arrow into it, thinking tha t wheresoever the arro w st ruck, so the person

thus imaged would be seized with a sharp pain in the corresponding

part of the bod y." (55)
Employing the same psychologi cal and evolutionist anthropology

that Frazer wou ld later use, Tylor had stated a quarter century earl ier
that " the principal key to unders tanding Occult Science is to consider

.,
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it as based 0 11 the Association o f Ideas, a faculty which lies at rhe very
foundarion o f human reason ." But, said Tyle r, instead o f moving from
fact to thought, fro m th ings to im age, in magic the flo w was reversed.
An idea l connectio n, as he put it, was mistaken for a real connection.
Analogy- such as we set" with Frazer's examples of needle-stuck figu­
rines- was raken too literally. 11 Yet a centurylater, in 1973, th e anrhro­
pologisr 5.J, Tamb iah could demonstr ate with enviable skill the consid­
erable sciennfic power of just such an alogical reason in which the magic

o f similarity was involved." By pointing up the complex explanatory
mechanism holding positive and negative difference together in the
structu re 01an analogy, Tambiah was at pains to distinguish his MgU­
m eri t from the elegant simplicity of Frazer's brief commentary on the

theory o f the Law of Similarity, of like prod ucing like. Yet the fact
remains tha t th e structural logic of analogy demands this mimetic

assumption of similitude, just as does science itself-if we are to follow
Tambiah's crucial usage of G. E. R. Lloyd's commentary of Evans­
Pritchard's 1937 book on Zande magic in Central Africa, Tambiah

quotes from Lloyd's book, Polarity and An alogy: Two Typ es of Argu:

mentation in Early Greek Thought : Lloyd says that magic's "general

aim is similar to that of app lied science, to cont rol events, and o ne of
(he means whereby it hopes to achieve this is using the links iohich it

believes m.zy be fo rmed between rhings by their similarities" [Tambi­
ah 's emphasis)."

Frazer's multi tud e of examples or magical charms, fetishes, and
practices offers d ramatic testimony to the ma tching of the N 'O bod ies,

the effigy and th at which me effigy represents. Taki ng exa mples from
reports of the lare nineteenth-centu ry Cambridge expedition to the
Torres Strai ts, h azer cited the sor cerers or Jervis Island who " kepr an
assortment of effigies in stock ready to be operated on at the require••__

ment of a custome r." (59) If the sorcerer pulled an arm or a leg off the
image , the human victim felt pain in the corresponding limb, but if the

sorcerer restored the severed arm or leg to the effigy, the human victim
recovered. Anoth er way of killing someone, as reported by thi s Cam­
bridge-Torres Straits expedi tion , was to prick an effigy of th at person
with the spine of a sting-ray, "so that when the man whose name had
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been given to the waxen im age next went afishing, on the reef, a sting­

ray wou ld sting him in the exact part of his body whe re the waxen

image had been pierced ." (59) "In the exact pa rt "-che emphasis is

mine. AI the tim e of Frazer's writing it was repo rted, closer to hamel

that in rheir practice o f sorcery. country people in the Scottish High.

lands sometimes made a rud e da y image• .1. corp cbre, of the person

they wished to harm, and stuck it full o f nails, pins, and bits o f broken

glass:

As every pin IS rhruse into the figure, an incanUtion IS uttered , and ehe
person rtpr~mod feels a p.2itl in tM w rmpom/ing part of his bod y. II
the inrennon is 10 make him die a lingering death, the operator is careful
to stick no pins in me region of the heart, whereas he thrusts them into
that region ddi~r~tdy if he desires to rid himself of his enemy ~ I once."
(6 S)

Min the corresponding p arr 't-c-again, th e em pha sis is mine. Q uoting

from de Groot's famous work on Chinese religion , frazer rela ted how

in Arney, Ch ina. bamboo and paper effigies known as "substitutes of

person s" could be bought cheaply at sto res for the pu rpose of inflicting

ha rm. Agai n the correspondences are impressive. If you run a needle

into the eye of rhe pu ppet. noted Fraz er, "Your man will go more or

less blind ; if yo u stick a pin in us st omach, he will be doubled up with

colic, a stab in [he heart of [he effigy ma)' kill him o ut right. and in

general the more you prick it and the louder you spea k the spell. the

more certa in is the ef fect." (61)

History in the form of colonialism intruded. into such image-making

too. From th e Jesuit Arriaga's report, pub lished in Lima, Peru, in 162 1,

one of several reports in the heroic campaign to extirpate idola try,

Frazer no ted that the Peruvian Indians were said to burn images imitat­

ing the persons they feared or hated. If the image was to re- present an

Indian, it was made of the fat from a llama mixed with co rn (maize),

native to the Americas. But if the image was of a Spania rd, pig fat and

wheat, bo th associated with the colonizing power, were used instead

(56). T his coding of colonial relations makes us awa re not just of the

magic of th e image , of the visual likene ss, bu t of the magic of substances

THE GOLDt-: N B OUGH , Tus MAGIC OF MIMESIS

as well, a staggering of the senses fro m sight to substance that impinges

direerly on the problematic nature of the copy itself.

A Poorly Executed Ideogram

How much of a copy do es the copy have to he to have an effect on

what it is a copy of? How " rea l" dOC$ the copy have to be ? Without

the text info rmmg me of what they are meant 10 represen t in Ruben

Perez" eyes, Nordenskiold's pictures o f Cuna curing figurines would

fail my realist test, and Reichel-Dc lmaroff describe; the wooden figu­

rines used in Chaco curi ng as " all highly standardized and unreal­
istic. ,, 14

In The O rigi/1J of Art (a work quoted by Frazer) published in 1900,

Yrio Him po ints out that the magica lly effective copy is not, so to ­

speak, much of a cop y. " Strong desi re always crea tes for itself," he

declares, as if anticipating one of the arguments abo ut mimesis centra]

to f reud 's Totem and Taboo, "an imagi nary gra tification which easily

leads the uncrit ical mind to a belief in rhe power of will over the

extern al world.?" He thinks it is logical to expect th at the form such

an imaginary gra tification would ta ke is one of " the- greatest possible

resemblan ce to the original" $0 as to increase. in the case of magic, the

efficacy o f the charm, o r in the case of art-images in the wo rld o f

modern art istic production . wh at he calls "the pleasure to be der ived

from illusion ." And he draws the conclusion that (what he ho lds to

be) the belief in a magical connection between similar things wou ld

thus exercise an incalcu lab le influence on the growth of realism in art."

But no ! Thi s is not the case. Instead, " the primitive man who avails

himse lf of dolls and dr awings in order to bewitch is generally quite

indifferent to the lifelike cha racte r of his magical instruments. The

typical volt gives on ly a crude outline of the human body, and, which

is most remarkable, it doe s not display any likeness to the man who is
to be bewitched." l7

A few years aft er Frazer 's work on sympathet ic magic was published,

the French anthropologist-theoretician s M arcel Mauss and Henri Hu­

bert drew atte ntion, just as Hirn did , to the lack of realism of magically
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effective mimetic images: "There is noth ing resembling a portrait, "
and "The image, the doll o r the drawing isa very schematic representa­
tion , a poorlyexecuted ideogram. Any resemblance is pure ly theoretical
or abst ract ." I ' The ydrew the conclusion that Frazer's Law of Similarity
in its magical function presupposed sacu l conventions of classificat ion
and representation as well as mechanisms of what they called "atten­
rion" and "abstraction." These mechanisms sound similar to the analy­

sis of dream-work published by Freud one year before Mauss's work
on magic, and with regard to the realism of me imitations involved in
magic, it is noteworth y that in Totem and Taboo (published in 1912/

H ), Freud himself observes (mainly from his reading of the British
anthropolog ists) that one of the most widespread magical procedures
for damaging an enemy is to make an effigy of him, but notes, "Whether

. . the effigy resembles him is of little account : any object can be 'made
into' an effigy of him."19

Th e Copy that is Not a Copy

With this we are plunged, so I beheve, into a paradox-namely rhar

the copy, magicallyeffective as it is, wieh the pomr-for-poinr correspon·
deuces of bod y part to body part. for instance, with all this implies for

the rransformation of the imagized, is not 02 copy-not a copy, that is,
in the sense of being what we might generally mean when we say a
"faithful " copy, Yet for it to be (magically) effective on the real world

of things, persons, and events, it would very much seem that i.t has to be
just that- a " faithful" copy such that the (Frazen an) Law of Similarity

applies: tba r law by which "the magician infers that he can produce
any effect he desires merely by imitating it." (52) It is here that Frazer's

other principle, that of Contact, deserves consideration.

Contact

Frazer defi ned this second principle, of Conta ct or Contagion, as the
principle of thought which holds " that things which have once been in

THE G OLDEN Bouc u, T HE M AGIC OF MIMR~'S

contact with each ot her continue to act on each other at a distance
after the physical contact has been severed," and the most common
examples of such magic wr-re those practices requiring body pans or

elorhing of the person to be magically acted upon-hair. nails. semen,
excremen t, spittle, footprint, teeth, nave) cord, placenta. and so forth
(52).

I remember how in the southern Caeca Valley in 1972 my assistant
Robier Uzuriaga, who worked as a ditCh-digger for a labor contractor

on one of the suga r plantations, told me how (he gang of workers (0

which he belonged , who were like him descendants of African slaves
brought in the colonial period to work the alluvial gold mines, once

tried to persuade one of the plantation's foremen to record more wor k
being done than was actually the case. Through this deceit , the laborers
(and the foreman) would receive more money. Because the foreman

was unwilling, the workers enlisted the services of an Ingano Indian
bruio (magician/sorcerer) who lived at the headwaters of the valley
and who told them to bring him hoofp rims of the foreman's horse,

This they did, but the bruio's magic turned out to be worse than useless,
Instead of the foreman melting like butter in their hands, rhe labor
cont racto r and all his workers were mysteriously fi red. "You must

have brought me the wrong horse's prints," the brujo mused. "the
contractor 's horse's prints in mistake for the foreman's"

I cite this story of hoofprints as a complicating example of wha t
Frazer would ha...e classified as magic, or rather attempted magic, based
on [he I...aw of Contact, because we nonce immediately tha t it is also

an example of Simil.u ity or Imitation. The hoofpri nt is virtually parr
of the horse and at the same rime it is an image of (pan of) the horse
and, to complicate maners further, the horse is a substitute for the

rider. In whatever way we decide to conceptualize this. we must recog­
nize that the two distinct principles, Imitat ion and Contact, cannot
easily be sepa rated in this instance in which, like fingerprinting by the

modern State, the horse's imprint in the soil amounts to a copy, indeed
a potentially fairly accurate copy, of (part of) its unique self. The print
is in fact a stunning instance of imitation blending so intimately with

contact that it becomes impossible to separa te image from substance
in the power of the final effect.
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It is al so an illustration of the sort of magic that elud ed Frazer' s eye,

as well as the eye of the anthropology that followed and spu rned him

from the beginning of the twentieth century until our eime, namely the

m agic of the modern-not the primitive-world, in thi s case that of

modem capita list labor-rela tions, as on a Colombian sugar plantation

in 1972.
And if this example o f magi c goes to the hea rt of what Marx called

the struggle over me worki ng day, it is nevert heless aimed, like the

most ancient G raeco -Ro man love-magic, at swaying a heart, at winning

over the goodwill of the foreman. In this it is on a par with sto ries I
have heard from women, such as my friend of some twenty yea rs

standing, Reiina Carab ali. who used to sell refresh men ts at the gates

of the sugar mill s o n payday, concerning magic used by a woman to

keep a lovcr fai thful o r at leaserespo nsible fu r his share of rhe upkeep

of the children he fathered, it being com mon for men to "s ting, then

fl)' away."
I have heard a formula for such love magic th at clea rly endorses the

l aw of Co ntact or Co ntagion, which includes hair from the ma n's

head and pubes mixed with his sperm taken from one's vagina aft er

interco urse, it bein g impo rtant for the woman not have an orga sm so

that the sperm is kept as pure as possible. Th is mixture is placed in a

bottle with alcohol and buried in the ground insid e the house. Alter ­

narely a woman might pm a toasted mixture of one's;own armpit and

pubic hair inca his coffee.

", Another type of iiga described to me hy Rejina Carabali is more

co mplex. The woman obtains a ciga r, a cand le, matches and a candle

stub. It 's best to bu y the candle and the cigar with money from th e

faithl ess consort, and to borrow the other items from someone no rorl­

ously mean. Once the cigar is lit an d she is smoking, she cuts the candle

in tw o, and when the cigar is half smoked, she lights the candl e srub

and one of the halves of the cut candle. Smoking at 3 furi ous rate,

emitting clouds of smoke over the candles, she conce ntrates deep ly on

the man in question. As the ash drops she stamps on it, cursing the

man by name-e-t'Catalin o hijeputa! Catalina hijeputa!"- Cltalino you

fucker !
I present this at some length to further complicate the effect of
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Frazer's many examples in his discussion of sympathetic magic. But I
also want to make th e point that he himself makes clearly: in many, if

not in the ove rwhelming majoriryo fcases of magical practices in wh ich

the Law of Similarity is importa nt, it is in [act combined with the Laur

of Contact . We see this in the very fi rst examples he offers of magic

based on the l aw of Similarity or Imitation , those involving the use 01
figurines and images o f one's enemy. for instance the Malay charm:

"Take parings of nails, hair , eyeb ro ws. spirele, and so forth of your

intended victi m, eno ugh to represent every pan of his person, and then

make them up into his likeness with wax from a deserted bee's comb.

Scorch the figure slowly by hold ing it o ver a lamp every night for seven

nights. and say ' It's no t the wax that I am scorching ; it is the liver,

hear t, and spleen of So-and-so that I scorch .' After me seventh time '·' ·

the figu re, and your victim w, 11 die." (57) O r rake his dcscription of

thc magical Chinese usa ge of th e bamboo and paper image of a person

that I cited abo ve (p.50). "To ma l e assurance do ubly sure, " he ad ds,

" it is desirable to imp regnate the effigy, so to say, with the personal

influence of the man hy pass ing it clandestinely beforehand over him

o r hiding it, un beknown to him, in his clothes or under his bed." (61)

This "impregnation" of the image with the person al influence of We

man whose ima ge it is, is crucial here ; ir would see m that likeness is

not sufficient in itself. Nor, fo r that mau er , is the "impregnation" with

the personal influ ence sufficient in itself. Both are util ized, indeed fused,

as Mauss and Hu ber t st renuously insist."

In the case o f the lo ve cha rms or iigas I have described, which are a

response to a man reneging on paternal responsibil ity, we see the same

combination o f Likene ss and Co ntact. The semen and pubic hai r are

quintessenti ally to do with Co ntact. But they are also profound indices

of sexu al att achm ent , imp regnation , and the making of children : it

becomes virtually impossible to sep arate the ir being signs from their

being ontologically part of the sexually partnered Other. Nevertheless.. _

such signs of contact are apparently not eno ugh , Some additional

manner of ensuring the connection is required, although in this case

with candles and cigars the symbolism does not form an image of

likeness in the same way as do on e of Frazer 's Malay figurines , an d

Chinese effigies, or Cuna sailor-figurines, or Emebera gringo bo ats. In
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Rejina Carabali's depiction of the mother making magic to restore the
faithless consort, o r ar least his money. we can speculate whether the
semantic equivalences of the cigar and the candle, roth lit. signify the
man's poten cy. and the cutting and reversals signify the rupture in the
relationship and the wish to have it restored. But here again. could we
say that such symbolic identities form an image of likeness in the same
way as do Frazer's effigies? Surely the symbols belong to an order of

abstraction removed from what we might like to call " real" likeness,
and Mauss and Hubert are totall y jusrified in reacting against naive

notions of likeness,
But what happens if we move the frame outward from the realm of

the ritu al ob jects, the candles and the cigars, the flames and the curses,
ro include the geseus of the ritualist herself? Isn't this the image that
captures the similitude that a Frazerian reading would seem to require?
It lies not so much in the association of ideas as concepts, but in the

association of images of sadness and anger. the sense of loss as well as
the sense of initiative, in this scene of the woman smoking up a storm
cro uched over the fl ames of what now becomes the simulacrum of her

crippled conjugal relationship-c-rhe cut halt-candle side by side with
her flickering stub, followed b y stamping on the fallen ash and the

vicious curses-cdeadly words. potent through ritua l. Thu s we move
from image to scene, and from scene (0 pcrfoemative action. But surely
it is the fact that she is casting her smoking breath onto and into this
simulacrum, and the fact that it is advisable to purchase the ritua l items

with the faithless man's money, that tics the otherwise general, and
wflat I will for the sake of convenience here call t'absrract," symbolism
into the impassioned particul arities of the tragedy of poverty she faces.

just as she hopes this action will tie him and his money to the econom y
of the household his seed has in (vital) part created. In this light il
might be import ant ro consider the me of the person's name-Catalina

hijeputa! Cata lino f-c-for the name not only specifics but does so by
-superim posing the symbolic with the antic essence of the person, the

referenti al, we might say, with the actual- in the sense that (even in
this world where God's naming has long been sundered) the person is

the name. In short , her breath. his money, and his name all stand at

the crossroads of sign and thing.

THF GOLO,!; !'.: BOUGH , 'filE M AGIC OF MIM.ES IS

It is to this vcry crossroading of copy with substance that YfJOHirn
refers us as a way out of the paradox posed by the fact that in su many
instances of sympathetic magic the copy, far from being a faithful copy,
is an imperfect ideogra m. What makes up for this Iack of similimde.
what makes it a " faithful" copy, indeed a magically powerful COpt.. he
declares, are precisely the material connections-those established by

attaching hair, nail cuttings, pieces of clothing. and so forth, to the
likeness. Th us docs the magic of Similar ity become but an instance of
the magic of Contact- and what I take to be fundamentally important
is nor just rhat a little hir of Contact makes up for lack of Similarity,

or rhat some smattering of real substance makes up for a deficiency in
the likeness of the visual image, but rarher that all these examples of
(magical) realism in which image and ccnract interpenetrate must have

the effect of making us reconsider our very notion of what it is to be
an image of some thing, most especially if we wish nor only to express
but to manipulate reality by means of its image.

Wh ere Action Puts Forth Its Own Image

A first step here is to insist on break ing away (rom the tyranny uf the
visual notion at image, The Navaho sand-painting is said to cure not

by parients' fooking at the picture mscnbed therein. but by their placing
their bod y in the design itself. Likewise, medicinally triggered visions
ministered by healers in the Upper Amazon, abo ut which I havewritten

elsewhere in my work on the Purumcyo, arc surely effective nor only
because of visual imagery. but also on account of nonvisual imagery

conveyed by nausea, sound. smell. and the changing cadence of chant.
ing, not to mention less tangible qualnics of presence, atmosphere, and

movement." Furthermore, rhe senses cross over and translate into each
other. You feel redness. You see music. Thus nonvisual imagery may
evoke visual means. The medicine creates nausea-one of the great

unrheori zed territor ies of experience-and one which has an enorm ous
effect on cognitive process and hermeneutic endeavor, no less than on
the medley of the senses bleeding into each other's zone of operations.

You may also see your bod y as you feel yourself leaving it. and one
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can even see oneself seeing oneself-but above all thi s seeing is felt in

a nonvisual way, You move into the inte rior of images, just as images
. H

move mro you.

Doubtl ess my exa mple of Putumayo healing can be qu estio ned as an

exrreme case becau se o f the heigh tenin g effect of the medicines used

and, in addit io n, I must be cautious not to bu rden my argument with

unwarranted assumptions regarding the subjective experience o f ot her

participan ts. Neve rt heless it is inconrrovert ihle that the staging, rhe

magician, the d rug. combine to convert th e eye into an o ptica l means

01contact in a stunning exam ple of dist racted tactility, all with th e aim

of cha nging th e realities espied and hence contacted-so as ro undo

the illness an d the misfort un e caused by sorcery. To emphasize the

"nonvisual" here is to emphasize th e bodily impact of imaging, to the

point where Co ntact is displaced from its Fraze rian context to become

the ter m requ ired for conveying the physiognomic effecr of im agery ,

_. _ Now isn't th is very similar to Benjamin's "op tical unconscious"

opened up by the camera, with all its implications (If tactile conse­

quc nce! Here Frazer 's primitive magic of Similariry-and-Conracc can

be read as replica ting Benjamin 's argume nt regarding modernity's im­

aging technology, crea ting in place o f magic what Benjamin referred

to as the prof.me il1l1mmat;on resul tin g fro m the revela tion of "physiog-
'-- .. .nomic aspects of visual worlds which dwell in the smallest things,

meaningfu l yet covert eno ugh to find a hiding place in wa king
dreams." ll

Only when in te~hnology bo dy and image so interpenetrate that all
revclunouar y tension becomes bodily collective innervation, and all the
bodily innervations of the collective become revolutionary discharge, has
reality transcended itself to me extent demanded by the Communist
M,mifesto.l 4

,s
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They cannot stand the [nos, but mu t,Jtt' them.

- Horkheimet & Adorno. Dwlu tic of Enlightenment

I am fascinated by the noti on emerging from Frazer 's discussion of

imita tive magic as po wer that the copy ext racts fro m the ori ginal. But

I need to empha size my ambivalence fOO, ho w I see in it .I stra nge,

indeed frightening explana tion of the fetishhke power nf the copy in

my own dail y life. yet I wanr 10 tread carefully when it co mes 10

proposing it as a theo ry 01 primitive magic- as opposed to a primitivi st

theory of magic, which is where I feel it more fittingl y belo ngs. Thus

I feel the need to move from the mysterious isolation of the "world

we have lost," The Golden 8014gh, to encompass equally fantastic

possibilities for magical mimesis on the colonial fron tier. Indeed, as

will beco me obviou s, it is here, with multinational capita l and the

modern State pressing on the wilderness, where we can see how appro­

priate the argument about magical mimesis-that the copy takes power

from the original- is likely to be. Let me turn, then, from the lyrical

splendor of th e golden bough to consider that of a golden army at the

headwaters of the Putu mayc River in southwest Colombia, upriver

from the pub licized atrocities inflicted on Indian rubber-tappers by
the Ang lo-Peruvian Ru bber Co mpa ny of the Ara na brothers at the
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beginn ing of the twentieth century. At loggerheads over this rubber

land, the govern ments of Peru and Colombia sent their troops to war

in 1931. Tbb war had few battles but brought plenty of soldiers

ma rching, on the Colombian side, down the slopes 01(he And es and

alo ng the foo thills where, between 1975 and 1985, near the town of

Mocoa, I occasiona lly met an elder ly lngano-and Spa nish-spea king

Indian man . Horencio, al the home of a mutu al friend. a healer, Sant i­

ago M ctumbajo y.
Th e healing of ser ious misfortune there usually requires the healer

and the pa tients taking together, 3 1 nigbr, 3 "hallucinogen ic" medicine

known as )'t.lg; . When strong, th is medicine brings fonh mental pictures
referred to as paintings or pintas, mainl y bu t not exclusively visual.

and th ese images can have curative fun ctions. Som~times in my cxperi­

cnce this funct ion is, for the healer at leas t, pragmatic and str aightfor­

ward. Th e picture may tell the hea ler what ty pe of illness someone has,

whether it is uf "natural" origin (as Wrstern medicine would have it )

or else is d ue to sorcery o r to spir it at tack. The picture may also tell

the healer wha t the remedy shoald be. Or the pictures may be symbolic

and need decoding, as with the meaning of a knife i.n Santiago Murum ­

bajoy 's visions in the earl y 1980s, when he was approached by poo r

colon isrs wanting magic to kill the cemma ndante of the guerrilla en­

ca mped in their midst. Having ascenamed before taking medicine how

the colonists plann ed to pa y him. the healer interpreted this knife as

sign that he himself would be killed if he got furt her invo lved. But

beyond such forms of reading. there is that which is demanded hy the

intensity and mystical power of the image itself . Witness the fol lowing

description o f the vision not of the healer. hut of one of his old fr iends,

Plorencic, who related it to me when we were cha tting at nightfall

about such expe riences.
Yea rs ago Plorencio had gone to accompany a healer to cu re a

woman of splitt ing headache. At first no thing came from the r age

medicine bu t later, around midnight. he saw ange ls COITIC frum the

clouds wit h quartz crystals that healers som etimes use for divining.

The angels blessed him. That "painting" disappeared. Th en jungle

birds fi led into the room, filling it up . Soon there was not hing but birds.

Pure birds. Everywh ere! Then that "paint ing" went away . Then he
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found himself up in the And ean mo untains whe re many Ingano Indians

live. The re he saw people lining up. dressed like healers in feathe rs and
mirro rs, singing and dancing wi th necklaces of tigers ' teeth and curing

fans-the spirits of yage, no doubt. And they kep t coming and coming,
singing all the while. Th en-in Florencio 's ow n words ;

Finally, emerges a barall ion of the army. How wonderful! How ir end ums
me ttl see that. I'm nor sure how the rich dress, nn ? But th e soldiers IIf
me barallio n are much superior in their dress to anybody! They wear
pants, and boots to the knee of pun: gold•.111 in gold, everything. Th ey
arc armed, and th ey f.)rm up. And I try to raise myself land he pauses]
. . . so that] TOO can sin~ with them. and dance with them, me too. Then

me healer, [again he r auloes] . . . with the "pamnng," he already knows
th at I am trying to ~ct up to go there, to !ling and to dance with them just

as we are seeing. And then, he who gives [he yage [i.e . th e healer], he
already Imow~ , and he is qu iet, knowing, no?Thus. thO'iC who know how
to heal are given account. St"t'ing this, they are able to cure, no? And they
pass this painting to the ~id•. person. And that person gets better! And I
said to the healer who was curing IDe, I said tu him, "Stting this. you
know how ro heaP " "Yes. " he told me. " lhus seeing, one can cure. no?"

Here there is no embodimen t of image, carved figurines ur body

paint, bu t the ephemera of it memory of a purely men ta l image tc­
mindin g us tha i even so, such an image co unts as an cmtity, "a painting"

th at can be passed on-just as Florencio passed it on to me. and I am
passing it on to you.

And in thinking about this, mak ing a spac-x for it to generate its

meaning, like the hea ler. being qu iet in ou r know ing, I want to draw

atte nt ion to the active yielding o f the perceiver in the perceived--the

perceiver trying to enter into the picture and beco me one with it, so

that the self is moved by the repr esent at ion into the repre sented: "Th ey

are armed. and they form up. And 1 try to raise myself ... so that I too

can sing with th em, and dance wit h them. me too. Then the healer ...

with the 'pa inting: he already knows tha t I am trying to go there, to

sing and dance with them lust as we arc seeing."

But what of the content of th is "pai nting" into which he is trying to

place himself ? What of the golden ba tta lion, SImilar to and follo wing

di rectly aft er the "painting" of the dancing healers, feathered and
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mirrored like the yage spirit-people on whom, in fact, yage healers are

modeled with the same clothes and face-paint, the same curing fans,
and the same chams? Surely this battalion is an intercultural, spliced,
image, using the magic of yagi for the State, and the magic of the State
for yagi, referring in part to the yage spirits and healers, but primarily
to the Colombian army itself, hastily recruited and sent to fight the
frontier war with Peru-an army that many Indians, like Florencio,
assisted as canoeists and porters. It is a complex image, sobering in the

simplicity of the mystical grace with which it adorns what I take to be
the authority of the State as embodied in the presence of the army of
blacks from the interior and mestizo highlanders from Narifio, moving

down the mud of the jagged slopes of the Andes and through the
Putumayo cloud forest onto war for reasons that nobody could explain
to me other than for La patria, as if that were self-evident.

And self-evident it surely is when we turn to Florencio's "painting,"

a painting that captures just this mystique of the Nation-State, its
sacred violence-and I use the word "capture" advisedly, it being a
taken-far-granted way of vividly expressing not only the apparent
physicality involved in imageric production, but also the capturing of

something important, something otherwise elusive. But capturing
what, and for what end? Surely, the power of that which the representa­
tion retlects-c-only in this case it is not so much a "faithful" likeness

that is captured, nor is it a "faithful" likeness that is doing the captur­
ing. What is faithfully captured is a power-! can think of no more

specific term-invested in a montage of abutted likenesses, of yage
spirits, angels, and dancing soldiers-sacred power on the march
spreading a mantle of gold and music over the diminshing waves of

mountain crests that form the cordillera, sinking into the rain forest.
It seems to me vital to understand that this power on can be captured

only by means of an image, and better still by entering into the image.
The image is more powerful than what it is an image of.

And if I have emphasized something of the various tones which in

multifarious and gorgeously aesthetic ways constitute this representa­
tion, yage spirits and the Colombian army, for instance, I also want to
insist, nevertheless, that we take stock here of the magical usage by the
colonized of the mystique of the colonizing State apparatus-just as
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we, upon reflection, have to acknowledge the importance to such usage
of the magic that in fact exists within the art of modern, secular,
statecraft itself.

Terror and The Colonial Mirror:
The Mimesis of Mimesis

The purpose ofthe Fascistformula, the ritual discipline, the uniforms,
and the whole apparatus, which is at first sight irrational, is to allow
mimetic behavior. The carefully thought out symbols (which are
proper to every counterrevolutionary muvement), the skulls and dis­
guises, the barbaric drum beats, the monotonous repetition of words
and gestures, are simply the organized imitation of magic practices,
the mimesis of mimesis.

-c-Horkheimer & Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment

If the old Indian of the frontier forests gains access to healing power
from his receiving an image of the State militant, the golden army ("the
ritual discipline, the uniforms, and the whole apparatus ... "), it is

worth inquiring as to whether a colonial mirroring is not also practiced
by those thus imagized-whether, in short, those within the "civilized"
confines of that State find (magical) power in an image of the Indian

forester. Certainly the army recruits from the interior valley of the
Cauca River who marched down into the Putumayo in 1931 had strong
beliefs in the magical power of the Indian healers to protect them, if

the accounts of two old soldiers I talked to in the sugarcane town of
Puerto Tejada decades later arc any indication. ' Certainly most of

the poor peasant colonists who daily make their way down into the
Purumayo today express similar notions as to the power of the Indian,

a power that derives from the mysteries that they, the colonists, attrib­
ute to the primevaliry accorded Indian rite and lore, which places the

Indian healer of the forest as much in a supernatural capacity as in an
infrahuman one. Thus it is to these Indians that both black and white
colonists will go for cure when they fear they have been ensorcelled by
another colonist out of envy. A dramatically clear instance of this

power attributed to the primitive is the yage vision related to me one

63



I

I

MIMESIS AND ALTFRITY

evening in 1976 by a peasant colonist with whom I used to stay when

awaiting a cano e to descend the Cuamuez River, a tributary of the

Putumayo.
At the age of fifteen this man had bun ta ken by his uncle to drink

yage wit h an Indian (Cofan- and Spanish-speaking) heale r upstrea m at

Santa Rosa . As the medicine sta rted to take effect , shado ws gathering

in storms o f sound and images of forest animals, wild pigs and sna kes,

the Indian healer changed in fro m of his eyes into .1 jagua r and then

into the devil himselt, In the colonise's words:

I heard someone talking to me. smging rather, and I saw something there,
it was fri~tening. it was the Jevil himself. But how could that be?Silting
there; tight behind me. But it wasn't the devil; it was the shaman. Ir W;\S

he who had bent me devil.
Then I opened my eyes dod saw all me Indians !oitting there with the

shaman. He's put on his feathers, his crown t oo , sittingby the fire chewing
tobacco. Taita [farher] M arr in, the tiger, the devil, it was t.Jrta Martin.
The devil, he had bores and [he paused] . . . heated and red-yllu !ohnulJ
have seen him- with a long t.111down to his knees .. . justlike they paint
him- with spurs <lnJ everyming. Ugly!

"J USt like they paim him ." At which poi nt . thanks to thi s " pal mi ng"

of this Indian as devil. the colonist. as he put it, "died, " ascendmg in

his lonely cu rio..jry to the Godhead to be unexpected ly blessed by God

him self. T hus forrj fied he could return through the mists of dJ .....n

clin ging to the forest, down 10 th isearth, fee ling some-wha t superhuman

himself, everything easy, glad to be home o n his own feet , and able to

withsta nd for who knows how long the envy perm e-ating the social

lan dscap e of poor peasant fa rmers struggling for surv ival, with an d

against each other ,
God's singular power is obtained here by the colonist pa ssing, as

deadman, as spirit, into a narrative journey of images. By mean s of
them he has entered into a domain of extraordinary power. He passes

by and into them and hands them on to you thro ugh me, It is in the

metamorphosing mas ter-image, the pivoting trini tari an image of the

Indian as jaguar, sha man, an d Christian devil th at secures the juurney

into the image-wo rld.

T HE GOLDEN A RM Y: Tm: ORGANIZATION Of MIMESIS

How much more complex tha n hazer's "like effecting like" th is

magical power of the image now becomes! Yet the mimetic basis

rem ains, dependent. above all, on an alreeiry that follo ws the ideologi­

cal gradient decisive fo r worl d history or savagery vis avis civilizat ion.

If F1orencio, the Indian, gai ns healing power by virtue of the "painti ng"

of the Nation-State's go lden arm y, and the poor colonist, emergent

from tha t State, gains healing power through the " painting" of the

Indian as devi l. then we must need s be sensitive to the crucia l circu lation

o f irnageric power between these ~nrlS o f selves and these sorts o f

ann-selves, their o mino us need fo r and their feeding off each other 's

correspondence-in terlocking dream-Images guiding the reproduction

of socia l life no less than the prod uct ion o f sacred po.....ers.

But this po.....er int rins ic ro mimesis and alteriry on the fronrier is as

much a destructive as a heal ing for ce. '."'hile tod ay .....hires and blades

approach Indian in the Putumayo for magical succour, at the turn of

th e century along the lower Pumm ayo, Indians were tortured on a

massive scale with what appea rs a good dea l of ritu al a.. well as blind

fury and cold calculation. pleasure as well a.. fear, by the agents of the

Arana Brothers' Anglo-Peruvian rubber compa ny," Reading me reports

of th is barbaric suuanon, as with so much of the Sta te and para military

te rror in Latin Amer ica today, one senses thai it is next to impossi ble

to write or ta lk about this. so monstrous it was. and is. But perhaps in

pointing to my usage of the term " ba rbaric" you wi.ll get the point­

you will sec that my convenient term o f reference, barba rism, does

double service, registe ring ho rror and disgust at this applica tion of

power, while at the same time ratifying one of that power's most

essent ial images, th at of the barba ric- the savage, rhe brute , and so

forth . In cond emning violence as savage, I endo rse the very notion of

the sava ge. In other words, the imaginative range essent ial to th e

execution of colonial vio lence in the Putuma yo at the turn of th e

century was an imagining drawn from tha t which the civilized imputed

to the Indians, to their cannibalism especially, and then mimicked, It
should also be pointed out that while this violence was doubtlessly

motivated by econo mic pressures and the need to crea te labor disci-
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pline, it was also, as 1read the evidence, very much a passionate, and

gra tuitous, end in Itself.
Thi s mimicry by the co lonizer of the savagery impu ted to the savage

is wha t 1 call th e colonial mirror of production and it is, I now see.
identical to the mimetic serucrureof attributio n and co unrer-atmbunon

th at Hork heirner and Adorno single o ut when they discuss no' the

violence o f the rwennerh-cenrury colonial fro ntier but the blow-up

within modem European civilization irselt, as orchestra ted by anti­

Semui srn. This is wh at th ey mea n where they write:

"They Cannot Stand the Jews, But Imitat e Them"

And they continue:

There is no an ri-Sernue who does not basiOilly want 10 imita te his mental
imageof a jew, whidJ is composed o f mimenc cyphers: tne argumernanve
movement of a hand, the: musical voicepainting a vivid picture of thing)
and fedings irr espective o f real content of wha l is said, and rhe nose­
me physiognomic prmcipium mdividUdtionu , svmbolcf thespecificchar­
acrer of an individual, described between rhe lines of his coumenance. '

They, too, understand the power of mimesis in modern history as

both imitation-and-sentience, Frazer 's Similariry-and-Conracr, hence

the want ing to be like the Jew. and also the stnSllousity of that Jet of

being similar; detail upon detail, the hand gesture, the tone of voice,

the nose, its shape, its size, its being the organ o r smell, the "most

animal" o f the senses. "Of all the senses," the y write, "that o f smell­

wh ich is attracted without objectifying-bears dearest witn ess to the

urge to lose oneself in and become the 'other'." Thus we are led back

to Benjamin's sentience taking one out of oneself, led by the nose to

think anew of what it means to obj ectify and sense an-Other, of losing

oneself in that Other, as when Benjamin writes of mimesis as a rudiment

of a former compulsion to be another, and Ca illois toys with the scary

idea of becoming similar, not similar to something, just similar . Small

wond er, then, given this und erworld of olfactory ontogenies resplicing
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mimesis and alterity into dizzying epistemological conundrums that
th e sense of smell, in at least one well-recorded instance, plays a role

in the magician's an . Indeed it "is the most important factor in the

laying o f spells on people," wrote Malinowski with regard to the

T robriand Islands in The Sexual Lift Qf Sat'ages (first published in

1929), and he went o n to describe how, in order to achieve its greatest

po tency. magic there must enter through the nose. Just as love cha rms

there were borne into the victim on the scent o f some spellbo und

aromatic sc bsraoce, so in sorcery the object o ver which the maleficent

magic has been done is burned , the smo ke entering the nost rils of the

victim and thereby cau sing disease. "For this reason," says Malinow­

ski, "houses are never built o n piles in the Trobriand, as it would

greatly facilita te th is stag e of the sorcerer's work.:"

In Adorno and Horkheimer's 3 CCOUO[ , civilization does marc th an

repress mimesis, unders too d either as imita tion or as sensuousness . On

the contrary, civilization sniffs ou t the enemy, uses smell against itself

in an orgy o f imitation. Racism is the par ade ground whe re rhe civdized

rehearse this love-hate relat ion wi th their repressed sensuo usiry, wirh

th e nose of rhe j ew, their "instinct " for ava rice, the blackness of rbe

negro , their alleged sexuality. and so forth. There is furthe rmore a

strange mapping of what is defined as sensuo us excess whereby the

" mino rities" ..spill OUf, escape the grid of the normative. and the refore

concepma liry itself. As sheer substa nce, mat ter out of place becomes

matter with a vengeance, sensuo usiry shredding the: very notion of

conceptuality. Thus the idiosyncracy of the " minority" awa kens "mo­

ments of biological preh isrory "-according to Horkheimer and

Adorno-"danger signs wh ich make the hair stand on end and the

heart stop beating." Confron ti ng what is ta ken as idiosyncracy, indi­

vidual organs may escap e the cont rol of the: subject, and it is this very

animality projected onto the raci al Other, so the argument runs, that

is desired and mim icked as sadistic ritual , degradation, and ultimately

in genocide against that Other. Accused of participating in forbidden
magic and bloody ritual. the Jews :

are declared guilty of something which they, as the first burghers, were
the first to overcome: Ihe lureof baseinstincts, reversion 10 animalityand

"
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to the ground , the service of images. Because they invented the concer t
of kosher meat. they are persecuted as swine."

Fascism, in th is a nalysis, is an accentuated form of modern civiliza­

tion w hich is itself to be rea d as th e history of repression of mimesis­

rhe ba n o n graven images, gypsies, actors; the lo ve-hare relerionsbip
.....hh th e body ; th e cessation of Carn iva l; a nd finall y th e kind o f teach­

ing which does not allo w child ren to be children, But above all, fa scism

is mo re th an o utrigh t repression of th e m imetic; it is a retu rn of the

repressed, ba sed on the "o rgAnized control of mim esis. " Thus fascism,

through th e m imesis of mi mesis, "seeks to m ale th e rebe llio n of sup­

pressed natu re ag ains t domination directly useful to dominatio n.

Disorganizing the Mimesis of Mimesis: Josephine Baker,
Count Ha rry Kessler, and the Question of Parod y

Th t Nt'gro , the world o r-er, IS famous JS J mim ic. But tbis m no way
d.Jmages his stll1lding as In origimll. Mim icry Is .:m art in It5t Jf {and/
ht dINS it .u tht mocking-bird doe s it, for the Wl't of It, anJ not
~clJuse be u'ishes to be ilkI' the one mli tQ! tJ.

-c-Zora Neale H UThlOn The Sa nctIfied Church

In H orkheimer a nd Ado rno's analysis, fascism did not inven t racism .

No r is racism much clarified by thinking of it as a mere side-effect

o f some more basic economic factor such as po verty. What m ak es

H o rkbcimer and Adorno's thesis d ist inctive is th at fa r from being side­

effectual. racism is seen as a man ifest atio n of what is essentia l to

modern civi lizatio n 's cultural apparatus , na mel y co n tinuous m imetic

repression-understanding mimesis as bo th th e fa culty of im itation

and the dep loyment of that faculty in sensuous knowing, sensuo us

Orhering.
A q ues tio n the n arises in this version of th e histo ry of the senses­

from m imesis to the organized control of mimesis- as to whether the

mimeti c faculty can escape th is fate of be ing used ag ainst itse lf, whethe r

it co uld be used against being used against itself? Can parody supply

an answer? After all , parody is where mi micry exposes co nstruc t ion,
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suggest ive of a new sort o f an thro po logy, pcsr-post-Frazerian, that

defines its o bject o f stud y no t as O the r but as th e reflectio n of the W est

in the mim et ic m agic o f its O thers- as foreshadowed in th e following

tale Count H a rry Kess ler tells concern ing th at night in Berlin, February

24, 1926, w he n he bro ugh t j osephine Baker, th e famous African­

American cabaret dancer, th en living in Pa ns, to d ance fo r h is dinn er

guests in a space cleared in the library.
Shy a t da ncing naked in the presen ce o f his wo men guests " beca use

they a re ladies," she event ually ov erca me her hesitation as the count

described the bailer he wa s pla nning to wri te lo r her. Then, in his own

wo rd s. which I take to be a summary o f an I ha ve sa id on the mimetic

facu lty , most especially the inevita bility with wh ich it is em bedded in

mod ern th ough t w ith primitiveness and colo nizatio n:

josephine Baker was as though transformed. When, she implored, will
the pan be ready for her 10 dance! She began to go into scme rnovernents,
vigorous and vividly grotesque, in front o f my Maillol figure, became
preoccupied with it, stared af it, cop ied the pose, rested against it in
biza rre postures. and calked to it, d early excited by its massive rigour and
elemental force. Then she:- danced arocod it wi rh e:-xtravagantly grandiose
gestures, the picture 01a priestess frolicking bke a child and making fun
of herself and her goddess. ~hillol's creation was obviously much more
interesting and real to her than the humans srandmg about her, Geni lL~

(for she is a gCllius in the matt er o f grotesque movement) was add~,mg

genius. Suddenly ~he stopped and switched to her negro dances, spicing
them with every son of extravagance. The d ima ll: was reached when
Fried rred ro join in tM d owning and sbe caricatured, ever more prepos­
terously, ever mo re dizzily, any and every movement he made. Where
Fried was [usr ungainly. with her it became a wonderfully stylish grotes­
querie which struck a balance between what is depicted in an ancient
Egyptian relief frieze and the antics of one of George Crosz's mechanical
dolls. Now and again Luli Meiem also improvised a few movements, very
delightful and harmonious; but one twist of the arm by Josephine Baker
and their grace was extinguished, dissolved into thin air like mountain. ,
mist.

"
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Wh at matters fo r the dialectician is hailing tnt wilfds of world hisrory
in his sails. T hmking for him means: to srt sail. Jt is the way they are
set that matters. W ords are his sails. The way they arc set turns them
into concepts.

-Walter Benjamin. "Konvolut N."

I have emphasi zed how mimesis, as either an unadorned human

faculty o r o ne revived in modernity by rmmetic machines, is a cap acity

rhar alert s one to the conractua l d ement of the visual conrract with

reality. I have also intimated that just 3 S mimesis as a necessary part

of thinking the concrete involves world history, especially that conflu­

ence of colonial facto rs resulting in primitivism, so by definition world

histo ry cannot be thought of outside the mimetic facu lty itself . I want

to push this notion pre n y hard. l want to assert rhar in a terribly real

sense. the practice of mimesis in o ur day, inseparable from imaging

and thinkin g itself, invo lves the rehearsal of the practices of the body

associated with primitivism. As the natu re that culture uses to make

second nature, mimesis cannot be outside of history, just as his tory

cannot lie ou tside of the mimetic facu lty. Here we take odds with

the fashionable theses of construction, that nature itself is a social

construction, just as we take odds with th e converse, that history itself

can be redu ced to an essential nature. As the nature that culture uses

to create second nature, mimesis chaotically jostles for elbo w room in

this force field o f necessary cont radiction and illusion, prov iding the
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glimpse of the opportu nity to dismantle that secon d nature and recon ­

struct other wo rlds-so lon g as we reach a cnncal level of understand ­

ing of the play o f pri mitivism within the mimet ic faL-uhy itself. Th is is

wh y I cite Beniamin's likeni ng of thinking to the sett ing of sails in

the wind s o f world history- let us emphasise rhe worldliness of this

histo ry- in which rhe sails as images (read mimesis) develop into

con cept s according to how the')' are set. Here is the space for hum an

agency and shre wdness, the setting of th e sail with in the bufe ning of

hatory . Tbi s is the decis ive factor, setting the sail's edge tensed so the

image billows imo the driving concept, and it is not withou t pa thos that

I recall it, beca use Benjamin's philosophy of the image is a profoundly

historical, time-sensinve, theory bound to a perceived momen t ofgreat

specificity with in the development of European capitalism: it is bound

ro a specific p hilosophy of history arching toward rhe flash of recogni ­

tion of the past in an image that surfaces unexpectedly-that is to say,

at a moment of da nger, which is what he often had in mind-to achieve

a type of mimetic remembrance in the face of the erosion of experience

in modern times.

Here Benjamin's philosophy o f history as a philosophy of picturing.

ad justing the image to the salience of wind and map . force and goa l.

a philosophy thar through imageric free-fall if no t pictorial necessity

invo kes the history of sailo rs. the winds of world history [Q be sure-c­

European colonial history bind ing colored people to the metropoli by

mean s of those sails . Th is is why the gringo spirit sailors of the Embed

sha man and the wooden figurines of sailo rs, spine-helpers of the Cu na

sha man , seem to me to be so important- no t [ust for the Embera and

the CUDa (that is afte r 311 very much their business) hu t for wha t I will
gene rically refer to as the West thus depicted . embodied, and made
(magical ) use of.

So let us attend to these sailo rs wh ose image is put to such good use,

those sai lors calling at Central and South American ports, remote

anchorages and estu aries, carrying the trad e and mapping the shores­

but first we have to contemplate, as they did before us, the vast empti­

ness of oceanic space binding Europe to its others, the space between

flood ing with primitivism. For this space provides the location for the

study of the mimet ic faculty and its place in the history of the senses.
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That study now becom es the stu dy of the pos ition of the primitive

Other in modern Western not ions of the mimetic faculty and of the

placeof wildn ess in sentience. Far fro m resting mimesis on a psycholog­

ical or biological base-line such as a "faculty" and buttressing it with

notions o f " the primiti ve," as Benja min does in his essay on the mimetic

faculty wit h his suggestive assumptions about the ubiquity o f mimesis

in the da nce and magic o f the primi tive wo rld, can we not crea te a field

o f study of the mimetic which sees it as curiousl y baseless, so dependent

on ahe riry that it lies neither with the primi tive nor with the civilized,

but in the wmds wepr an d all roo dose, all too dista nt, myster io us­

sounding space of First Contact?

First Contact

In describing Fra zer 's Law of Contact, Mauss and Hubert evoke the

world that such a notion of the magical power of the image entails.

Tactility displaces the visua l image into continuo us impulses. "We

find," they write with respect to the mag icians' UW of Contact, "that

both ind ividu als and objects are theo retically linked to a seemingly

limitless num ber of sympathet ic associations . The cha in is so perfect ly

linked and the continuity such that, in order to produc..e a desired effect,

it is really unim portan t whether magical rites ate per formed on an y

on e ra ther than ano ther of the connections." The magician's task is to

know how to intervene in rbis cha in of sympathy. It is anything but

static, " It is the image of the thing to be displaced ," they not e, " that

runs along the sympathetic chain. " !

I wan t to ask wh ere this wondrous chain of sympathy begins and

ends, and whose image of what is continuously disp laced by sympathet­

ically att uned substances? For surely this chain cannot be considered

as strictly limited to the magician's circle. Surely its won ders have also

been displaced by the expa nsion of European colonialism from the

sixteenth century on. And as primitive magic and modern mechanical

reproduct ion were adjusted one to the other in a myriad of complex

efforts at different times in different places thro ugh a commo n focus

on the myste ries of representation and the powers of the mimetic

n
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faculty in signifying practice, it was above all that auraric moment of

"first contact" with the p rimitive that gave Euro peans their first image

o f the mimetic treasure which lay, if not within, then between the

collective bodies in con tact with o ne another. Let us ther efore turn to

o ne such history o f comact, in Tierra del fuego. Land o f Fire, where

a particular ly modern history of mimesis may be said to have begun.

A Windswept Space: Tierra del Fuego-Land of Fire,
Land of Mimicry

On December 18, 18.U. in his diary of the voyage of the Beag/e. the

rwemy-rhrec-yeer-old naturalist Cha rles Darwin recorded the mythica l

scene of almost firs t coma..-r with the peop le of Tierra del Fuego .' The

Beagle had sight ed Pucg ians lighnng fires upon seeing the vessel two

days earl ier. "Whe the r for rhe purpose of communicating the news or

attract ing our attention, we de nut kno w." Anchoring in the Bay of

Good Success (naming is an essential pa n of discovery), he o b'>Cr';ed

mo re Fuegiansc-rhe term is European , literally " fiery ones"- "perched

on a wild peak overha nging the sea and surrounded by woods. As we

passed by they all sprang up and waving their cloaks of skins scnr forth

a loud sonoro us ShOUl; this they continued for 3 long time. These

peopl e followed the ship up the ha rbour, and just before dark we again

hea rd their l.-ry and soon saw their fire at the entran ce of the Wigwam

which they built fo r the night." 1 Next day Captain Fitz Roy sent a boat

with a large parry of o fficers to communicate with the Fucgian s... It

was;' wrote the young Darwin, " without a do ubt the most curious &
inte resting spectacle I ever beheld" :

I would not have believed how entire the difference between savage &
civilized man is. It is greater than between a wild & domesticated animal,
in as much as in man there is greater power of improveme nt. The chief
spokesman was old &: appeared to be head of the family; the three others
were young and powerful men &. abo ut 6 feet high. f rom their dress etc
etc they resembled the representanons of Devils on the Stage, for instance,
Der Freischut z. Th e old man had a white feat her cap, from under which ,
black, long hair hun g round his face" The skin is dirty copper colour.

7J
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Reaching from ear to cal & including the upper lip, there was a broad
red coloured band of paint ; & para llel & above this, there W3 S a white
one; so Ihal the eyebrows & eyelids were even thus coloured. l hc o nly
gar ment wa s a guanaco skin with the nair ~uts j de. Th is was mer~ly

thrown over rheir shoulders, nne arm & leg being barc; for an y exercise

they must be abslIlutdy nake d. (118-19)

So much for the spectacle. Then the contact :

Their very armu des .... et .. ab ject, & the expression distrusnull, surprised
& sta rtled. Hav ing given them some red cloth, which they immtdi ately
placed aro und thei r necks, we became goo d friend s. Th is was shown ~Y

the old man parting ou r breasts & making something like the same nOI~

whicit pecple do wh en feeding chickens. I walked Wit h th e old man &
this dem onstrat ion W;iI, S repeated between us several nmes, AI last hC' gave
me three hard slaps on th e brea st and back at the same rime, & making
mn St curio us noises. He th en baud his bosom f'l r me to rerum the
compliment, .....h ich being done, he seemed highly plead . Th eir language
does nor dese rve to be called articulate . u pt. Coo k says It l~ like a ma n

trying to dea r his throa t; to which may be add ed ano~her very hoarse
man trying to sho ut & a third enco uraging .l horse wnh that peculia r
noise whic h is made out of the side of the mou rn. (1 19)

The mo uth serves as an organ of language in ot her wa ys as well:

Th eir chief anxiety was to obtain knives; this they showed by pretending
to have blubber in their mouths an d curnog instead of learing it from the
bod y: th ey called them in a con tinued plaintive tone cu..:hilla [Spanish lor

knife ]. (119)

But it is the body in its entirety-and not only the body of the fiery

ones-that serves to art iculate this inarticulate language. In hisJournal
of Researches, the young naturalist proceeds, preceding Walter Berna­
min's assumptions about the intimate connection between primitive­
ness and mimesis by ninety-nine years:

Th ey are excellent mimics: as often as we coughed or yawned or made
any odd mot ion, they immediately imit at ed us. Some of the of6ce~s be.gan
to squint and make monkey like faces; but on e of the you ng Fuegians
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(w hose face was painted black with whi te ban d over his eyes) succeded
in making far mo re hideOll$ grima ces. Th ey could repea t with per fect
correctn ess each word in any sentence we addresse d them , and th ey
remembered such wo rds for some time. Yt't we Eur opeans all know how
difficult it is to distinguish ap art the sounds in a foreign language. WhidJ
of us, fat instana', could follow all. American Indi an thro ugh a senreece

of more than three words? All savages appear to POS5CSS, to an uncom mon
degree, this power of mimicry. I was told. a lmost in the same words, of

the same' Iudicrou $ habit among the Ca fftno: the AU$tr alians, likewi se,
have lon g been notorious for bring able to imlla lc and describe t n t" gait
of any man, so th at he ma y be reccgmaed.

And he concludes by asking: " How can this (mimetic] faculty be

exp lained? Is it a consequence of the more practised hab its of percep­
tion and keener senses, common to all men in a savage state, as com­
pared with those long civiliaeds"

Perhaps Captain Fitz Roy supplies an answer. He was not only

engaged in mapping the South American coast and accura tely fixing
the world 's longitudinal reckoning, but was also the activator o f a most

audacious exerci se in mimesis and aheriey. He was returning three
Fuegians-]emmy Button, York Minster, and the woman, Fuegia Bas­
ket-back to their home from England. wh ere be had presented them

(0 Queen Victo ria th ree years earlier, to serve now as civilized Ch ristian
miss ionaries inst ructing their own people. (Before the Ad miralty agreed

to outfit a vessel, Firz Roy had been ready to complete this mission at
his ow n expense.)

In his rendering o f the sa me scene that Darwin describes. Fitz Roy

provides the reader with a brief introduction, almost an apology.
"Disagreeable, indeed painful, as is even the menta l contemplation of

a savage," he admits, there is nevertheless great interest in it as well.
And he goes on to suggest reasons why th is should be SO.5

It seems to me that thi s audaci ous ship's capta in, writing in the early
nineteenth century, has deft ly art iculated the key issue of the mimetic
faculty in the modern world, namely what makes the mental contem­

plation of a savage interesting (desp ite the pain) . Moreover, Fitz Roy 's
explanation of why looking at the savage is interesting is that such
looking is in itself a form of theorizing society and historical process.
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MIMESIS AND ALTERITY

The fi rst reason he gives is that one should appreciate that we British

were once like the Fuegians, and that is how Caesar foun d us-paint ed
and in skins. The second reason is that there is something absorbin g
in observing people d isplaying childish ignorance of matt ers familiar
to civilized man . And rhe third reason is the inreresr occasioned by the

Puegians' healt hy, independent state of existence.
Of particular interest to what ha s been called " rhe civilizing process"

is the second reason-this -somerhiag absorbing in observing people
displaying childish ignorance of thin gs familiar to civilized man ."
~'herein lies the mysterious power of this -somerhing absorbi ng" !

Could it be that this is the consequen ce of an unstoppable circulation
of mimetic and alteric impulses along a sympathetic chain in which
each moment of arrest stimulates further impulsion? Thin gs familiar

to the civilized are estranged by ritz Roy's savage, yet by the same

token they are re-familiarized .. .

Although his description in the BeJJgle Record of the landing o n the
beach was not as meticulous 3 ) Darwin's, f it'L. Roy chose to d raw out

one derail that Darwin omitted. First, 3S with Darwin, there is the

conte mplatio n of the spectacle:

Oneofrhese men was just six feethighand stout in proportion: the others
wererather sborter; their legswerestraight and well fanned, not cramped
and misshapen like rhoseof the natives who goabout incanoes; and rheir
bodies were rounded and smooth.

Then the contact :

They expressedsatisfaction or goodwill byrubbingor patting theirown,
and then our bodies; and were highly pleased hy rhe antics of a man
belonging to the boat's crew, who danced well and was a good mimic."

Note here first his optical focus on the Fuegian body, second the
actua l bodily, sensuous connection between the Puegians and the sail­

ors, and third the mimicry-but not on the part of the Fuegians, as
Darwin so vividly depicted it, but on the part o£the sailor. We are thus
plunged inro a chicken-and-egg problem. Who is mimicking whom,
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the sailor or the savage? We fi nd the same prob lem and the same
- rrick" o£ not seeing one's own indulgence in, and stimulation of,
mimicry vis avis the "savage" when it comes to the way that adults in
Western societies teach and relate to infan ts and children. Adults imi­
Ute what they rake 10 be baby talk o r childish tones of vo ice and
expression and insert rbemselves in wha t they take to be the "child 's

world," playing with the child, sometimes with the aim of controlling
it, or leaching the child by gett ing it to imitate the adu lt' s imnancn-;
paning the dog this way, not thai way, eating this way, not that way,

and so forth . In b et the adult is imitating to differing degrees I WO

different things here, one being the child, the other being the dog, the
food , language, and so forth . Con trol and education comes abo ut by

judicious blending of these f WO realities, moving one inro the other
and thereby crearingnew behaviors and understandings. And the child?
Does it respond to thi s ",..ith mimicry of mimicry ? And what, then, was

the adult imitating in the first place-a real reality, as we might like to

simplistically describe the issue, such as the child's tone of voice or
behav ior? Or instead was the adult imitating the child 's mimicry of the

adult' s mimicry? In which case .....e seem to be do ing som ething quite
strange, going rou nd and round a nd unable to !OCt' thar we are doing
so, simulating and dissimulating at one and the same time fo r the sake

of our episremic health and the ro bust good cheer of realness.
Firz Roy's observation abo ut the mimicking prowess of his sailor

dancing to the mimicking Fuegians aLTOS::; the colonial divide of f irst
Contact is further sharpened hy contrast with the accou nt of Mick
Leahy, a white Australian gold prospector in the New Guinea highlands
a century later, in rhe early 1930s. First the Contact :

When I took my hat off, those nearest me backed away in terror. One
old chap came forward gingerly, with open mouth, and touched me to
see if I were real. Then he koch down and rubbed hishands over mybare
legs, possibly to find i£ they were painted, and grabbed me around the
knees and huggedthem, rubbing his bushy head against me.His hair was
done up in dozens of little plaits and stank terriblyof rancidpig grease.'

The white men were hungry and wanted to exchange "gifts " for
food with these peop le who had never before had contact with whites
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and spo ke an unknown language. They "bought" sugar cane with glass

beads and a pig with a steel axe and decided to camp th ere the night
as th eir coastal native porters were tired. (In New Guinea no wh ite

man could ca rry a pack.) Then the mimicry ;

We fold the (highland] natives of our intention by signs and asked them
to come down the next morning and show us the way, This was accom­
plished by leaning the head on one hand and dnsing the eyes-c-gestures
of sleeping; pointing to the ground, to mdicare this place. then pointing
to the east, with a ri!tillg gesrure-"sun he come up," and then pomnng
off down the creek, looking down for a [nul and !>hal::ing our he.ad!>. The
natives got il at once, and gavt' us 10 understand that they would be nn
hand. paneomimeservessurprisinglywellfor conversanon when you have
to depend on it.'

. . . whereas Darwin had seen the natives as mighty mimics!

The Space Between

let us go back to Fitz Ro y's sailo r for this in a nurshell-c-in an image

of a sailor of Her Majesty' s Navy da ncing, perhaps a little smile on his

mimicking face wet with salt spray and probably hell-bent on drawing

out the mimicry of his Puegian audience-is what I mea n by mimesis

as a " space between," a space permeated by the colonial tension o f

mimesis and alreriry, in which it is far from easy to say who is the

imita to r and who is the imita ted, which is COP )' and which is o riginal.

Fitz Roy's sailor doi ng his little dance vis a vis savagery makes many

of us think again about the exquisite ambivalence we feel a t the shock

o f recognition we receive on reading Darwin-c." All savages appear to

possess, to an uncommon degr ee, th is power of mimicry," Fitz Roy's

sailor reminds us of the pleasure, if no t the need, the civilized have of

such a savage mirror on the edge of the known world, where mimesis

as a facu lty now burns with the intensity of a meta-category- not on ly

an awe-inspiring concrete imitation of this or that conc rete enti ty bu t

the sheet fact of mimic ry itself , mimi cry as bound to the savage body

as its rightful property. Yet it is the civilized eye that provides this
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staging, this drawing-our and appreciation of the faculty, a drawing­

out th at impacts upon and blends into the body of that eye itself, as

we in turn see ir with Firz Roy's ima ge of the dancing British tar.

In this way mime sis as fact and as episternic moment can be under­

stood as redolent with the t race o f that space between. a colonial space

pa r excellence, a winds wept Puegian space where mankind bottoms out

into fairy-tale metamor phoses with children and anima ls. so mimesis

becomes an enactment not merel y of and original hut by an "original. "

Nowhere is this mo re dramatically played out th an on the colonia l

stage of historic surrealny of copy/o riginal reversals as con veyed to us

through crucially important sna pshots such as Darwi n's on the beach

at Tierra del Fuego, an image in which civilization takes measure of its

difference th rough its reflection in pnmlr ives. So deeply invested is this

scene in Western cultu ral pa trimony, and hence selfhood, that it cannot

be shrugged aside or calmly studied from a distance because it enters

in all manner of subtle ways into that very Self, into the apparatus chat

might atte mpt th e shrugging and, most pe rtine nt o f all. into its very

ph iloso phy of the senses and of copying the real-all th e mo re baffling

on account o f the way by which mimesis entertains bewilderi ng red ­

p rociries, mixes them with sentience, with pleasures, with pa in, and

with the "ludicrous" a nd "odd mixture of surpri se and imita tion."

Drawing Out the Mimetic Faculty:
The Mimesis of Mimesis

But we mus t also admit o f a peculiar feature in this when we are assailed

time and again by the mighty bodiliness and reciprocal bodiedness of

the slap of (" first" ) contact between sailors and primitives-all that

chest-thwacking, bosom -baring, rubbing, patting, walking ann-in­

arm, face-pulling, squinting, languaging, da ncing, and so forth. And

this is more than a substitute for lack of a common verbal language ;

one can hardly imagine Firz Roy or his sailors acting like this with a

group of Germ an peasants or Norwe gian fisherme n with whom they
shared no language.~
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The very language of representation of this colonial mimesis acquires

a crackling, sensuous character, beginning with the minute depiction
of skin color and body paint , the patting and ba ring of breasts-as if
the sailors were stripping off, becoming naked like the Pcegians-c-and
ehcn the noises! The noises that in this depiction stand in for language!
The ducking noise one makes when feeding chickens. The throat­
clearing noise. The hoarse- man-lTying-to-shout noise. The horse-en­

couraging noise made our of the side of the mouth . (All these animal

referencesl).
So much fa t sentience, for physicality, for the objectness of the

object, for trying to articulate the inarticulatable in which the very
language.' of (Darwin's) articulation strains its utmost to become.Hke
An aud or Futu rist and Dada Bruirism, noise itself, 10 mime the
(Fuegian) minters, thereby recruiting the animal kingdom-or at least

its domesticated subkingdom: chickens being clucked into order by
what their masters regard as somehow seductive chicken-sounds at
mealtime; horses being cajoled by their masters with what their masters
take to be hor sey and horse-encouraging sounds, In shan, these are

the sounds that Englishmen use not merely to imitate animals but to
control them, and Darwin , in describing the speech of the Fuegians-c­
whom he catalogues as the lowest grade of man in the world- nor

only compares their speech to this imirating-conrrollmg habit and
vocabu lary of "ours" visa vis animals, but he himself as the major move
in this comparison imitates these sounds--he imita tes the imitation in

order to better imita te the imita tors. And in his imitating we become
aware of the sound of sound-c-ot its physical presence in action- and

are reminded once again of the two-layered nature of mimesis as

sentience and copying.
This double layer is brought out in another striking way when

Darwin observes with awe that the Pucgians can imitate the sailor' s
language "w ith perfect correctness " while "we Europeans all know

how difficult it is to distinguish apart the sounds in a foreign language."
So whileDarwin (for our sakes, never forget, fa t the sakeof a communi­
cating text, even if it is a diary that only later became a marketable
hook ), mimes the Fuegians' language by its sentience, the Fucgians
mime the sailors' language hy deadly accurate copying.

I II
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But most endearing of all is the competition set up, a competition in
miming. The instant they see a sailor, they yield into his shape, his
speech, his gait, an d of course, his face. "As SOO I1 as we coughed a t

yawned, or made any odd motion, thl'y immediately imitated us,"
noted Darwin, such that the sailors, in his description , then begin to
squint and pull faces and look awry. In other words. they get into the:
game [00, not only as mimicry of mimicry but, so it seems to me, with

a hint of parody as well-parody of sensuous capacity of face-pulling.
and parod y of mimesis itself. But, says Darwin, OUI referee in this
matter, still they are outdone by the Fuegians mimicking the sai lor~

mimicking the Fuegians.

It's as if the Fueg ians can ', help themselves. that their mimetic flair
is marc like an instinctual reflex than a faculty. an instinct for facing
the unknown- and I mean [acing, I mean sentience and copying in the

face of strange faces. Note the '0"30 )' they are painted. especially the face,
especially the eyes . Note the grimacing of the face that sets off a chain
reaction between sailors and Fueglans. And most of all note that there

seems to be a right fi t between surprise and mimicry-as Darwin
himself noted in his ]ouYnI2/: "After our fi rst feeling of gra\'c astonish­
ment was over, nothing could be more ludicrous than the odd mixture

of surprise and imitation which thes e savages at every moment exhib­
ired." (209) What we fi nd here seems close to shock and subsequent

mimetic reaction to it: that odd mixture • . •at every momem exbibited.

Keener Senses, Mighty Mimicry?

Darwin suggested that the extraordinary degree of development of
the mimetic faculty amongst "savages" might be due to their "more

practised habits of perception and keener senses, common to all men
in a savage state, as compared with those long civilized." (206) In his

Journal he noted on the Beagle before reaching Tierra del Fuego that
the three Fuegians returning from London had remarkable eyesight,
even superior to that of British sailors despite the many yeats the sailors
had spent at sea. Only a telescope could pick out what the Pucgians,
but nobody else on board, could discern unaided. Yet we are also told
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that the senses are dulled by living dose to natu re, as when Darwin
remarks that the skill of the Fuegians may be compared to the instinct
of animals because it is not improv ed by experience. He gives the

example of their canoes, " their most ingenious work, poor as it is, has
remained the same. as we know from Drake. for the last 250 years,"
and we detect similar modes of interpretation where he describes how
much insensuivity-e-nor Acuity-it takes to survive without clothes o r

sheller in such a bleak environment (2 16)- and I ta ke the bleakness
that he refers 10 here is not merely physical, but inevitably mo ral and
aesthetic as well. Having been absent from the depiction of mimicry.

now. as the topic of dulln ess and fortitude is broa ched, women sud­
denly enter and assume the burden of representation, as when Darwin
declares in the Journal that the Pueg ians kill and devour their old
women before they kill thei r dogs, that the lor of women is one of
La-borious slavery to brutal masters who dash out their children's brains

for misdemea nors, or, as in the following touching scene of moth er­

hood amid the cruel elements:

In another harbour not far disranr, a woman. whowassuckhnga recently­
born child, cameone day alongside the vessel, and remained there our of
mere curiou~ity. \l."'ilst medeer fell and thawed on her naked bosom, and
on the skin of her naked b..by!Thesepoor wretches were stunted in their
growth. their hideous faces bedaubed with white paint, their skins rilthy
..ndgreasy, theirhair entangled, their voicesdiscordant, and theirgestures
violent, Viewing such men, ODe can hardly make oneself believe that they
are fd low-creannes, and inhabitants of the same world, (213)

Thus the an imality of "these poo r wretches," wrought to extreme
by the picture of the women, seems eons disraru from the hyper ­

sensitivity that primitiveness can also imply. It would therefore seem
of dubiou s, or at least complex, logic to make the common sensical if
somewhat racist assumption, as Darwin does, that the extraordina ry

miming ability attributed to the Fuegians is a result of their keener
(nm e the comparative) senses. And even if the notion of sensory acuity
was not complicated in this way, because of dullness existing side by
side with keenness, we would have to consider anot her link in the chain
of reasoning here involved, namely that there would seem to be no
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necessary link betw een such (alleged) acuity, on the one hand, and wan t­
ing or being able to mime and mime well. on the other; having good eyes
and ears neither makes on e a good mimic nor want to be one.

The "'Origins" of Mimesis Lie in Art and Politics
And Not Survival

So, in (Tying to "expl ain" the alleged coupling of primitiveness with
mighty miming (and the desire to mime), how do we understand this

to bear upon an aspect of life that refers not to the individual organism
as a biological ent ity adapted to tough material conditions, bur instead
refers to social life, part icularly the life of the imagination as expressed

by the art , ritual and mythology of "primitive" societies? After all,
could the face-painting thar so caught Darwin 's curiosity be explained
as necessary to and part of the materiality of surviving in a cold climate?
And wouldn't one be likely to find the ana logy of miming precisely in
such painti ng?

U we take a cue from Darwin's pairing of the Fuegians .....irh the

Australian aborigines. we see that much later, as the Beolgle heads for
home, he briefly describes in his Journal what he calls a "corrobery or

native dance" at Bald Head, Western Australia, in which mimesis is
an important feature:

There was nne called thf' Emu dance, in which each man extended his
arm in a bent manner, like the neck of thai bird. In another dance, one
man imitated the movements ufa kanagaroo gearingin the woods, whilst
a second crawled up, and pretended to spear him. When both tribes
mingled in the dance, the ground trembled with the heaviness of their
steps, and the air resounded with their wild cries. (451 )

Some seventy year s later the emu dance also caught the eye of Emile
Durkheim. In his book The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, he

observed that the pioneer ethnographers of the Arunta people of the
central desert, Spencer and Gillen, pointed out that in that dance to

augm ent well-being, the lntichiuma of the Emu "at a certain moment

"
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the actors try to reproduce by their attitude the air and aspect of the:
bird ," and he goes on to underscore what he sees as "the essentially
imitative nature of Arunta r ites ." ,.., Indeed there are (acco rding to

Durk heim's reading of Strehlow);

• . . scarcely anyceremoniesinwhich someimitatinggesture i~ not pointed
out. According to the nature of the an eeuals whose feast i~ celebrated ,
meyjump after rhc manner of kanagareos, or imitate the movements they
make in eating, the flight of winged anrs, the characteristic noise of me
bat, the cry of the wild turkey, the hi~ing of the snake, rhe croaking of
a frog, etc. II

And to that marvelous fidelity, we should add th at for the initiated

men, according to Spencer and Gillen, man y months of the: year were
dedicated to just such mimicry. At the same time, at the dose of the
nineteenth centu ry when Spencer and Gillen were writing their account

of Central Australia, a young man hom and bred in T ierra del Fuego,
E. l ucas Bridges, saw the spirit H achai come o ut of th e lichen-covered
rod..s. He was paint ed allover with red and white patterns . Grey blrd's­
dow n was stuc k e ver him, and he wore a horned mask with red eye­

holes. No ho rned. animal is indigenous to Tierra del Fuego, noted
Bridges, yer a hunter of wild cattle would have admired the actor's

performance. " His unce rtain advances. his threatening tO$~S of the
head, his snort ing and sudden forward thrusts of one horn or the
ot her-c-all were most rea listic. Th e part he was playing came from

legendary myth and had doubtless been enacted by the O na [Selk'nam]

I I . " IIor co unt ess generations.
Would. DOC studious application to the ritual prac tice of myth and

magic provide far more of a basis for the mimetic faculty than what
th e young Darwin called "the more practiced habits of perceptio n and

keener senses common to all men in a savage state"?
To gauge the intensity of such ritual pra ctice in Tierra del Fuego one

has only to consult Bridge's detailed memoir as well as the extensive
works of the ta lented Austrian ethnographer, Mart in Gus inde, who
worked in the region between 1918 and 1924 .n Both provide vivid
descrip tions of the ritua l core of Selk'n am society, the lengthy men's
initiation know n as the Hain occur ring in the men's ceremonial house.
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(There was no such house for women ). Not only is this stupendou sly
"rheatri cal '' and "staged" , with thc women and children providing the
"audience", but it is obvious th at in miming the (women-hating) spirits,
the men invigorate powers essent ial for the reproduction of society,
especially the power ro control what th ey fear as rhe sorcery potent ially
possessed by women- the original fear tha t, acco rding to myth, led
rhem long ago 10 most brut ally kill all the women and build the men's

house in the 11 m place. $0 important is the ritua l power of the theater

of the men's house th at Gusinde refers to it as the sovereign power of

an invisible Slate. He thus provides us with the elementary form not
only of religion (to invoke the title of ljurkheim's classic work ) but of
the state as well-a performarive theory of the state as a mighty theater

of male fantasies, illusions generated by potent male fC3 r of women .
And thu s it is apposite to invoke the theme of sacred violence in

mimesis. If Frazer directed us to think of the copy as drawing on the

power of the copied, And did so from a utilitarian perspective, it is to

Georges Baraille's everlasting credit tha t. in his discussion o f the Las­
caux cave paintings, he dismisses such a view that sees these paintings

as aimed at securing game and argues instead that they are testimony
to the release of the sacred through the violence of killing and th at rhey
follow tra nsgression (in this case, of the taboo against kilhngj;" Both

Gusinde and Bridges leave us in no doubt as to the mighty force o f
sacred violence in the mimerics of the Ha in, a for ce that, following

both Frazer and Baraille, we could see as securing its power fro m
enacting the gods as well as (rom the vio lence entailed by tha t enact­
ment. And here we see the most fundamental cleavage in mimesis. For

this sacred violence exists in two quite contrary ways.
On the one han d the women and children, forming the "audience, "

have to pretend-to mime-on pain of death th at what they are witness
to are real god s and not their kinsmen acting as gods. In this way the
public secret essent ial to mystica l au thority is preserved.

On the other hand is the violence associated with the demasking of

the gods that the male initia tes are forced to witness in the privacy of
the men's house. Through the violence of demasking fused with laugh­
ter, the power of the mimet ic faculty as a socia lly constitutive for ce is
thereby rransfered from the older to the younger men, the duped



MIMESIS AN D AL TERITY

becomes one with the dupe rs, and what Bridges refers to as "the great

secret" for tifies Gusinde 's "invisible state."
In both instances, male and female, imagined worlds become not

only rhearricah zed hut factualized as religious ax iom and social cus­

rom. Illusions thus serve the cause o f belief, if not tru th, thanks to the
magical series of transfers between theater and reality held in place by
mimetic an and the public secret. Mim esis sutures the rea l to the really

made up-and no society exests omen....ise.
Men become not only skilled in mimesis in th e sense o f simulating

Others, which is what impressed Darwin, bur become impressed by the
power of mimesis to access th e sacred and therewith control women 's

potentially greate r pow er to mime. As. simulators. with the forced
conn ivance of women, they reproduce the invisible state in a process
wherein acting recreates the authentic. In this vast scheme, women,
however, become skilled in the use of the mimetic faculty in a totally

differen t way- with the power not to simula te an Other but instead
to dissimulate, to pretend to believe in the Other's simulat ion . ..

Colonial Violence: The Organization of Mimesis,
the Final Solution

It is tbought thJt th~ cou"tTyof Tier ra del fueg o would prow sllitgble
for cattle breeding. but the only d rawback to this plan is that to all
appeolrQnu it would be necessary to exterminate the Fuegiolns.

-The Dail)' News , L ondon 1882

ThQSCwho today attack. private property in that territory art! not the
Q l1tJS IStlk'n aml but the white Indians. the savages from the big cities.

- Julio Popper, 1892, said to be one of the most formidable kill­
ers (If Indiansin Tierra del Fuego in the late nineteenth century.

To read Gusinde on the late nineteenth-centu ry exterminati on of the

indigeno us peop les of Tierr a del Fuego (from which th ese passages art:
quoted) ," is. to be flung into horror. As in so many other places in the
Americas, north and sout h, at the same time, it is too familiar , yet
beyond belief. You feel you are reading some primer on colonial brutal-
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iry, the Ur-event of civilizat ion and modern State consolidation, face
[Q face with "savagery"- the savagery imputed to the Other, then
mimicked o n the bod y of that Ot her. The SeJk'nam were presented
from the beginnin g, notes Guslnde, as "phantoms that thr eatened
European intrusion," and then declared to be "dangerous obstacles to
sett lement." (143) The serious exterminating began with the discovery
of gold in 1878, and acquired a thoroughgoing character with the

setti ng-up of sheep rancbes by whitt's shorrly thereafter. The ranches
spread over (he lands used by the Indians, who reta liated by killing
sheep for food, and a spiral of violence between these unequal force;

rapidly developed . Paid hunters were encouraged to wipe out the Indi­
ans. Gusinde says.they were offered the same price for a pair of Indian
ears as the going rate for a puma-s-one pound sterling. A pregnant
woman's ears. together with those of the fetus extracted from her womb

paid more. Gusinde knew persons who made money shipping Indian
skulls to a European museu m. Masnffs were Imported from Euro pe to

hunt down Indians; slain sheep were po isoned with strychnine in the
hope tha t the Ind ians would eat them; and Indian children were innocu­
lared with fatal diseases (141-47)

Gusinde lists seven nam es given the whites by the Selk' nam at me
rime of his fieldwork between 1918 and 1924. Two of them refer to

the whites' deployment o f mimicry in genocide. One meant literally
"clumps of ea rth with roots extracted from black s.wampy water."
Th is. refered to the fact that from the Indians' perspective the whites

alwa ys moved in a compact, massed. group, usually dressed in da rk
clothing so that they were camou flaged. (No scarlet d oth here, m y

fr iend 0. The second name for the whites meant something like helmet
of earth/hairy leath er hide, clumped earth with grass. In order to
frighten and intimidate the Indians, the hunters made simulacra of

cavalry, mounting on horseback humanlike figures made from earth

and grass or from hides. Hen ce th is term for whites: " figures of earth
covered with hai ry hides." (154) Could Horkheimer and Adorno have
found a betterexampl eofthe channelingofrhe mimetic faculty by "civili­

zation" so as to simulate an imagined savagery in order to dominate or
destroy it? Could th ey have found a more frightening appellation for
civilization, disguised- "figures of earth covered with hairy hides" ?

S7



7

SPIRIT OF THE M IME, SPIRIT OF lliE Gin

Together w-irh nrc and smoke, the Fuegi3m wildness ....:as m3~i ft'sted

time and again by their hideo us cries abru ptly an~o~ncmg their pres­
ence, incessantly dem anding white man's stu ff. If It IS the visual sense

d h precise vocal arti culation of language that is tracked h)" Da r-an t e . ..
win's scheme of repr~t:ntation when he discusses mimicry, U IS very

h nd hollow noisy human sound. tha t is trackedmue sonoro us soun u, • ,
.....hen presenting trade and barter. In his first para greph concerm~g

Tierra del Fuego, the Be<Jgle en teri ng the bay of Good SUI,,'Cess. Darwin

in his j oltrnoll registers the sonic as a principal scenic element:

WhO' 0 ere ••lured in a manner bccommg the inh3bnan h ofI e enrcr mg we we "' .... ee
this savage land. A grou p of Fuegian" partl y .:oo~,(,3Ied by the entangled
forest. were perched on a wild point 0\'Cm 3ngm g rhc sea; and as we

0' b th sprang up and waving their tattered cloaks sene forth :I
passeu ) . cy .. , d i b i
loud and w nornus shout. The savag":, fo~lowed :hc ~hlp an IUS( e ore
dark we saw their fire and heard their wild cry.

A month later, at Ponsonby Sound from wherc Iemm y Butt on haile~,

t he Beagle's boats w ere again gree ted with fire and,cries. It was as If
in rhe form of sound, wildness itself erupted from Its autochthonous

lair :

Fires were lighted on every point (hence the name of Tierra del Futgo,.or
the land of fire), both to attract our attention and to spread fat and WIde
the new'. Some of the men ran for miles along the shore. I ~ha ll never
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forget how wild and savage one group appeared: suddenly four or five
men came to the edgeof an overhangingcliff ; they were absolutely naked,
and their long hair streamed around their facts: they held rugged staffs
in their hands, and, springing from rhe ground, they waved their arms
around their heads, and "Cfll fo rt h rhe mo st hideous yell>. (2 18)

Ca ptain Firz Roy, also described th is event in terms of sound and
fire. Rem arkabl y so:

Scarcely had we srowed rhe bt;)al~ and embarked, before canoes began 10
appear in every directio n, in tach of which was a stento r hailing us at the
rop of his voice. f ainl sounds of deep voices WI:JCheard in the distance,
and around us echoes to the shourso four nearer friends began to eeverber­
are. and warned me to hasten away before our movements should become
impeded."

It was an im pressive scene, a verita ble stage framing the sou nd. The

captain co nn nues:

As we steered our of the cove in which our boats had bern sheltered, a
Sinking scene opened . beyond a lake-like expanse of deep hlue WOl ler.
mountai ns tollC' abruptly to a great height. and on their icy summits the
sun's e;lrly ray s ghnercd as if on a mirror. Immedla ld y ro und us were
moumain eminences. and dark cliffy precipice, which cast a very deep
shadow over rhe sl ill water beneath them. (106)

When they S3W the boat s, the Puegians ca me in canoes from all

direction s. " Hoarse shouts a rose, and echoed about by th e cliffs,

seemed to be a cont inu a l chee r." Soon there were close to for ty canoes,

each with a column of blue smoke rising fro m the fire they contained,

"and almost all the men in them sho uti ng a t the full power of their

deep sonorous voices. " (106· 107) It appea red like a dr eam, noted the

captain, pleased with the wind, w hich, filling every sail, allowed him

to outpace th ose fiery, noisy, canoes.

When th e scarlet cloth was unfurled, the sound nevertheless contin­

ued, its wildn ess taking on a different tone. "Whi le in the boats I go t

to hat e the very sound of their vo ices, so mu ch trouble did they give
us," D arwin writes in hi s Jot~ntlJl :
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The first and last word was "yammerschooner. " When entering some
quiet linle cove, we have looked around and thuught to pass a quiC't
night, rhec dicusword "yammerschooner" hasshrillysoundedfrom some
gloomy nook, and rhen the little signal-smoke has curled up to spread the
news far and wide. On leaving some place we have said to each other,
'Thank Heaven, wehave at last fairly Idt thesewretches!' when one more
faint halloo from an all-powerful voice, heard at a prodigious distance,
would reach our ears, and clearly could we di~tjngujsh-"yammerschoo­
ner." (227)

Yammerschoonering, he said, meant "Give me tr-e-bur it is obvious

from the reco rd that "give me" was a complex compos ite th at did

not fan neatly into British political economy, fo rma l or informal . A

composite of trade and gift. somet imes to be reciprocated, at Other

times not, it was all interwoven with a terrible insisten ce tha t the sailers

came to define as outri ght theft-as notably suffered by poo r Mathews

the missionary no less than by th e plump and London-tailored Fuegian

Jemmy Burton as soo n as he was retu rned to his peo ple. who st ripped

him dean as a whistle, and after a short while leaving him as th in as

one, Captain Fin: Roy relat es in his Journal tha t he saw one Fuegian

talking to Jemmy Button while anomer picked his pocket o f a kn ife,

Yet from the wo man, Fuegia Basket, nothing was taken. (I l l )

Again and again this refrain of Puegian noise, Fuegian demandi ng,

Fuegian stealing- and perfect Fuegia n equality. The beleaguered mis­

siona ry lost almost everything that he hadn't hidden und ergrou nd.

noted Darwin in the Journal, and every an-id e taken by the Fuegians,

he continued :

, , , seemed to have been torn up and divided by the nauves. Mathews
described the watch he was obliged always to keep as most harrasing;
night and day he was surrounded by the natives, who tried ttl tire him
Out by making an incessant noise close to his head. (225)

"They wou ld poin t to almost every object of the sailors, one afte r

the other, even the buttons on the coats," Darwin remarks. " saying

their favorite word in as man y intonations as possible." It seemed as

if it was th e sound of the air itself, a savage melody "vacan tly repeated."
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Yammerschooner. The word hangs strangely on the English ear as we

hear it through Da rwin's sounding it out . the same way we might try

to translate a sound of na ture, the sea rolling, the waves crashing . the

wind shrieking alongside the glaciers and the still water beneath them.
Yammerschooner!

But not everything Euro pean caught thei r savage eye, and Darwin

found wo nde r in th is, The whiteness of the sailor's skins surp rised the

Fuegians, and even more so the blackness o f the negro cook o f a sealing

ship. "Simple circu msta nces." Darwin said. and the term is revealing,

"such as the beau ty of scarlet cloth or blue beads. th e absence of

women, our care in washing c urselvesc-cexc ieed th eir admiration fur

more than any grand or complicated ob ject, such as ou r ship." 1 (228)

Mutual Aid, Theft , and Booty

Based on his fieldw ork between 19 18-1924, Marrin Gusinde spends

ma ny pages wrt'sd ing with the difficulties that Fuegian exchange p res­

ents European poli tical econo my. Meticulous in their o bservation o f

mine and rhine, and in the severe co ndemnation of theft. the Fuegians

were scru pulo us in sharing a nd in the practice o f mutual aid no less

than o f a constant give-and-rake of gift-giving among themselves. In

addition to (he exchange that occurred locally, Cusmde made the point

tha t a visitor from near or far always brought something to give away,

usually fresh meat or 3 beautiful skin. Then the recipient had to suppl y

a return gift as soo n as possible, the gift being given and received

without a word-he noted-and without meaningful gestures express­

ing one's feelings, ..It is one of the inescapable obligations," he reiter­

ated. "ofevery Yama na to come now and then with a gift for someone."

Attaching considerable impo rta nce to the fact that the Yamana lan ­

guage has scarce ly an y terms for asking for gifts. but many for expecting

them (Darwin's 'yammerschooner ' ?), Gusindc observes that "great

generosity and unselfishness are con spicuo us basic features of the char­

acter of the Yamane." Echoin g the mes that later acquired mighty

resonance through Malinowski' s description of "p rimitive economics"

in the Trobrian ds, no less tha n in Ma uss' s classic work The Gift and

"
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Bataille's The Accursed Share, Gusinde says that some Fuegians took
particular pleasure in lavishly remembering neighbors with the yields

from hunting and gathering-that the "natives especially enjoy owner­
ship in order to have the right to distribute what they have for the
pleasure of being generous.?" Much more could be said on these impor­
tant topics, but perhaps enough of an idea has been expressed so that
the depth of the incongruities brought into play by the arrival of the

Beagle into this "system" of exchange can be appreciated. Of course
the phraseology here is a little pedestrian. "System of exchange" sounds
like something out of a car gear-box manual. At stake, however, are
the greatest human passions, the very nature of being a person, and

the strange intimacies that giving establishes between things and per­

sonhood.
Not wanting to identify HMS Beagle and its crew with an animal

of prey, let alone a beached whale, my imagination is nevertheless
stimulated by the following picture provided by Gusinde with regard
to booty when customary territorial boundaries of hunting are opened

to all to share:

Anyone within the widest radius who learns of the stranding of a whale
mayhead towards the spot unmolested and remains until all the suitable
parts are consumed or distributed... Alerted bydense flocks of sea birds,
the Indians come pouring in to the stranded whale, even from some
distance, and they all enjoy the excellent taste of the blubber. No one
would dare rebuff a visiting stranger nor hinder him; if one were to do
so, he would be loudly decried as a selfish human being."

The Spirit of the Gift, the Spirit of the Mime

They are excellent mimics; as often as we coughed or yawned, or

made any odd motion, they immediately imitated us.

-Charles Darwin, Journal of Researches

In short these Fuegians, mighty mimics of British sailors and their
sea-chanties, of their dances, face-pullings, and of their vcry language,
"asked for everything they saw, and stole what they could," meticu-
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lously dividing the item so that "no one individual becomes richer than
another." They were insatiable. "It was as easy to please as it was
difficult to satisfy these savages," wrote Darwin in the Journal, taken
by that "odd mixture of surprise and imitation which these savages
every moment exhibited" face to face with the Beagle's crew. (218~19)

With every surprise, an imitation-with every sailor's good that catches
the eye, a yammerschoonering! Mimicry and yammerschoonering seem
intimately connected. You can trade fish fat a knife, or steal a button,
but you can't so easily trade a language or steal a squint or a strange

motion. But what you can do is imitate them if you want to or have
to-if they're surprising, that is. Put another way, you can imitate a

sailor pulling faces, but you can't so easily or convincingly imitate his
buttons or knife of steel. In either event there is a way in which imitating
and trading, as much as imitating and stealing, amount to the same

system of gift exchange (so neatly depicted by Darwin and Fitz Roy
with regard to the veritable competitions of mimicry between British
sailors and Fuegian men). In conrcmplanng the analogy and the histori­

cal fact that here establishes a connection between consumately skillfull
miming, on the one hand, and the practice of that peculiar noncapitalise
economics of exchange which Marcel Mauss called "the spirit of the

gift," on the other, are we not justified in assuming that there is more
to this than analogy-that there is indeed an intimate bond between
the spirit of the gift and the spirit of the mime, whose fullest flowering

requires exactly the sort of "perfect equality among individuals" that
Darwin bemoaned as the Fuegian obstacle to "improvement?"

Scarlet Cloth

Having given them some red doth, which they immediately placed
around their necks, we became good [riende. This was shown by an
old man patting our breasts & making something like the same noise
people do when (eeding chickens.

-Charles Darwin, Diary of the Voyage of HMS "Beagle"

Before saying farewell to the Land of Fire, to Jemmy Button left
desolate on the cruel shore lighting a signal fire, the smoke curling
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skyward as the Beagle stood out to sea, there is one more curious
association to hear in mind concerning the mimetic faculty, a colorful
association suggestive of profound links between mimetic facility on

the one hand, and nonmarker forms of exchange and the absence of
chiefs, on the ot her. Th is can be illustrated by returning to the fiery
scarlet d oth and the tricky business of Europea ns excha nging gilts and
entering into trade with Fuegians, having to figure anew what used
10 seem pretty straightforward distincrions between gift, tude, and

stealing.
For chis scarlet doth is no less puzzling than valuable. First we note

its success as a gift. as in the diary-entry I have just requored, reponing

its spectacular success, sufficient to cause the old Fuegian man to pat
the sailors' breasts and chuckle like a chicken. A month later the sailors
landed amon g ]emmy Burton's peop le, few of whom, wrote Darwin,
could ever have seen a white man. The Puegians were at fi rst not

inclined to be friendly. They kept their slings at the ready, but "we
soon , however, delighted them by trilling presents, such as tying red
rape around their heads." (2 18) Yet, as we shall see, things are not so
simple. Vio lence or the threat of violence seems displaced into rather

than overcome by the gift and, as I read the record of these encounters
of sailo rs and Fuegians, I fed a deepening confusion (just as I did when
studying the violent incursions of the lare ninercenrb-cenrury rubber

traders into the Purumayo region of the Upper Amazon) as to where
gifts stop and trade begins, it being obvious mat objects here take on
the burden of negotiating between might and right. Of course this is

Ma uss' great point in his essay on the gift-that the "gift" composes
an impossible martlage between self-interest and altruism, between

calculated giving and spontaneous generos ity. Take Darwin's account
of the following joyous exchanges, with each parry delighted at the
oth er's delight, the other 's silliness:

Both parties laughing, wondering, gaping at each other; we pitying them,
for giving us good fishandcrabsfor rags, etc.,; theygraspingat thechance
of find ing people so foolish as to exchange such splendid ornaments for
a good supper. It was most amusing to see the undisguised smile of
satisfaction with which one young woman with her face painted black,
tied several hits of scarlet cloth round her head with rushes. (227)
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That was 1832, by which time the European bourgeoisie, male
versions, unlike the aristocracy and Middle Ages of times past, were
deeply invested in grey to a degree that brilliant colors such as red
took on a wild, primitive, not to mention even a revolutionary hue­
obviously the perfect gilt lor Fuegians (whom, we are later told, had

the practice of dau bing their naked bod ies with black. white, and red).
But from me beginning of European discovery and conquest, redness
itself, first from a species of tree in India, called BTasi/ium, on account
of its fieriness, and later from Bahia (in what came 10 be called Brasil),

and from Centra l and South America, fetched enormous prices in
Europe into the eighteenth century. Indeed, after gold and silver and

perhaps slaves, the commodity that seems to have most interested the
bucaneers of the Spanish Main, those same sailor-buccaneers with
whom the Cuna Indians allied themselves in the famous Darien penin­
sula in the seventeenth century, was red dyewocd. ~

But then how curio us, how absurdly convenient, that the Puegians
valued scarlet so strongly! (And the list of peoples similarly implicated

seems endless, across the great Pacifi c, island by island, into Austra lia
• • .) Marrin Gusinde assures us from his work in the Land of Fire in
the early twentieth century that red face· and body-pa.int was the most

highJy esteemed color there. He notes an "emotional preference fo r
bright scarier," and that the " Indians are almost superstitio usly exact
in their preparation of this red pigment, for they are extraordinari ly

apprecianve of irs glowing brightness which neither din nor ashes
impairs," and he cites late nmeeeeruh-cennrry ethnography affirming
that " red is the emblem of friendship and joy.?" In her study of the

Selk 'nam, Anne Chapman tells us that red, associated with the setting
sun, "is considered to be part icularly beautiful and pleasing to the
spirit s." ~

Triggering endless sentient reciprocations, the sailors' welcome gift

of scarlet doth to the Fuegians thus represents not merely a profound
irony-making a gift of what was in a sense a return, reissuing the
exotic to the exoti c from third to first, then First to Third world-but

is in itself symbolic of the elusive patte rn of mimesis and alreriry
undescoring colonialism that we have had ample opportunity to wit­
ness above. And as gift, initia ting problematic distinctions and bewil-
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dering cross conn ections between gift, theft, and trade-preeminentl y

probl ems of esta blishing a frontie r, let alone a capitalist frontier-the

scar let cloth can reveal to us subtle economic and exchange relati ons

embedded in the mimetic faculty, beginning with certain feat ures of

property and autho rity.

For if, in the adamantly colonial drama of First Contact. it is their

very primi tiveness which makes the Pucgians such great mimics, then

Darwin is also at pains to elaborate th at th is barely hum an condit ion

is consequent to their having no chiefs and no sense of property in

anything remotely approaching bourg eois understandings of this term.

Th us dep rived of chiefs an d property the Puegian s are constitu tionally

incapa ble of what Darwin called " improvement ." It is the "perfect

equali ty among individu als composing the Fuegian tribes" that reta rds

their soci ety, and "until some chief sha n ari se," he writes as conclus ion

10 the Fuegian section o f his Journal:

.. . with power sufficienr to secure any acquired .lJV.1013ge, ) ulch as

domesticated animals, it seem) scarely possible thar the polincal Sta le of
the country can be- improved. At present, even a pece of doth given to
one is torn into shreds and distributed; and no one individual becomes
richer than another. On the othcr hand, it ... difliculr to understand how
a chief can arise till there i.. property of some sort by which he might
make mamfesr his superiority and increase his power. (2.29·30)

And not only did the Puegians steal from rhe miserable missionary

Mathews whom Ca ptain Fitz Roy left behind to fend for h imself, bu t

every a rticle th us sto len was torn up and divided by the natives. "The

per fect equality of all the inhabitants," Darwin wrote in his Diary,
"will for man y years prevent their civilization, even a shirr or other

article of clothing is immedia tely torn to pieces.t' (l Je)

Foo lhardy as it is to speculate what it might he about the absence o f

chiefs and property, capital and the State, that would enh ance the

mimetic faculty- the terms are overly generous-l cannot resist specu-
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laring that what enhances the mi metic faculty is a protean self with

multiple images {read "souls" ) of itself set in a na tural environment

whose animals, pla nrs, an d elements are spi ritu alized to the po int that

nature "speaks back" to huma ns, every materi al entity paired with an

occasionally vi~ible spirit-double- a mimetic double!-of itself Now

as against that profoundl y mimedcized world (about which much more
later). thi nk of ancehee, di fferent, picture drawn by the Rom an nc

reaction to Western capita lism, illustr a ting what happens with the

"disenchanrmem of the wo rld. " with the scu tt ling of the spirits , as I

described earlier, into the Embera forests of the Da n en as the flames

leap around th e idols drench ed in gasoline. Unlike the mimeucned
world, th is disenchanted on e is home to a self-enclosed and somewhat

paranoid, possessive, ind ividua lized sense of self severed from and

do minant over a dead and nonspiritualized nature, a self built antimi­

mer ically on me notion of work as an inst rumental rela tion to the

wor ld with in 3. system wh erein that self idea lly incorpora tes into itself

wealth , property. citizenship, and of course "sense-data, " all necessar­

ily q uan tifiable so a.... to pass musrcr at the gat es o f new definitions of

Truth as Accounta bility. This la tt er feature especially might spel l trou­

ble for the mimetic fac ulty- accu mulat ing sensa tio n as private prop ­

erty and hence.Hke all commodities, incomplete witho ut its necessary

dose of abstraction th at allows of general equivalence.

One way of Ihinking o f Waller Beniamin's notion of sentience taking

us outside of o urselves is to see it as ada mantly opposed to thi s incorpo­

rative not ion of sens ing as personal appropriation, investing sense-data

in the bank of the Self. Eccentrically object-bound, Benjamin sees

surrepeirio us forces at work within modern capitalism whereby the

scarlet of the sca rlet cloth is wha t the perceiver enters into, rather than

incor porating it into the self through the keyhol e of the safe-deposit

box of the eye. Assuming a natu re th at talks, and talks ba ck, Benjamin

is one of those primitive "animists," (albeit radically malpositioned)

of which, in its beginnings with E.8 . Tyle r, British anthropology made

so much. His task as modern crirlc, as a Marxist critic in fact, is to give
human voice to that talk."

It is as if he ingenuou sly app lies the young Marx who, with gusto in

the chapter "Privat e Prop ert y and Communism" in his Par is manu-
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scripts of 1844 (twelve years after Darwin presented the Fueglans wit h

scarlet clo th ), saw the senses themselves as historica lly dep end ent and

assert ed tha t human perception cor related in some significant ma nn er

with the society's domina nt mode of economic produet ion, contrasting

perception under capita lism with what he wildl y imagined would be

the case under communism. Private property, he argued " has made us

so stupid and one-sided that an object is only ou rs when we have it­

wh en it exists fo r us as capital, or when it is directl y possessed, eaten,

drunk, worn in habited, erc.," such that the senses a re estranged by
having." But al l this sense-ba nking epistemol ogy will be cha nged with

the t ranscendence of private property , which will achieve:

, , . the complete emlln(lpa tion of all human <;eme:s and qualit ies, but it
is rhis emancipation pr ecisely because these sc:rt~_~ and att rib utes have
become, subjectively and objectively, human, The eye bas become a
human eye, just as its object has become a social, buwwn object-c-an
object made by man for man . The sen ses have therefore become directly
in their practise theoreticians.II

Mig ht no t the mimetic faculry and the sensuous kno wledge it embed­

ies be precisely this hard-to- imagine state wherein "the senses therefore
become directly in their practise theoretu:iam " u- and I wish to suggest

tha t there is something cruc iall y Fuegian, crucially "primitive" and

anti thet ica l to " possessive ind ividualism " necessa ry fo r this degree o f

sensuo usuy and mimetic deftn ess to exist .

M arx can be taken further still, where in the same passage he goes

o n to assert , "The senses relare the mselves to the thing for the sa ke of

the th ing, but the th ing itself [under his ideal of communism] is an

object ive human relation to itself and to man, an d vice ver sa. " By way

of cla rificat ion he adds, " In practice I can relate mysel f to a th ing

hu manly only if the thing relates itself humanly to the human bein g."

O n the face of it , this is no less animistic than Benj amin or lat e nine­

reenth-century Briti sh anthropology's primitives. In an imagined soci ­

ety of perfect communism, where private property (along with the

Slat e) ceases to exi st, property relations ensure human agency to things

as social, as human, objects!

Th is has a significant implication for 'fetishi sm' as Marx used th at

II Sl'IR1T OF THE M I:\1E, SPIRIT OF THE GIFT

term in Capital to refer to the cultural attri butio n of a spiritual, even

godlike, qu ality to commodities, objects bo ught and sold on th e ma rket

stand ing ove r their very prod ucers. He could just as well have used the

rerm 'a nimism.' Under capitalism the anim at e qu ality of o bjects is a

result of the radical est rangement o f the eco no my from the person; no

longer is man the aim o f production, but production is the aim of man,

and wealth-getting the a im o f production. (No sharing, let alone tearing

up of shins here, my friend! No falling fo r that cheap old Kader
doth, either, by j ove l] Posr-capitchst animism mean s that although the

soci oeconomic exploitative function of fetish ism. as Marx used that

term in C.zpital, will su pposedl y disappear with the overcoming of

cap italism, fetishism as an active social fort.-e inherent in objects will

rem ain. Indeed it JOUSt not disappear, for it is the an imate quality

of things in post-capitalist society ....- ithour the "banking " mode of

pe rception that ensures what the young M ar x envisaged as the human­
ization of the world,

We are left to ponder two fascin ating problems. How is th e no tion

of a "rebirth " or the mimetic facult)' wi th the M odernity of advanced

Capitalism to be und erstood in terms o f these di fferent fo rms of fetish­

ism?Second, insofar as " the gift eco nomy" entails and perhaps depend s

up on mimetic facility, should we not be investigati ng this faci lit y as a

privileged co mponent of post-capita list utopias organized around the

playful exchange o f di fference, weak chiefs, sharing, and what we may

dare designate as a "human," per haps "y ielding" relation to nature ?

"
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So. what' s if like to live in the world we hay," lost, a mimetic wo rld

when th ings had spirit-copies, and nature could rhus look back and
speak to one through drea ms and omens , nature not being something

to he dominated. but somethi ng yielded to or magically out -p e-rformed,

and people-s-like Darwin's Fuegians-were "hom mimics"? To ask
this rheto rica l, even mischievous , quest ion, redolent in its self-assured­
ness wieb utopian longing for a theory of iconic meaning soaked in
correspondences bound ( 0 impulses surging through chains of sympa­

thy. is to enter anot her body o f knowled ge, another bodily knowing.

Let us begin with the so ul.

The Soul As Theater of the World

It's the soul that plunges us into the heart of th e mim etic world. In

notes made in th e early 19305 on Cuna notions of purba, which he

hesitantly tr an slated as "soul," Baron Nordenskiold tried to sum it up

as being a mimetic do uble-an "invisible replica" he ca lled it , of one's

body, With his customary diffidence he emphasised his t repidation at

translating metaphysically loaded notions such as the soul, and his

posthumously publi shed, fragmented, and in many ways jointly au­

thored text a lways particularized context and always embo died cul­

tural facticity-not so much what "the Cuna" believe. but wh at Ruben

Perez said to him about the matt er in hand. Thus:

!Oo
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In this way one evidently can say, if one sums all ideas I have gotten
from Perez and from the songs and incantanons collected by him, that
everything, people, animals, plants, stone, Ihings made by man etc., have
invisible c oumcepans whidl we some times can see in dreams and which
leave the body or at least for the most pan leave il when it dies.'

So strange, thi s use of "we," h' s as if through words "we" are being

picked up, ca rried, and put down into the Cuna world, somewhat like

their souls. And he goes on to sa y that even when awake we can

sometimes feel the manifestations of " this invisible world, as in the

wa rmth of the sun, in the noises o f the thunder, in music etc. . . . "

(How Vico would have loved this con firmation of the poetry of the

anciemst )

Less diffident than the baron , whom he follows by some fifty years

into the mimetic w orlds of the Ca nas, former u.s. Peacecorp sman
Norman Chapin ..... rites :

The world as it exists coday has 3. dual nature: it i ~ composed of what is
termed ' [he world of spin r' (n, k pWrp.1 /t't ) and 'the world of substance'
(t1ek £mfa/ell . The world of )pir il is invisible 10 a person's waking senses,
yet surro unds that penon on all sides and resides inside every material
object, Human beings, planes, animals, rocks. riven. villages,and so forth
all have invisible pUrp.1It.ma ('souls') which are spireeual copies of rhe
physical bod y."

The purpa or "soul" o f a human being , he points out , is " in irs

general form and ap pearance, a representation of the body in w hich it

lives, The purpa of a man with one leg, for example, also has only one

leg." (75-76) With regard to the word purpa, in its meaning of ' soul'

or spiritua l counterpart of every th ing th at exists, he writes, "The Cuna

believe th at a ll plants, ro cks, an imals, rivers, hu ma ns, houses, villages,

erc., erc., have purpakana [pl.] , w hich are spiritual 'doubles' of th eir
material form s.,,{ (565 -66)

In considering the implicati on s of th is world of copies, it is startling

and wonderful to come across other meanings of this word 'purpa, '

soul or spirit; it also means menstrual blood (red purp a), semen (white

purpa), shadow, photograph (face purpa), and speech (mouth p urpa).
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It is also the term used for the Curta O rigin Hi stories of import ant

spirits-sho rt o rations in which the spirit is told how ir was born and

act s, thereby allow ing the o rato r to contro l it, (566) To furth er fasci­
na te matters, note th at purpa also mea ns what Chap in refers to as " the

deep mean ing" a t the symbo lism o f curing chanrs, the understand ing

of disease causation. and the wo rkings of the spirit wo rld. Th e cha nts

in themselves art not purpa . says Cha pin. Knowledge o f what they

mean is purpa. (566) Hence, purpa "means" :

"," I
spiril
menstrual blood
semen
shadow
photograph
speech
Origin Histories
deep meaning o f curi ng chants

An int rigui ng insight into this syno nymity comes from comparing a

C una text o n healin g wit h its "cla rified " rendering. The original Cuna

text was provided by the Cuna Indian M r. Charles Slater (on whom

more below) in English. The "clarified" version was prepared by Baron

Nordenskiold and the Cuna Ind ian Ruben Perea. ' lt is int riguing that

every time Mr. Slater used the term "ima ge." th e so-called clarified
version replaces it with "soul" OJ " spirit ." When Slater refers 10 the

cu ring figurines. the nuchus, as "images." then the cla rified replacement

is simply "figures ," as in figurines. ,J4e writes :
~

Anywhere we wa nt to go for image we can go. If I want to go far up in
the bluesea I can go there for image and I can go under there: too (emphasis
added). '

Whereas in the "clarified" text:

\\,'htrever we want to go with the spirits ' help we can go , If I want fa go
far out on th e: blue oc ean I can do it with the help of spirits and 1can also
go down in the sea (emphasis added).'
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Thus "clarifica tion" parallels magical mim esis: from the (mere) im­

age of a thing comes its sou l and spirit. And what a com ment on th e
implicitly sac red nature of image-making!

The Whole World

Read ing these depiction s o f mimetic worlds, I canno t but wonder at

the lack of wo nder expressed by the anthropo logists' depicting. h was

one thing for Frazer to point to the ritualist mak ing a likeness of th is

or tha t person, of this or th at event, by means of figurine, paint. or

spell; it is somerhing alt ogether roo grand to contemplate th at the

entire kn own wo rld cou ld be copied in this way. Th us construed on

the principle of self-mimicry, this world becomes power-packed, 100.

"The worl d of spiri t unde rlies the world of substance, resides inside it,

and provides it with its vital force," says Chapin, and as we shal l see,
this is the fora that , in strings of images, has to be tapped by the

readers of dreams and the cu rers of dise-ase. Th is strange world of

reality-ropy "extends out in all directions, .. Chapin tells us, th rough a

series of eight levels labeled 'leve l one; 'level tw o; and so on." (77)
Yet it is a lso modeled afrer nature, following the topograph y of me

land. (88) And jusr as ph ysical bodies, peo ple, anima ls, and rhe land

itself are mimicked in this way-or is it the other way around ; which

comes first, spirit or substance, origina l or co py?- so it follo ws tha t

basic Cuna social relations themselves a re repli cared-c-cbi efship, mar­

ria ge rule. matri locality, house-forms, ho useholds. and ma jor life-cere­

mon ies. " In sha lt." concludes Chapin, " the spirits, both good and evil,
live more or less as the Curta live, an d the basic mod el for the spirit

world comes fro m the conception Cunas have of thei r own society."

(98) Jean Langdon describes a similar mimetic geography of spirit and

matter in her study of the culture of the Siona of Buena Vista, living

downstream from Puerto Asis on the Put umayo River, an affluent of

the Upper Amazon in the sou thwest of Colombia. She lived with them

as an anthropologist in the early 15'705, and describes her conception

of the Siena cosmos as one in which the earthly realm is but one of

many making up the Siena universe. "Each di fferent realm is a repli ca

10'



MIMESIS AND ALTF.RITY

of the others. Th ey are all po pulated hy people, dom estic animals,

cultivated fields, and other obj ects found in this world ." In a sense

tbese o ther realm s form, she says, " an alt er reali ty of this [earthly !
realm " ; it is as if " behind allobjects, animal s, and places in rbeco ncreee

world rhere is a supe rna tural force that is the creative life source o f the

object ." Th is indicates that spirit is supe rior ro and causal o f the

co ncrete/manifesrcrion. From her wo rk and from Cuna ethnography,

as well as from mine in rhe Putu mayo foo thi lls, there certainly seems

to he anxiety, even paranoia, about the spi rit rea lms, the realm from

wh ich sickness and disaster ca n arise; and in th is sense too the spirits'

realms could be said to weigh over th e earthly realm.

Conversing with Animals

Rub en Perez informs us that the Great Seer, o r nele, received visits

from the wild animals of the forest. He wo uld go into a part itioned

hut. sit down an d, bendi ng his thou ghts to the o rigin of the anima ls,

wo uld sing. There were other conversations wit h animals as well:

An old man has told Perez that oncehe assisted tide Igu.u ali on Rio Perro
in making a fire for fumi~tion with tobacco. Th en a jagua r, ~na rl i ng.

came along and went righl through the house into the surba [parunoned
area] where the nele wa~ ~itting. AU those who .....t'tt' present saw the
jaguar and understood that it was not a spirit but a real jaguar. Alter the
jaguar came some peccan cs. These appro ached only as far as (he outside
of the house. Some dogs barked, and the peccaries went away again. The
old ma n had told Pere'l that at fi rst he did not believe thal1/.tles In this
way were able to call up the larger animals, but this time he had seen it
himself and knew it was true. In the same way there were tll'les who
received visits from caymans."

And just before he left to join the baron at the Anth ropology M useum

in Sweden, Ruben Perez had heard that someone was going to sing

about the origin of the peccaries so as to entice herds of them 10 the

coas t .
Th ese anim al-co njurings suggest to me that singing origins is not
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done so much to ga in contro l over the object of the Origin-History

song, but first and foremost to create tha t object thro ugh its soulful

evocation-tht' jaguar, for instance, or the peocaries-such that " call­

ing them up" is 10 con jure with their ima ge, hence their so ul, and hence

give birth to the real. I am suggesting, in o ther words, that the chanter

is singing a copy o f the spirit -form, and by virtue o f wha t I ca ll th e

magic of mimesis, is bringing the spirit Into the physical world.

Miming the Real Into Being

Th is brings us to reconsider the modus operandi of Cuna medical

chams , those suns over the sick as well as those sung over medicines,

th e first remarkable point being that through derailed description ,

power is gained over the thing described. In the detailed description of
Joel Sherzer :

A detailed and exacr descripn on 0 1an object, includ ing repr esemarions of
its spirit language in conversano nal form and its daily round of activities,
demo nstrates to il (really t() its spirit) that the performe r of the ,ta r
[chant] has intimate knowledge of it and can contro l It.

As iC this is not enough ro sto p you in your tracks:

The subsequent narration of actions and events, adressed to the spmr
world, causes their simultaneous occurrence in the mirror image physical
world.1

Was ever Frazer's mimetic magic better expressed-c-excepr tha t the

simulacrum here is created with words, not obj ects! In fact two mimetic

movements are involved. One is the dupl ication in song of the spirits,

detail by slow-moving detai l, in songs that can last up to several hours.

The other mimetic movement depends upon this invocation of the

spirits because, since they dupli cate the physical world, then to bring

them forth by means of song is to mimet ically gain control over the
mirror-image of physical reality that they represent.

The spirits find pleasure in being told about the mselves in a deta iled
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and poetic way. As Chapin pu ts it, speaking (as a common style of

em hropclogical representation dicta tes) for all Cu na:

Two skills arcgiven particularlyhigh. valueamong Kuna ritual specialists:
a thorough knowledge of me Iearures of the spirit world, and :m ability
[0 articulate this kno.....ledge in a coherent, comprehensive, and pleasing
manner. The Kcna believe that in order [0 control the courseofevents in
the world of spirit- and, consequently, in the .....orld of substance­
one must he able to tell the spmrs aboul Ihcmselves. A speciahsr muse
demonstrate to the spirits that he knows who they are, how Ihey came
into being, what their physical and behavioral characteristics are, where
they live. and what their names are. (189-90)

Note here that the "specialist" must demonstrate. Bur stop for a

moment and ask yourself what it means to "demonstrat e" and how

does one do it? We are forcefully reminded. on account of the hope if

not the reality of magical efficacy, that far from being " mere " revelati on

or pa ssive copying, demonstration here has to tr ansfo rm reality. "You

are being cha nged , you are becoming medicines." The verses are redo­

lent with thi s str ange sense o f co ntinuous becomi ng as the "descrip­

tion"- i.e. the copy-engages with the th ing being describ ed so as to

bring o ut its spirit.
What is more, the ch anter chants himself into the scene. He exists

not just as a subject but also as A mimencised O ther . In thi s way, as

both chanter and person chanted abo ut. as demonstrator and demon­

st rared, he crea tes the bridge between origina l and copy thai brings a

new force, the third force of magical power , to intervene in the human

world. The spirit s of plants are generally female and the medicine-man,

Chapin tells us, will try to make himself attractive to them by first

ba thing in sweet-smelling plants, paintin g his face , and wearing a

special neck lace . When he gets to the place where the plant or tree is

growing, he stands for a few moments and chants- and it is instructive

to compare the summary Chapin gives us with the act ual cha nt because

such summarizing action demonstrates just how radi cal is the differ­

ence between these two modes of representati on- the concise, ab­

stracti ng, mode of academic and technical discourse, as compared with

the forever branching, slow- paced chant dart ing hith er and thi ther in
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an almos t random fashion from detail to derail-s-a spreading netwo rk

of dots of detail inst ead of an axial logic of main trunk with branches

and "filler." Compare these tw o forms . fi rst , the eth nologist Chapin's

descript ion of what th e medicine man is doing, chanting before the
plants :

. .. telling (he spirits of the plants how rhe Great Father placed them (In
the earth, how they grow, what their properties are, how tbey 1o\.i11 be
gathered and taken back to the community, and how they are expected
to function as medicines to aid the patient.

And here 3 CC' some "verses" fro m the chant itself:

Long ago, Great Father stood your trunh upright, they all had good
appearance, he did nor leave any nf the valle}'s empty,

The medicine man b.-gins to counsel your silver bark. yO U T silver bark's
purpa iscoming to life; medicinesyou are being changed, ycu are becom­
ing medicines • . .

Long ago Great Farher counselled your purpa for you, long ago Grear
Father broughr your purpa to life for you, he stood your trunks in the
OOIWmsof the valleys . • .

The medicine man, on the side (of the tree) where me day rises (east), is
gathering your silver bark ... on the far side of the day (west) . .. out to
sea (north) •. _10 the side opposite the sea (Mluth) . . . he begins to cur
your silver bark, he is curnng your silver bark, he is gathering your silver
bark .. .

In the small basket he is placing your silver bark, all in pairs, all in
pairs . . .

In this way it is hoped that YOUt purpa will follow me; with you (the
medicineman) turns around to go toward his home, with you toward the
house, (his) legs arc opening and closing, one leg goes before the other,
toward the: house. , . . (247-48)

These verses create magical power. The anthropologist' s summary

mode of presentation is silent on this crucial fact, merely noting that

the plants are told "whar th eir properties are," and "how they are

107



MIMESIS AND ALTE RIT Y

expected to behave as medicines." The strange sense of time, detail

hea ped on detail, the inclusion of the chanter in the chant-surely

311 this is o f another order of meaning and realization than being

told wha t properties on e is to ha ve. For the chant is not so much

instruct ing the spirits as, through the mimetic faculty, bringing them

into being:

The medicine mao begins to counsel your silver bark, your silver bark 's
pu,p,;is coming to life; medicine, you are being changed, you are becom­

ing medicines.

Lavishness of Description ; The Problem of Excess

Time and again rhe ethno graphy remarks on the abun dance of detail

in the chams . Chapin for instance refers to their "lavish description "

and emphasises that such excess of descri ption by far outweighs na rra ­

tive action, even in the long narrative chants. (199) Yt1: like Sbcrzer he

disposes of the abunda nce within a functiona list-uti litarian visio n that

purs emphasis not on the comem hut on the purported aim, the ai m

o f control. " O nly by depicting the spirits and their actio ns exha us­

tively," he wrnes, "'do chanrers bring th e spirit world under co ntrol."

(202) But surely control ca n be gained by less baroque, mo re di rect,

less ebundam, modalities? What is curiou s is the excess iveness itself.

Und erstanding the singer's task as first and foremost th at o f havin g 10

crea te a copy , might , to my mind, explain just this stylistic feature. Th e

excess ha mmers home this copiedness, bringing out th e real through

the detailing . Then there is Bataille's pcint-c-Baraille, our phi loso pher

of excess-tha t the image follows the release of the sacred and is thus

consequence, not cause ! And lest one be carried away by excessively

gr im notions of the sacred, let us recall Bataille ' s fascination with

laughter and ho w an unnamed Cuna chanter responded to Cha pin

upon being asked, after chanting six chams about the Great M other ,

Mu u, "what purpose they served ?"
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"He rep lied with an amu sed ch uckle: 'J ust play . It makes Muu feel
good to hear about these things.' " (98)

The Art of Quotation

Copiedness is redolent in these mimetic worlds. Sherzer draws our

attention to th e way that repeti tion. reeelhngs, and quota tion form an

outstand ing set of features, not only in these chams but in everyday

Cuna speech as well. Cuna speakers, he affirms, " tend to present facts ,

o pinion, arguments, not as thei r own but as rerelhngs and refo rmul­
ations of what o thers or even the)' themselves have previously said.

Discourse o f all kind is hea vily embedded wit h speech that has p re­

viously occurred, typically in the fonn of first perso n direct quota tion"

(which is what I myself am doing myself righ t now). (202) In othe r

words, there is a decisive mimetic com pone nenr built into Cu na speech.

Sherzer goes 00 to state that Curia "gra mmar does not readily make a

distinction between direct and indirect quotat ions. Th e great majority

of all quotation is direc r-e-speakers are constantly uttering words that

are not their own land] it becomes very dif ficult," he notes in connec­

tion with Cuna chanting. ".1 1 each moment of the narration to decode

exactly who is speakin g." (202-203) Th is difficul ty holds fo r outside

analysts (such as himself) as well as for nativ e members of the commu­

nity . He quo tes a chant in which the cha nter is quonng his teacher who

is quoting a mythi cal hero who is quoting a Choco Indian who is

quoting a chief in the spirit wo rld who is quotin g God . (And I am

quoting him qu ot ing this cha nter wh o .. •). We are co nstant ly made

aware of the constantl y mimetic sensibility of Curia speech, of Cuna

Being ; that Cuna spee ch is alw ays one or more steps, to quote Sherzer ,

"removed from the actual speaker and that what one is listening to at

a given moment is always a retelling, a rehearing, a reviewing, or a

reinterpretation of something said before." (210) These words deserve

retelling themselves. With wh at nonchalance they estrange, making the

new old, the of t-said new, undermining mimesis itself, creating (as

Benjamin would have it, in his addiction to quoting) new forms through
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do ubling mimetic doublin g such that , as Sherzer po ints out, "rerellings

blend in to interpretati ons." (205)

A Slow-Moving f ilm: Death of thc Author

For all the claims as 10 lavishness and exhaustiveness of descri ption, is

it not also the C,1...e thai there is a lot o f selecti ng and jumping around.

a lot o f leaving out? Take the movement as described in the medicine.

gathering cham o f the medicine rnan return ing home. He is addressing

a particular plant (spirit), saying it is hoped that its soul will follow
him home. AU this is being sung. Then the med icine man :

... turns around to go towa rd his home, with you toward the house,
(his) legs are opening and closing, one leg goes before the other, tow ard
the house.

So, in what sense is this exhaustive de scription ? Its completeness lies

rather in a signaled movement, a scissor shke figure chopping up 3.S

mu ch as it int imates a whole; i.n sho rt a mo neaged unit in acti on-­

which brings us to the cinematic ana logy adva nced by Claude Levi­

Strauss who, in tryi ng to assimilate a Cuna chant to his Structu rali sm,

no ted in an aside that the chant is like a film in slow motion." Ch ap in

also devised a useful analogy; he compares the chants to scrip ts in

which the events being d epicted take place simultan eously in the spirit

wo rld. H e compa res ehe ch anrer to a director o f a complex an d danger­

ous dram a that unfolds at rbe level of spirit at rhe same time as the

chanter intones his chant .

Yet Ior all the make-believe suggested by analogies with (slow­

mov ing) film and theater (whose authors unfo rtu nately leave it unsped ­

lied .1.0; to wh at sort of film and what sort of theater they might have

in mind), there is on e notable difference: the cham s' images are so real

that th ey can, so it is said, kill those who mouth them into life. Thi s

puts make-believe in a new light . "Any failure on the par t of the chanter

as he di rects his spirit helpe rs on their quest, " wri tes Chapin, results

in their destruction. (33 7-38) He cites the case o f a man who tri ed to
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learn the cha nt fo r obst ructed birt h, the M uu-lgala o r "Way o f Muu"

when he was 100 young. it being said thai unly a grandfather can learn

this major chant . He was overcome by Mu u, the great mother , vomited

bloo d, and died sho rtly thereafter. (123·24) On the other hand, if one

is too old , one 's spiritual power diminishes. An old cha nter runs the

risk of being at tacked by demons he is trying to control. Th en aga in,

if the spirit helpers embodied by the wooden figur ines are tra pped by

othe r spirits, the chanter can d ie beca use (at least in the ma jor chams)

his spirit accompa nies the spirit-helpers his singing has bro ught Out

from the figuri nes. The very ascension to spiritual insight makes on

vulnerable- a sign of what it takes to enter the inte rzone of mimetic
space.

The cha nter cha nt ing creates and occup ies a strange position, inside

an d outside, part of, yet also observer of the scenes bein g sung into

being . This is not to be confused with limin alicy because it is both

positions at one and the sam e tim e. Embodying the doubling necessary

for mag ical mimesis, th e chanter runs th e risk of self-annihilation. But

what pleasure he brings the spirits with his lavish descrip t ion , bringing

them into life! To make an image is to resurrect a soul- invisible
counterpart 01the (mimetic) world.
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The genipa plant Origin History introd uces us to an important variety

of magic, one ( 0 put alongsi de Frazer 's double-layered sympathetic

magic of Simila rity and Contact. For now we see that chanting or

whispering or simply just thinking a thin g's origin gives the ritualist

power over it. Bur let us not forget that here too it is necessary to make

a simul acrum, a verbal, roneful, simulacrum, by means of chanting

l over or under on e's brea th the birth-history of the thing in question.

This pu ts the po wer of historicism in a new light. Indeed the theme
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In the se mimetic world s th ings connect with their invisible counter­

parts by virtue of the wo mb. Rend ering cop ying synonymous with

reproduction, this organ ensures that mimesis fuses as a male secret

with origins and, as we shall later see, with histo ry as well.
Mr. Cha rles Slater, a Cuna who had served as a sailor on English­

speaking ships, wrote down the origin of the wo rld in the late 19205

in English. "God came fro m und er the earth for himsell; " hegins M r.

Stater's text, which was published by Baron No rdenskiold .' "That time
ear th was without form and da rkness." He needed a woma n. The earth

was withom fo rm o r firmament. And God thought to him self ro take

a hea rt beca use heart "is memo ry to the woman and then he tak e heart

of str ing that which is gone straight down to bladde r, that which will

make a woman way to co me out o f wom b to form a child. ..l In thus

creating woman, God became dual in ways that imply his androgyny,

and the world was then created by the wom anly body in three wa ys:

from her womb, from her body pans. and from her seeing sou ls of

different color s, As an example we ( an see how an impo rtant plant is

thus created in the Origin History (as the Cuna call them ) given by

Chapin concern ing the black dye-plant genipa, a dye used ritu ally for

painting the body! I paraphrase and occasionally quote it thus. God

called his woman ("ca lling" being a euphemism for sexual intercourse)

and she became pregnant. When she neared term he said to her that

he woul d make a table. H e took the flat forehead of her vulva-c-i.e.

says Chapin, her sto mach, in its spiritual form-and as it was legless
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he pu lled o ff his penis and make legs out of that. Then he declared he

would make a go lden cup, and he pulled out the cup sitting in her

lap-i.e. her wo mb, says Chapin-and he made a cup of good yellow

from th at. She climbed onto the rable to face the rising sun . Cold

menstrual blood dripped from her open legs and she began to speak;

"Something is coming from inside me, J feel. It all feels cold along my

body road. " Then a person came descending to rhe top o f the table.

"He looked like a person, it is sa id. It looked like a person wuh a bud

o n his rea r end, it is said [the genipa fruit has a SOrt of bud at one end].

The fath er received him and made him a perso n." (64) After that the

different types of gen ipa plant- as persons- were born, following

which the father and the moth er made the river on which they were fa

live. Th e mot her 's vagina was transformed into a golde n runn el th rough

which th e genip a people would travel wh en called by the medi cine

men, and her breath became a golden wind to speed them in th eir

canoes made from the lips of her vagin a. From her large intestine the

golden house of the genipa people was creat ed, and her small intestine

became the flags that adorned th at golden hous e. The fire fans that

Cuna wo men use to fan the hearth were made from her clitoris, and

the different co lored flowers in the garden came from her menstrual

blood. (65) So (with different embellishments) we have the history for

most everything in th is womb-sprung world of disembodied colo r­

seeing wom an- a world that comes into being through men chanting
or whispering its origin.

The Magic of Origins
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of knowing something' s history, in the sense of its conception and

reproduction, is basic and ubiq uitous to Curia magi c, It is one of the

meani ngs of purpa (" soul" and spirit) given earlier. As Cha pin p ut it :

The "ongin history " o f any une of a number of animah. maeenal objects,
medicines, and curing spirits is called It S purPJ . T hese o rigin histo ries are
~horf orat ions ill which the spirit in question is wid how n lives, how it
behaves, and what its ritual names are. II consnmre, the underlying
"secret" vf the spin t, and enables speoalists ro dominate; and manipulate

it .IS tht'}' please. (566)

And he refers us to the aforementioned Origin History of the gcnipa

plane as an example. In the first Wf'Stem publica tion of the cu ring

cha nt Nia-lgal a (to "cure madness," as it was there tra nslated), the

Swedish pupils of Baron Nordenskiold, Nils Holmer and Henry Wa~­

sen, published alongside the text what they called, following thei r

informant , th e "secret" of balsa-wood-c-rhe wood of wh ich the curing

figurines were made and whose sp irit is essential for the chant 10 be
effective. This "secret" is the Origin History of balsa, born o f woman

in so rnewhar the same manner as descnbed for the geoipa, and joel

Sberzer, in his book on Cuna ways of speaking, informs us that with

alm ost every chant is a "soul"- which he describes as a rela tively short

text in everyday though somewhat esoteric Cu na ." This "soul." he

says, "describes the origin of the ob ject to be controlled by the cha nt.

likewise in the very chant (ikar) itself, origin is crucia l. and he gives

the example. "The Way of the Basil Plant " cha m . The deta iling is

minute, the text repetit ious, as if words heaped on words art delicately

co vering with baroque growth the silhou ette and pu lsations of what the

words refer to, thereby recovering the reali ty described with fluctuating

tissues of soun d. Each line could be a caption to a picture, nne pictu re

strung next to the other:

lnapiseprili (spirit name of the plant] in the golden box is moving
In the golden box is moving.
lnapiseptili in the golden box is swinging from side to side.
1n the golden box is swinging from side to side.
Inapiseprili in the golden box is trembling.
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In the golden box is trembling.
Inap iseptili in the golden box is palpitating,
In the golden box is palpitating.
Inapiscprili in the golden box i~ making a noise.
Inapiseptili in rhe golden box is shoonng (lU I .

In the golden box is shouting out .'

Copies That Are Not Copies

But just when it looked so neat and tidy . the ground sta rt s to shift.

He re was a new world brought to our attention by ethnography, an

amazing world consist ing of mat erial reality bound to spiritual copy

extend ing in all dire ctions as fo rce:' But the mimetic facul ty doesn't

necessarily work tha t way. Remember in Hubert and Mauss' critique

of Fra zer 's sympa thetic magic how they brought up the way the copy

that effects the original can be an impe rfect ropy, an "imperfect ideo­

gram"? Lisren 10 M ichael Lambek wrestling with th is copy that is not

a co py in his book Human Spirits, describ ing the spirits as co nceived

by people living o n a small island in the Indian Ocean between the

African mainl and and Madagascar. O n one page he says rha r rhe spi rits

" lead lives parallel, but usua lly invisible. to hu mans." On th e nex t page

he writes thai "spirit soc iety , altho ugh it does not mirror human

society. is a t ran sfnrmanon of it."? Think back to the ba sis of all

simulacra and hence mimetic realizati on in this CUDawor ld (as it co mes

to us through eth nography )- the bas is o f the fema le body; the womb.

body par ts. and the woman's seeing. Fo r in bringi ng together in wom­

an's body copying, reprod uction, and origin, as so many moments of

the mimetic, wh at we find is not only matching and duplicat ion but

also slippage whi ch , once slipped into, skids wildly.

You see thi s immediately in the fact that whi le the ethnography with

enviable self-assuredness describes the Curia world as made up of

spirit doubles, it later on p roceeds to info rm us without any sense of

hesitation that the spirits of plan ts and animals and so forth exist in

human form ! Th is slipp age is essennal, and I pres ume its specification

for any par ticular plant, an imal, obj ect, o r person is its "secret," so

"'
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th at we could ab breviate by saying that "secret" equals slippage. Origin

Hist ory then becomes the attempt to trace the connectio n through
history and from beginnings o f how one thing becomes anoth er th ing

while in some profound sense remaining the (mimenc) same-the so rt
o f act ion of becoming d ifferent while rem aining the sa me tha t we will

la ter encounte r as the primary paradox o f Cuna erhnobisro ry-c-how

the Cuna stay the same by adapting to the ou tside world. The equat ion

of O rigin H isto ry with birthing provides a com plex sequ ence o f magical

transformations o f one thi ng into another th ing while, th rough the
very act of tr ansforming, conserving the not ion o f an und erl ying same­

ness held together as so ma ny analogues by the woman's fragmented

body-pans. l ook at the details of th is woman-body-paned world . The

father creates a table out of tha t body, her vulva , more preciscly- " the

Oat forehead o f the Mother ' s vulva"-her stomach, in its spi ritu al

form, says Chapin-that does the job but, being legless, he provides

his penis which he nails on, presumable mult iplied into four, This

provides the scent' fur the bi rth, yet the geni pa people need somewhere

to live and he ho used and so forth . All that co mes from the woman 's

body too ; her vagi na not only gives birth to the gerupa people (and

man y, man y others as well) but serves as rhe golden runnel (or the

wind to speed them on their wa y to aid Cuna medicine men (occasion­

ally the re a re wo men) doing their job, her clitoris beco mes lire fans,

her large intestine, rheir golden ho use, and so forth , a ll in one massive

process of " birt hing" of body parts into something simi lar yet d iffe rent ,

formed yet transformed .

Post Modem Geography

One way o f demonstrating this deflective fau lt-line that is disru pting

but necessary to the logic of mimesis and alteriry is to trace the jumps

in Chapin's description of Cuna cosmology. First there is the depiction

of the womb-emergent origin of the wo rld from the Great M other with

the ontological corollary of a wo rld of matter repli cat ed in layered

spirit worlds . Cha pin observes that the world of spirit, und erlying that

of matter, "extends out in all directions through a series of eight levels
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labeled 'level on e,' 'level two,' and so on." (77) Yet these levels ar e

strangely unrep resenrable. H is (cosmologically informed) speci alist in­

formants could not represent them. At least they couldn' t draw them.

And Chapin expresses irri ta tion wi th Nordenskiold's text for not only

presenting jus t such a d rawing, but for having sixteen instead o f eign r

levels. There is something a littl e co mica l about thi s, a cos mic-level

problem, a problem o f the precise na ture, ana tomy, And geography

and more specifically, the depiction-s-of th e visua l rep resen r.ation-of

that geography. Chapin w rites thai " queries as to wheth er the spiritua l

levels ex tend up or down, o r whether the topside levels ar e the sam e

as th ose below. often elicit seemingly coruradicrory responses." (78)

So if there is a problem for mimesis and alterity at the level of levels,

there is a lso a problem, but quite a different one, in the next stage of

presenta tion of the cos mos . We arc also tol d (78) that "as conceived

by the Kuna" the re are th ree general ar eas where th e spi rits lin '--
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Kalu Pitgun (after 1967 drawing by Alfonso Diaz Granados,
original in color).

gas stations in New Jersey. It's a series of stick figures moving from
frame to frame as in a comic-hook, zig-zagging left to right and right
10 left up the page, each little frame depicting an encounter with salient
features of the world therein, It's similar if not identical in form to the
healers' chants, as well as to the picturc-wrinng of those chants-a
philosophic orientation co representation which takes each par ticular

MIMESIS Ar-;D ALTERJ'j'Y
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mountain strongholds, whirlpo ols, and douds. This seems to me quite
a different sense of spiritual geography than the levels, yet in its way
it is even stranger because the sites exist bewildering!y as both fan tastic
and actua l. They arc physical sites, dose at hand, with none of rhe
splendid symmeu y of axial sculpture of the multip le-layered cosmos
like so many flapjacks piled one on the other. While some one-to­
one modeling is observed-cthe spirit-doubles of marine and riverine
animals, for instance, reside in whirlpools-it is abo the case that
(spiritual) e1ephanlS-t'lcphams!-inhabit these whirlpools, and that
the mountain «rongholds of the spirits, for instance, some link di...·
ranee Inland from the San BIas coast, can appear like the gigantic
skyscrapers to be found in the large cities of Panama and the United
Stares, magnificently created out of gold and silver, with tlamboyam
coloring, containing elephants, towers. docks, and Hags as well,- Here
is a picture of one such magical fortress or kaJu drawn for some
Colombian anthropologists in the late 1960s in color by Alfonso Din
Granado s, cacique segundo of a Cuna settlement in the north of Colum­
bia in the Gulf of Uraba . ~

In other such spirir-forrresses, such as the Kalu Tigun. the rhomboid
shapes in the upper pan of the building are tables-the same son of
" tables" (vulvas) that appear in me creation of the world, reminding
II!> that while Panama skyscrapers as much as female body parts may
serve as the model. and in serving as such fulfill a deadly serious
mandate of fidelity, nevertheless such fidelity has its tricks. Euclidean
space is sharrered, as is the logic of identity. Chapin represents a
world in which up is down and down is up. He reports that his Cuna
"specialists who separate the world above from the world below have
also told me with equal conviction that these two regions are one and
the same. As one informant put it, 'the two levels curve around the
surface of the earth like pots.' " (83-84) And unlike the levels-version
of mimesis and alrerity, maps can be drawn and do in fact exist of
these spirit-locations and their geography. In a footn ote Chapin tells
us that "Kuna curing specialists memorize the location of spirit strong­
holds and whirlpools in their immediate region so they will know
precisely where the various disease-causing spirits live," (80) The illus­
trat ion he presents is of interest. It's not the sort of map you huy at the
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as it comes, portraying it step by step but by no means "to scale,"
sometimes tiptoeing, sometimes in seven-league boots, depicting the
spirit-helpers as persons walking in the midst of the world as well as

how that world looks to those persons."

Jumping Levels, Jumping Bodies

A graphic illustration of this non-Euclidean landscape is provided by

Chapin's caustic critique of Claude Levi-Strauss and of Henry Wassen
for their assumption about the literalness of the woman's body referred
to in the birthing song Muu-Igala, sung for a woman in obstructed
birth and made famous by dint of Levi-Strauss's semiotic analysis of it

in his essay, "The Effectiveness of Symbols." While Levi-Strauss fol­
lows Wassen's commentary that the song depicts the healer and his
figurine spirit-helpers struggling through the laboring woman's birth
canal to reach the stronghold of the Great Mother Muu, in Chapin's
understanding they have committed the crime of misplaced concrete­

ness because it is not an actual woman or an actual birth canal through
which the healer's spirit helpers fight their way in search of the real

woman's abducted soul, but instead a spiritual copy of woman-of
woman in general, of the Great Mother who gave birth to all things!
Remember the Origin of the World, the origin of the genipa plant, for

instance?
The point according to Chapin is that to understand this song you

have to realize that there are two sets of (what I call) mimesis; the one

between the laboring woman's body and the copy of that represented
by her "soul," and the second, the mimetic conjunction between this

soul and what he calls the spiritual cosmos. Of the first mimesis Chapin
says that to those with supernatural vision, the soul of the woman is:

... in every detail, identical in appearance and behavior to the body in
which it is housed. In other words the 'soul' is a 'spiritual copy' of the
physical body. Every organ of a person's body has its spiritual counter­
part, and the 'soul' of a pregnant woman is also pregnant and will suffer
from those symptoms she may experience at the level of consciousness.
(429~30)

\20

THE ORIGIN OF THE WORLD

And he adds that the two levels of reality, spiritual and substantial,
arc seen by the Cuna as distinct yet complementary, and that the curing
song, the Muu-Igala, refers to the spiritual "rather than the physical
level of reality." (430) (Here we encounter once more, incidentally, my
notion of "magical mimesis": how working on the copy, in this case

the "spiritual copy," is meant to effect the "original," in this case the
substantial body.)

The second mimesis between the woman's soul and the spiritual
cosmos rests on the notion that the earth is in an important sense "the

mother," and that a section of the cosmos is given over to mythic
women, particularly the spirit Muu, to reproduce all living things­
from the point of view of mimetic connection the crucial factor being
that during pregnancy a woman's "soul" or purpa becomes, as Chapin

puts it, "one with the cosmos itself. The two spiritual realms are
fused together in the never-ending process of creating offspring and
replenishing the Earth's stock of living beings." (433)

On this view, then, the singing of the Muu-Igala for a woman
suffering from obstructed childbirth is an enactment of the spirit help­
ers in the wooden figurines making their way at one and the same time

into both the cosmic domain and the soul of the laboring woman­
that is, the soul of the real pregnant woman attempting to give birth.

As Chapin puts it, "When the chanter's spirit helpers journey along
Muu's river and then Muu's path through the levels [of the cosmos],
they are simultaneously travelling along the spiritual vagina of the
woman." (4.33)

If this double-tracking along a spiritual river and along a spiritual

birth canal is not too hard to hang onto-then take hold of this (to
quote Chapin again): "When they [the spirit helpers] arrive at Muu's

house [in the cosmos], they come to the [real woman's] spiritual womb.
At this point in their journey, however, the landscape alters (as often
happens in the exotic world of spirit) and Muu's house becomes the
woman's spiritual body [emphasis added]. (433) The walls of Muu's
house are now her ribs, the door is her vulva, the door frame is her
thighs, and the door chain is her pubic hair-all this in a song designed
to change reality (as I understand this process, by acting on a copy of
it). Moreover, I might add, this means that in this particular type of
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illness, the soul of the sick woman is ab ducted into her ow n [spiritual)

womb (a sort o f reverse hysteria), and it is into Ihis womb th at the

character's spirit and his spirit-helpers ha ve to ent er so as to free her

sou l and place it back into her (real) body .

T hus the joker in the mimetic pack is smartly dea h . We a rc lost, yet

perh ap s nOI uncomfo rtably, between so-called levels of realiry which

are levels o f reference. cross -reference , and "as o ften happens in rhe

exo tic world o f spirit." of all-of-a -sudden altering landscapes in which

the Great Mother 's house is another woman's bod y, mo re specifically

spirit-copies of her womb and genitalia. Yet at th e same rime mimet ic

fidelity, His M aster's Voice. is somehow maintained. Th is is exceed­

ingly stra nge, wonderful , and, of course. a littl e uncanny in the wa y it

su imagencally, so iconically, cop ies Freud 's analysis 01 the uncanny

(as experienced by men ) as that powerful medley of revelat ion and

concealment exercised by the slippage through the gates of repression

ot the secre tly familiar , that o rigin of rhe world, that home of all homes,

th e (great) mo ther' s genitals. In wh at has by now bec ome ;\ homely

quotation, Freud wrote :

Thu s "n/'t-;mlic/' [uncanny] place, however, il> the entrance to the fomer
Ha m [horne] u( all human beings, to the place where each nne o( U~ hved
once upon a rime and in the begi nning, There is a joking.saying that 'Love
is home-sickness', and wbene...er a man dream s o f d place or a country
and SAyS to himself. while he is still dreaming: "this place is fAmiliar ro
me, l've been here before," we may interpret the place AS being his
mOlher'~ genitals or her boo}"."

The Unstable Womb

I wan t to emphasize that while access and recourse to alte riry-c-the

Other world of spiritual reality-is both necessary and magically em­

powering. and that while that alter-world is deemed to he mim etic

with the world of substance and modeled on it, there is also, as th e

reference to suddenly altering landscapes and Jumping from slgnifiers

to signifieds indicates, 3 curiously unstable asp ect intrinsic to this

mimetic doubling. What intri gues me about this instability, this copy
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which no t a copy, is that this particular feature of sudden alt erat ion in

the pla ne of rea lity of the referent Occurs precisely at the mo ment of

evocation of the womb. At that moment the genipa plant spirit is born,

not as a plant but as a pu san (with 3 bud at its end). At that moment

of entry into the Great Mother's worn " du ring the so ng for o bst ructed

birth, land scape'suddenly alt ers; the walls of the Great Mother's ho use

become the laboring woman's spiritua l ribs. the door becomes the

spiritual vulva. and so forth . Sure ly this ..uggesrs th at the wom b is of

importance nor merely fo r reproduction but also for the transformation

of the level of reality tha t rbe chant bot h evokes and rransfcrms ami

hence fot the tr an sformarion, required for healing. It is as if Muu's

abode, meaning the flesh -and -blood earthly woman 's spiri tual womh

as well, is the switchboard of th e male magician's reality -con trol appa ­

ratus and tha t mimetic power and the mimetic faculty begin with this

consideration. But what provides the switching so that cop ies heap on

cop ies that are not copies in order to conceive and deceive the do u­
bleness o f reali ty?

Taboo and Transgression

Freu d ends the passage just quoted on the uncann y and homesickoee,

wit h a play o n the German uncann y. unh eimlich, and familiar, hei­

misch, not ing th at " the prefix un is the token of rep ression ." This token

of repression springs to my mind when I co me across a peculiar and

frequently mentioned but never developed feature in Cuna ethnogra­

phy, namely the powerful taboos existing with respect to the represen­
tat ion of "sex" and birth , especially birth. 11

For reasons he finds inexplica ble, Chapin, for insta nce, notes that

the Origin Histories which describe the birth of important spirits (such

as balsa and genipa) from the womb of the Great Mother are not

chanted in specialized wooden-fi gurine language but in colloquial Cuna

and are therefore intelligible to nonspecialists. \,1 He describes their

content as "blatantl y sexu al" and says that on account of this sexu al

nature, these Origin History texts are closely gua rded by the specialists

who know them . Indeed they are not chanted our loud but spoken
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softly or merely thought . As a dramatic illust ration of the tension

imp licated by their sexual imagery, he tells of how when he was living

among th e Cuna, teenage boys discovered some Origin H istories wr it­

ten in a hea ler's notebook and were ca ught reading them with some

girls. T hey were severely punished and the book was locked up. Sexua l

mat ters, he says, are never discussed publicly. (191- 92) We are Id t

with 3 0 empha tic set o f images of repression rep ressing itself; the
locked book ma de magically powerful by its "sexual" secrets, Inscribed
in ways aC('''eSsible to common folk, even though wh at is inscri bed is

so Uagrandy tran sgressive.
"The area of concep tion and childbirth is a parti cularly sensitive and

taboo subject. intimately related to curing and magical comrol," states

Sherzer. As a co nsequence he finds here plenty of euphemisms, indirect
and w'hat he finds to be curious figures of speech such that concept ion

beco mes "to buy a child, " and pregnancy is referre d to 3 S "a worm

entered." " the eye got burned," or "the wing is brok en ."U Forty years

earlier, Baron Nordemkiold also presented examples of such taboos,

which he S3W as an unremitting effort to keep children igno ran t of

what he called "everything that co ncerns sex." When a wo man has

given birth , the siblings are told that the father OUI hunting came across

a deer with a child in its horns. Hence the co ming of the child is

expressed not as birth but as " to catch a deer." Thi s mystification

carr ies over to the animal sphere too: children are kept aw ay when a

bitch whel ps and are told that a wor m in the sea in contact with the

dog is changed into puppies. Perez said he remembered once seeing a

girl nf marriageable age go do wn to the beach and throw a bitch into

the sea so as to have puppies. Children are told tha t lizards carry egg-s

to the hen, and when chickens lay they arc shu t away so that chi ldren

shal1 no t know how eggs come into the world. A pregnant ani mal must

no t be butchered in the pre sence of child ren , The point is, concludes

th e baron, that "everything concerning sex is to be treated with th e

utmost secrecy," and this prohibition is very strictly upheld. He goes

so far as to say what seems quite unbeli evable, that It is "therefore

usual th at the girls and even the young men when they marry are

ent irely ignorant in these matters," and, more pertinentl y, suggests tha t

the purpose of the taboos is not so much to protect the innocence of
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child ren as it is to surround the core of the society's cosmology (a

cosmolo gy of wornbing, we could say), wi th secrecy."

Fo r Freud the uncann y conve yed the sensation of magical , spiritual,

and animistic powers, an eerie feeling that invisible powers were at

work behind the facade of reality. And while the re is nothing in Cuna

ethnography which would help us definitively ascertain if this feeling

o f the uncanny exists amo ng healers or their patients, and indeed so

fa r as I can tell there is no ethnographic mention whatsoever of any
sort of affect (unfornm ately so typical of anthropological writing), we

doat leas' know that reality is Sol id to be a facade behmd which spiritual
doubles are act ive. This doublen ess is so striki ng th at it ca n hardly be

exaggerated . Even more to the po int . Freud was unr emitting in his

emphasis on the uncan ny as that "secretl y familiar" which has under­

gone repress ion and then returned, albeit in disto rted form. What gives

us, now, after reading Cuna eth nography, much food for tho ught,

inde ed o ur own uncanny feeling, is th at Freud 's "secretly familiar"

turn s ou t to be a W(.'s tern psychoanalytic vers ion, indeed a double, of

.....hat the Cuna call Origin Hiseories (equivalent to a thing's soul/

psychejc-excepe fo r the Cuna, it is not merely o ne's self which came

from the wo mb o f the Great Mother hu t everyth ing in the world.

especia lly the great medicines and woods from which the curing figu­

rines are carved . Given the zealous pro hibiti on o f "sexua l" matters,

more accu rately of birth-matters, and the fact rhat the Origin Histories

and other originary features of the chants so blatantly, so assiduo usly,

detail by loving derail , overturn (his prohibition, thu s "returning"

th e repressed, then surely we are justi fied in calling attention to rhe

con nection between the wo mb and th e magical powers of mimesis of

wh ich these chanters and her balists, nearl y always males , are masters­

pa triarchal masters in a matrilineal society of the return of the re­

pressed, of th e secret , th e great secret, the Great M other's secret which,

bodies immobilized, looking straight ahead, they chant into their Euro­
pean and "non-Indian" wooden figurines, gateways to a mimeticizing
world."

This is wh ere we mu st differ with the great classical tradition

yearning for harmony, narrat ive closure, and stru ctural integrity , th at

recurring Western tr adition which would "explain" the magic of heal-
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ing rite as bou nd to the restoration of balance and the resolut ion of
conrradicnon. To the contrary, this voicing the secret and breaking of
taboo responds to an aesthetics of transgression contained by ritual.
The " magica l force" at work here cannot be assimilated into narrative
closure. Nor can such magica l po wer be meaningfull y assimilated into
the formula of the " return o f the repressed" unless we focus on the
implications and character of the transgressive power of that " re­

rum "-its danger and fascination , its insinu ation into nor mality. in
short its explosive pow er. h is tru e rhar the transgression occurs and
can only occur within the hounds and buffers set by ritu al. It is t rue

that just as Taboo exists in order 10 be broken, so t ransgression fort ifies
the taboo . But these equilibriums do not diminish the fact that the act
of transgression is in itsd f fraught with the perils of indeterminacy, an
indeterminacy constitutive of Being no less than thre aten ing it with

dissolution. It is the precar iously cont ained exp losion of the trans­
gressive moment that allows for and indeed creates the "mimetic slip­
page" whereb y reproduction jumps to metamor phosis, whereby the

duplicating power o f spiri t (image) is also a self-transforming power­
and hence a power for healing and for evil, transforming Being itself.

Trans/forming

What is obv ious, once stated, is th at for all this fixation upon and
fixing of spirit copying and doubling,l pirits are great rransformers .i

Th ey are great mimes. the greatest the world will ever know .17 Th ey

nuy be modeled o n Th is world, bUT that does not mean That they
therefore poss~"s the apparent stability o f forms in This wo rld. Emerg­

ing from the transgression of the taboo, their very mastery of fidelity
is the sign o f their infidelity.

Take the young Cu na woman of the island of Usn ipu who, Chapin
relates, dreamed she made love with a young man she had never seen
before. Th ree months later she gave birth to turtle eggs. She and her

mother kept this secret, hut neighbors began to hear wa ter gurgling
beneath the grou nd. and the story got aroun d ehae spirits beneon harm
were about to innuodate the island with a tidal wave. When someone
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found out about her dream, a seer was consulted who discovered That
the woman's lover had not been a man, but a nmle spirit in disguise!
(113- 14) The medicinal cure for dr eams like this may well be fatal­

as we shall discuss later on.
Such personi ficatio ns usually spell deep trouble bur can sometimes

have a positive side, the spirit being a source of knowledge and informa­

tion, as was the eleph ant , in human form. tha t eaugh r the nele, the seer
for whom Ruben Perea wor ked . The most virulent type of evil spirit is
the 11.10. usually translated into Spani sh as diablo, demonio, or devil,
often pictu red as a black (ie. African -American) man. Such spirits can

also disguise themselves in different ways, as arrracrive wo men or men,
for instance, by means o f which they try to seduce Cona peopl e, and

they may also take the form of a friend or d ose relative. (344 )
"Everyth ing in this world , th e visible reality, has a spirit counterpart

in another reality which controls it, " wro te j ean Langdon summ arizing

what she had learnt of cosmology amongst the Siena Indians of Buena
Vista alon g the Putumayo river in southwest Colombia in the earl y
1970s.u Here again the ability of spirits to transform themselves is

impr essive. They may appear in any form. as person or anim al, and
somet imes onl y as a sound or feeling, such as the feeling one has
ente ring a haunted cave. and th ere is generall y, she observes, " a trans­
forma tion of beings 3.S they journey to different realms." IYThus a pig

in This rea lm appears as a youn g girl in the sp irit house of the anim als

reached through dreams or dr ug-induced visions. But "at other rimes.
what may appear to be a pig in This realm is actually a spirit that has
taken on a pig form In order to br ing harm to the hunter."'w

Thu s there wou ld seem 10 be in this worl d o f seeming a deeply
puzzling capacity for copying and hence deception in which the "origi­
nal" and the "copy" fight it out for onto logical preeminence-for a

claim to power o ver the perceptual fidelity, epist cmic certa inty, and

very life of hu mans.
And this is why there have to be " seers, " This is why there have to

be healers, persons capable of jud ging appeara nce, able to distin guish
the different forms of doubling.

Even so, sueh discern ment is insufficient . "Seeing" is only part of r . '

the sto ry. for the healer 's power depend s. in its turn, on doubling also!
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The healer's capacity to diagnose and cure, to restore souls (read
double, read image) depends on our-doubling doubling. Through his
wooden figurines activated by his chants bringing forth doubles by
means of mimetic magic, he brings forth images that battle with images,
hence spirit with spirit, copy with copy, out doubling the doubleness
of the world. Until the next time.

12R
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ALTERITY

Pulling you this way and that, mimesis plays this trick of dancing

between the very same and the very different. An impossible but neces­
sary, indeed an everyday affair, mimesis registers both sameness and
difference, of being like, and of being Other. Creating stability from

this instability is no small task, yet all identity formation is engaged in
this habitually bracing activity in which the issue is not so much staying
rhe same, but maint~ining sameness through alrerjty. The available

histories of the Cuna shed strange light on the logic of this process, for
by remaining resolutely "themselves," resolutely alter vis a vis old
Europe as well as-note clearly-its black slaves, the Cuna have been
able to "stay the same" in a world of forceful change.

Time and again this (appearance of) persistent Cuna sameness has
been pointed out, in sharp contrast to the conventional liberal trope

of nostalgic despair about the eclipse and extinction of Indian societies
from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego, due to what is seen as the inevitable
path of cultural destruction on account of Western religions and moral­

ities, land-grabbing, Western diseases, Western language, Western
clothes, Western junk food, Western alcohol, Western haircuts, and,

more often than not, Western mirrored self-deprecation and tortured
ambivalence regarding Indianness. But the Cuna refreshingly prove
that this is not inevitable, and this is why they are such favorites in the
Western treasure-chest of exotica, a jewel in the crown of New World

ethnography-Indians who made it by being real Indians to the end of
the twentieth century. Quite a feat, especially when you take into
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accoun t th at alterity is every inch a relationship, not a thing in itself,
and is in this case an actively mediated colonial relatio nship meeting

contradicto ry and con flicting European expectations of what cons ri­

nnes lndianness. What is more, much more, this part icular co lonia l

history is profoundly gendered; it is the Cuna wom en, not the men,

who bear the mark of tradit ion-the nose-rings, the vivid and strikingly

beautiful apphqued "wid blouses and head coverings. In the visua l

scheme of things it is nor the men but the Indian women who are

alter, and here evcrytbing pivots on releasing the spirit powers of

ap pearan ce.'

Dream-Worlds of Foreign Ships

Here dreams provi de the royal ro ad not so much to the unconscious

but to where the spirit-action exists in pa ranoid dreamscapes of at­

traction and repulsion. Take the place of d reams in spirit-attack, hear­

ing in mind that this is virtually the sole cause o f serious misfortu ne,

and such an attack always co mes from outside the Cu na co mmu nity.

The assertion bears the sta mp o f finality. fUlmysterious misfo rtu ne is

al~~~c\ And if it so happens tha t a Cu na appears to be the cause of
another Cuna 's magical illness, it is beca use that first Cuna, categorized

as a kiatllkkalett , has had his or her soul possessed by an qtds;di~piri t.
/

Tbus possessed, such a person appears as spirit in the dreams o f fellow

villagers. plural. and can even cause their deaths-c-no r to mention

the self-destruction of the seductive distinction bercveen "inside" and

"outside," a distinction which has more than its fair sha re, we might

say, of erotic power, binding dreaming to that always -present, interior­

ized alt erity shaped by longing for the Other, such as the Other wh o

com es in ships.

This is attested by what Ruben Perez told Baro n Nordenskiold of

his grandfathe r's dr eams. In one dream he saw a large ship entering

the bay and making fast alongside the quay . A handsome wom an

stepped ashore and came to him, intent on maki ng love. He kept

dreaming this same dream. In fact during the day he used ttl go down
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to the beach and even far out into the water to see if the ship wa s

coming. Medi cine cured him,

Perez' grandfather seems to have attached a lot of impor tance to thi s

d ream, and advi sed his grand son to let him know in good time if he

was every rro ubled by a similar one, which suggests that such a dream

is not on ly a notable and perhaps cuhura llystandard ized phenom enon,

but the cause of an xiety as well. What might happen if this Cuna man

made 100'e with th e beautiful lady, Ihe alluring Other? Wh)' is this

dream so threatening ?

" In the old days," writes the baron cryptical ly, "the Cuna Indians

used to give poison to th ose who were sub ject to dre ams of thi s descrip­

rion. Occasionaly they burnt them." And he went on to cite that long

ago there was .J. woman who repeatedly had the same drea m as Perez'

grandfather , only in her case it was men wh o visited her, and the

village she lived in collapsed int o the grou nd and wa s swallowed up.

"Therefor e," he concludes . " Cuna Indians made a practice of killing

people who hab itually dreamed in this fashion. ,, 1

If the eth nog raphic literature is accu rate. Cuna women get far mort'

drastic cures for such dreami ng th an Cuna men. No t only is this

suggested in the two d reams related by the baron , but also in Norman

Cha pin's retelling o f the Cuna wo ma n who several years ago. in her

dreaming, gave binh to turtle eggs after sexual intercourse with a

str ange man. causing village-wide fears of being engulfed by a tidal

wave. He adds, in a footnote, th at th is wo man was then taken to an

uninhabi ted island and given medicin es 10 drive the turtle spiri t out of

her . Th e med icine was too powerful. She fell into a coma and died;'

Cuna Heaven: Cuna Paradox

Baron Nordenskiold was impressed by what he saw as a certain Cuna

~paradox in absorbi~g the outside and changing world in order to st<W

~the same.)The Indians were deeply conservative, he said, but very

susceptible to nove1tL.~ The immediate stimulus to this observation

was what he had been to ld about the journey of a Cuna soul after death,

how decidedly Western , how decidedly mod ern and modern izing was
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the landscape of the dead that the soul passed through, yet how all th is

conspired to keep the Cuna th e same. According to the baron, wh o got
it fro m the Cuna Ruben Perez when he was rela ting things Cuna to

the an thropologists in the G6teborg Museum in Sweden. the Cuna
kingdom o f the dead is not o nly stuffed with Westem consume r goods
but is wide open to the winds o f fashion and progress as well. " It is

peimed as a wonderfu l dreamland," concluded the baron. " M uch o f

it is taken from the white men and it is changed fro m lime 10 tim e as

the Indi an s have new experiences." Hence what appears as a horse

drawn wagon in the 1920s will appear as an automobile in the 1930s.

" In other words," he goes on in an even more thought-provoking

pa ssage, in th is Cuna society of the dead:

The Indian is rich and the white man poor. Evrrything which the white
men now has, such as steambo ats, automobiles, and trains, will belong
in the other world to the Indians. MAny of the souls of these objects
alreadv exilitthere. If a Cuna Indian can go aboard one of the ships which
pa ~ s through the Panam a Canal , then th is ship will belong to him in rhe
next world. Pern used to ~ay jokingly that in the kingdom of the dead
the Gudu:nburg. Museum would belong to him. (291)

We will have reason to return to this change in ownership o f the

Anthropological Museum in the futu re time 01 the dead Indian. For

now, it is important to register this assemblage o f Cuna life possessive

of the souls of Western commodities as a striking pictu re of what it

can mean to stay the same by adapting (0 the whi te man 's world, or

to a crucial aspect 01 it , all o f which we now sta rt to see ;J,S crucia lly

dependent on thi s st range word "adapting"- as when the erhno hnguisr

Joe l Sherzer, fo r example, in his thoughtful study of Cun a speech,

point s ou t that despite changes such as the men working in the Canal

Zo ne (and prior to that on white men's ships) , using new technology

such as tap e recorders, learning foreign languages, and so forth, such

cha nges arc: integrated into Cuna life analogous to the "designs" ere­

ated by Cuna women when integrating mousetraps, lunar modules,

and ba seball games into the traditional scheme of their appliqued shirt ­

fronts-the famous rna/as, int ernational sign of Curia ident ity. In his

words, "The Cuna ability to adapt sho uld not be confused with accul-
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nr ration. Ir is a constant, traditional, feature of Cuna social and cultural

life to tr ansform the new into th e old, incorporating ra ther than re­
. . ,
jecnng.

But this not so much resolves as restate s what the baron's paradox

problemarizes, nam ely th e very concepts co mposing ir-e-co ncepts such

as rraduion, transformation, and adapta tion (without accultu ra tion).

Surel y these concepts are themselves glosses on a still more basic issue

of idenriry, .·~hich has 10 be seen not as a thing-in-itself bar as a
relationshipwoven from mimesis and alt eriry within colonia l fields of

representa tion. Everyth ing hinges on ap pearance. j

The Soul of the Commodity Is Its Image which,
Released on Burning, Fascinates Dangerous Spirits and

Keeps Them from Doing Harm to CUDas

A striking instance o f the spi ritual and hence imageri c power of al reriry

is provided by what Nordenskiold relates about certain cures o f snake­

bite that were (Old to him. It must be: first appreciated that snakeb ite

is both a ph ysical and a metaphysical ca tacl ysm. Cha pin describes it

as "a crisis siruadou" in which the patient and the enrire village become

vulnerable to further atta ck by snake and allied spirits such as the

spiri ts of the road, which cause swelling, [he squirrel fish, the morning

star, the fishhook (which cau se great pa m), and red an ima l spirits

which cause hemorrhage." Sherzer also informs us [hat snakebite is a

" very sensitive area" becau se the mainland , whe re the men [end crops

and the women go for fresh wat er, abounds in very dangerous snakes,

an d because it is believed , as with all serious problems, that snakebite

attracts dangerous spirit s to the village of the bitten person. For this

reason, in the event of sna kebite complete quiet must obtain through­

out the village; indeed it is not unusual, apparently, for a whole island

to be sonically shut down- no radios, no out board motors, not even

the flip-flop of th onged sandals, and no talking except when necessary,

and then softly: th is, in a culture outsta nding for its amount of talk­

noise.I Chapin says qu iet is considered necessary because the souls of

noi ses fly through the air and jolt the weakened soul of th e patient. "
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We should note as well that Sherzer includes the treatment of epidemics

along with that of snakebite, and that for dealing with epidemics an
island-wide rite lasting eight days and involving the entire population
is undertaken; it also involves the use of many life-sized wooden figu­
rines. The image of General Douglas MacArthur described previously,

with powder-blue jacket, pink breast pocket, and what appeared to be

a German Iron Cross was one of these apsoket figurines. When it's a
matter of creating a snakebite victim, the smaller wooden curing figu­
rines (nuchus) are placed around the patient-just as the life-sized

figurines are placed around the island to protect the community as a

whole.
Now the fascinating thing is that the baron was told of a medicine

man who collected "all sorts" of pictures from trade catalogues and

illustrated periodicals, so that when someone was bitten by a snake,
or seriously ill, the medicine man would then burn these illustrations
and strew the ashes around the patient's house. The rationale was that
this burning released the soul of the pictures, thus forming, in the

baron's words, "a vast shopping emporium and the evil spirits that'
were congregating upon the house got so busy looking at all the
wonderful things contained in that store that they had no time to spare

for the sick person." He added that the great seer and political chief
he called neJe collected pictures in large variety, although Ruben Perez
had no idea how he used them. (366, 398, 533)

It seems to me that the Western presence is here invoked as much as
any particular picture. Indeed, if there is one expression more fit to
invoke that presence than consumer commodities then surely it is the

image of them. It should also be remembered that the image of a
Western commodity bears a triply-determined spiritual connotation-c.
as when Charles Slater, quoted above, writes "image," the Swedish

text translates it as "spirit"; as when Chapin gives us "photograph"
as a meaning of purpa, or spirit/soul; and as when the baron, describing
the Cuna land of the dead as stuffed with white men's commodities,

says that many of the spirits/souls of these objects are already there.
But why does the illustration have to be burned?

Perhaps the use of parrots to acquire a foreign language may shed
light on this question. The baron reported that parrots that can speak
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words in a foreign language were bought at fabulous sums and eaten

or (more often, so it appears) burned, in which case the ashes are
daubed on the tongue of the person wanting to learn. It is the soul of
the parrot, the baron emphasises, that then does the teaching, and this
occurs in dreams, where the parrot's soul may appear as a foreign
person. In the catalogue of the Goteborg Museum is an entry by Ruben
Perez for "medicine for a quick tongue," which was used by his brother

in the 1920s. This medicine consists of various plants, two special
birds, pages from the middle of the Bible, and pages from the middle
of works of history. The birds and the pages are burned to ashes. (341,
349,351,365,517)

Obviously, then, the burning is of some significance for releasing the
soul of the entity burned, activating and bringing it into the world as
an effective agent in a process parallel if not identical to the healer

activating the spirit-power of his wooden figurines by chanting to and
with them. We could think of the burning of the commodity-images
as being like a sacrifice-the making of the sacred through willful

destruction and subsequent exchange with the gods. We could also
think of the fire as releasing the fetish power of commodities within

the commodity-image. But both these efforts to understand are overly
general and fail to engage with what seems most instructive and most

magical, namelyrthe creation of spiritual power as animated image
through the death of the materiality of the image, I

Put another way, appearance seems crucial, pure appearance, ap­

pearance as the impossible-c-an entity without materiality, It's as if
some perversely nostalgic logic applies wherein the spirit-form can only
exist as an active agent through the erasure of its material form,

Creation requires desrruction-c-hence the importance of the Cuna land
of the dead where images float in such abundance; hence the phantas­
magoric quality of photographs,~

But then there is the ash! No longer the immateriality of appearance,
of spirit, Just matter itself! The uttermost matter of matter. The end of

form. A pile of ash to be daubed on the tongue, in the case of talking
birds, or around the house of the snakebitten in the silent village so as
to entertain the malevolent spirits gathering in force.

Through burning to ash is thus enacted the strange Prazerian logic
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of Sympathy, of Imitation and Contact, of copy and sentience-and I

cannot but once again be mindful of the configuration of the wooden
figurines, outer form European (imitation), inner substance Indian
(conractj-c-rhat provides the curer with (images of) active spirit-helpers.

The point of my emphasis here is the assertion from the ethnography

that the magically important thing is the spirit of the wood, not its
carved outer form. Might not the burning of the pages of the Bible, of

history books, of parrots be equivalent to this carving of wooden
figurines followed by the conceptual erasure of the material outer form,

the material simulacrum, of the Europeans? This puts the practice of

"reading under erasure" in a new light, and we see that just as the

question of the content of the image gave way to questions: Why make

images anyway? -why embody?-so now we see that making requires

unmaking, embodiment its disembodiment.

A Premonition

Busily plying the trade with the Indians of the eastern coast of Central

America in the early nineteenth century, Orlando Roberts has left

us with a charming scene, forerunner of the storehouse of Western

commodities in the Cuna land of the dead noted by the baron a century

later. The ship anchored off the Diablo River in 1816, its arrival

signaled by firing a gun. The chiefs and priest of the great and little

Payone tribes arrived:

By their advice we hired a few Indians, who very expeditiously erected a
temporary house for us, on the kay, in which we had more room to

display our commodities to advantage, than we could have had in rhe
vessel. In two or three days, we landed and arranged the goods we had
to offer, cleared a spot for the reception of fusric [yellow dye-wood],
which the Indians had gone to collect at their different settlements, and
every thing augured favorably for the success of our voyage. The Indians,
shortly began to arrive from all parts of the coast, with fustic, in canoes
and dories; someof them brought from five hundred weight, up to three,
four, or five tons, but none of them exceeding the latter quantity. In
exchange we gave them ravenduck, osnaburg, checks, blue baftas, and
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other manufactured guods-mosschettes, (or G.R. curlass-hlades} , and a
varietyof toys and smallarticles adapted to this trade, for which articles
in barter, an enormous price was obtained."

"They Continue the Time-Honored Principle of Playing
One Outside Power Off Against Another"

Thus does James Howe along with other commentators of the Cuna

scene sum up the continuing Cuna strategy of survival over four centu­

ries of Western European and U.S. colonialism in the Caribbean-a

strategy that in my opinion owes everything to the politics of mimesis

and alteriry. II Let us review this tale, bearing in mind that it necessarily

misleads when I speak of "the Cuna." For not only are there men

Cuna and women Cuna and all grades of powers between chiefs and

commoners, but to create discourse around "the Cuna" is in fact to j
create and solidify what really needs analysis-namely the nature of '

that very identity.

The first wave of colonization between 1511 and 1520 appears to

have devastated the indigenous societies of the Darien Isthmus and of

the adjoining Gulf of Uraba and the Arraro Basin. But thereafter the

Indians were able to take advantage of the geographical peculiarities

that made the isthmus strategic to the Spanish Empire; transshipment

across it to Spain was the principal route for the silver from the fabulous

mines of Potosi in Peru, on the Pacific side of the continent. Such a

narrow strip of land separating the Pacific from the Caribbean could

not but attract buccaneers; the tale of Lionel Wafer, William Dampier's

surgeon, shows just how Darien Indians succeeded in taking advantage

of the rivalries between European nations and of the instabilities of the

European frontier." In Wafer's case this conflict was one of British

and French pirates in alliance with Darien Indians against the Spanish

Crown. As is ohvious from Wafer's tale, as well as the account of

piracy in the isthmian region provided by Elliot Joyce, the Indians were

eager to support the pirates by suggesting targets and providing local

knowledge and food-not to mention occasional divination and herbal
medicine. One reason why the ill-fated Scots colony founded in 1698
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in the Dari en lasted as long as it did was because of sup port from the

Indians, the Scots being potentia lly hostile to Spanish (as well as En­

glish ) interests. When the more successful french H uguenot s sett led

there a t the beginning of the eighteenth century, rhey married Cuna

women with ..... hom they had chi ldren. The French sett lers were impor­

tant , acco rding to Nordcnskiold, in warfare again st the Spa nish. In

1712, for example, the village of Santa Cruz de Cena was sacked by

80 Frenchmen and 300 Cunas under the command of the Frenchman

Charles Tibou. When the Spanish were un able to subdue the Indians

by force. they signed a treaty .....hich included these f ren ch and their

descendants, but in 1757 the Cuna killed these Frenchmen-according

to Nordenskiold (4), reportedly at the urging of Brit ish. who supplied

the Cunas with arms . It is said th at French was spoken ext ensively

among the Indians at that time."

After 1790 peace seems to have settled on the: isthmus. Foreign

po wers ha d their hands full elsewhere. Yet contac t wi th tra ding vessels,

parti cularly from the United States wa s impo rt ant througho ut the

nineteenth century , and many Cuna men took jobs as sailors, a circum­

stance th at wri ters on the Cona see as as having crea ted their fond ness

for Amer ican s. A revea ling instance of the baron's CUDa parado x of

conservatism mixed with love of novelty , no less than o f Sherrer' s

" adaptatio n witho ut acculturation," i!> the fact rhat Cuna men acquired

European names as a result of their taking jobs as sailors on such

ships-as wnh the English-speaking Cuna Indian Mr. Char les Slater.

T he anthropologist David Stout. on the basis of fieldwo rk a mong

the Cu na in the early 1940s. thought that such name -changing owed

so mething to wh at he called Cuna " circumspection in the use of Indian

names. particularly in speaking one's own." I. He also pointed OUt tha t

o n most of the islands, few Cuna women had yet had the opportunit y

or the need to adopt a foreign name.

Alth ough technica lly part of the Colombian narion-srate for most of

the nineteenth century, the Cuna inhabited a politi cal backwater a t the

fart hest extreme imaginable from the capital of Co lombia, Bogot a,

lying deep to the south in the mountainous interio r of the mainland.

Th e Cuna were left to the mselves, their foreign ships, and their tr aders.

All changed, however, in 1903 with United States President Theod or e
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Roosvclr' s orchestration of the secession from the Repub lic of Colom­

bia by th e prov ince of Pan ama, followed by U.S. construct ion, some

50 miles from the Cun a, of the "greatest engineering feat in the history

of the world, " the Panama Canal, on e year later.Ii Now the governing

circles of the fledgling narion-srere o f Pan ama , in certain respects an

"imagined community" o f the U.S. and certa inly its de facto colony,

began 10 play out their love-bare relationship with the co lossus of the

north on a Cuna theat er, enacti ng on the Indians what had bee n enacted

on Panamanian s- aping h ideous little reconstr uctions of civilization­

versus-savagery dramas on the: frontier and vigorously ane mpnng to

demolish, in this case of ehe Cuna , their appearance-mea ning rbe

most visible signs of di fference. notably the clothes and adornments of

the wome n.

Lying close 10 the nat ion al border, th e Cuna were initially able to

set the Panamanian government off against the Colombian govern ­

ment. But with the consolidation of schools and police in Cun a territo ry

by the Pana manian govern ment , the Cuna foun d that th e global p attern

of intern at io nal power poli tics and racist energies prov id ed rhe perfect

occasio n for their trump card . Using their vet)· lndianness vis a vis

"civilizanon," they played the United Sta tes off againsr rhe Pana manian

Sta te, find ing ready all ies with Americans fro m the Cana l Zone and

(ro m membe rs of the sciennfic establishment of Washington D.C.­

many o f whom were eugenicists committe d to racist theories of society

and history, especia lly ant i-negro theori es." It should be remem bered

th at for mos t Ameri can s the Pan amanian Sta te was nOI just a State hut

a black Stare, and whether such " blackness" was negro Ot mes tizo

(offspring of Indians and whites ] was irrelevant .

Fueled by apparently exaggera ted accou nts of black Pan amanian

police abuse of Curia wom en, th is alliance between Cu na Indians and

their protectors from the north was activated in the dramatic up rising

of the CUDain 1925, an up rising which succeeded thanks to the timely

appearance of the cruiser USS Cleveland steaming off the San Bias

coast. This truly amazi ng rebellion was "led" (shades of Charles Tibou,

the eighteenth- century French leader of Cunas!) by R.O. Marsh, white

U.S. citizen disguised in " Indian costume," who had been for a sho rt

time First Secretary of the U.S. Lega tion in Panama in 191 0, and who



1" 1 M rl'>tESIS AND ALTERTTY

• •.. ,

They Would Like To Get In (vI hc Islands of San Andre~ and
Providence want to join the Panama rcpublic.t'-c-News item)

Cleveland Leader, ca. 1904

in 1923 beca me obsessed with the search for wh ite Indians in the
Darien while searching for rubber plantation lands at the bequest of

those colossi of early twentieth-century U.S. industrial capitalism,
Henry Ford and Harvey Firestone. Quite a ta le-and curtain-ra iser to

a prod uctive u.s.-Cuna partnership lasting till today, the Cuna using
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the military anxi eties and scient ific concerns of the United States in th is
sensitive part of the globe to defend themselves against the pressure of
the Panamanian State-beginning with the demand by th at State just

pr ior to 1925" rhar th e Indians become "c ivilized" by dismantling the
appearance of the women, the ahcric sine q ua no n of Cuna lndianncss.

Banana Republic

A nice example of the comredictory CUITt'11I ~ at work in this triangular

relationship between Panama. the Cuna, and th e U.S., was recently
presented by The New York Times in its coverage of the dr awn-our
conflict between rhe U,S. government and the President of Panama,

Genera l Manuel Antonio Noriega. On April 1, 1988, the Times
pu blished a photograph captioned "Demonsrrarc rs burning an effigy
of Uncle Sam in Pan ama City." The picture shows a burning, life­

sized effigy of a human figure with a do ur, Lincolnesque face, lo ng
black trousers, no feet. and an oversized hat painted with U.S. str ipes
(nor all thar dif ferent from the life-sized figure of General Douglas

MacArthur used by the Cuna for cu ring an island communiry).
Behind an iron fence sta nds a woman waving the Panamanian flag.

The accompanying article makes it plain that this linle ritual indicates
considerable sur ron for General Noriega o n the pa rt of people in
Panama City .

Three weeks larer the same newspaper published an article of equa l
p rominence and length, in which it reported the San BIas Cuna to be

in revolt against the Panamanian State. This was shown by their raising
not their own hut the U.S. flag, " angering soldiers at th e local Panama­
nian milita ry garrison ," accord ing to the journalist David E. Pitt , who

went on [Q say in his Apri121 dispatch from Panama City that the flag­
raising was not a random event. "Although the Cuna say they did it

partly because they knew it would infur iate the rroops, many Cuna
have a special fondness for Americans," he added. What happened
later on, as they say, is history; yet another U.s. invasion of yet another
disorderly banana republic.
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Good Savage/Bad Savage

Th e str ategy of mimesis an d alreruy involved in using a powerfu l First

World Sta te, notably the Uni ted Srares, against th e exa ctions of the

local T hird Wo rld State, IS an imporranr and often tragic clement of

modern history. Think of the montagnards as wdl as other " hill tribes"

in Southeast Asia used by the U.S. in the Vietnam WM. Think of the

Miskiro in Nica ragua, used by Pres ident Reagan and the C.I.A. ta king

advantage of Miski to resen tment at high-ha nded Sandinisra policy

toward India ns following decades if not ccmuries of such alliances

with European rowers on the pan of these Indians. Think of the
alli ances between Indians in Brazil. .....rirh well-intennoocd Nonh Ame ri­

O DS and West Europeans. the Indians looking for power tu ho ld back

miners and ranchers and thereby infu riating the Brazilian Sta te by what

is seen as a challe nge to national sovereigniry-c-jusr as. the Panamanian

State was infuriated by that proro-Pc urrh Woddi~1 R.O. M arsh " lead ­

ing" the Cunas to a (U.S. enforced ) au tono my in 1925.

As I see ir, sustaining the realpolitik of tbcsc siruanons is a po werfu l

modern myrbcl ogv o f good savage/bad savage by which the whites o f

Europe and North American purify themselves th ro ugh using the good

savage to pu rge the bad one, whether co mmunists in Vietnam , Sandini­

sras in Nica ragua, sup posedly corr upt and ecologically-insensitive

Th ird Wo rld gove rn ment in Brazil and Panama or, most especia lly, the

had savage ..... irhin the historic consrinmon of j:ir!lol Worl d whit eness

itself.
T his j anos-faced sense of the savage corres po nds to the grea t mythol­

ogies of modern progress. The good savage is representat ive of unsul­

lied Origin, a sort of Edtn before the Fall when harmo ny prevailed,

while the ha d savage is the sign of the permanent w ound inflicted by

history, the sign of was te, degeneracy, and thwarted narrative. In the

New World, as we shall spell out in some detail in a later cha pte r, these

signs fell on the Indian and the African-American respec tively. But

while the ph antom figure of the pure Indi an becomes th e object of

desire by the First World, that same Indian tends to be th e cause of
unease if not th e object of era sure in the Third Wo rld- as in G uare­

malacm cite a well-kn own instance- no matt er how much a certain
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style of Indianness ma y be appropria ted and pro moted by the Sta te in

the designs on th e currency, a con cern for archaeology, and in the

promotion of weavings by Indian women for tou rism. Indeed, these

signs indicate not only the degree: to which tha t na tiona l ident ity in a

l a tin American country is bound to First World criteria and First

World recognitio n of palatable and ro using difference, but that the

carriers of thar national identi ty, which is to say the elites as much as

the populace at la rge, a re placed in a basical ly untena ble ambiva lence­

neither t ruly Indian nor truly civilized. and forever at the beck and

call of the \Vhite House o r travel-guides such as the Sourh American
Handbook . This inferna l American iden tity machine thus composes a

mosaic of alte rincs aroun d a myste riou s cere of hybndiry seething

with instability, threatening the First World quest for a decent fix of

straightforward Othering-were it no t for the degree zero provided by

the bla ck man, nut to mention even more fabulou s creations like the

white Indian wom en of Darien. To them we now tu rn .
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In the summary of his resea rch of what he quaintly called. following

U.S. an thropological convent ion, "the con tact continuum." among the

Cuna in the early 19405, the anthropol ogist Dav id Stout has left U~

with the int imation of an arresting idea: that the cultu ral r oHrin o f

alrcnry should be seen as co mposed nor simply of one-on -one, for

instance Americans and Ca nas. bu t as a hierarchy o f alreruies within

a co lonial mosaic of attractions and repulsion s, in which some alrcrv

exe rt positive, and others negative, cha rges. In his own words:

In summary. the contacts of the San Bias Cuna wit h. rhe:' Spaniards have
been, unti l recent years, pred ominan tly hU'1:ile; rhose wu h the English.
Scorch, l-rench and American s predominantly fri~nJ l y ; while the Negroes
and mulattoes have long been objects of contempt. Thu ligh Cuna ethno­
cent rism ha.~ been remarked upon by earlier observers, it h.\s not been a
deterrent tv extensive cultural change s. Rather ir serves as the stu tl ng
poin t of the Cuna scale of rating ofother grou ps, for rheyplace[hem~l ve s

first, Americans and English second, Spaniards and Panamanians third
and Negroes lase. '

Elsewhere referred to as a "deep prejudice" by Stout, this notion of

"et hnocentrism" might be more honestly termed racism plain and

simple (altho ugh racism is anything but simpl e). Stout sees it as based

in part "on the fact that th e Negroes have lon g been economic competi­

tors, have encroached on the Cum's land s and tur tle catching SPOt S and
frequently stolen coco nuts and bananas from their farms .,,2 Wh atever
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weight the "based in pan" is meant to carry, this familiar invoc at ion

of the compe tition for scarce resou rces cannot even remotely expla in

(he sociological and mythic terms of th e racial groupings involved in

«he co mpetition itself.' From (he ethnographic record it wo uld appear

,h at the Cuna "co neempr" (as StOUt puts iT) for Negroes and mulattoes

,sots far beyond eco nomic rati on ality, and it is this "excess," d rawing

on the rich imaginative resources that colonial history offers bo rder

fUltu re, that stands out like a beacon . Moreover, rhis contempt fits only

100 well with European racism as instituted by almost four centuries of

the African slave trade and The massive infusion of antiblack ccntirnent

created by the consrr urt jon of the Panama Cana l. beginning to some

extent with the French attem pt in 188 1, and lucked into pla ce by the

milita ry-engineering ap paratus of the U.S. gove rnment under Th eodore

Roosevelt sta rti ng in 1904. "A rigid caste society," is ho w one historian

of rhe canal describes the ~o(i l"t y then put into place .'

Black Labor on a White Canal

A recent srudy of the am rudes to ward blacks finds that the racism

instituted by the canal aurhori ries was greater than in the U.S. itself,

north or south, and that this became more rigid as the twent ieth century

progressed, leaving the Canal Zone a son of South African enclave of

the United Sta tes until a t least the 1970s.1 Racism to ward blacks was

surely important in Panamania n society before Roosevelt captured the

Isthmus for u .S. in reresrs in 1903, bu t the myth ology of color built

into the cult ural appa ratus of work and bureaucracy organized to

construct the canal surely to ok it to a highe r level. The building of the

canal needs to be seen not only AS "the greates t engineering feat in

~jstory of the world," as it was pre sented to the public at large, but

~Iso as a feat of racial engineeri ng, N ot on ly was a canal built but also

~
cosmos-a culture stitched together by white-defined dictates of

ork disciplin~ and efficiency in which blacks were the bun, the sign

f all that was mcornperent , the black nature through which the white

rnal had to bon: in order to join the ocea ns for commercial might.

Irntrinsic to the ref rain, and as natural as the end less complaints abou t
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the ghastly climate with its heat, humidity, mold, malaria, yellow fever,
and death, was that of how poorly the negroes worked. "It was a
common saying in the Zone," writes Frederic J. Haskin in his book

bearing the endorsement of officialdom, The Panama Canal (published
as early in the canal history as 1913), "that if the negro were paid twice
as much he would work only half as long."

This is the infamous "b [l]ackward sloping supply curve of labor,"
curse of colonial enterprise (not to mention the wage labor systems of

early capitalism in Europe) and source of the rampant mythologizing
if not envy regarding the sexual character and carefree attitudes of the
"lesser breeds without the law." Indeed, Haskin's following remark

endorses this intimate relationship, its anxiety, its dreamscapes. Most
of the negroes, he writes, "worked about four days a week and enjoyed
themselves the other three. tr may be that the 'bush dweller' [meaning
those blacks who refused to live in the Canal Zone's housing, designed

for lower grade workers in accordance with sanitary principles] was
not fed as scientifically as the man in the quarters, but he had his

chickens, his yam and bean patch, his family and his fiddle, and he
made up in enjoyment what he lost in scientific care.:" Haskin failed

[0 point out that despite the much-publicized efforts in public health

and medical technology, the death rate of blacks employed on the canal
construction was something like three times that of whites.

Gold and Silver

The color of money officially designated race in the Canal Zone into
two castes, gold and silver. Gold meant the United States "gold stan­
dardv-based dollar, which is what U.S. whites were paid in. Silver

meant the Panamanian balboa, which is what the Panamanians, West
Indians, and (initially) a few whites from other nations, were paid

in." Gold and silver came to divide this new cosmos as effectively as
Apartheid did in South Africa, decades later, and this division bred on
itself, becoming more complex and resistant as time went by. This was
more than a matter of offical convenience. "In truth, the color line, of
which almost nothing was said in print," writes a recent historian of
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the canal, "cut through every facet of daily life in the Zone, and it was
as dearly drawn and a closely observed. as anywhere in the Deep South
orthe most rigid colonial enclaves in Africa."8 As early as 1913 Frederic
Haskin could write, with the formal approval of the canal's chief
executive, Colonel Goethals, that "the color line was kindly but firmly
drawn throughout the work, the negroes being designated as silver

employees and the Americans as gold employees."

Thepostoffice had signs indicating whichentranceswereforsilver employ­
eesand which for gold employees. The commissaries had the sameprovi­
sions, and the railroad company madethe general distinction as muchas it
could by first and second class passanger rates. Very few of the negroes
made any protest against this. Once in a while an American negro would
go to the post office and be told that ht mustcall at the "silver" window.
He would protest for a while, but finding it useless, would acquiesce."

In fact the gold/silver distinction was hit upon by the paymaster as
a "solution of the troubles growing out of the intermingling of the
racesv'Pc-not that the distinction lacked poetry, gold and silver, a

fantasy-land under the sway of ancient cosmologies of sun and moon.
Little wonder that in the heavy irony he practiced in the writing of his

memoir as a Zone policeman, it came naturally to Harry Franck to

register this bureaucratic distinction as a religious, indeed cosmic, one.

He expected from the media reports and perceptions of the canal in
the United States to find happy white men digging the canal themselves
with pick and shovel, "that I might someday solemnly raise my hand

and boast, 'I helped dig IT.' But that was in the callow days before I
... learned the awful gulf that separates the sacred white American
from the rest of the Canal Zone world." 11

Silence-that "awful gulf't-c-is as important here as glittery designa­
tions of gold and silver, the virtual erasure, as far as the official represen­

tations are concerned, of the black work force swarming like ants down
in the huge cuttings through the mountain ranges, working in the hotels
serving food and drink, on the wharves unloading the boats, cooking
and cleaning and looking after the white children, sorting the mail.paint­
ing the houses, carrying the ice, spraying oil on mosquito-infested water,
and collecting in a glass vial for the Sanitary Department any stray mos-
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quito th at was found in a white ho usehold." They exist, yet they don 't

exisr. fnvisiblc Man . Invisible presence-c-all the more available to score

fant astic racial read ings of modern history and the human co ndi tio n.

It is dif ficu lt to believe that this min utel y orchestra ted co lor-line,

tr aced remorselessly thro ughout everyday life as milch as official wo rk

ro lls and cmananng fro m the overwhelmingly most important genera­

tor o f employment, money and power, in Ce ntra l America and the

Ca ribbean, co uld nor have had an effecr on the reckoning of black s

and wbires held by Cona people, centuries-old adeprs a t " playing one

..ide o ff against the other." M oreover , everything indica tes that the

Cuna Indians in th e San Bias islands, 50 miles from the canal, occ upied

a totall y differen t place for the North Americans, as rhey still do-an

ende aring, utopic, place, full of sweet longing.n Thi s mosaic IIf alteri­

ties, with its hierarchy of a ttraction and repulsion, was not only colo red

hy money into gold and silver; it was also sexualized .

Of Being and Borders: The Sexuality of the
Color of Alterity

Nordenskio ld points out rhar while French, and po o;sibly other Euro ­

pea n " blood" has entered into the racial co mposi tion o f the C una,

" miscegenation with Negroes, nn the other hand, has never taken

place. Th e blacks have always been held in the most profound contempt

by the Cunas... . t And with regard to blood, Chapin tells us that because

purpa or soul is tho ught to he earn ed in the blood, CURa are ex tremely

wary o f blood transfusion s. In a footnote he adds tha t " the tho ught o f

rcceving tr ansfusions from negroes fills the Cuna with horror." ll

In the peace agreement th e Spaniards were for ced to sign with the

Cunas as early as 1741 (when some 800 French H uguenots were living

with Cunas and when marriages between Huguenot men and Cuna

women occurred), it was expressly stipulated, according to Baron Nor­

denskio ld , that no negroes, mulattoes or zam bos (offspr ing of Indians

and Black s) were to live in or pass through their territ ory.is The baron

th ink s the Cuna mo tivation was fear of wh at he calls "miscegenation"

bur. as he points out, the Cuna men ap pa rently entertained no objection
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to the intercourse between their women an d the French men in the

eighteenth century;" Indeed, the " d e, th e great seer to whom he fre­

quently refcr v and defers, is said to be (If French-Cuna descent. We

sho uld also be aware rhar the Ellglish pi rate Lion el Wafer in the late

scventeenrh cent ury, and the cx-It.S. charge d'affai res in Pana ma R.O.

M arsh, in the ea rly rwemierb century, both say that they were offered

the hand (If yuung Indian women by thei r high -ranking Indian fathers.

Conrrasr the alleged o ffer.. of marr iage ro these white men with rbe

repons that after the 192.5 rebellion, some children who were the

offspring of un ions o f Cu na Indian women and Panamanian negro

police were killed hy rbe Canas, "in o rder to preserve th e racial purity ,"

says Nordenskiold, .....bo adds th at "the women who were pregnam

with negro child ren were forced to have abortion"." , ~

Contrary to what M arsh and N ordenskiold say, the Panamanian

police serving in Cuna te rritory were not mostly blacks but mestizos,

acco rding to Ja mes H owe, an anthropologist of the Cuna wr itin g in

1986, long after the event." T his rectificat ion of the record suggests

how read y people were to apply the " negrov label, a lert ing us not only

to th e ..... rongness of M arsh's acco unt but more impo rtan t, to rhe strerch

and ten sion of irs excessiveness, its ha llucina tory imagery of the black

ma n besmirchin g C una racial puri ty, which means, above all, female

sexual puri ry-c-and in this fearsome imagery there is an uncanny comci­

den ce. a veritable mimesis, between what Cunas fantasized and what

Marsh fanrasized as the absolute degree zero o f alrerity, the black

penis. Cuna eth nogra ph y inform s us that the most da ngerous spirit,

the nia (or devil), wh ich causes mad ness an d suicide as well as illness,

can assume any form but is

. . . often described as shore, squat, and black, with a huge penis [and]
appears to people in dreams as a u'aka, that is, as a non-Indian foreigne r,
of whom the paradigmatic example is a Spanish-speaking black."

It is crucial to grasp not merely the imaginative effort that has gone

into this creation of inside and outs ide, Cuna an d non-Curia, in a raci st

pattern of global hist ory, but the historical confluence of soulful power

rippling through an alte ric mosaic creating sex ually charged boundary-
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markers. Interesting and distur bing about the Cuna case are the str ange

com plicit ies achieved between whites and Indians despite the enormity

o f cultural misunderstanding that existed, compli cities in which th e

positive and nega tive poles of sa vagery, as defined by white culture,

we re meticulousl y stitched in to Indian cosmologies of cultura l identity­

format ion through mirroring and alterizmg.

Yet it would he wrong to see thi s as unique ro the Da rien . O n a more

sweeping view of identi ty-formation s in th e American cont inent, th e­

marked an racr ion and repulsion of savagery a.. .J gen uinely sac red

power for whit ene-ss has continuously been concretized in te rms of

noble Indians at hom e in nature, as against degenerate blacks lost 110

less in history th an to history. Th at this histor y i .. every inch a history

of labor discipl ine, a tropical version of Heger s M aster and Slave in

so many banana republics, I hope to make d ear . That th is history is,

in secular times, a Sacred Hi story too, in which r:tt:c-fam :u y tak es the

place of hea venly fantasy, [hope also to nuke dear because " face, "

as den ned , acqui res the burden of carrying the emo tive charge of men

excha nging women across rhe colorless line of tropica l pro letarianiza­

tio n. It IS he re that the color of the penis acq uires its full charge

of dem onic power, the powers of wha t Emile Durkheim, following

Robertson Smith, ca lled the " impure sac red":

.. . evil and Impure powers, producnve nl d lSO[J t-U , causes of \1CaTh and
sickness, iusngators of sacrilege. The nnly sennments which men have for
them arc a fear into which horror generally en ter... Such are the forces
upon whic h and bywhich The sorcerer acts, those whit:h arive Irum ~·( l rpS~

or the menstrual hlood, those freed by every profanation of sacred things,
etc. The spirits of the dead and malign genii of every sorr arc their
personifi ed forms.i l

O f consequence here is the necessary reminder that the primacy of

Being is secondary to the safeguard of the Border. The figure of the nia

or bla ck phallus , as exposed by Cuna ethnography, alerts c ue to the

sex ual fear and exc itement of the boundary created out of mimesis and

alt cri ty under specific colonial histories. Rather th an thinking of the

border as the fa rthermost extension of an essenti al ide ntity sp read ing

out fro m a core, this makes us thin k instead of the border itse lf as that
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core. In other words, identity acqu ires its satisfying solidity because of

the efferves cence of the continuously sexualized border, because o f th e

turbulent for ces, sexual an d spiritual, that the bo rde r not so mueh

contains as emit<; .

While Indians of Darien

It is here where we return to the adventure o f R.O. M arsh who, by his

own account (reminscenr of LordJim and Rajah Brooke in the Maid)'

arc hipelago at about the sanw rime), led till' ..uccc....ful Cuna rebellion

of 1925 agai nsr the fledg ling Pan am ani an Sta re as the direct resulr of

his wildly improbabl e se-arch for J lost tribe of " whit e Indians " in

interior Dari en. A rom antic explorer, t ied to the purse-strings of great

industrialists such as Henry f o rd and Harvey f irestone o f Detroit,

M ars h zigzags across a trop ica l front ier tha t is as much with in his

being as within the modern myrbclogv (If sex , race, and capiralivm that

the Darien magnifies.

He co mes down to us with iT reputati on for inordi nate clumsiness a..

a diplomar. nn innocent o f ..O Tt'\., stepping on h"k: \ , bu llying, and openly

espousing viscera l dislike o f African-Americans. As U.S. charge d'at­
faires in Pana ma in 191 0 (four years befo re rhe co mplerionot the canal),

he med to manipulate Wa ->hingwn and the Panamanian Congress,

rhreetening militar y occupation and annexa tion if the mulatto Carlos

Mendoza was elected president instead of 3 white man . "M endoza's

election," he wrote to Washington, " will st rengthen the hold of TheLib­

eral party, which inclu des the Negro and igno rant elements and is mosr

ap t to he anri-Annrican. " Hut It wa s lack of disc retion, not his racism,

which forced the U.S.government [Q demand his return to Washington.n

Hi s depiction {Ifhis rol e ill the ( una rebellion in 1925 offers fu rth er

testimony to his lack of discretion . Indeed what ma kes his text (W hite
Indians of Darien, published in 1934) valuahlc is precisely that it

gives voice to unb ridled fantasy couched as matter of factuality in th e

development of two am azing events - the Indian revolt against the

Panamanian State, and the Smithsonian-backed search fo r white Ind i­

ans. The vcry exces s of the text is wh at allow s us, some sixty years
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later, to ta ke measure of the pla y of colon ial fantasy in real-life evems ,

both then and no w, bo th with Mr. Marsh and in o ursel ves 100 .

His text is also valuabl e to r what it suggests about psychosexua l

racial connections in twentieth century natura l science in the United

Sta res. It was th rou gh the Smithsonian expeditio n", o f 192 4 And 1925

tha t Marsh initiated the sea rch to r white Indian s III the Da rien. It is an

evasion to shrug o ff his text as if it bore no inn mace relat ion to the spirit

of positivist science, either then or now. Thi s sea rch was ratio na lized, if
nut motivat ed , by a patently eugenccisr and weird physical anthropolog­

ical ce ncem with rhe mysteries of w hiteness il l a lime when there wa s

conside ra ble anxiety abour immigration and "racial mixtu re" in th e

U.S.- a concern serendipi rously sha red by Cuna Jndians [ar least bytheir

male spokespersons) regarding their own situation. As loin -girding men­

ul impetus, th is racial pu rity had every rhing to do with pa ranoid fanta­
sies ofcert ain men zealously guardi ng the Cuna womb, a larger-than-life

figure fo r a cosmic model of mim etic reproduction o f nature, so ciety,

tr adition, and lndianness itsel f. But of co urse it was the bo rder which

defined that tradition and that Indianness, thus making the womb into

an o rga n of alre riry as much as mimesis , and rhis is where the "science"

of the men fro m the United Sta res blended so well with rhe "cosmol­

ogy" of the men from the land of the e mus. 'W'hat is more, while

certa in tones and shades may have cha nged, this con fluence o f inter ests

seems even stronger tod ay tha n it ever was . White indians of Darien
is the sto ry of an amazing episode in the life and dream histo ries o f

the New Wo rld. It is a ll the more valuable for being cliched an d

sensa tio nalistic- t ropica l, colonial, hysteria .

Mr. Marsh's Trunk

You feel something acutely at the level of the body, th e ma le Indian

body as celebra ted in Marsh's White Indians of Darien. You feel him

ogling this sturdy musculature, the eye grasping what the hand can' t,

lovingly scrutinised by Marsh's writerly eye, like a sculptor running

his hands over the ripplin g flesh, like the magician deploying the ma gic

of Co ntact, and there is so mething of the evaluative eye of the employer

I 'll
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of muscle-p ow er in this paen of praise to the uncorrupted Primitive

body too- th e perfect recip rocal, perhaps, of Cuna dreams of foreign­

ers stepping lustily from fore ign ships.

At the nrst " base camp "- the terminology is decidedly militaristic,

the entire "exped itio n " in search o f white Indi ans bein g an amalga m

o f science and war-Marsh had ro deal with the nem esis that had
dogged him from the wh ar ves of New York ro the jungles of the

Darien, the 370.pound weight of his " t ravelling salesma n type of rrunk,
particula rly strong and heavy, in which were ma ny u f the articles

intended as gif ts for the lndians-c-machcrcs. axes, hunting knives.

beads, mirrors, etc."!I It had required four men to carry it onto the

boat in New York. hut in the Darien jus t on e Indian, all on his own.

car ried th is tru nk of mirrors an d bea ds off the boat. grinning from

ear to ea r . " I have seen remarkable feah of physical strength and
endu rance," Marsh remarked, cit ing a list of Third World strongmen

he had beheld m his rub ber exp lorat ion and other trips in M ongol ia,

Chin a, the Philippines, and Peru , "but for spring-steel muscles an d

inexhaustible end urance, pound fur pound, I have newt seen the eq ual

of rbosc Da rien Cbocoi Indians. "

And yel rht'y are nor hig men-in fact. in stature they are ramer small,
seldom over fi" e feet, four inches in height, wirh symmetrical well-sha ped
bodies, full deep chcsrs, powerful shoulders and find y muscled legs. It is
not the size of the muscles so much as the qualily, which give's them their
great physical powers. I larer saw them r ule rheir dugout canoes up
swifr mountain "'tru m" f rom Jilyhreak to midnight wirh never a sign of
weariness, while our most powerful negroes became so exhausted cfrer
one hour of the same work that they literally fell overboard from sheer
exhaustion. (67- 68)

Emptying The Trunkful of Gifts Displays not only How
Exchange Makes Colonial Subjects but How Subjects

Connive in their Subjecthood

The gift-giving from this massive trunk hauled through the Darien

rain-forest was somewhat different from Darwin' s scarlet doth given
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to the Fuegians, m ore discrimin ating by gender, more complicated

mimetically . Indeed it is in the gift-giving fro m Marsh's wonderful 370 ­

pound trun k that we get the full measure not so much of the white

man ma king co lonial sub jects, women subjects a nd men subiec ts, but

o f the forces at work ensuring Cuna connivan ce 111 tha t subiccr-me king.

In readi ng it one should ta ke note of th e facr tha t since the I960s o r

1970s, the int e-rn ationa l signifier of CUM iden t ity is th e woma n' s

" trad itio nal" attire, th e famou s mala appliqoed cloth, a nd that cloth,

needle, thread. a nd scissors all com e via trade rs fro m the oursidc-c-rbc
mola itsel f, in th e form of appliqued cloth used by women as clothing.

p robabl y bein g no older tha n the mid-mnereenrh century.

Cha pe roned by th r Cuna chief Mate , on whose guud will deep in

the Darien he was to tally de pe ndent if he wer e to ever locate the

cherished objects of his endeavo r, M arsh led Chid M aca's daughter

Carmelite an d he r mo ther back to wh at he called his "office tent,"

wh ere he presented them w ith samples of everything he had :

. . , d(l th of gold. red and blue cotton doth, ~t;:.s< I ~, mirrurs, comb e,
needles, rhread, etc. fi nally a jar of English candie, capped Ihl:' chmnx,
Chid Mara, on ~t'<:ing the gorgeous presents given hi\ women folk.
glanced rather ruefull ~ at his nwn dean, btl! somewhat WOOl clothing.
The chief was about my size, !>O I II'Uk him IntO my sleeping tern and
presented him with a pair of white duck trousers, 3 pair I.f white tennis
shoes, while cotton socks and garters, and a gray feh hal. He made a
quid ,. d'l.1nge under my supervision ..nd emerged proudly in his new
clothes tu receive the admiration of his family and followers. (102)

lr is not simply th e fact that men get pr esent s such as gu ns, kn ives.

a nd pa nts a nd hat, while th e women get, and are sa id to gra te fully

receive, cloth for clot hing- nor that the women are thus made, by

Cuna chiefs as mu ch as w hite men, int o the " real " Ind ian s. the bearers

of authentici ty and alreriry in their marke dly Other clothing, nose­

rings, and haircuts . Rather, there is such po sitiv e agreement on both

sides that th is is how it should be-a positive connivance in Curia men

being mimetic w ith white men, and Cuna woman being Alter .

In the lat e seventeenth century, according to th e reco rd of the Da rien

by Lionel Wafer , th e Indian men he encountered wore naught but a
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penis-cover of gold or silver o r of a plant a in- lea f- a conical vessel

sh ap ed like th e ex tinguisher o f a candle , he said." Th e women wore

what he ca lled a clout Ot piece o f doth tied around their middle and

ha nging down [ 0 {he knee, Th is th ey made ou t o f co tton but so metimes,

he sa id , " they meet with some o ld Cloa ths go t by trucking with thei r

Neighbo ur Ind ia ns subject to the Spa niards; a nd th ese they are \Iery

proud nf. " lS Here George Parker Winship adds a note to his ed ition o f

th e pi rate' s m anusc rip t, record ing t he encounter bet wee n Wafer's chiel,

the esteemed. buccaneer M r. Willia m Dampier, and a reca lcitra nt Da r­

ie-n chid-in respect of whom M r. Dampier wrote:

At liru he seemed very dubious In entertaining any di~mlln. t' with us, and
gave w ry impertinent anev...ers to the quesn nns that we demanded of him;
he told us th at he knew no way to the Nurt h ~iJe . .. We could get no
other an swer frnm him, .ImJ all hi, Ji....lOUN was in such an angry ton e

a~ plainly declared he was not our friend. However, .....e were forced to
make a virtue of necessity, and humou r him, for ir wa s neither nme nor
place to be any)' with the Indians; all ou r lives l~ing in their hand.

We were now ar great les s, nor knowin g what COUNe to take, for we
tempted him wirh Beads, Money, Hnchets, Macheats, or long Knives;
but norhing would work <llt hun, rill nne (If ou r men took a Sky-coloured
perriccar ou t of his bag and put il on his wife; who .....as so much pleased
with the Present. that she immcdi.ucly began to chatter to her Husb.md,
and soon brought him into a berrer humour. He m ulti rhen tell U~ that
he knew the way to ihe Non h side [and] he would take care that we
should not want fl U J guide."

Color of Independence

And if the Chocoi Ind ians carrying his trunk we re impressive, how

much m ore so the Cunas themselves-"how in fin itely superior,"

Marsh wrote, "were these inde pendent Indi ans [ 0 [he mongrel negroes

who we re pr essin g in on them fro m all sides." The more he saw of the
Cuna :

... the better I liked them. They were dignified, friendly, hospitable , and
cheery.They were intelligent and quick-witted. Theywere valiant, or they

IH
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wo uld not have kept their inde pendence so long. Th ey wert' sklllfull
seam en and artistic han dworkcrs. Thei r social organization "";15 hi~h\y

developed and stable. I had Clot been long at [the lunr. abandon ed ~Ol ~

colony (If 1Ca ledonia before I came to the conclusion tha t Ihis liuk " Tule
Nanon" with l IS culture kept uncha nged siocc time immemo rial was W I)

precious a thins 10 ab andon to ex r loitarioll by co mmercial Americ.ln ,

and rhe negroes of Panama. (196)

Marsh seizes on the Indian as a foil, a uropic hope designed to

silhouette the black man as Primitivism C..o rrupred, not the Noble

African but the best ial prod u,.."1. of a bestia l modern ovihzenon, first VI)

account of its slave trade and slave mode of planrano» production.

and th en beca use of more recent enterprises such .1 S the United Fruit

(Banana) Co mpany spreadin g along th e Panamani an coast , " I have

never wholeheartedly applauded the onward march of civilizat ion, n

he wrot e:

IIItropical America the net result is u~u:J.lI y the rcrlacemeru of the a rrrac ­
live free Indian s by a dq::r:neroltt" population of negro sem i -~I :a \e, . lndla l1~

are roo independent aod self-respect ing ttl work under such condmons,
They prefer IIIemigra te or die. Negroes hne work, but They can N-driven

to it. (36)

What is thereby discernible as rhe hidden histori cal force in Ma rsh's

quest for wh ite Indians is rhi.. dream of power and freedom pro mised

yet con tinuously thwarted by capitalist development. A, in ,1 shadow

play, the Indian and. the black are the beings through which 11)(: cease­

les s dilemm a of labor-discipline and freedom in capit alist enterprise is

to be figured. The fronti er provides the: settin g withi n which this prob­

lem of discipline magnifies the savagery that has to be reprcwcd and

canalized by the civilizing process.

Anarchic Rubble of Racial Time

While the white Indians for whom Marsh is searching are at least

fixed by the ir mysterious location at the headwat ers of the river in an
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unknown valley into which no black man willventure, the black people

of the wastline and of the nv crin e villages on the way to that valley

create irruptions and unexpected time-warps . TIle black s of Panama

(and of the masts of C..n lumhia) upset white histories and the auempcs

of their au thors to co me co terms with the o verwhelmmg turbulence

of modern times. But the Indians are rhcrc to fix hi!owry and restore it..

sublime order. They are O rigin-and as such they are also White and
Woman _

By no means does Ma rsh's gift-laden trunk t ravel, step by mythic

step easing backwards through evolutionary t ime, W the home nf the

racially pure, the hom e (If the Primitive. f or as Mar sh fights his way

upstream in 1924 in search of white ludi anness. blasting his wa)' dear

wi rh sticks of dynamite, what he discovers, indeed what he himself is

part of, is not thc nrig inary hut thl.' rubble of history . At first this rubble

Ot.x ur s as isolated outcrops of wh ite rums . He curses Captain Selfridge

who, engaged in 1871 with his 370 marin es in surveying the area for

a futur e cana l, produced a map for U,S. Intelligence which proves to

be extremely inaccurate." Then a United Fruit Company man claims

to have go t a fair way upriver a rew years before, but Marsh decides

he is bragging. The Sinclair Oi l C..ompany has its malana-sicklv ex plor­

ers at work in the forest , and they assure him they have seen numerous

white Indians, " wh ite ,1S any white man." Marsh suspects they are

secretly looking for go ld, not oil, and passes 0 11. Marsh' s "base-camp"

is itself established with its 370-pound trunk where the oilmen were,

in a pleasant coconut grove said to have heen conceived by a ru naway

First World War Germ an soldier who had been part of a team settin g

up a ra dio station nea r the mo uth of the Gulf of Uraba for a secret

submarin e base. Th e team had been massacred by the British Na vy,

except for this soldi er who hid ou t in the forest and got the blacks to

plant coconuts. After th e Germa ns, the U,S. Army estab lished a secret

radio station in much the same place, In fact, when an army plane wa s

on its way hack from dropping off mail there, it flew against rules

across the int erior of Darien and, forced to fly Iowan account of

douds, spied a village inhabited by white-skinned people. So you can

see th at this Darien, even in 1925, is a pretty busy place, isolate d and

trackless, yet at the crossroads of histories where white and black

IS?



MI!\tESIS AND A LTE1UJ' Y

crea te strange effects . You get a sense of thi s wh en M arsh sett les into

his account of rhc Cuna revolt against the Pan am an ian po lice. In the

SpJ.<.:C of a few days we hear :

The U.S. Navy mille sweeper Vulcan, which turned IIp too late whelp
Professor Baer of the Smithson ian, and whose' co mmander was t('l' scared
of rhe vapors emanating from his corpse to take if on boar d.

The Srorc-sbip H Notte of the Colon Expon and Import Company .If

<l llello r o ff Card" raided by Marsh .1J1d Cuna men fur ammunition.

A Grt"t"k trader, together with his negro asse raot, with .1 store at Orange

Key.

Three "husky Americans" who claimed 10 be wmking for the: Canal
adll1 inistu rion and had a small planu tion by Gatun Lake where rhe~'

C1Y1 plu)'eJ four Cnnas. (Remember, Mahh had said JnJi ~n5 would not
w uek.}

Five "heavily armed and ruugb-Iooking Americans and Ca nadians," cur­
rl ())('~ of an American Banana company.

Fuur U.S. subman nes paying a ~isi l.

Numerous l r.~ . army recoo.nssaucc aircraft .

And Iin:.lly, rhc cruiser USS Cfet'l't.mJ, raking Man.h 10 safety .111d deci­
sivcly ~winging the balance of fo rce in the CUlU 'S favor.

..Anachronism" abo unds in this jum bled -up Darien time-race space.

The Pnmidvc races refuse to conform, to grant the O rigina ry Fix. When

Mars h finally mak e." contact with the wild mouncnn-Cuna lndians, he

meers the ch ief, who is lying in a hammock and who greets him in

perfect English! " How are you bo ys? Glad to see you. " He had learned

his English in New York City and had worked on sailing boars for

twenty years, visiting New Yor k, California, Ham burg, Paris, and

Japan. His nam e was "Salisirn an, " whi ch is an English na me, Marsh

says, a corruption of "Charlie Seaman. "

Par from being children of nature, much of the population of th e

Dari en, one of the most remote parts of rhe globe, turns out to be a

Irul/ pen-refugee mass fled from the city. It's as if the farther M arsh

pushed into the wildness of nature in search of his whi te Indians, all

he foun d was th e wildnes.. of histo ry. Braced for his leap into the
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unknown, it was ob viou s to him that there was no way his white s had

the strength or skill to manage the canoe.. and, because labor was

scarce, he had to search " furiously" for wh at he called "compete nt

negroes" among the scnl cmen ts in the ra in forcs r. Promising lugh

wage-s he recruited " the tou ghest bun ch o f negro reneg ades" he had

ever S<.'Cn, similar, he tho ugh t, to the blacks working fo r the laho r­

starved United Fru ir Company O il the Caribbean coast a t PUCT(O

Obaldta which had had to usc irs Influence with the Panam anian

govcmmenr (accord ing to Ma rsh, who as First Secret ary of the U.S.

l egation ought ha ve know n) to round up "n egro criminals, vagabonds,

dope-sellers. etc.~ and ship them to the pla nt ations where, with the eye

of the 10c:.1government corregidor on them a.. wel l, they had (so it i..

explained) no choice but to work. From this we gain insight into the

daily reality gu iding the percept ion of th e whitt" employer casti ng his

phi losophica l eye skywa rd in search of raci al un derst an dings of the

human cond ition, as with M arsh 's axiom : "Indians arc too indcpcn­

dent and self- respccring to work under such co nd itions. They prefer to

emigra te o r die. Negroes hate work , hut th e}" can be d riven to it. " (36)

Th e black is cast as hisrorical jetsam, matte r o ut o f p lace, the irra tio nal­

ity o f history, while the Ind ian roots :\ 0 order. an order o f nature-as

against history: matter in place. Th is eXCT( \ magnetic force ove r M arsh

and the whiteness in the lndia nness fo r which his text stands, fo r it is

by learning how (Q empl4)y the vcry irrationality of history that the

secrets of its Origin shall be captu red .

Every grouping in rhis ta le inevitably has a chief, leader , or headman ,

and the "leader" of M arsh's recruits was an " old negro named Bar­

bino" wh o had murd ered J go ld prospector severa l years befo re and

was under sentence of death in Panama City. Marsh describes him 3S

a "fugitive negro murderer ," Only one other person is singled out for

mention, " 3 powerf ul and scarred ruf fian." Marsh "herds them back

to camp" wh ere he will "fatten them up for the slaughter. "( 133) Lat er

on when th ey threaten rebellion out of fear of bad Indians and their

magic , Marsh forces them into line, declari ng they arc all eligible for

jail in Pan am a. (139) NOI onl y th e Banana Co mpany uses the Stat e

when the la bo r market dri es up, and obviously the State-in thi s case

a State fo rmed by the U.S.-has a diffe rent relationshi p to blackness

'"
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tha n it does to Indianness. Yet because of th eir anarchic temperame nt

and crimina l ways, this very degeneracy of th e: tropical lumpen can

prove ind ispensable-as in the search for wh ite Ind ians. Caught in the

und ertow o f history ha s made the Iumpcn wise [0 the ways (If the

savage man end the savage land. Despite the negro fugitive's record

an d ane mpted mutiny ea rly on in the ex peditio n, Marsh begin s to

respect him . " He was the best bold-wate r canoemen I have ever

known," he predictably writes , "and in emergencies hi.. brain worked

like light ning. He lat er developed into my must loyal follower and was

nne o f the four negroes to get back to the Canal Zone with me." ( l -tSl

Th e Epiphany

The first settlement at which M arsh stopped on his W ;1) ' upriver into

the Darien 0 11his first ex pedition W3S Yavisa, where histo ry had crurn ­

bled int o an anarchic scra p-heap, a putrefying th reshold. First he es­

pied - a nd smelled- the negro settlement o f "some fifty ram shackl e
bamboo huts beside the strea m- black ba bies everywhere, flies, mang y

dogs. ga rbage. rubbish. and mud." (25) Th e villagers str uck him as

supers titiously afra id of the Indians of the inrerior whom. they said
wou ld kill an y negro whu ventured above the Mcmbrillo m burarv ,

proof enough to Marsh that they were all lOO Typically str ange th row­

ba...ks, "degenera te blacks, less civilized th an when the)' Came from

Africa." (25) Then came the cpiphanic moment. Standing in the midst

o f this degeneracy, looking into a d earing in the forest, Marsh b linked

and rubbed his eyes:

Across the narrow dearing were walking three voung girls, rerhar~

fourt een to sixteen yeaTS old. They wore nothing but small loin-cloths.
And their almost bare bodies were as white as anyScandauavia n's. Their
long hair, falling loosely over their shoulders, was bright gold! Qu ickly
dna gracefully they crossed the open space and disappeared into the
jungle.

[ turned to the negro headman in amazement. Whi te lndians: (26)

We note the swoon. It is Walter Benjamin's observation of th e

mimetic faculty, where he says that the perceptio n of similarity-as

t 611
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for Marsh's, in the Dar ien-is hound to an instantaneous flash . "It

offers itself to the eye as fl e et i n A l~' and tra nsitorily as a constellation of
stars." It is th e mimesis o f mimesis, wherein the primitive and /or the

child and /or woma n is recruited to endorse the magic of the mimetic

faculty. T he golden hair. Speed anJ gran'. White-fleshed nakedn ess

and pu bescent wom en making a mocke ry o f, yet heightening, a ll that

seems emotionally at stake where racism. labo r discipline, and sexual

desire cume together fo r " flashing mo ment in a clear, elusive ima ge.

'"
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THE SF.ARCH FOR TH E WHITE INDIAN

M arsh' s search for the white Indians of Darien blends sublimely

with his account of the spectacu larly successful rebell ion of the Cuna,

as If the very search for that whiteness secreted in the jungle had

predetermined such an extraordin ary political evern. Indeed. it is the

revelation o f choreographed spu rts of whircness that cascade into the

rebellion against the " black" Pan aman ian State it.;elf. " 'hat i ~ at first

a poe tic and ero tic mystery represen ted in hallu cina tory and specifical ly

female terms. swa ying golden-haired nubility infinitely desirable yet

impossibly d ifficult to locate and fix. becomes the crucial co mmodity

for which the Cuna willingly open the doors to European and United

Sta tes anthropologists to study first their wh iteness, and then their

culture and surro unding ecosystem as a way of gaining autonom y

from the Panamanian governmen t. What carries this off is J mimetic

contract, a set o f largely uncon scious compli cities between the whites

fro m the north and the Indians they are studying and "saving."

Eroticizat ion of the whiteness of Indians punctuates Marsh's revela­

tion in several places. We have just witnessed th e flash of recognition­

Marsh grant ed his first glimpse of white Indians in the form of three

golden-ha ired girls in 1923 . And there is also the revelation a year

later, reponed by his Smithsonian ethnologist the rapidly sickening

Professo r Baer, who died a little later on the same beach where the

legendary Balboa had been executed in the sixteenth century. At­

tempting to take "complete anthropolgical measurements" of th e Paya

Indians, Baer had seen "---or at least he thought he had seen," notes
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Marsh- the first whi re Indians of that expeditio n. With the aid of a

friendly chief, Baer had been ta ken to a small house in the jungle
beyon d the village:

As he entered, ;I frighrened }oung girl, the only occupant, rushed our of
Ihe house mro the jungle. She wore only a loin doth. Her ennrc bodyand
long hair had been dyed a verydark blue, almost black, but bcr cyeswere
J« idel)' blue, and rhe "kin around her eyes and on other pans of the
hnJy where it h:.d escaped the dyeing process was disrincrly white.

1111: arrival uf a number of angry Paya Indians prevented Baer from
making any further searchfor the girl, and he was not permitt ed to rerum
to the isolated house. I had no doubt (writes Marsh] thai the girl wee a
young white Indian.'

Beer' s visro n wa s a despera te one . On account of his illness he had

had to plead with Marsh to continue with the expediti on , sta ting that

" this wa s the greates t sci ent ific opportuni ty of his life. If he WdS the

first accredited anrhropologisr to study the whi te Indians, it would be the

making of his career ," and Baer had already spent time weighing me
bodies, brains, andoebceoegansof mon keys they had found. (134) Anew

species o f small white frog had been discovered by" Brcdcr , the naturali st

from the American Museum of Na rural History, and Baer's excitement

had been further aroused by hisown measuremenn o faround 100 "Cbo­

cois" Indians fo r their "Cepha lic Inde-x," and his discovery tha t the hair

of a great ma ny o f the child ren was decidedly light brow n.

Doubting the endurance o f th is obese man , who was in poo r ph ysical

condition, Marsh had onl y accepted him to begin wit h because he

wanted th e Smithsonian represented. together with its guarantee of

scientific authority. But no doubt the Smithsonian needed Marsh, too ,

with his prom ise of au thentic tropicana nicely packaged in mysteriou s

overlays of sex and color, mim esis and alte rity. The iconographic

framing of Marsh's book evokes just this intimacy, a transcendent need

to merge science with the unknown as woman. The long dedication in

its opening pages laments the death of Professor Baer, "Anthropologist

and Ethnologist of th e Smithsonia n lnstit urion of Washington, D.C.,"

whil e op posite the title page is a full-page frontis piece of a young

woman with a crown of feathers , captioned just as rep roduced here.

H..l
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Mimi: White Indian Girl (Marsh, White Indians of Darien, frontispiece)"I explained that nothing would arouse more sympathy among the

powerful Americans," said Marsh, relating his speech to the Cuna

White Indians At Last

MIMESIS AND AITHUry

Such thoughts can lead to spectacular actions, little performances

of civilized power ejaculating multicolored magic against the dark

backdrop of the Jungle. That night hack in the village Marsh decided

"to give a big splurge in the chief's honor" and use up all the fireworks

he had brought. (There are basically two types of Indians in his account,

light and white-skinned women on the one hand, male chiefs, on the

other.) Posts were erected for pinwheels. Chutes were prepared for the

big military signal rockets, and the colored flares were arranged in a

semicircle. "At the end of the meal we whites showed off our fireworks

against the dark jungle background to as an appreciative audience as

at any country fair." (111)

She was a beautiful young woman, with a splendid figure and the very
light olive skin typical of so many of the mountain Cunas. She had done
me the honor of treating me as a familiar house guest, not as a stranger.
That is, in accordance with Tulc [Curia] woman's custom within the
confines of her own house, she had taken off her long skirt and appliqucd
blouse and was dressed like the Chocoi women in merely a short loin
cloth.1had decidedto attempt no amorous adventuresamong the Indians
as I knew the resentment such affairs can cause. But I could not help
thinking ... (110)
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It is as if this woman will resurrect Bacr, if not white science itself,

which died taking her measure.
111(:re is every reason to conclude that this use of woman to figure the

white Indians is part of a more encompassing urge by which the aura

of Indianness per se can be most meaningfully figured by white Indian

women. Where whiteness is unavailable, the text nevertheless provides

hallucinatory encounters with "ordinary" Cuna women, albeit "light­

skinned," as in the following episode when Marsh awoke in what had

been an unoccupied house to find a woman looking down at him.
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gathering of chiefs at Sarsadi on the San Bla.s co~st, "tha n [he =now l­
edge that some Darie n Indians had white skin s like their own. (194 )

This W:l S one yen before the armed uprising. And he wen t on to tell

them that the " Tule [Cuna j race wa s do omed ro exrincrion, mon grelize ­

rion with the negroes, o r practical slavery if rhey did nor train them­

selves to meet the white man's civilization on its own grou nd .'" (194­

95)
Afte r a nigh t 's deliberation th e chiefs were more th an willing ttl send

delegates with M arsh 10 see-k aid in Wa!ohingtoll, D.C.

"Do ynu still want to ta ke with you some Chcfm Tilles-white lndi­
ans ?" Chief Ilia Pagina asked him.

"Yn " he said, una ble to believe." his car- .
"TIll:' people along the coast all want to see you," !>3iJ the chief. lher:

Will be many Chepu Tufts am ongst them. You can ta ke ;1 11 you wan t.

(l 'JS-'J6)

Thus Marsh turned the co rner. Whereas before, de pire massive

exert ion, he had not ob ta ined more than a glimpse o f hire Indian

..kin, now the Indians had a ugh t on 10 the new requirements for the

time-honored ga me, playing " one side o ff aga inst rhe other," Earlier

the white man had wan ted sold and silver, then fusric, i.e. yellow dye

wood. No w what they wanted was whiteness, white tndia ness, to be

exa ct. Mak ing its tri umphant way alon g the San Bias coast, first leg o f

the voyage back to Washington, M a rsh ' s boa t sro pcd at rorttl~:tnd i.

A great nu mber of canoes brought him his firsl white Indian . This was

no scintilla ting eyeful of fast-moving girlhood, bUI a boy of fourteen,

sto lidly there in his sheer whiteness:

He certainly made a strange app earance among his dark -~k inl\e~ coun­
trymen. H is hair was light golden yellow . His skin was as white a~ J.

Swede's. His eves were brown, not blue or gray. H is fearures were dccid­
edly different frum the rest of the Indians-rather morc likl;' a .Nordic
white man. And his whoLe body was covered with fine dow ny whit e half,

three quarter s of an inch long. . _
l Iookcd at him in amazement. Here was my whit e Indian at la,t . But

I didn' t know what to make of him. He wasn't the usual rvpe of alb ino
by any mean >, for albinues have pink eyes and whit e hai r. Rut wha!t'vt'r

166

THE SJ:ARCII FOR TITf WHI'fE INmAN

he was, the scientists [back In the U.S.Iwou ld have a gran d time explaining
him. (1.99)

Then came that wondro us curtain -drawing moment when the Curia

tu rned themselves into eth nographic curios. In stark contrast to prev i­

ou s times, " We were given full pe rmissio n to wander about the village,

taking pictures and exa mining the houses, boa ts and other possessions

of the people. It was rather exciting to realize that no white man had

ever had such privileges at Portogandi before." (199)

Marsh imp ressed upon the chid rhar while Indians "might help

prove closer relation s between the Indian and the white man ." Th e

chief said il W3S goo d. " He would see rhat I got all the whi te India ns

I wanted." (20 1) But before the Indian is given a chance to Orher

himself by produci ng this curio us mimetic double of the white man,

Marsh has first to Oth er the Indian-which inevita bly means wo rking
over the women .

On hearing that the Panamania n government was preventing "the

Indians " (meaning, of course, the .....om en) "from wearing their gay

native costu mes " and was trying to get them 10 wear "the hideous

'mother hubbards' worn by ehe negroes near the Canal Zone, '" Marsh
swu ng uno action:

M y rea..:t ion IO this W3~ to buy from [he captain all the bright cluth and
trinkets he had o n rh~ yawl. The San Bias cos rume is extremely picturesque

and very mod e-st. The women wear a blouse gayly decorated ill many
colors, a long appliqned skirt, and plenty of golde n ear-rings. nose-ri ngs,
beads, etc, I look the gifts ashore and began distrihuting them to the
women. (202)

The n the Indians brou gh t him an other white Indian-a littl e na ked

white boy about eight years old with gold en hair and blue-green an d

brown eyes. Th e chief made a forma l p resent of him . (202) Marsh was

now on a roller-coaster of mimesis and alterity. He "casually" mentions

he wants to "buy pottery, arrows, spears, wooden images, baskets
etc.":

In no time I was mobbed by hundreds of men, women, and children
brin ging me all sorts of things. I got barrels full-e labora te, artistic
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pottery, gaily decor ated grass baskets, weapons, carved cane' . alhgawr,

in day and wood.
Ibe price didn 't seem to matter. 1 paid a few cents each. In a few

minUlrs I had all my ca noe would car ry, hu t srill the peop le came. 1 think
every b lllily in the village brought somethill\; 1<1 sell llle' nr give me. I
rerrcared to the yawl, hut the deluge contmucd , and I had III lake them
all, mchtding song birds, fruit, and beautiful gay drcssev with strange
h ie~ly phi(.· embroideries. 10 twn hours I collected more San Bias worh
of an than all me museums in the world P OS SCSM"u. By evening the hold
of rhe yawl was full of ethnological spccimt."Ils of every conceivable kinJ .

(202- 203)

More white Indians were coming into the village irom the mountain s,

the rivers, and other islands. Some werc pure white, oth~'rs midway
between white and hr own. "We took. pictures of them and asked them

questions without reserve." (203- 204) Thus was the pact consumed
with ethnological science-s-white science, we might call it , engaged in
the pulilically powerful tra nsfers, subtle and crude, co nscious and

nncooscious, of mimesis and alten ry.'

Perfect Tim ing

Fifty years later a dose ...rudenr of the Cuna could observe that " the
fi tsr truly scientific expedition" moved into 5311 813.. in 1927 (a bare

t W O years after the rev olt) under the leadership of the Swede BAron
Erland Nordenskiold. "The timing of the Swedes was perfect" this
schola r observed, for the chief (nele) was "involved at that time with

a project to record the traditions, and had been encouraging those
Indians with writing skills to copy all the sacred kno wledge of the tribe

into notebooks. " J

In fact it was one of the nele's secretaries, Ruben PeR'Z, who put
Cuna culture into the world catalogue of ethnographic knowledge

during his six-month stay in Sweden, working in the Coteborg Ethno­
graphical Museum in 1931. Having been the secreta ry of the Great
Secr on the San Bias coast, he now became the secretary of the great
ethnologist in the Coteborg Museum. He not only brought what tbe
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"White Indian" having her voice recorded by J.P. Ha rrington at the
Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C.

~aron considered to be valuable documentary materials in Cuna and

~n Spanish-medicinal chams taken down from healers, others taken
In dictation from the ncle, High Chief and Great Seer-but he also

spent a good deal of rime cataloguing this material and adding to items
alread y in the catalogue, We have to ,~~'e Perez as part of all audacious

'"
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Two Cuna men with recording machine, Smithsonian.

movement led by the Great Seer. He was, moreover, an avid collector

of Cuna history. Earlier he had been sent across the gulf to the fortified
Colombian port of Cartagena in search of records relevant to the Cuna

past, and it seems that he saw his task in Sweden this way too.
We have here, then, a sort of figure-eight whereby mimesis curves

over into alrerity, then comes back again, enlivened by a little joke.

The ethnologist moves out from old Europe to the Indians, and the
Indian moves into Europe-incidentally one of its "whitest" parts, and

one that features quite remarkably in Marsh's account of the Darien.
(He recorded his first glimpse of Indian whiteness as Norwegian, later
as Swedish.) Moreover his Smithsonian linguists told him that the Cuna

language was like no other Indian language. Instead it showed traces
of Old Norse! It is easy to laugh, now, at what many of us would like
to feel arc dead sentiments, relics of prejudice long passed by. And then

there is Ruben Perez' little joke in Goteborg, fondly recorded by the
baron in connection with the cataloguing of Cuna beliefs about the

170

TIlE SEARCH FOR 'IHE WHITE INOlAN

land of the dead stuffed with the white man's commodities. Perez used
to say jokingly that in the kingdom of the dead the Corcborg Museum
would belong to him."

It seems dear that being objects of scientific cunousiry has provided
the Cuna with political currency as wdl as a little joke between friends
concerning the future of the dead Indian: what first and foremost
makes and marks the Cuna is the skill with which they have been able

to market themselves in the great gamut of white Otherings, a task that
could not be achieved wirhour a considerable degree of assistance-a
two-way street. A noted recent scholar of the Cuna is not just being
polite when he declares in his preface that these otherwise restrictive

people among whom he carried out his fieldwork 111 1968 and 1970
"have been superbly hospitable hosts, sensitive to, interested in, and
supportive of my research.?'

The Lay of the Laod

The Earth is the body of the 'Great Mother,' and in the beginning
she was naked.

-Chapin, "Curing Amung the San Bias Kuna."

The lay of the land is crucial to the ernplotmem of Indianness as elusive,

white, and female, against a gathering storm of blackness. For both
the Cuna and Marsh, albeit with different resonance, this land is
preternaturally female. For Marsh, the land is the Great White Clint

the "unknown valley" first espied and "shot" by scientific means with
the sextant and later with aerial photography, using military equipment

and military aircraft from the Canal Zone. For the Cuna, if the healer's
chants and theories of Power are any guide, much of the world is
conceptualized, imagized, and activated as womb-sprung; the land, in

II specific and also a cosmic sense, is the Great Mother. Moreover, in
both figurations of the lay of the land, Marsh's and Cuna's repression
is at work displacing the sexual through other signs. In Marsh's case
this is obvious, the displacements no less than his constant reference
to the hostility of Curia men toward foreigners eyeing their women,
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while the censorship and repression of sexual matters amongst the
Cuna themselves if notorious throughout the ethnographic literature,
whether in everyday Cuna life or in the double meanings and word

play in the formalized healing and other chants.
Once again the point to marvel at is not simply the poetical and

ultimately political labor involved in representing the land this way,
but also the curious mimetic overlapping between Marsh and the
Indians concerning what Freud, in his essay on the uncanny, designated
as that homey place between the mother's thighs. The labor exercised

on behalf of this place is a constant in Cuna Studies, as reference to
the most famous anthropological commentary and analysis of the Cuna
makes dear-namely, that of the cunng chant for obstructed birthing,

the Muu-Igala, first published by the Swedes Nils Holmer and Henry
Wassen 111 1948, and then analysed by Claude Levi-Strauss in 1952.
Their interpretations rest on the assumption that the Cuna believe the

shaman's spirit-helpers journey into and along the laboring woman's
birth canal in search of Muu, the Great Mother. Coming thirty years
later 111to the debate with a good knowledge of the language, Chapin

vigorously contests this assumption by arguing (on the ultimately
treacherous ground that literality can be separated from the metapho­

prical) that the Cuna 111 fact believe the shaman's helpers travel not
along the laboring woman's actual vagina but along a spirit river that
suddenly "snaps" mto becoming a mimetic spiritual copy of the birth

canal, a copy crucial to the spiritual architecture of the Cuna world.
You can see how curiously complex this all is, what strange paths this
mimetic faculty leads one into-not least of all Mr. Marsh whose first

chapter, "The Unknown Valley," begins thus:

This story properly begins with a sextant "shot" of Mr. Porras on the
Pacific coast of Darien. If I had not taken that "shot" I would probably
have made a superficial survey of the region, reported to my employers,
Henry Ford and Harvey Firestone, that therewas no suitable rubber land
in Panama, and passed on to Liberia or the Philippines. (3)

It is this lucky sextant "shot" that reveals to him, capable man of
navigating science that he is, that the maps of the Isthmus arc incorrect
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and that an unmapped, unrepresented, and in that sense unknown
valley runs along its interior, irresistibly drawing him into it. l

, But why
does this valley fascinate him so? He does not know why. Gradually
it swirls with images bearing strange powers of attraction. But why are
they so attractive? What is behind the mysterious process whereby he
chucks in commerce-Ford and Firestone-because of an unquench­

able passion to explore the valley instead? As he gets closer he can't
sleep for thinking of the "undiscovered valley just beyond; then of my
little friends, the Indian girls with the Swedish complexions." (29) As
what he calls the "defenses" to the valley loom ever larger, it becomes

"fertile," yet "death to any black man"-a secret reserved for white
men and to be opened exclusively by them-a little intimacy between
strangers, bound by their lack of melanin. Finally, as a still to be dis­

covered entity, it becomes "my" valley and the lure of big Capital is
hurled aside:

I had ceased to care if Akron gOT its rubber or not. I didn'T want this
lovely wild valley to be overrun by thousands of degenerate Jamaica
negroes like those who worked on the Panama Canal. I didn't want its
harmless and attractive Indiansoppressedand exterminated. It was "my"
valley. (35)

The Blind Spot: The Closer You Get,
The Greater the Mystery

How strange a thing it is, Marsh ruminates, that unknown tribes exist
in the Darien Isthmus within a few miles of one of the world's great
shipping routes. To him it is "one of the numerous blind spots of Latin

America," comparable to the slums under the Brooklyn Bridge that
exist unbeknown to the strap-hangers who pass above in the trains.

Tfhe curious thing, he states, is that the closer you get, the greater the
mystery becomes. (11) How curious, we might want to add, that this
t>lind spot is to be characterized, in the Darien, at least, adjacent to the
great U.S. Canal, by whiteness, the color of light, and that this light shall
be obsessively silhouetted by ominous darkness, a phallic blackness
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spearheading the destructive commercial world. How cunningly thi s

blind spot hiends sex, race, commodity production, and land in an

alterna t ing current of revelation and concealment : "The clos er you

get, th e greater the mystery hccomes"-a colonial versio n o f f reud 's

uncanny. What better way for a white wor ld to capture the al remating

rhythm 01 mimesis and alrerity than with the uncanny image of the

white Indian? O n the one hand is the mimetic revelation HI whiteness.

on the other, the alteriry of me Indian hidden in Darien jungles, the

two " mo ments" of mimesis and alteriry here energizing each other. so

that the mor e you see the ph enomenon as mimetic. as " like us," th e

greater you make me alterity, and vier versa .

War Paint

This altern aring current is depicted in innumerable ways, none more

strange th an the two events when Mars h was personall y involv ed in

armed combat in the Cuna upris ing. In each instance. accord ing to

Marsh, the Ind ian men o pened. fire on his orders. executi ng a plan he

claimed to have had a large part in planning. The firsl occas io n was

,USt afte r he had drafred. eogcrher with Cuna chiefs. the Cuna Dcct ar a­
non 01 Independence (based on his knowledge of the US. Declaration

of Independence )." The second was an arrack on ,) garrison in which

rwenry-rwo Panama nian soldiers were killed, and which hold a grea t

effect o n the outcome of the uprising.
On these two occa sions Marsh let s lip tha t he was cos tumed in

Indian dre ss. Before the battle, "All of us, including myself in Indian

dress, had our cheeks painted red, a red stripe pm on our noses, and

each was given some concoction to drink, prepared by the Indian

medicine men." (255 ) In no other circumstance does he mention being

dressed like this except for the dance of the "Chocoi'' Indians of th e

interior in 1924, a year before, when the wom en painted his body.

In th e thick of struggle where men blend in common cause, mimesis

and alterity are brought to a fine intertwinement. Th e alterna ting

current flows smoo th and fast , along with the paddles of the fast"

moving war canoes. We can just about see him in there, dark as it is
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for thi s night-time attack, concealed among the Indians he is leading,

There seems, in our imaginati ons at least , to be a flurry of feathers and

the glistening of war paint-s-then soddenly we haul back before a

photograph of Cuna Indians from that time, for instance aboard rhe

USS Cleveland. What is th is " Indian dre ss" he is d ressed in? While the

Indian women, placed nicely in (he center with their elaborate mo1as

and nose-rings, carry the burden of tradition . like the U.S. sailo rs,

the Indian men are dressed altogether differently. They are wearing

Wes1:ern-style long pan ts, white sh in s, ties, and felt hats-cthe standard

attire then and now lor a well-d ressed Cuna man. When Ma rsh first

reached the San Bias coas t and met Chief Ina Pagma, the latt er was

wearing a whitt' shin and t rousers. Others stare that Cuna men were

wearing pants and shirt !> fro m "Victorian timl'S," ~ The french naval

official Armando Red us, who visited some Cunas along the Paya River

in the [ate 18705, said that almost all the men wore trousers and a

ca non shirr of U.S, make, and elabo rated at some length tha t the visitor

who expe cted in the midst of these wilds to encoun ter Indians in

feath ers, as they were at the time of the European Conques t of me

America s. wou ld here suffer terrible disenchan tment."

Wa s chis get-up in European trousers and shin (perhaps with riel

Mr. Marsh's disguise. crouching in his wa r canoe mimicking an Indian

mimicking a white man ? Or was he perhaps dressed in dra g, nor

mimicking the men but the wom en-the overwhelmingly dominant

referent of " Indian dress"- instead ? We shall never know. All we

kno w is that finally, for two glo rious mom ents. mimesis and alreruy

melted into each other in the: a ttac k " led" by M r. Marsh on the

"negroes" of the Panam anian government. For now he was a white
Indian himself!
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AMERICA As W OMAN,

T HE MAGIC OF W ESTERN GEAR

To exercis e the mimetic facu lty is to pract ice an everyday art of

appeara nce, an art that delights and madde ns as it cultivate) the lnsolu ­

ble pa radox of the distinct ion between essenc e an d appea ran ce. Cuna

ethno graphy has much to teach concerning [he spir it pow ers th at, in

the form o f images, emerge from rhis paradox. Suffice to say if wou ld

he an excruciating error to think of spirits as some sort of hou nded
population, like caterpillars, fur instance. To thc c om rary , as the "cla ri­

fied" tra nslat ion HEthe Cuna Charles Slate r' s statement brings o ut,

" image" and "spirit" become interchangabl e terms. testimo ny to the

elusive and co mpelling power of appea rance and its my...rer iou s relati on

to essence, a fact nicely illustra ted by rhe various meani ng...of the wo rd

for so ul blurri ng imperceptibly wi th spirit, image, and .lppea rance (s)­

as listed in Chapter Eight , " Mimetic Worlds,lnvisible Counterpa rts" .

What is essential to grasp here IS th e stra ngely naive and ulrirnare ly

perplexing poi nt that ap pearance is power and that this is J. functi on

of the fact tha t appearance itself can acqu ire density and substance.

It is thi s property tha t brings spirit, soul , and image, into the one

constellation. That this arouses fear, longin g, and wonder ment, is

surely no sur prise. The fetish power of imagery in shr ines and mag ic

is merely a heightened and prolonged inst ance of thi,; tangibility of

appearance . The current coursing back and forth between Conta ct and

Imit a tion, tactility and visual image , is also testimony to this power of

AMERICA A s W OM AN, Tttr; M AGIC at' W ESJ'ERN GEAR

appearan ce. Epistemologies of science bound to the notion that truth

always lies behin d (mere] appearance sadly miss this otherwise o bvious

point. Da ily life, however. proc eed s ot herwise.

Co lonial histo ry roo mu st oe unders too d as spiritua l politics in which

imag e-power is an exec..ed ingly valuable resource. Cuna ethnography

provides valuab le lessons in this regard. the must no table heing the

gendered division of mimet ic labo r amo ng the Cuna .

Imbricated in the age-old gamc' o f playing ott on e colonial power

against the other , th is divi..ion mr..s hes with rhe sex dynamics of colonial

power. While Cuna men, particul arly in their high status and sacred

roles. adorn themselves in WesTern attire with felt hat, shin , tie, and

pants, Cuna women bedeck themselves as magnificently Other. It is

they who provide th e ..himmering appea rance of Indianness. In so

doing they fulfil a role common to many Third and Fourth World

women as bearers of the appearance of tradition and as the emb odi­

ment of the Nat ion. What is sn fascina ting is the wa y this male/

female division of mime tic labor fuses wirh the sexual dyna mism o f the

colonizing imaginat ion . We have already had oppo rtu nity to wrmess

this fusion in the ..ready ten..ion in Marsh's text to present Cuna Being

as quinre..scnn ally o f Woman-desirable but un tou chable and. til a

pro fou ndly uncanny sense "uterine" and imperiled by black pollution.

America As Woman

What then are we to make o f the c-olorual practice of irnagiaing America

as Woman from the six teenth to (he mid-nineteenth century? I have in

mind here Europe' s na ked America wit h feather hcadress and bow,

languidly entertaining Discoverers from her hammock or striding bra­

zenly across th e New World as castrator with her victim's bloody head
in her grasp.

This colonial image of America as woman extends into anticolonial

reckoning as well. Consider (he an ti-imperialist revolutionary iconog­

raphy of independence in the following portrait of Bolivar by the

Bogota painter Pedro Jose Figueroa , painted in I H19 : far from trans­

forming the female image of colonized America, this work maintains

17'



I

I

""~Ii1""!""~ ,,",
'. ' ,," ",.•"

America, 15"81-1600. Philippe Galle
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Vespucci "Discovering" America, late sixteenth century, Theodore (ialle, after
Stradanus

(Jan van der Street)
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it all the more securely in the name of the Revolution of Independence,
firmly esconced in Bolivar's embrace. Adorned in (colonialized) al­
teriry, rriburc of pearls and gold, together with a bow and headdress
of feathers, America is decisively mimetic of Europe. Her face is that

of a European woman, perhaps from the Iberian penninsula. Her
diminutive size in relation to Bolivar, who embraces her protectively,
if not possessively, leaves no doubt as to the relation of power between
this morose-looking Creole leader in scarlet uniform and this doll-like,

Spanish-featured woman adorned with European symbols of Indi­
anness.

This is Marsh's protective clasp a century later.
The basic form of this image was also rendered in bronze and

installed in the mid-nineteenth century not far from the Cunas in the
Panamanian port of Colon. It was a present from the aristocracy of
Europe to the aristocracy of Spanish America, from ex-Empress Euge­

nic to Tomas Cipriano Mosquera, three times President of Colombia.
It has been described by the French naval officer Armando Reclus,
General Agent of the French Canal Company (Compagnie Universellc
du Canal) in his memoir of his explorations of the Isthmus of Panama

between 1876 and 1879. Highlighting the fact that this little port built
on a marsh consisted of two different areas, one for whites and one

for blacks who lived under appalling conditions, Reclus went on to
describe the solitary public artwork in that port, a magnificent bronze
statue of Columbus and America. Erect and fiery, the admiral IS pro­

tecting America, a naked, beautiful, and tiny woman. To Reclus she
seemed frightened but at the same time seductive, reminding him of an
enchanting Parisienne-c-a "white Indian" we might say, or at least a
French one.'

In her painstaking 1953 study of the legendary conquistador Vasco
Nunez de Balboa, Kathleen Romoli extends the women-centered narra­

tive of Darien colonization. Quoting from the early chroniclers she
describes how the Cuevan Indian women struck the Spanish men as
astonishingly beautiful. What's more they "showed a flattering prefer­
ence for Spanish lovers"L (a conquest of love, we might say, setting the

stage for four centuries of "playing one side off against the other").
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Simon Bolivar: Liberator and Father of the Nation
Pedro Jose Figuero, Bogota, 1819

Then we have Romoli the historian displaying her own indebtedness,

and not just that of the conquistadors, to women-centered tropes of
the lay of the land and of the metaphysic of origins that inflamed Marsh
with his "unknown valley" and which serves also to center Cuna
cosmology. Almost the very first words of her carefully drawn text
inadvertently establish Darien and her place in it as much as a legend
as a place, and this legend is emphatically motherly, reproductive,
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originary, and mimetological. The Darien, she writes, "was the mother
of exploration and settlement from Mexico to Tierra del Fuego, and

its story-at once a gaudy melodrama and an outline of early colonial
methods-constitutes a small-scale working model, handy and com­
plete, of the whole Spanish conquest of the New World.,,3

Yet if we were to study history guided by the allegory of Figueroa's

portrait of Bolivar protectively, possessively, embracing America as

woman, sexualized and/or moth en zed, what would we find? Unlike
most of the world colonized by Europe from the sixteenth century
onward, sexual intercourse as well as cohabitation between colonizing

men and native women in Latin America was not uncommon and

was the obvious source of the (in many places numerically dominant)

mestizo fraction of the population. Balboa had his beautiful Indian

mistress on the Isthmus, and it was poor Spanish men who, living with

Indian women, established the European presence across the length

and breadth of the Spanish New World. But for the Cuna the story

seems different-very different. Here the outstanding feature is the

male-controlled access to the women, sealing them off from the for­

eigner-totally in the case of blacks, partially in the case of whites,

following an on again/off again rhythm-and the consequent invest­

ment of these women with an extraordinary colonial aura. Their very

appearance, therefore, serves as fetish.

Woman's Image As Fetish: The Art of Applique

This Fetish-Allure is illustrated by the British trader Orlando Roberts

who sailed the coasts of Central America in the early nineteenth cen­

tury. First he makes clear that the (San Bias) Cuna are different from

all other Indians with whom he has dealings; he singles out their short

statue, their industriousness, their long hair, the high proportion of

albinoes, and the fact that the men are:

... extremely jealous of their independence, which they have hitherto
srrencusly maintained; and what is not very common among the other
Indians of South America, they are fond and careful of their women.'
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The men's appearance barely rates a mention. On the other hand:

Some of these ladies accompanied their chiefs on board the vessel. They
were clothed in wrappers of blue haftas, or stripped cotton of their own
manufacture, reaching from the breast to a little lower than the calf of
the leg. They wore a profusion of small glass beads round their ankles,
forming a band of from two to three and a half inches deep, and similar
bands or bracelets were worked around the wrists. Their ears were
pierced, as well as the cartilage of the nose, in which they wore rings of
gold or silver; rhe ear-rings principallysupplied by the Jamaica traders­
the nose-ringsseem to be of their own manufacture, beinga thick ring of
gold in the form of an obtuse triangle, about three quarters of an inch in
circumference. On their necks, they wore an immense quantity of fine
seed beads of lively colours, and necklaces of red coral. Some of those
worn by chidmens wives,would alone weighseveralpounds. Their hair,
which is very long and black, was made up not inelegantly, and fastened
on the top of the head with a sort of bodkin made of tortoise-shell, or
hard wood. Their complexion is much dearer and brighter than that of
the men. Over the head was thrown a piece of blue hafra or sahempore,
completelycoveringthe back, breasts, and one sideof the face. Altogether
the deportment of these women was extremely modest, diffident, and
amiable.l

Perhaps this lavish visualization by the trader is to compensate for

the inability to extend to the women any of the other senses. As with

cinema, the eye grasps at what the hand cannot touch:

Their husbands are exceedingly Jealous of strangers, and that is said to

be one of their reasons for refusing to allow Europeans to settle on the
mainland. Their trading intercourse is always carried on at one of the
numerous kays or islands on the coast, selected at the time for rhar
purpose."

These women are only to look at. But that look is worth a good deal

in the Nation-State politics of engendered difference that today gives

such high value to woman as image bedecked in her gorgeous blouse.

"The single most important connection between the San BIas Indians

and the outside world," write some thoughtful students of the mola,
"is the woman's mala hlousc.''"
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As that which defines Cuna for the outside world, this appearance

of women is also, in the words of two anthropologists who have

worked amongst the San Bias Cuna since the latel960s, "a magnificent

element of social control for the Curia." They explain that Cuna women

aTC often considered (by Cuna men) to be "weak creatures, fragile,

easily tempted, and in need of advice and direction." This theme, they

say, is repeated endlessly in the Cuna gatherings or congresses that

occur village-wide several times a week, usually in the evenings, these

congresses being rbe main vehicle for advising women on correct bchav­

ior." "Go and sew your molas!" is the most common cry by which

these meetings are announced the day before. 9

The constant task of making rna/as keeps women out of trouble; more
particularly it preventsthem from wandering about the streets and keeps
them in place wherethey make rna/as-in homesor in the congress.Since
they make rather than buy their own dothing, and since this clothing IS

a source of prestige, rhere is incentive to make rna/as. Since the Cuna
place great emphasis on maintaining their traditions and having them
publicly performed, in such contexts as the congress, the congress then
performsthe dual funcnon of bringingthe members of the villagetogether
to communally listen to their leadersdisplaytheir knowledgeof tradition
and at the samerimekeepingwomen frommisbehaving and keepingthem
making motas"

In so mdustriously beautifying and setting apart the Cuna world by

means of the clothing they arc constantly making and wearing, it would

seem from this account that Cuna women sew themselves into an iron

cage.

The performance of these evening meetings, when the village comes

together and orders itself by sex and rank, is revealing, Seated or

reclining in their hammocks in the middle of the large room, the senior

men discuss among themselves pressing business of the day. Then two

of them stage a dialogue in ritual speech which willlarer, after two

hours perhaps, be translated and interpreted for the rest of the village.

To carry out this dialogue the two men stare fixedly into space, arms

rigid by their sides, displaying no emotion. Around them are rhewomen

and children, and on the periphery surrounding the gathering are the
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remainder of the men together with rhe Cuna police keeping order,

waking up sleepers, and so forth. The women are in their finest clothes,

wearing molas they have made themselves as well as gold jewelry, and

they carry baskets with their evening's work- molas they art finishing.

As the men at the center cham, the women (at least those who have

not laid aside their tools to attend to their children) "are industriously

cutting and sewing moras. Quite a few have brought tiny, one-legged

tables for their work, each with a smoky, cough-producing, kerosene

lamp made from a cocoa tin with a hole for a wick in the top."!' The

scene impresses itself on the anthropologist, beginning with the smell of

different smokcs-c-thc pipes, the cigarettes, and those kerosene lamps­

lending themselves to an aura consummated by

... the symbolic seating arrangement in which the women are grouped
together in a colorful array, dominated by the rich red of molas and
headkerchiefs in the misty darkness, and the overall impression is that of
a dramatic chiaroscuro, all under the towering roof of the "gathering
house," which forms an intricate pattern of bamboo and palrn.P

But what makes this chiaroscuro effect dramatic, surely, are not only

the red molas rich in the misty darkness against the towering thatch,

but the garb of the men, dressed in their best clothcs-c-vwesceru-style

slacks, shirt, and hat," while the senior men often wear ties as well. 11

The imaging by and of woman becomes all the more notable when

we stop to consider how different is the intercultural significance and

image of Cuna men. Not only are they the great mediators with easy,

adventurous access to the outside world since well over a century,

working as sailors, migrant laborers, and Canal Zone employees, 14 and

not only do they hold a monopoly over the acquisition and transmission

of sacred lore and sacred languages, but their visual appearance is one

that mimics Western design. While the women assume the task of

wearing and hence signaling radical Alterity, from their nose-rings to

their molas, the men for at least a century have been decked out in

Western attire, not least when they dress up for important occasions

with ties and felt hats, as when curing or carrying out chiefly duties­

or when being photographed by influential outsiders. Indeed, photog-
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raphy concentrates to an exquisite degree the very act of colonial
mirroring, the lens coordinating the mimetic Impulses radiating from

each side of the colonial divide.
This IS demonstrated by a three-quarter page photograph (in Ann

Parker and Avon Neal's handsomely illustrated book, Molas: r'olk

Art of the Cuna Indians) which shows a Cuna "headman" standing
alongside his wife in front of a thatched-roofed house. I.)

They stand stiff, hands by their sides and legs, not quite at attention.
It docs not take much imagination to think of them as very much "on

view," prefiguring the eyes that will fasten them to their caption,
"Headman and wife, Rio Sidra."

Does Western Photographic Representation of the Cuna
Complement Cuna Use of Wooden Figurines to
Represent and Gain Access to the Spirit World?

I cannot resist the temptation to compare this image with the nuchus­
the carved wooden curing figurines with which I began my exploration
of the mimetic. There I quoted Baron Nordenskiold to the effect that

the figurines were of European types (below, p.3); Chapin, fifty years
later, confirms this, saying they are of "non-Indians." But the baron

also went on to say that nevertheless it is not the outer form but the
inner substance-namely the personified spirit of the wood itself-that
is accredited with the power to act out the healer's song. This personi­

fied spirit is very much a Cuna figure, not a European.The question is
thus raised as to why there should he a European exterior if the spirit
of the interior substance and not the outer form constitutes, according

to Cuna informants, the essential, the "magical" element of the curing?
Might one suggest that the curing figurines match the male-female

division of mimetic labor as registered by this Western photograph,
that the outer form of the figurine mimics the outer image of the Cuna
man, as that image so manifestly presents its brave front to the Western
world, while the inner spirit of the figurine, which is where the womb­

sprung origins of Cuna power lies, IS replicated by Cuna woman­
hood?" This suggestion is important because, as with Orlando Rob-

186

"Headman and Wife, Rio Sidra" (from Parker and Neal, 1977).
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en s' lavish descr iption of the Cuna women in th e earl y nineteenth

century, it pinpoints the ro le of the "select app earance" vis a vis th e

outside eye. In drawing a parallel between th e co mposition caught by

this o utside eye and the magica l composition of the nuch us, we draw

atte nt ion to this intercult ural optica l source of magical po wer-not to

mention the role of the First World photograph er co nspiring in the

making o f a nuchu by means o f the photographic image. T his male!

female co mposite ima ge is no less cura tive for the Western viewe r than

the nuchus are for the Cuna. " Photographers need plenty o f small

change," advises The 1982 South American HolnJbo f,k, "as set price

for a Cuna to rose is us 0.15."

Male Magic of Western Gear :
The Journey of the Dead Man

Given the fastidious att ention to woman's garb, hence display an d

image, it is in teres ting to come acres.. fragments in which th e mott e

exterio r is spiritually valorized. We read o f th is with the chant at the

ioumey o f the soul o f a dead man published by Nordenskiold and

Perez. Here there is a twofold movement of dressing, the fi rse whe n the
man dies, the second when the healer, ha ving begun his song, moves

to the ph ase of carving OUI figurines wh ich shall become spirits pro­

recdng the soul of the dead man as. it undert akes its journey to the land

o f the dead . The song tells us these things:
Whe.:n the man dies, his souls evacuate the body, The hair souls. TIle

sou ls of the fingers. Th e souls of the heart , the tongue. Th e soul stands

a t the end of the hammock and weeps becau se it cannot return to its

bo dy, Th e tears drop. The tears trickle.

All th is is being sung.
The family lift the dead man, places him on the shroud, and bathe

him :

They pur on him a white shirt, they put on him trousers, They pur a tie
on him. 'They paint his face, they draw on his face. They comb his hair
and put a hat on him. His perspiration (blood) has run down onto rhe
ground."
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The dead man's wife goes to th e singer, the man who can conduct

the spirits with his song. She asks him, " Will you get the pegs [figurines]

ready for me ?" All this is being sung.

Then comes the seco nd movement . It ilo a repet ition of dressing the

male mrpse in Western gea r, bu t this time the dressing IS o f the singer

himself and is direct ly associated with rhe singer eliciting spi rit power
in his curi ng figuri nes :

The singer calls on his wife and asks her to get the wate-r reedy. She pours
the water. Th e singer takes off h i ~ old ITnuS("f'>. He bathes in the water.
The singer dr<.'S.'\("~ himsd f III a white lohi" and black tr ousers. He pu ts on
a necktie and har, " l will waIL up God\ road.~ he- says;"

Then he carves the wooden pegs and places feath ers an d beads on

them . All this i~ sung. He pa ints shirts on them and places them un der

the dead man's hammo ck. He asks for coco a beans. Thus the singer

changes these wooden pegs int o spiri ts . There arc eight men spi rits and

rhrec women spirits. Th eir job is to protect the dead man 's souls on

me journey the song, hence the souls, is about to begin.

Wh at the alrerizing \'(o'estern eye tends not to Stt, o f co urse, 10 its

infatua tion with the Indian women's "co lorful" gear, is that its own,

Western men' s, clothes can have magical sign ificance: tha t trou sers

and ties and derby hats crea te magic too , preparing the corpse in
rela tion to Ihe journeying of its soul, read ying the chanter, charging

wooden figures with spiritual life.

Male Magic of WeSlern Gear: Beat the Devil

In this regard it is pertinent to invo ke a strange section of perh aps

questionable veracity from the Cuna healer's song, the Nia-Ikala-Th e

Way of the Ni a fDevili.It was published in 1958 in Spanish and Cuna

by two of Nordenskiol d' s fermer students , Nil s Holmer and Henry

Wassen, from the text th ey received by mai l fro m the Cuna school­

teacher, Guillermo Hayans, with whom they corresponded concerning

the accur acy and mean ing of the ir tr an slation into Span ish ." I wish to
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invoke a section of this song that, in its description of the function of
the male Western clothing, has a profound resemblance to the song for
the journey of the souls of the dead man recorded by Nordcnskiold

and Perez.
Following detailed descriptions of the domestic world of the male

healer (some 170 song-lines), the song tells that a woman approaches
saying her husband has been seduced by a female devil and is now
crazy. The healer agrees to help, and the song he then sings describes
the many wooden figurines that will help him capture the kidnapped

souls of the sick man, how the figurines are being placed in a row, how
each is being addressed as the spirit of the wood of which it is carved.
One by one they are being named. Now they are all conversing, like

living beings. The fact that the figurines are all standing in a row is
repeated three times. Then comes the surprise:

All like the virile member, come floating into the healer
All like the virile member, come wavelike into the healer
Like the virile member, they stand up in the stomach of the healer
All Like the virile member, they occupy the uterus of the healer
The healer now is soul"
It is the soul that makes the healer speak (lines 197-202)

At this culminating point the healer makes the following request of

his wife;

"Bring me the white shirt.
It will strengthen me against the dangerous spirits."
The healer is saying: "Bring me the black pants.
Theywill strengthen me against the spirits: I will gain the courageneces­

sary to face them."
The healer is saying: "Bring me the black tie.
It will strengthenme against the spirits: I will gain the courage necessary

to face them." (lines 203-208)

He also asks his wife for color to paint his face, and for a mirror.

The song he is singing then describes him putting on his clothes,
garment by garment, an action that has also been described item by
item much earlier on in the song, where the serene stillness of the
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domestic scene is described. Surely it is significant here that the itemized
listing of the clothes and putting them on and taking them off is
repeated-like an actor donning another persona, like a fable in which,
naked before the world of possibilities, one can play with identities,
yet naked before the White man's felt derby, white shirt, and tie, one's

play is straitened by endless repetition, taking them off, putting them
on. If we pause and recall that the figurines themselves are also
"clothed" as what Nordcnskiold called "European types," then what
extraordinary mimerological theater this major curing ritual turns out
to be, with all the players on the side of justice, large and small, human

and wooden, decked out in Western gear covering their inner, Cuna,
"secret!"l·1

Not only is the healer copying the look of the West (imitation); he

is also putting it on (contact). In putting it on he is establishing physical
contact with the West, the touch, the feel, like putting on a skin. As
with the mimctological technique of three-dimensional self-sculpting

photography conceived by Roger Caillois ill his essay on mimesis and
legendary psychaesrhenia, here the healer's very body becomes the
vehicle onto which mimetic appearance becomes three-dimensioned,

becomes optics in depth.
And where does this putting-on the skin of the West occur? Precisely

where the healer is bringing out the Indian spirit-personae and spirit­

powers of the different types of wood from which the figurines are
carved as "European types." It is just at the point of assumption of

Western male dress by the healer (in these two chant-texts) that this
ineffable moment transpires where spirit flows from the wooden mat­
ter, from "nature," to be objectified, personified, and readied for the

task in hand, namely the pursuit of the lost human soul. Born of
woman, exercised continuously by men through intercourse with the

spirit (read image) world, and honed to a fine edge of perfection by
colonial alreriries, the mimetic faculty bears exactly on this crucial
matter of bringing out the spiritual power of image that material things

stand in for.
As with Marsh donning Indian gear in the war canoe, and as with

the very concept of white Indians, mimesis fuses brilliantly with alreriry
to achieve the connection nel,:essary for magical effect, the connection
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I have earlier alluded to as a kind of electricity, an ac/dc pattern of
rapid oscillations of difference. It is the artful combination, the playing
with the combinatorial perplexity, that is necessary; a magnificent
excessiveness over and beyond the fact that mimesis implies alterity as

its flip-side. The full effect occurs when the neceSS<lfy impossibility is
attained, when mimesis becomes alterity. Then and only then can spirit
and matter, history and nature, flow into each others' otherness.
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THE TALKING MACHINE

Along with his scientists and negro laborers, Marsh took quite a hit
of equipment on his 1924 expedition in search of white Indians-c-an
Elto outboard motor, wireless equipment weighing approximately one
ton, including a 60-foot telescoping mast, a military field stove, a

folding canvas deck chair for every white man, the trunk of gifts
weighing some 370 pounds, firearms, ammunition sufficient for what
he called a field military force, dynamite, fireworks, and two portable

victrolas with a large and varied assortment of records.
Except for the dynamite, used for blasting apart logs jamming the

river, the more obviously military equipment was useless: the heavy
uniforms, the wireless, and the firearms. Even the outboard motor
proved of limited value. What turned out to be effective and came to

be considered as essential were the more obviously playful "cultural"
items: the gifts, the fireworks, and the victrulas. Time and again the
fireworks and the vicrrolas provided spectaculars of civilized primitiv­

ism, exchanges of magic and of meramagic satisfying to both primitive
and civilized.

Dynamiting their way upriver through log-jams into what they con­
sidered to be dangerous Indian territory in the interior of the Isthmus
in1924, the explorers came across tracks of Indians and turkey feathers

in an odd design, which Barbino, the old negro, said were magic signs.
(Later on they came across twenty-one such feathers stuck in a row;
one for cach member of the expedition.) There was not an Indian to

be seen:
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What eoveo r the Indians might be planning to do, they were certainly watch­
ing us. So tha t evening on the Chian we gave them an exhibition . Renton
fired 3 volley from his Luger automatic, and I touched off an army

~ i f;n:l l rocket-the kind which goes up several hundred ft t t and c:xpIIlJe~,

leaving lloa tin~ green lights which last for ~nmt rime. Th at Wd~ II) o ll'>( t
(he InJ i.los' magic.'

O ther rimes the exhibitions were less obv iously milita nt, defined by

Marsh as intended for entertainment. Om' o f the more touching fea·

rures was their very riming. These were not the feasts of the Indians

rhat wene o n Jay afte r day , but after -dinner events, when a northern
man, sucking reflect ively on a pipe, looked for alinle peace o f mind­

a nd a little entertainment, o nly in this case, deep in the Dari en, eerer ­

ta inm ent rested on entertaining the Ind ians, finding arnusmenr in their

am usmcnt . A>; M arsh enthused afte r his firsr night in a "Cbocoi" chief's

hou se (the negroes being compelled to spend the night in the cannes ,

nOTbeing allowed to approach the house or mingle with the Ind ians):

With the evening meal over, and our mOloquirn h.u~ !>u ~J1't'nJ",J Irum rbe
r:\fters ,lYn' our sleeping quarters, the curiosity of our host~ demanded

entertainment, Da rkness had come suddenly. So we sta rted OUt program
wtrh a milita ry ~ky- ruo.: k e1 . Then the portable victrola was produced .
After my experience, in the Dan en I would never thrnk of going into a
"w ild " Indian tcrruory without a phunogra ph. Time am] _' gilin we were
to enco nnrer surly, unfriendly, and evert menacing Indians, Wt .....o uld
i1 ppear to ignor e rhem entirely. We would bring out and sian ., record
while pTllCttding wuh our regular task of camp-pitching or whet-nor.
The all('nti(ln of (he todrans would soo n be diverted from us In the
"music-box. " Their hostility wou ld cease and be fep lJ cN by curiHsily.
Grildually they would draw closer to the inst rument, J iscussing 1( among
themselves and finally would end up by crowding arou nd it as closely a ~

powible, touching and feeling it. From rhcn on they would often keep us
play ing it unt il midnight, and were no longer our enemie s though perhaps
not yet our friends. That VIctrola, ou r fireworks, outbo ard mot ors and
dynamite were four essentials without which we cou ld never have tra ­
versed interior Darien.1

The victrola must have brought th e explorers a good deal of pleasure,

not least on account of the pleasure it brought the Indians. It proved
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Earliest and late:;t phonographs, ca. 1908.

to be an ed.SY wa y for making an inte rcultura l nexus, a new cultural

zone o f white ami Indian socia l interaction for discovering st rangeness

and confirming sameness- as when Marsh was teaching Cuna chief

Mata's daughter Carmehta to d ance to the vict rola's music, her fath er

conten tedly smoking his pire topped up with a gift o f American Navy

to bacco . " It was as happy a family group as I ha ve ever seen, t> wrote

M arsh-a remark tha t brings to mind th e soothing blend of family and

miming machinery sponsored in the ubiquitous advertisements of the

Columbia Phon ograph Company as early as 1895 in U.S. magazines.

They pictured, according to a scho larly study aptly entitled The Fabu­

lous Phonograph:

... a family in a moment of rapt delight : grandfather silting relax ed ill
an easy cha ir, his son and daughter-in-law standing attentively to his
either side, and hi ~ gran dson-s-clad in knee breeches and a Little Lor d
Fauntleroy jacket- hopping up and dow n between his legs. The arrennon
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of all four was directed to the horn protrud ing fmm a small phonograph
on a near-by table. They were clearly being entr:rtained in ituposmg
fashion hy "the machine that talks- and laughs, sing~ . pl.1y~, and rep ro­
dUl:c<; all souod."

"You marry Ca rmelita," said the chief, "and you will be chief o f all
the Tacarcna tribes, and we will be rich and powerfu l as we used to
be."

Marsh hesitated.
Th e chid o ffered him the "girl on the hillside" to n, the woman who

woke h im up with hot chocolate and bare l>kin-all this in a society

and in a text woven taut by men draw ing bo undaries between women
and foreigners.

Marsh felt he had to decline the offer. Carmclira rushed awa y crying.

Ma r~h put " Madam Butterfly" on the victro la and smoked hi~ pipe.

Elsewhere in the land of the Cuna s this intimate scene depicted by
Marsh was played ou t on a grander and more rempeseuous Mage.

There, victrolas threatened to break the barriers sepa rating Cuna
women from Panam anian (" negro") men, symhulizing the immediate
causes of the 1925 Cuna revolt. The Panamanian police enfo rced

arrcndancc at ..ncia l dubs (o riginally begun by young Cuna men back
from the cities) at which there WM. Wesrcm ·style dancing to phone­
grams playing Panaman ian " folk'" music as well as U.S.·de rivcd fo x

tro t and jazz- much to the distaste of CUDa parent s and elders," The
Curta High Chief (nele) is recorded in Baron No rdenskiold's compila ­

tion as declaring:

And they began to force us to do hard labor and to carry heavy stones to
the schoo lhouses. If we had a heada che they too k no non ce ot it hut we
had to wor k hard just the same and they began to hear us wirh chaine
and ropes and they began to build club houses where they could dance
with our women and our daughters and if we would not let our wives
da nce they put us in prison. And they began to speak to our people and
say that we did not have anybody who could help Il S. They began to take
off our wom en's nose-rings and ear-rings and the police dra gged our
women to the police houses and took the rings from their nose and broke
them into pieces [and] thus they led our wom en to darkness and sin. '
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Thus with its transports of Western delight that magnificent miming

machine, the victrola, was important in making the scene, providing the

occasion for non-Cuna men to gain access to Cuna women, mainstay of

the image-politics of Cuna Being. No wonder the chiefs and elders

were mad. (And surely not only among the Cuna? The spread of
U.S. popular culture throughout the world, from the beginning of the

twentieth century, owes an enormous amount to the music reproduced

by the phonograph. Indeed, the great contribution of the U.S. to world

history has been precisely the shaping of the world's ears and eyes-c­

not to mention "morals"-by popular music and Hollywood.)

Colonial Photography

I am not so much concerned with a "sociology" of the phonograph or

camera or their effect on "the natives." The more important question

lies with the white man's fascination with their fascination with these

mimetically capacious machines. Here the camera compared with the

phonograph provides relevant material.

While there appears to have been a lot of photography on Marsh's

first expedition in search of white Indians, it barely rates a mention in

comparison with the reproduction of sound by the victrola. Marsh had

obtained the support of military photography, undertaken prior to the

expedition. He needed to reconnoitre the unknown valley, verify irs

existence and extent, and locate as many Indian villages as he could.

The commander of the Canal Zone Air Force provided him with two

planes, one of which carried an expert military photographer equipped

with a large military camera. Whenever Marsh's plane signaled, the

second was to take a picture. But in all of this there is not hint of magic.

On the contrary, it is very much an enthusiastic ride with "technology"

as something antithetical to "magic." The planes and the big camera

provide a nonchalant feeling of material and scientific power over the

landscape and people below, who will soon be subjects for hand-held

cameras.

Photographing the Indians was seen as an essential part of scientific
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investigation. Indeed photography seems to be emblematic, to verify

the existence of the scientific attitude as much as the existence of that

which was photographed. A fragment from Baer's diary, published

posthumously In the American Journal of Physical Anthropology by

his boss at the Smithsonian, Ales Hrdlicka, reveals how obsessive and

necessary to "doing science" this was:

Indians: Camp Townsend: Saturday, feb. 9: I'ur up charts for raking
span and height measurements.

Sunday Feb 10: Jose Mara and family gave us a call. Took pictures of
him and squaw. Jose made her put on new dress for the occasion and
naked son would not appear.

Tuesday Feb 12: Group of Chocos arrived. Snapped man and ten year
old daughter.

Wednesday, Feb 13: Awakened by chatter of Chocos in Marsh's tent.
Morning spent photographing and studying group of dozen children.

Thursday, Feb 14: Measured a numher of Cunas and a few Chocos.
Photographed Jose and family, also courting Chocus."

Other times Marsh speaks of Cuna men in the mountains running

to him for protection from being photographed, but when the alliance

between him and the Cuna chiefs is cemented on the San Bias coast,

and all the white Indians he wants are promised to him, then everything

can be photographed in mini-rituals of scienticity. And even here, with

the doors to the Cuna kingdom flung wide open, there is little wonder

recorded at either the camera or the resulting photos. When we see the

latter, as in Marsh's own book with the frontispiece photograph of

"Mimi" the white Indian girl, they seem to evacuate aura and normal­

ize-even "over-normalize." You ask yourself, "So what?" But when

it comes to filming the phonograph in action on the colonial frontier,

then everything changes. Here every effort is made to represent mimet­

icizing technology as magical, and the question must be repeated­

because the phonographic mis en scene is surprisingly common in

twentieth-century descriptions of "primitive" peoples-as to why

Westerners are so fascinated by Others' fascination with this apparatus.
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MIMESIS AND ALiERITY

Colonial Phonography

Who can forget, in what has become one of the classics of ethnographic

film, Nanook of the North's look of wild disbelief on hearing sound

emerge from the white man's phonograph, and then trying to eat the

record? Mimetic sensuosity incarnate! Except for one factor; shouldn't

we assume that this look and this eating is a contrivance not of the

"primitive" but of the primitivist film-maker Robert Plabenyi-c-a set­

up job. Mimesis of mimesis; a link in the chain of what Horkheimer

and Adorno called "the organization of mimesis."

That Flaherty's intention was above all mimctological, that the eye

was to become more an organ of tactility than vision, is made clear in

the commentary of his wife and long-time cinematic collaborator Fran­

ces Hubbard Flaherty. Yet despite an apparent convergence here be­

tween her views of the new eye created by cinema and that of some

early Soviet cinema theory (and Benjamin's extension of that theory),

there is also a wide divergence. As against the logic of shock, montage,

and profane illumination, Flaherty wallows in a discourse of spiritual

unity to he achieved through the mimetic and sensuous possibilities

now offered the human sensorium by cinema, and she does so by

recruiting the sensory apparatus of the primitive, Nanook of the North,

to do so-c-a wondrous if not somewhat sinister feat.

She begins with her husband's film image of a potter's hand (an

image lovingly used by Benjamin, too, in his essay on the storyteller.

his point being that the storyteller's presence and life arc impressed

into the tale just as the imprints of the potter's hand are impressed in

the clay). In the same way that the potter's hand caresses the yielding

clay, for Flaherty the cinematic image shall caress the yielding eye, the

body it contains: "Take, for instance, the hands of the potter as he

molds the clay," she writes:

The motion-picture camera can follow these moveraenrs closely, inti­
mately, so intimately that as with our eyes we follow, we come to feel
those movementsas a sensation in ourselves. Momentarily we touch and
know the very heart and mind of the potter; we partake, as it were, of
his life, we arc one with him. Here through those nuances of movement
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we found in [Flaherty's1924 film ] Maana wecome againto that "partici­
pation mystique" we found in Nanook [1922]. Here is the "wav' of the
camera, of this machine: through its sensitivity to movement ircan take
us into a new dimension of seeing, through the mysterious rhythmic
impulses of life and love take us inward into the spirit, into the unity of
the spirit.'

I doubt whether a more emphatically dear statement has even been

made concerning the intimate relationship between primitivism and

the new theories of the senses circulating with the new means of

reproduction. And this I take to be the relevance of Robert Flaherty's

cinematic display of Nanook's wonderment at the phonograph and

subjecting the record to the visccraliry of his tongue and teeth. Here

the alleged primitivism of the great hunter of the north his verv teeth, , ,
no less, dramatobioucally engage with the claims being made by the

Modernist (Frances Flaherty) for the spiritual unities of life now re­

vealed by film.

Here the logic of mystical participation between subject and object,

between Primitive person and the world (as advanced by Lucien Levy­

Bruhl, for instance), is reborn thanks to reproductive technology. It is

therefore curious, that this rebirth discussed in Modernist theory with

overwhelming predominance in terms of the optical medium of cinema,

is highlighted by the mise en scene of the phonograph.

This eating of sound by the great hunter, or rather of the reproducing

artifact of sound, this mimesis of mimesis, is nicely matched by Robert

Flaherty's story retold by his wife, printed opposite a photograph of a

dark-visaged Nanook in furry pants pccrmg skeptically into a phono­

graph delicately perched on a pile of furs. A European man, perhaps

Flaherty, is seated on the other side of the phonograph, carefully

looking not at the machine but at the great hunter looking at it. The

caption reads: "Nanook: How the white man 'cans' his voice." The

story is that when Flaherty decided to explain to the Eskimos what he

was doing as a film-maker, he developed some footage of Nanook

spearing a walrus, hung a Hudson Bay blanket on the wall, and invited
"th "II'em a Ill, men, women, and children. What happened then IS not

simply one of a very long and endlessly fascinating series of dramas,

as told, of "first contact" of primitive man with the machine but one,
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Nanook of the North: "The extra -social natu re of the ice pack as a
social experience," (from Frances H. Flaherty, 1984).

The projector light shone out. Th en: was complete silence in the hut.
They saw Nmook. But Nanook .....as the re in the hut wrrh rhcm, and they
couldn 't understand . Then they saw the walrus. and then. said Bo b
[Flaherty], pandemonium broke loose. "Hold him!" they screamed.
"Hold him!" and the) scrambled over the chairs and each other to get to

the screen and help Nanook hold that waITU~!'

T H E TALKIN G M ACH IN E

It needed the image of the mighty animal, the wa lrus thrashing in
the surf at th e end of a line, not Nanook , to convert the confusion in

the spectator's minds into mimeti c veracity. Moreover- and now its
"our" turn to he a little disoriented by representational gymnas tics­

once the Eskimos had seen, or rather, participated in this screening,
"There was no talk of anything," writes Frances Hubbard Flaherty,
"but more hu nting scenes for the 'aggie,' as they called the picture."

Th en what o f Werner Herzog's delirious effort in his film Pitzcar­
raldo. set in the early twentieth-cent ury Upper Amazonian rubber
boo m and constructed around the fetish of the pho nograph. su tena­
ciously, so awkwardly, clutched by fitl C.1 tr aIJI), the visio nary, its great

ear-horn emerging from under the armpit o f his d irty white suit, Caruso
flooding the forests and rivers, the Indians amazed as Old Euro pe rains
its ecsta tic art form upon them. Bellowing opera from the ship's prow,

it is th e great ea r-tru mpet of the phonograph. an orchid of technology
in the thick fores ts o f the primitive. that clea ves the wa ters ami hold s

the ta wny Indians at bay as the patched-up river-steamer wends its

way into this So uth American hea rt o f darkne-ss.
This same unfoldi ng orchid of technology, now in delicate, worn

shades of purple and pink, appears at crucial moments in The Camp
at Thiaroye, a film made in 1988 by the Senega lese director Ousamane
Sembene (whose films are censored in Senegal), This phonograph is
the proud possession of a Senegalese sergeant serving in the free French
Army during World War II. He and his fellow Sengalese soldiers now
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of the great stagings wherein the mighty mimetic power of the new
instrum ent of mechanical reproduct ion, namely film. meets up with
the mighty mimetic prowess- the epistemology of " mysnca l parrici pa­

no n"---of the Primitive:
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II MIMESIS AND A I.TERfTY

Klaus Kinski as Fitzcarraldo, playing Caruso for the' "sav.1g~. "

await discharge from the French army on Sengalese soil. Having suf­
fered the Naz is, they now find they have to confront the raci sm of
th eir own white officers. One Senegalese soldie r has lm t his mind in

Buchenwald a nd through frenzied gesticulations insists on wearing a
Germany Army "coal-scutt le" helmer bedecked with swastikas. Mim­

ing the Nazi soldiers , he beco mes the elusive enemy of his enemies,
the enemy of his f rench colonial masters. His shockingly disjointing

presence, his dark -black face surrounded by this German helmet. his
body at attention on a French parade ground in Africa, presages the
shocking end of the film, when the entire comp:lOy of black so ldiers is

wiped out by tank and machinegun fire at the orders of the French
high command for staging a rebellion over the humiliat ing terms of

demobilizat ion.
But there is this other disjointedness as well, another elusive and

complex form of miming Europe, and this is the sergeant's pr ize posses­
sion , th e ph onogra ph, spectral in the fctishicity of the loom ing folds

of the massive ear-trumpet so ponderously balanced over the tiny
needle moving up and down on the discs of what in the film are referred
to as th e great music of the Western classical tradition. It is this that
he listens to in [he spartan simplicity of his barrack-room as he writes
to his white wife and their dau ghter in Paris. It i~ [his machine and its

lQ '
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reproduced music that tugs at the attention of the stream of filmic
imagery as much as that of the white officers from France, in ways

gratifying, in ways unsettling, as with graceful ease this black man
evokes and assimilates the taste of Old Europe in the privacy of his
room by means of its replayed music. On the one hand, it is pleasing
to the officers to see this man becoming like them through a machine
whose job it is to reproduce likeness. On the other, it is profoundly

disturbing to them because this man is using this machine to manufac­
ture likeness. Thanks in part to this machine, he is not only too comfort­
able with European culture, but he shows the way for a "new man"
who can be both black and white, Senegalese and French. This is why

rbe image of the phonograph in this film approaches that of an icon
with the terrible ambivalence of the sacred coursing the circuitry of

mimesis and alrerity binding civilization to its savagery.
In this iconic power lies what Fitz Roy, Captain of Darwin's good

ship, HMS Beagle, termed in 1832 the absorbing interest "in observing
people displaying childish ignorance of matters familiar to civilized
man." One hundred and fifty years later Bob Connolly and Robin

Anderson's film First Contact provides just such a display-a display
of the display, we might say. Using footage of First Contact filmed by

an Australian gold prospector in the early 1930s in highland New
Guinea, Connolly and Anderson are able to breathlessly capture this
mythic moment, the white man drawing open the curtain of world

history to reveal and revel in Otherness incarnate-and to do so spec­
tacularly, thanks to the prospector having filmed his phonograph per­
forming its mimetic wonders against the backdrop of the savage visage.

As the sprightly tune "Looking On The Bright Side of Life" takes our
acoustic memories Westward, the camera takes us through the optical
unconscious into the needle rising and falling on the disc and then

abruptly to the elongated, bearded faces of the highlanders staring
stock-still in apparent amazement at the sound emerging from the
machine. ("We thought it was our ancestors singing," they tell Con­

nolly and Anderson decades larer.) Not content with this, the prospec­
tor picks up the phonograph and thrusts it across the waist-high fishline
that the whites always erect as a barrier to mark out their camp. He
wants the highland women to dance. His movements are somewhat
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awkward, even grotesque, as he lunges at people across the clearly
marked frontier with this precariously balanced music box. It's as if
he's more obsessed with white man's magic than the natives are, and

this obsession demands showing showing. First he has to show the
phonograph in action to Them. Then he has to capture the phono­
graph-display on film. Then years later, correctly anticipating the late
twentieth-century Euro-American hunger for such revelation, Con­

nolly and Anderson display the display for us-and repeat it more than
once, notably and lengthily at the very end of the film First Contact,

as the credits roll to the dazzling incongruity-effect of "Looking On
The Bright Side of Life." ("We thought it was our ancestors singing,"

I thought I heard someone sav.)
Light is perhaps shed on the white man's fascination with Other's

fascination with white man's magic when we read in the prospector's

own book about a highland boy, Narmu, whom he sent as a sort of
cultural experiment to the town of Lac by aeroplane ion 1932. Extri­
cated from the Stone Age to the store age by one swift flight, the boy

"listened to a phonograph, and saw an electric light, and wore out the
switch turning the light on and off again. Gurney [the pilot} said that

next to the electric light the thing that seemed to interest Narmu most
was the heap of tin cans and bortlcs.t'" First Contact has a dizzying

scene of a highlander recounting how as a kid he fearfully stole the lid
of a tin can thrown away as garbage by the prospector, and worked it
into a flashy ornament for his head. But unfortunately First Contact is

too preoccupied to film those heaps of tin cans and bottles, for even
though garbage is the outstanding sign of Western civilization-as

Narmu perceived-it is not the side-effect of mechanical production
that is congenial to the staging of First Contact, but rather the after­
Imaging of its mimetic machination.

Mimetic Surplus

'What seems crucial about the fascination with the Other's fascination
with the talking machine is the magic of mechanical reproduction
itself. In the West this magic is inarticulablc and is understood as the
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technological substance of civilized identity-formation. Neither the

prospector filming in the early 1930s in the New Guinea highlands nor

Fitzcarraldo in the jungles of the Upper Amazon In the early twentieth

century could make a phonograph, or an electric ligbrbulb switch for

that matter. Vis d vis the savage they are the masters of these wonders

that, after the first shock waves of surprise upon their invention and

commercialization in the West, pass into the everyday. Yet these shocks

rightly live on in the mysterious underbelly of the technology-to he

eviscerated as "magic" in frontier rituals of technological supremacy.

To take the talking machine to the jungle is to emphasize and embellish

the genuine mystery and accomplishment of mechanical reproduction

in an age when technology itself , after the flurry of excitement at a new

breakthrough, is seen not as mystique or poetry but as routine. Taking

the talking machine to the jungle is to do more than impress the natives

and therefore oneself with Western technology's power, the Elro out­

board motor compared to the wooden paddle; it is to reinstall the

mimetic faculty as mystery in the art of mechanical repro duction,

reinvigorating the primitivism implicit in technology's wildest dreams,

therewith creating a surfeit of mimetic power.

Mary Had A Little Lamb

Moreover Westerners would do well to be reminded of the magic of

sound-reproduction in their recent histor-ics-c-thcir fascination with

the introduction of transistor cassette recorders in their lifetimes, and

beyond that the effect of the first sound recorders and reproducers in

1877 in the United States. The article that introduced Edison's "talking

machine" to the informed public in the Scientific American (December,

1877) deliberately magicalized the apparatus as it if were animated by

a little human inside it. This make-believe is a curious form of self­

mockery. For on the one hand it expresses clumsy but genuine admiru­

tion for the mystery of sound reproduction, an admiration that excolls

the technology and, given the enchantment of its achievement, strives

to find a language of spirit and magic to express that enchantment. On
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the other hand such magicalizarion is an attempt to gain mastery over

technology's mastery of the mimetic faculty itself:

Mr. Thomas A. Edison recently came into this office, placed a little
machineon our desk, turned a crank, and the machineinquired as to our
health, and asked how we liked the phonograph, informed us that it was
very well, and bid liS a cordial good night."

This is not unsimilar to the performance of magic Marsh attempted

in the jungle with the talking machine decades later. Roland Gelatt

describes crowds listening with "astonished incredulity to the phono­

graph's raucous croak" (the reproductive fidelity was abysmally bad)

and emphasizes that it provided the occasion-as with Marsh in the

Darien forest-for great spectacles:

Asa show property thephonograph won immediatesuccess. To audiences
rhroughour the country it provided an evening's entertainment always
fascinating and usually diverting. It would talk in English, Dutch, Ger­
man, French, Spanish,and Hebrew. It would imitate the barking of dogs
and the crowing of cocks. lr could he made to catch colds and cough and
sneeze "so believably that physicians in the audience would instinctively
begin TO write prescriptions."!'

A single exhibition phonograph, so it is said, could m1878 thus

earn $1800 a week, and again we witness the self-conscious effort at

make-believe, notably with the physicians' reaction to the reproduced

sneeze. In Europe the fascination with the "talking machine" was no

less intense. In 1894 just outside of Paris, the Parhe brothers (later

famous in the moving picture industry) founded their factory to make

cheap talking machines modeled closely on "The Eagle Crapha­

phone.vand in the same year began making cylinders with sound

punched into them. By 1899 there were 1500 sound-cylinder titles to

choose from. They called their graphaphone "Le Coq," and so popular

did this "Cock" machine become that the "swaggering bird"-as Ro­

land Gelatt defines it-became the Parhe brothers' trademark. It can

be still seen and heard, he wrote (in 1954), at the beginning of Pathe

newsreels.':'
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Edison's original phonograph (Scientific American, 1877).
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They could repeat with perfect correctness each word in any sentence we
addressed them, and they remembered such words for some time.

THE T ALKINC MACHINF

"the talking machine"-and here we cannot easily bypass the obvious

primitivism, the animism, built into the concept in the popular name
of the apparatus from the start-first heard in 1877 his voice played
back to him singing "Mary Had A Little Lamb," he is reported as
saying, "I was never so taken aback in my lifc.,,11 "Taken aback" is a

significant choice of words for this histone moment, a spontaneously

fitting way of expressing (what Adorno called) the "shudder of mime­
sis" being taken back to childhood, back to primitivism. And let's not
forget the invocation here of animals as well as of girl children, of the

little lamb as well as little Mary, reminiscent of the "talking dog"
adorning Marsh's victrolas and records, and said to be the most sue­

cessfullogo in the history of adverrising. For a deep chord has been
struck here by early twentieth-century advertising and popular culture,
substantiating the primitivism that Darwin connected to miming prow­
ess on the beach of the Land of Fire:
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.
A LA CONQUETE DU MONDE

As with the dog of His Master's Voice, this trademark registers not
only (Gallic) nationalism, as does the (American) eagle, but the link
between mimesis, primitivism, and technological development. It is the

task of the animal to register the rediscovery of the naturalness of
the mimetic faculty in a technical age-confirming Walter Benjamin's
insight regarding the rebirth of the mimetic with mechanical reproduc­
tion. When the great Thomas Edison, credited with the invention of
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Given the Ur-hisrory of the phonograph in the discovery and recov­

ery of Primitive peoples the world over, the way it has itself to he

recorded as having "been there," recording and playing, and given the

militant role of the victrola 11l Marsh's expedition, let alone in the

causation of the 1925 Cuna uprising, it is devastatingly appropriate

that one of the most popular designs made by Cuna women for the

appliqucd mala blouses they have made and worn since the late nine­

teenth century, and which they have sold internationally since the mid­

twentieth century, is the logo of RCA Victor, "His Master's Voice."

From the viewpoint of modern Western culture-a culture that turns

out to be richly endowed with the products of commercial imaginmgs->

this IS no ordinary logo.
It is stated in histories of the phonograph that His Master's Voice

logo is "generally considered the most valuable trademark in cxis­

tence."l It is surely of interest that a little picture considered in its day

to be rather lacking in artistic merit should be the hottest of commercial

properties. This can make us appreciate Images central to our time in

new ways, akin to an older love and beauty magic now destined to

spirit money from our pockets, artful spells of mimetic sentience.'

"What, in the end, makes advertisements so superior to criticism? Not

what the moving red neon sign says-but the fiery pool reflecting it 111

the asphalt.'?"
Many people are fond of this Victor Talking Machine Company's

"talking dog" logo, not least William Barry Dwell, who bought the
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painting from the artist for The Cramaphone Company in London 111

1898 but, unlike his American associates, he could not usc it for several

years, as he already had the angel logo. The talking dog brings pleasure,

a good deal of pleasure. It can make you smile inwardly. It attracts

you: why?
RCA Victor is said to have thought the power of the logo is due to

the dog being a figure of fidelity.' But what manner of figure? Surely

an age-old history of Western allegory can be summoned here concern­

ing the ways in which a dog and fidelity "go together." But this observa­

tion merely records longevity of rhe sign, not its powers to summon.

Fidelity and The Power to Summon

I think that the power of this world-class logo lies in the way it exploits

the alleged primitivism of the mimetic faculty. Everything, of course,

turns on the double meaning of fidelity (being accurate and being

loyal), and on what is considered to be a mimetically astute being-s-in

this case not Darwin's Fuegianv but a dog. Blessed with that famous

"sixth sense" this creature, like the Primitive, possesses a formidiable

mimetic faculty, the baSIS for judging similitude.

This logo, then, can be thought of as displaying a mimetic super­

power in action, the mimetically capaculUS dog straining itself pleasur­

ably to distinguish copy from original as it comes through the ear­

trumpet of the phonograph. Bur this logo is also internally referential,

an image of the miming of miming, and III this regard it is pertinent to

invoke a history of pictures used to embellish music-boxes-as pre­

sented in A. Buchner's work on eighteenth-century automata or an­

droids, miracles of technical ingenuity imitating the movements of

living creatures. Except for a drummer-boy and a clown, the living

creatures thus mimicked, faithfully playing their faithfully reproduced

sound, turn out on inspection of Buchner's display to be everything

but the white male. There arc negroes 111 top hats and tight breeches,

the "upside-down world dock" with a monkey playing the drum, "the

dance of the hottenrots," a duck drinking water, quacking, eating grain,

and defecating, birds in cages, birds on snuff boxes, and women-
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M TIJ~ .~f ()j l valuable Trademark: ill F.xiHn l(t'. MRCA Victor's " J lk inK
V01:, bocght m London hy William Barry Owen ill I S 'J~ tor The ­

Geam cphone L'nmpany, pa inted hy Fran cis R.llT3Ud several year!> e.u-her,
The pJlnling was nut inilil l1 y used as d trademar k because The

( ium.lph llnc: Company .I I ready bad one, "The llecordull':, An~d," .I

p il1:urt" o f a n an~d ....-ri ling wirh a quill 011 a grarnm.tphoue di-e . II W;lS
revived In 1953 as rho.' trademark for Angd Records.

especially wo men. The oldest pupp et rhat Buch ner d...xcnbcs is from ;1

so-called Renaissa nce grotto in St .-Germain eu La y, a figure kno wn as
Cecilia, who played the organ as a mechanism hidden inside her body

made her fingc r~ press the keys while her feet p umped th e pedals, Th e

skilled auto maton-ma king team of jacquct-Dr oz, fat her and so n, were

famous for their Young Wri ter and Clavecin Player. The Writcr is a

young girl seated writing a letter of some fifty words a t a desk. The

Clavecln Player as described by Dr. Buchn er is a charming young

woman playing an organ\ike instrument. Her to rso, head , l'YCS, chest,
sho ulders, ha nds, and fingers are worked by a complex of levers, one

of which produces the effect of breathing, the hosom m ing and fa lling,

the eyes movin g so rhar she appear~ to he loo king now at her hands,

then at the audience. In short intervals between the pieces she continues
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At the same time Ih01ll1,31 RCA victor's Talking Dog was painted and
purchased , me Cambridge .lnduorolog j'Sr A.C. Ha ddon was fi eld­

working tho' Torres Slrai t~ hl~nJs belween Australia and New (;u mo'Ol.
Al:u lrd mg to my source, Ihi, pbutograph shows a Torres Stra ie, islander
bemg recorded 3S he sings a tradinonal scm~.~ Is 1I0 t the sacred P{J~" {It

rhc recorder remarkable !

brea thing and moves her head , dro pping her eyes as if shy . "T he
illusion of a living creature, " observes Buchner, "- i" th us complete."

jacqucr Droz, pere (172 1- 1791)), was invited to M adrid by the King

of Spain where his auroma rons nearl y cost him his life. The Inqusition

accu sed him of sorcery, reminding us of Horkheimer an d Adorno's

major the sis that civilization (mean ing We~tern CI vilization- the civili­

zation of Capita l) has replaced " mimetic behavior proper by organized

control of mimesis" :

Uncontrolled mimesis is outlawed. The angel with the fiery sword who
drove man out of paradise and onto the path of technical progress is the
very symbol of that progre ss. For centuries, the severity with which the
rule-s prevented their own follow ers ,1IlJ the subjugated masses from

1 15



2"

, a dulc imer. I lanng ,I l-, 1'][ P .- Anroinerre .- Marie )Mark of the mimetic: (automaton.

217



Mark of the mimetic: The minstrel (automaton).
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Mark of the mimetic: Isis (automaton).

reverting to mimetic modes of existence, starting with the religious prohi­

bition on images, going on to the social banishment of actors and gypsies,
and leading finally to the kind of teaching which does not allow children
to behave as children, has heen rhe condition for civilization:

On the other hand, controlled mimesis IS an essential component of
socialization and discipline, and in our era of world history, in which

colonialism has played a dominant role, mimesis IS of a piece with
primitivism. The last automaton was made 111 the twentieth century by
an American, Cecil Nixon. It IS called Isis-a bare-breasted, dark­
skinned woman playing a zither while reclining on a couch decorated
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Characteristic peculiarities in Ridges
(about g times the natural size).

Systems of Ridges, and the Creases in the Palm.

Ridges and creases (from Calton).

The Talking Dog, Fingerprinting, and Sorcery

220

Together with her ncar-nakedness this unveiling of Isis reminds us of

the heat in those torrid zones where the mimetic flourishes. It also

reminds us of the heat of the senses and thus brings to the fore two

interwoven meanings of the mimetic-imitation and sensuousncss­

that, partly through Horkheimer and Adorno. I have been at pains to

elucidate throughout this hook. These two dimensions of imitation

and sensuousness match Frazer's classic distinction of "sympathetic

magic" into "imitative" and "contagious" principles. Like police fin­

gerprinting as well as the use of footprints in sorcery, His Master's

Voice's Talking Dog not only draws upon sympathy and contagion

hut fuses them. Through contact (contagion) the finger makes the prmt

(a copy). Bur the print is not only a copy. It IS also testimony to the

fact that contact was made-and it is the combination of both fans

that is essential to the usc of fingerprinting by the police 111 detection

and by the State III certifying identities. The Talking Dog also interfuses

contagion with sympathy, the sensuous with imitation, because it IS on

account of its sensorium, allegedly sensitive to an uncanny degree,

that it can accurately regisrer-c-i.c. receive the print-and distinguish

faithful from unfaithful copies. Here Horkheimer and Adorno's Marx­

ist inflection of Nietzsche's view of civilization, turning the animal in

mJn against itself, receives its due, the dog now being the civilized

man's servant 111 the detection, and hence selling, of good copy. \'I/ith

the transformation from the sorcerer's practice combining imitation

and contact in the usc of the footprmt to that of fingerprinting (and

use of the camera) by the State in the late nineteenth century, rhis
"organized control of mimesis" has reached an unmatched level of

perfection, truly the modernist rebirth of the mimetic faculty.

Ml~lESIS A.'\JD ALTElUI Y

with leopard skins, hiereoglyphs, and "other Egyptian motifs." It took

twelve years to construct and has a mechanism of 1187 wheels and

2233 other parts. It is saILI to have caused a sensation in film studios

and was shown 111 many American towns. When the temperature rose

above S(Y F Isis moved her veil until the temperature fel1."
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Title pilg~ of Galton's book, finger Prints

It should be noted that fingerprinting as modern State practice owes
everything to modern colonialism, beginning with the use of the sign­
manuals of "finger-marks" by mid-nineteenth century British colonial

administration in India so as to prevent people from impersonating
pensroners after their deaths. In this history we encounter striking
contradictions and collusions of mimusi, and alrerity across the colo­

nial divide: a colonial administration dependent on writing and Signa­
tures in a largely illiterate coloma} society; administrators' fear of
massive fraud by means of false signatures; British administrators

unable to discern unique facial and other identifying qualities among
the masses of their Indian subjects ("they all look the same"); and

last but far from least, the decisive ingredient in the discovery of
fingerprinting, the use of the hand and thumb as a type of modernizing

sorcery by the colonial bureaucracy.
It was this last feature which led to the discovery of the "scientific"

value of fingerprinting. According to Charles Darwin's cousin the es­
teemed Sir Francis Galton, F.R.S., etc., and author in 1H92 of Finger

Prints, the text that established a system for the use of fingerprinting
in State surveillance, Sir William Herschel informed him that because
"it was so hard to obtain credence to the signatures of the natives, that

he thought he would use the signature of the hand itself, chiefly with
the intention of frightening the man who made it (rom afterwards
denying his formal act" (emphasis added)." And no doubt the heady
mixture of science, racism, State bureaucratic theatrics, and attribu-
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Sections of the needle point.

tions of native supersitition involved was intimately connected to sub­
terranean notions, British as well as Asian, concerning the "magic" of
both copy and contact. 10

There are still further mimetic features to consider with the logo of
the Talking Dog/His Master's Voice, features wherein analogy and

modeling fuse with the quite different principles of mechanical cause
and effect (indexical signs). The blossoming car-trumpet of the phono­

graph, almost as large as the dog, is a mimetic modeling of ear-function
as well as of voice-throwing, as with a bull-horn (note the appellation).
Hidden in the technology of the talking machine are the hills and dales

of the grooves of the disc. These physical indentations correspond
point for mimeticizing point with the sound recorded and then played

back. Finally there is the curious mimetic gesrus of the dog, its body
as well as its face miming the human notion of quiaaicaliry. This dog
is testing for fidelity and is also a little mystified. What could be more

"human" (or at least anthropomorphic) than this "talking dog"? This
is one of the great faces, like Garbo's, of the twentieth century.

The Animal in the Machine

Where politics most directly enters is in the image's attempt to combine
fidelity of mimetic reproduction with fidelity to His Master's Voice,
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Curia mob: RCA Victor's "Talking Dog" (frum Parker and Neal ,
1977).

the hound like 3 donful servanr being credited wirh pn:cisd y this art ful

combina tio n. But in this logo it is also possible to d iscern a cuntinuuu-,

and indeci sive st ruggle between techno logy 311d mag ic. ind icat ing co­

dependence. f or o n th e one han d the animal is what assures rhc fll.lehty

of technical reprndul."tion. Bur on the oth er , th e dog no t only looks

qu izzical but is in fact being fouled, for there is lin real master, just rbe

copy of the master's voice. The technology of rep roduction t riumphs

over th e dog hut 1\1.'Cds th e do g's validation.

An oddly undisconcening moment arises with the fact that the logo

is generally referred to not as the lisrcmng dog but as " the talking dog."

Quite apart from the fact that this goes aga inst the original intention

of the artist , Francis Barraud, who was moved III the 18905 (so he is

said to have said) to paint his dea d brother' s dog Nippe r on accoun t

of the qui zzical expressIon on the dog' s face when listenin g to a voice

on an Edison phonograph (the dog 's dead master's voice?), thi s of

cour se cannot be a talking do g, as talk is som ething reserved fur

human s and the machines of the Victor Talk ing Machine Company.

HIS MASTER'S Vo rCE

To refer to this a~ " the ta lking dog " is not only to reverse the tal king

machine from a player into a recorder, or 10 Sl"C the dog as enter ing

into a co nversat ion with the pla yer. but also to magically endnw-c­

wit h effo rtless ease-the hound with the human facuhics of the talking

machine. It would seem that rhis transformatio n o f the animal into the

hum an , howcvce.can nn lycome from the machine Itself th e ma chinery

of sound-rnimesis. The setting lip of the cont rast between (the then new )

technology and the animal, between the mach ine and the pri mit ive. h:IS

the curious nzsult of movi ng the pr imit ive into the machin e to wrest

the mimetic faculty from a bun ch of wires and grooves. And th is is

precisely what the Cuna mola shows us. " minions in arren dan cc ,"

write two comment ators, "busily employed keeping the phonograph

funct ioning for rhe big dog's pleasure . " II

This C U lla dog is certainly cure, even cuter than the orig inal rep ro­

duced in a near-infinity of copies. I do not know if rhe dog is pleased,

bur whar to me is beyond doubt is the intense pleasure- the catching

of the breath , the delighted laugh , the stirring of cur iosity- that this
particular mola hrings to Western viewers today , including myself, all

the more so when held side by side with irs Weslnn or iginal.

11<
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This Sudden Laugh From Nowhere

Why thisJ.\ug h ?Surely this is what I call Ari~wt1c ' ~ pleasure, th e (not so )

simp le fan tha t observing mimesis is pleasu rable _And just as surely there

is an element o fcolonialist mastery in this laugh ter ; the very word 'cure'

is as sugges tive as my having belabored to show throughout th is hook

how d ifficu lt it is to pry mim esis Inu"C fro m pervasive intimatio ns o f

pri miti veness. But there is a lso rhe possibility th at thi s sudden laugh fro m

no where registers a tremor in cultura l identity, and mit only in idcnmy

but in the sccu n ry o f Being it 'iClf. This is like Bata ille's lau A,h ; .1 sensuo us

explosio n o f smooth muscle composing Bein g in the same instant as it

exnnguishes it. T IllS is B...njamin's flash , as when he writes th at the re is

something peculiar about sinula n ry: " Its percepnon is in every case

bounJ to an msranraneous flash. It 5"PS pact , can pm <,ib ly be rega ined,

but really cannot be held fast , unli ke other per cept ions. It u ffl-r" it "oC' lf to

the eve as fleetingly and as transitorily as a cons tella tion of sta rs." I !

The West On The Chest

The ethnography rells us that while Cuna men carve curing figuri nes

with Western ex teriors and monopolize communicatio n wuh Splri",

Cuna women are meant to be seen hu t not heard 10 pu blic space,

servi ng as the oc ular signifier supreme of Cuna Iking, ..hroudcd in the

mysrerlous magnificence o f their mula", where the We"'tern gaze and

the Cuna presenta tion interlock.

While it is pointed out tha t the art o f mala-making prohahly deri ves

from the long-established but now defunct an of body-paint ing, by

women of men as much as o f wo men, we now need to emphasise that

th is body-pa inting is displ aced in signi ficant ways; first onto women's

bo dies, the men now gar bed in Wc~tcrn gear; second, th e women, the

visua l signifiers nf Cuna Being, often wea r on th eir ches ts no lon ger onl y

abs tract designs or flowers and animals, but the West- as ind icat ed by
their ver sion of the T alking Dog and other consumer commo dities,

advert isements, tradema rks, and icons of popula r culture (long before

th IS became a fashion on First World 'Lshirts). Sincc U.S.-medi at ed

goods have pa ssed into Cuna purview by means of Curta men working

in the Canal Zone since the 1930 s, th anks to their convivial relati onsh ip
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, .. .lmusm~ cou rcm-crbe fresh wit and humor thai belied the naive
presenranon. Mixed in with dazzhng ab..t rac, p,m t'lns were images right
off Madison Avenue , . . only better.

Two dc~ ign)o fw m Ih:1I first show weft.' ~recia ll y memorable, a beaun­
ful " His M"st~ r' ~ Voice" trademark and ,1 whisk~y brurl.., irs colorfu l
label mt'ticulo lls1y duplicated right down fa Inc smallest Ieneriog in fine
needlework. T here was alvn a Kools cigare tte ad. a primitive airplane, a
roos ter playing a guita r. several familiar cartoo n characters, plus won der­
fully conceived flora and fauna. lr was a feast for eyes too long battered
by the cra.~ ~ visual assaults of modern advernsing.!'

Th is importanc e of advertising is again signaled when Parker and

Neal go on tH sta re rhat "molas have been collected and admired for

man y differene reasons. but examples based on the adverti sing world's

pictographic symbols are the ones that have amazed and delighted

many o f the most sop hisricared co llecto rs." '4

In vain th C'"e au tho rs try to account for such delighted amazement.

..Acculturation m nlas could be consi dered the great ccnrrmpo rary copy

an," they write. "When the des igns are loo ked at 'tide by side with their

sources. th e magic ofCuna interp reta tion can be appreciated." But when

it comes to thillking thTUUgh in wha t th is "magic"- thisCuna magic-s-of

imerprct anon consisrs. rhe aurho rs fall hack on (a moralistic) formalism:

" Unpleasing deta ils arc eliminated and something new is alwa ys added

to suppo rt or e-nhance the design, and shapl.'S are shortened, widened,

repeated, patt erned, and embellished in dozens of different ways." !'

Formal considera tions alone dictate other observations, such as th e

hallucinating. eye-scatt ering effect of the colored vert ical rays (and

somet imes tiny triangles) that fill up all ava ilable space on the molas.

Th e entire surface of the Talkin g Dog mola from which J am working

is thu s covered, This vastly complicates the central image and , as with

HIS MAST.ER'S VOlCl:,

molas IS th e ope rat ion mole s perform o n rhc image of the West. in

pa rt icula r o n the We5t in its commodiry-exprcoion . Concern ing their

fir-a exposure to mole s some time in the mid-1 950!>. a t an exhibitio n

in the Brook lyn Museum's Fo lk Art Shop. Ann PACker and Avo n Neal

first single (JUt the abstract features o f design and ~__o lo r, th e skill o f th e

sti tching, and then the

1
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with tb: United Scares, the chests (and backs) o f the women have

formed a species o f trade catalog- and here we might du well to

remember Baron Nordenskiold's and Ruben Perez' references in the

1930s to a C una heaven stuffed wit h Western co mmodities, in wh ich

case we would also want to attend to healers burning illustrations rom

from trad e catalogs to release th eir spir its as part of the cure for

snakebite an d other community-threatening perils.
Yet if Western goods excite the Indians' imagination , how much

mo re does such excitation excite the We5tcrn observe r! [t seems d ear
that nn e of the things that most turns on We:>tern observers about
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seventeenth-ce ntury Baroque poetics, let alonc ccrrain formsof advcrris­
ing, one has to work (0 "get it ." Thi s is d ear when )"o u cumpare RCA
Victor' s Ta lking Dog with the mola exa mple. Th e pamrcr of the RCA
dog-c-an ackno wledged tate-nineteenth century Briri"h Reali..t-ha:.
striven (0 render wholt in his eyes would be con sidered a starklystraight­

forwa rd, albeit sentimental photographic image. The sheer blackness of
the large background not on ly serves to highlight the centrality of the
image, but contr asts most emphatically with the mob background,
which does rheexact opposite, runningi nro thc central image, displacing

its cent raliry in such a riot of marginalia that the eye finds it hard to sta y
still, to ..till the image itsd C '" RCA Victo r' ..Ta lking Dog is frozen in a
petrified gcsrus whereas this Cuna woman '.. dog i.. ready to talk . Th e­

blackness centralizing the petrified image has been irradiated by count­
lc..s tay s of bewilderin g color amounting to a "profane illumination."

This takes us beyond form to consider th e spectral quality of the

advertisements porrrayed-c-their quality as source-objects "bclnnging"
as commodiry-represcntanons to the cultural or bit of the United State~

(even if they a re in fact manufactur ed in Taiwan ur j apan or Brazil),

and their quality as copies sewn by Indian women on a humid Carib­
bean Island. In a pcnct ranng aside, Parker and Neill say the who le idea
o f such rnola.. " is like ;1 great spoo f of ou r ow n mass-production

advertising-orien ted society"" P Yet ..urely what becomes if no t " magi­
cal," at least strangely powerful here, i) not so much the Cuan " magic
of interpretation" as invested in the mola copy, hut the magic of the

commodity-image it'>elf--of the original of which the Cuna mola is
copy. Indeed. wha t underpi ns the ent ire descriptive and assimilative
effort of Western observers like Parker and Neal is their feeling tha t

these molas bring out something indefinable, something power ful and
refreshing. But what is this indefinable yet refreshing power brought

out o f the commodity-image, and how is rhis achieved?

Recently Outdated

Primitives make mighty mimics , thus the young Darwin in J 832, ob ­
serving gaits and tong ues and faces hack and forrh across the beach.
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But in the seco nd half of the twent ieth century, objects as commod it ies
have displaced one ..ide of th e mirror . No longer is it sailors of the
Royal Navy dancing a jig and pulling ho rrid faces, but a still-life o f a
Brit ish dog selling faithful sound recordings. Truly the commodity
economv has di splaced persons, if not into th ings then into copies of
things flaring with life o f their own, brietly animated (as Disney has

tau ght us) hy animal life stirring in the th ickets of an ever-reced ing lost
nature. Modern ity stimula ted primitivism alon g with wiping out the
pr imitive. Commodity prod uction W3~ the motor of this destruction.

and it was in the representat ion of commodit ies ill popular cultu re tha t
the primitivism ofmodernitysurfaced with unquenchab le energy. Is this
the undefinable power that CUlU women with rheircop iesokopies bring
out for Wcstern eyes?It is a visceral effect. to be ..urc, a ripple of pleasure

felt as sheer sub stance, in which th e mimetic machinery of the Wesr is
now mimed by the handiwor k of tropical women restoring aura to the
opening lip of the opncal unconsci ous achieved by those machines. For

wha t could bcncr highlight, magni fy, and bring out the viscerali ry hid ­
den in the optical unconscious th an the au raric sheen of mimes is and
alterity provided by these demure women stitching the West on their

chests with the same gesture as t he)" preserve tradition? If the op tical
unconscious provided by mimetic machines is the preSc"rve of wa king
drea ms, as Benjamin would have it. then the ( una Talking Dog awa kens

the d ream. Th e ( una Ta lking Dog, indeed. looks back- loo ks back at
th e viewer and looks back to what Benjamin theorized as the "recentl y

outmoded." the Surre alist power of yesteryear 's fashion, 3 .. well.
The f.u tuul reference here is to th e well-known arrraction of Par isian

Hea-markc .. for the Surrealists and the accompanying inte rest first

formul ated as a seraregy by the Zurich Dadaists in objects found by
chance , especially those objects whose time Il f glory had recently

passed-a-objects not antiquities but " modern," yet no longer in vogue.
The theoretical reference here is to Benjamin's speculat ions and enthu­
siasm for what he discerned to be the Surrealist discovery of the "revo­

lution ary energies of the 'outmoded, ' in the first iro n constructions,
the first factory buildings, the earliest photos, the objects that have
begun to be extinct, grand pianos, the dresses of fiveyrars ago, fashion­
able restaurants when the vogue has begun to ebb from them . ,, 1 ~
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The Surrealists perceiv ed an "atmosphere" concealed iu rhese recentl y

out moded things, They based their (would-be revolution ary ) art O il

bringing this "atmos phere" to the poin t of ex plosio n. creating a " pro ­

fane illum ination," ro which Benjam in referred .IS a " marenahsric.

anthropological insp iration. " J ~

h not the commodi ty-di~p lay in the Cu na mlll a~ precisely a Third/

Fourth World flea -market for the First World. dispb yml; the "recentlv

ou tmoded" ? Is nut the effect of amazement. delight, and feast for the

t,.-ye!>, noted by Park er and Neal, testim ony to the profane illumin ati on

that flashes o ut with the release of "atmosphere" c oncea led therein !

But wha t is this "atmosphere" and how is it released ? To a certain

extent it is created by the way the Third World and its objects arc in a

global perspective generally seen as perm anently .. recently outdated ." a

reservoir of rim Wo rld h and-me-downs and ske py-eyed memories of

its earlier consum er items. Defined in ad vance as backwa rd and always

lagging behind. Thi rd Wor lds are exempl ary of the recently outdated.
and Cuna rnola s const itute 110 exception . Thi s character of being perma ­

nently out of dare, moreover. applies not only co things actually made in

the Third Wu rld, but .."Iilh greater force to the objects imported and

preserved over t ime-the 19.10s and 194 0s cars, the 19.50s telephone

systems, the prewar Singe r sewing machin es, the mechan ical rypcwnt ­

ers, and a thousand And one more such relic, uf modernity preserved

in the time -warp of perman ent uc derd evelop ment and poverty. not to

mention the dump ing of First Wor ld waste. toxins. Cigarette ads, an d

technologies found to be harmful.hke DDT crop-spraying .
Th e RCA Victo r Phon ograph occu pies a privileged position in this

tim e-warp, for it is a knock-out instance o f the recentl y outmoded and

the power thereo f, a gorgeous billowing forth ()f superseded p rom ise.

It is on e o f the great sigm o f the recently ounn odcd, shrouded in J

mysteri ous atmosphe re. This atmosphere is testimony to the Surreali-a

insight regarding the pow er of the ghosts embedded in the commodit ies

created by yesteryear's technology-the wh ole point of modernity and

capitalist competition being that technology and ma nufactu red prod­

ucts arc made obsolescent by progress' forward march.

Ob solescence is where the future meets the past in the dying body

au
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of the commodi ty. Because history req uires a medium for its reckoning.

a rcmporal landscape of substance and th ings in which the mean ing o f

event.. nu less rha n the passage o f t ime is recorded, in mod ern tim es it

is the commodity rha r embod ies just such ;,1 read y-reckoning of rhc

o bjectification u f rhe pathos. of no velty.

The co mmodity doc , more than yield th e measure o f histo ry as time.

It is also th e petrified histn rical event where nature pass ed into culture.

whe re raw materi al combined with human labor and techn ology to

satisfy cultured design . Standing thus at the crossroad III pa st and

future, natu re and culture, and submerging birth in dea th, th e cornrnod­

ity i!' hardly a sign o r symbol. Only ill religion and magic can we find

equivalent econom ies o f meaning and pral,'ri!>cs (I f expend iture in which

an ob ject, be it a co mmodity or a fetish. spills ove r its referent and

suffuses its component parts with ineffable radiance.

The commodity is a theater of op erations in which honest labors

achieve stunning metap hysical effects. The commodity IS both the

performer and the pe rformance of th e naturnlizanou of history, no less

than th e histor icizatiou of na tu re.
In other words, the commodity IS the staging uf "second naru re 'tc­

its unmaking no 1cs~ than its making.
This has profou nd implications ftlr the mimet ic faculty, which I have

defined as the nat ure that cultu re uses to create second nature. Fur if the

" magic" brought OUt by tht,.· " recently oc td.ued " is a magic achiev ed hy

framing, by highlighting the staging o f secon d nature, its unmaking no

less tha n its mak ing, then th is is also likely to be a pr ivileged sire fur

the revelat ion of mimesis and the flooding of numeri c excess-nowhere

more so th an in tha t retlecrion of the We~t forged by the handiwork of

Third and Founh World women un the global stage of primitivism.

Fortifying the Fetish: Magic and Necromancy in the
Creation of Profane Illumination

Fash ion is the realm in which the obsolescent character of the commod­

ity is nourished and ritualized. In its tensed arti culat ion of futu re and
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past, fashion heralds birth and death. Thi s is one reason why the

commo dity is endowed with a spectral quality. In his fa mous text 0 11

the fetishism of commodities, Kar l Marx stared that all rhe " magic and

necro man cy " o f the co mmodirv is dis.sipared if lo'-'e turn our ga ze to

noncapuahst socie ties, wh ere production was not dicrared by the free

market and hence the commod ity form . But in societies o n the margin

of capi talist indu m y or capitalist culture and profoundl y influenced

hy that culture, and where strong local trad itions of magic ex ist as

wel l, then the magic and necroman cy of the commodity is no t so much

dissipated 3 S fo rt ified,
Baron Nordcnskiold's and Ruben Perez' 1938 Cuna ethnography

well displays this wher e they speak of the Cuna land of the dead as a

world stuffe d full of the souls o f white ma n' s commodities, which the

Indians shall inherit- when dead (as I have described in Chapter 10).

Forbidden access to the sacred, the pro vince of men, Cuna women can

be und ersto od as inscri bing this heavenly image-land of the dead onto

thei r chests in th e form of living moles such as the "talking dog."

Hence In their busy h:mds the sacred illum ination, reserved for men,

becomes a pro fane illumination,

In tryi ng to convey the Surrealist tr ick (and Benja min insist.. it is a

tr ick, not J. method) by which the "atmosphere" o f recently outmoded

things is to he released, a erick rhar "s ubsneuees a po litical for a histori­

cal view, " Benja min quotes a passa ge at tributed to Gu illaume Apolli­

na ire (1880- 19 18) [hat is worth reading slowly so as to absorb i t~

armophere:

O pCII, graves" you, lhe dead of the picture galleries., curpses behind
screens, in palaces, castles, and monasteries, here stands the fabulous
keeper of keys holding 3. bunch of keys to all rimes, who knows where 10
press the mo st artful locks and invites you to step into the midst of the
world of tod ay, to mingle with the bearer -, uf burdens, the mechanics
whom money ennobles, to make yourself at home in their autor nobiles,
which are beautiful as armor from the age of chivalry, to take your places
in the international sleeping cars, and to weld yourself to all the peopl e
who today are mil pro ud of their privileges. But civilization will gj n~

them short shrift.l "

Are not these keys rhe Surreal ists' ecuivalem to the Cuna healer ' s

practice of bu rning illust ra t ions taken fro m lr.1dt' cat alog... 'ol) as to

release their souls, a practice paralleled not so much by C UlM wo men

in making thei r malas, but by the hu rning We')tern ga ze upon them?
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There is ~()mrlh irr!: absorbing ill observing lIN1I,If! .ljsfJwyin~ ch ildish
ignoran ce of matters familiar to rivilizrJ mall .

-c-Captain Firz Roy of HMS Beagle

These reflections on Cuna women's copies of the "most valuable
trademark in existence" pomr th e wa y to J. reappraisal of the study of

custo m and and ;1 new relat ionship to the accusto med. Th is would hl'

a novel anthropology not o f the Third and Other wo rlds, but o f the

West itself as mir rored in the eyes and handiwork o f its Others. · It ilo

a field for wh ich inquiry i ~ overdue, gtven th at the West has not on ly

long been everywhere. in th e form of tangible goods and even more so

in their images. but that just as the West itself is no longer a stable

identity aga inst wh ich mimetic alter s can be confidently constr ued, ..0

those alt ers too have a powerful capacity, like Cuna spirits, to dude

fixing.
To call these ref lecnons on Westem refkxnons an "inquiry" sugges ts

th at the an thropological project can continue unabated with the same

old desire for intellectual mastery of the object of study and the same

old desire fur the enigma of the "powerful exp lanation." But worl d

history has decreed otherwise. Mastery is mocked as First World and

Other Worlds no w mir ro r, interl ock, and rupture each other's alt eriry

to such a degree tha t all that is left IS the cxccss-c-rhe self-consciousness

REFLECTIO N

as to the need for an Ident ity, sex ual, racial, ethnic, and national, and
the ro ller-m astering violence and enjoyment of this sla te of affairs.

Mastery IS no longer possible. Th e West as mirrored in the eye.. and

handiwork of its Othe rs undermines the stability which maste ry needs.

What remains is unsettled and unsett ling interprerarion in constant

movement with ieself-c-what I have elsewhe re called a Nervous Sys­

tem-became the inte rp reting self is itself grafted into the object of

study." The self ent ers imo the alter against which the self is defined

and sustai ned.

Let: me t ry to explain this mimetic vertigo through exa mples, and let

me emp hasize my intention to bring out the ways rhar the mimetic and

aheric effect of such reflect ions must pr oblemenzc the very act of

making sense of reflection-s-which is wh y it fascinates and emits social

power, and wh y it str ips the anthropol ogist naked, so to speak, shorn

of the meta-languages of ana lytic defence, clawing for the firm turf of

cultural familiarity. The pro blem, then, is how to stop yet another

defensive appro pria tion of the unfamiliar by mea ns of an " cxplan a­

tion" , instea d o f creating another qu ite different mode of reac tion to

discon certion adequate ro late twentieth -cen tur y panerrung of idemi­

ties and alrerities. For [usr as nature abhors a vacuum, so the vertig inous

cultural interspace effected by the ref lecncn ma kes man y of us desper­

are to fill it with meaning, thereby defusing disconcertion. To resist this

desperat io n is no easy ta sk. After all, this is how cultural convention is

mainta ined. But let us try. Let us try to uncover the wish with in

such desperation and he a little more malleable, ready to ent ertain

unexpected moves of mimesis and alreriey across quivering terrain, even

if they lea d at the o mermosr horizon to an all -consuming nothingness.

The White Man

Julia Blackbur n's book The White Man: The First Responses ofAb orig­

inal Peoples to the W hite Man (publi shed in 1979) provides striking

illustrations of conte mporary sacred rep resentat ions of whites by

(post )colon ial subjects, such as those in an Ibo Mbari shrine-house in
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"White man from the ground" (Bekee ime ala). Image from an Igbo
mbari shrine house. Photograph by Herbert M. Cole, 1967.

2311

M TMESIS AND ALTERITY

northern Iboland photographed by Herbert Cole in Nigeria. On one
page we see a photo of a mud sculpture of a white man operating a
telephone in an "office." On another page we see a photo of a mud
sculpture a white man with spectacles and pith helmet bursting out of
the ground, his right arm confidently raised, his left lying relaxed on
the earthen shell from which he is emerging.' It is, I think, a terrible

face, so true to life, yet dead, its glasses highlighting a blind visual fix,
mouth slightly parted with a protuberant lower lip, arrogant and a
little anxious but knowing it's going to get its way. Like an image of
the sun rising, he could also be read as sinking, frozen in im-mobility

between this world and the underworld.
He frightens me, this African white man. He unsettles. He makes me

wonder without end. Was the world historical power of whiteness

achieved, then, through its being a sacred as well as profane power?"
It makes me wonder about the constitution of whiteness as global
colonial work and also as a minutely psychic one involving powers

invisible to my senses but all [00 obvious, as reflected to me, now, by

this strange artifact.
I know next to nothing of the "context" of ritual, belief, or of social

practice in which an older anthropology, eager for the "native's point
of view," would enmesh this African white man, "explain" him (away),
"Africanize" him (as opposed to "whirenize" him). All I have is the

image and its brief caption, and I am my own gaping subject of analysis,
for it is precisely this fractured plane of visibility and invisibility that
constitutes the impact of the image on an uncomprehending West now

face to face with its-self, bursting the earth. For the white man, to read
this face means facing himself as Others read him, and the "natives'
point of view" can never substitute for the fact that now the native is

the white man himself, and that suddenly, woefully, it dawns that the
natives' point of view is endless and myriad. The white man as viewer
is here virtually forced to interrogate himself, to interrogate the Other

in and partially constitutive of his many and conflicting selves, and as
yet we have few ground rules for how such an interrogation should or
might proceed. Such is the effect of the reflection, an after-image of an
after-image receding to a limitless horizon where the contemplative
stance of "their" aura-filled cult-object becomes "our" objet d'art-



MIMESIS AND ALTERITY

but not before the ground has been cleared by the erasure of critical
distance effected by shock. Such face-to-faceness no doubt brings its
quotient of self-congratulation. "They think we are gods." But being

a god is okay only so long as it isn't excessive. After all, who knows­
in imaging us as gods, might they not take our power?

Hauka

He is similar, not similar to something, but just similar. And he
invents spaces of which he is the convulsive possession.

-c-Roger Caillois, "Mimicry and Legendary Psychaesthcnia"

Consider the Jailing (and all that goes along with jailing) of the members
of the Hauka movement in Niger by the French in the late 1920s, and.
by the British in Accra in 1935. Those involved in this rapidly growing

movement, begun among the Songhay people in 1925, would dance
and become possessed by the spirits of colonial administrators. They
became possessed by the spirit of the French major who had first

taken the offensive against them, who imprisoned those who began rhe
movement, who slapped them around until they said there was no such
thing as Hauka. Thus deified as "the wicked major," his spirit got into

the first floor of the Hauka pantheon as one of its most violent spirits.
Thus possessed, Songhay would mimic the white men (and sometimes
their wives, too) and acquire strange powers. Thus the movement

spread-"an intolerable affront to French authority," one scholar has
called it.' Thus they took the power of the man who slapped them

around., and. the French (and native chiefs) discovered:

... the presence uf an open dissidence, a society the members of which
openly defied the social, political, and religious order. It is here that we
discover the most original aspect of the Hauka movement: their total
refusal of the system put into place by the French.6

They even formed their own, overtly anti-French, villages."
Jean Rouch claims that in Ghana the Hauka movement died out

with the formal disappearance of colonial government in 1957. "There
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was no more colonial power and there never was a Hauka called
Kwame N'krumah," he is credited with saying." One of the last Hauka
spirits in Ghana was a French general, a commander during the Indo­
China war that preceded the U.S. war in Vietnam. Paul Stoller found

the Hauka movement to be strong in Niger, however, even after inde­
pendence, and he saw this as a continuing reaction to what he called
European "force," less formal than the days of colonial administration,
but still highly visible-still highly possessable." Stoller, whose expen­
ence with the Hauka movement dates from 1969, found that the Hauka

were supposed by African people in Niger to be funny as well as
horrific, for even though they were considered a terrifying sight, they
are also mocking the white man. "They were aping the ways of the

European," he says. "Dressed in pith helmets and carrying their swag­
ger sticks, I often observed the Hauka take the roles of European
army generals who speak to their troops in pidgin French or pidgin
English." 10

But in addition to the conscious play-acting mimicking of the Euro­
pean, conducted with wit and verve, there IS bodily possession-s-which

is what makes the mimicry possible yet generally works at a less than
conscious level with special, even disturbing, bodily effects: frothing
at the mouth, bulging of the eyes, contorted limb movements, inability

to feel pain. Strange "Europeans" indeed. And surely that's the point­
they so dearly are and arc not Europeans. It's the ability to become

possessed, the ability that signifies to Europeans awesome Otherness
if not downright savagery, which allows them to assume the identity

of the European and, at the same time, stand dearly and irrevocably
eye-bulgingly apart from it. What's being mimicked is mimickry itself­
within its colonial shell. You sec actors acting, as Brecht would have

it, bur you wonder about this mimetic capacity as much as any specific
action.

In 1953, before independence, Jean Rouch filmed the ritual of posses­
sion by Hauka spirits in Ghana. This became the celebrated ethno­
graphic film Lee maitres [ous. In a raspy voice-over that IS hard to

follow in the English-language version of this film, he tells us through
a blur of movements, irregularly stopping and starting, who is imitating
what colonial officer as they parade and stomp around the "Governor's
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Palace't-e-a six-foot high conical termite's nest paint ed black and white.

Then, two-thirds of the way through the film comes this enormously
clarifying moment-a moment that absorbs the mimingof the powerful
Hauka spirits and uses that miming not onl y [ 0 make rhe film as a
whole " rake fire," but does so by displaying, so I want ro argue, rhe
colonial endowment boosting the mimeric faculry in modern Europe.

A man possessed by a Hauka spirit SlOOpS and breaks an egg over

the sculpted figure of the gm-·ernor (a little sta tue nor unlike the Mbari
shrine of the white man) that presides over the day's event of Hauka
possession. Cracked on the governor 's head, the egg cascades in white

and yellow rivulets. Then the fil m is abruptly cut. We are transported
to a big military parade in the colonial city No'O hours away. The
fil m hurls us at the cascading yellow and white plumes of the whit e

governor's gurgeous hat as he reviews the black: troops passing. Those
of us watching the fi lm in a university lecture hall in New York City
gasp. The re is something immensely powerful released at this moment,
begging for interp retation. The film with its ability to explore the

optical unconscious, to come d ose and enlarge, to frame an d to man­
rage, creates in this sudden juxtaposition a suffusion of mimetic magic.
Here fil m borrows from the magical practice of mimesis in its very

filming of it. The primitivism wi.thin modernism is allowed ro flower.
In this colonial wor ld where the camera meets those possessed by gods,

we can truly point to the Western rebirth of the mimetic faculty by
means of modernity's mimetic machinery,

Small wonder that years later Rouch. on the basis of thi rty years

work in Africa, would talk of his film-making as comparable to the

sorcerer's hunt for spirit-doubles."
The British authorities in Ghana banned the fil m. The reason? A, ­

cording to Rouch they "equated the picture of the Governo r with an
insult to the Queen and to her aurhoriry.v'" But what was the insult ?

It turns out to be exactly that moment of montaged dynamite 1 have
singled out, where the mimetic power of the film piggy-backs on the
mimetic power of African possession ritual. The insult , exp lains Rouch,

"was because the film shows an egg being broken over the head of
an image representing the Governor-General, in imitation of the real
Governor-General's plumes cascading over his ceremonial helmet ," l1
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The Hauka were jailed in 1935 for mimicking the white man who
possessed their very bodies, and Rouch's fil m was banned in the 1950s
for mimicking that mimicking.

Moreo ver Rouch himself bann ed showing it-at least to people in

it who had been fi lmed in trance, fo r upnn its being projected onto a
screen they went into trance in au uncontrollableand almost da ngerous
way. " It is a kind of electroshock," he said, " to show a man a film of
himself in trance,.. , ~ Is nOI this same elecrrosbocked man mimicking

mimicking? (And we, who are watching who have never been pos­

sessed; what of us? How is that we escape this shock of the possessedf)
Is this bizarre colonial conjunction of the man wi th the moviecamera

at the midpoint of the twent ieth century a beguiling confirmation of
Benjamin's "history" of the mimetic faculty- that strangely "d ialetic­

at-image" point in time tha t colonialism brings into being, wherein the
mimetically capacious person, as possessed by the Hauka, meers the

mimetic cripple blessed with the mimetically capacious machine (the
movie cameral, the one receiving an electroshock, the other, a ban?

Trobriand Cricket

Some fifteen ye.a rs after Rouch's him. the very same moment of filmic
magic mimicking mimicking was repeated by the fil m Trohriand

Cricket , depicting the mimesis and transformation of the British game
of cricket by men of the Trobriand islands off the east coast of New
Guinea, who were encourage-d by missiona ries, beginning in 1903. to

replace precolonial warfare with this game of bat and ball.
Among the many ways by which the game is copied, and transfo rmed

(like the Cuna ma la), there is one in part icular that drives the film to
its spectacularly successful revelation of the mimetic faculty, This is in

the dancing by the players intermittent ly throughout the game, when
the team is in trouble, when a team member makes a great catch, and
when the team enters the playing field. The teams are four to five times
larger than the British standard eleven, and the whole team of half­
naked, dark-skinned, muscular men dances in unison, dressed in feath­
ers with pandanus leaves and magical herbs arou nd their limbs. The
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sound-track emphasizes the sound-beat of the dancers. Dark bodies
glisten with coconut oil. Face and body paint shine. The chanting and
excitement is "infectious." The collective movement is hypnotizing. As

the men dance, the British anthropologist-narrator tells us something
of what the different dances mean, and we see how the dancers perform
with their (collective) bodies the great Trobriand art of magic and
metaphor made famous in the West via the pen of Malinowski and

his commentators. What the film seizes upon is that in performing
metaphor, many of these dances incur the return of the colonially
repressed. Ironically, they mime war-World War II, to be precise­
war being what Trobriand cricket was designed, by missionaries, to

displace. Hence the subtitle to the film, Trobriand Cricket: An Inge­
nious Response to Colonialism. We see the dancers moving smartly
along. Then the film switches abruptly to black and white, the absence
of color that signifies the entry of black-and-white Pacific history.

Against a tropical background and thatched roofs, we see rows of
Australian soldiers in World War II marching at a good clip, three

abreast, wheeling, rifles on their shoulder. The film cuts again, back to
the color of the glistening dancers. There is a slight but audible gasp
from the film's audience wherever I have seen this film, from the u.s.
middle west as well as California, Texas, New York City. And the gasp
is followed by a rippling chuckle, an outward opening of the soul, a

satisfying enclosing of possession. We "got it." We got the idea. And
something more than an idea. You feel you are on the verge of some­
thing amazing. As with the Curia mola and the Hauka "governor,"

something ineffable is being "brought out" by this interaction of mim­
ing bodies and mimetic machinery.

Again and again the film makes this sort of move, interspersing
dancing, half-naked cricketers imitating planes, with black-and-white
shots of World War II U.S. Air Force bombers on the tarmac of an

island airfield, then lifting off, just as the dancers in unison, shaking
their great bunches of leaves, lift off too. "Squawking Hawk" is the
name of one of the U.S. bombers. Of course the success of this move

for a Western viewer depends enormously on the recruitment of wild­
ness as something antithetical yet defining of civilized adulthood. As
an "ingenious response" to colonialism, as a parody of British cricket

244

REFI.ECTION

and missionary intention, it is the apparent wiliness, easy-going disre­
gard, and "natural" force of these wonderfully fit island men that is
displayed as turning the tables on old England's male character-build­
ing pastime. "Play Up. Play Up. And Play the Game." Boys Own
Annual. And all that. What makes the parody succeed, then, is extraor­
dinary mimicry, but mimicry exceeding certain bounds, and the fact

that that mimicry as figured by the film is solidly anchored in savage
wildness vis avis the playing fields of Etcn, Lord's cricket ground and
so forth. Perhaps nowhere is this point made more succinctly than
where (promoted by the film maker, so it would seem), some Trobriand

VIPs explain that not only did they massively expand the team size,
and that dance and magic, very much including war magic, is an
ubiquirious feature of the game, but that they gave up the prescribed

over-arm bowling of the ball, a defining element of the game in England,
and replaced it with a spear-throwing action instead. Moreover, they
had to place the stumps of the wicket closer together than is done in

England because-prompts an edited voice-their spear-throwing style
of bowling is so accurate. Thus the stiff-armed "unnatural" movement
of the players seriously playing the "civilized" game in the metropolitan
center is stiffed by the "natural" movement of the "naturally" agile

spear-throwing men of the island seriously playing the dancing game­

and the northern audience in the postmodern First World city loves it, as
do I. Civilization and its body-stiffening regimen succumbs to the filmic
release of wildness repressed-and nowhere is this more strategic than

with regard to the filmic miming of the mimetic faculty itself.
Just as the film makes its move into the archives to find the footage

of source-images from World War II history, so we as an audience

are moved into colonial history-not necessarily as the filmmakers
intended, however. For by this black and white sign of "colonial his­

tory," we ate moved into a sort of miming machine, not just the mime
in the dancing itself, but the mime specific to the abrupt, cutting power

of filmic image to splice white soldiers wheeling in unison, next to,
before, and after black men mimicking them, pandanus leaves shaking,
the very earth vibrating. Through the film's piggy-backing on the Tro­
brianders' great tradition of magic-poetics enacted here in dance in
cricket, and through the film's imitating that tradition in its own filmic
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technique, what suddenly bursts through, like the African white man
bursting through the earth, is the mimesis of mimesis, self-reflexive
mimesis, mimesis made aware of itself as through fusion of the mimeti­

cally capacious machine with the mimetically capacious dancing body,
image partakes of mobile flesh, imitation becomes contactual-taking
us ever nearer to what Caillois, in his essay on mimicry and legendary
pychaesrhenia described as being similar, "not similar to something,
but just similar. ,,15 Benjamin expressed the same strange phenomenon,

I think, in his essay "Doctrine of the Similar." "The perception of similar­
ity is in every case bound to an instantaneous flash," he wrote. "It slips
past, can possible be regained, but really cannot be held fast, unlike other

perceptions. It offers itself to the eye as fleetingly and transitorily as a
constellation ofstars." l°Thus "captured" by film, only to slip past, these
dancing cricketers become mimetic substance incarnate-what spills out
from the screen, rendering the post-colonial viewer speechless, gasping

for air-mimetic excess, demanding yet disrupting any possibility of
mastering the circulation of mimesis in alterity.

Made in the USA

Such demanding yet disrupting creates a frenzied stasis of interpreta­

tion, a profoundly reflexive late twentieth-century anthropology as the
mimetic faculty is exposed, as never before, to the drunken see-sawing
of the civilizing dialectic that once fused nature with culture in a settled
pattern of alterities nicely secured by the aura of "first contact." To

become aware of the West in the eyes and handiwork of its Others, to

wonder at the fascination with their fascination, is to abandon border
logistics and enter into the "second contact" era of the borderland

where "us" and "them" lose their polarity and swim in and out of
focus. This dissolution reconstellates the play of nature in mythic

pasts of conractual truths. Stable identity formations auto-destruct into
silence, gasps of unaccountable pleasure, or cartwheeling confusion
gathered in a crescendo of what I call "mimetic excess" spending itself
in a riot of dialectical imagery. To the instances already alluded to­
the Cuna talking dog, the African white man, Rouch's Hauka, and

246

REfLECTION

Trobriand Cricket-l feel compelled to add a powerful image, a perfor­
mance-tableau depicting the West and which, by virtue of such depic­
tion, would seem to siphon off its magic as Other by what I call

"reverse" or "second contact."
It happened in an agribusiness town that I know well in western

Colombia, in a little "alternative" hospital which I visited in 1981,
because the mother of a friend of mine had gone crazy and wanted to

go there for treatment. She'd had enough of the big state hospital in

the city. In this African-American town that from the abolition of
slavery in the nineteenth century until the 1950s was a region of
relatively well-off cocoa farmers, but now bears the burden of "devel­
opment" in which land monopoly, state and paramilitary terror, and

modern technology-agricultural and pharamaceutical-c-have played
prominent roles, this little hospital had a reputation for mystical curing,

but nobody was sure in what it consisted, as it was new to the town.
Whell I visited it with my friend from the town, I found a three-room
house, and because the curer was unavailable, one of his assistants, a

black woman from the remote Pacific coast, showed us around. A few
patients were lying on the floor, and she directed us to the special room
used, she said, for treatment. It was like no spiritual, shamanic, or folk­

healing space I had ever seen before in all my wandering through the
southwest. For there were no saints nor bottles of herbs nor candles
burning in this bare, laboratory-like space. Instead the outstanding,

the amazing, thing was the pictures on its cracked mud walls. They
were advertisements, cut from medical journals. It was the context

which brought out their strangeness. After all, I'd seen pictures like
these in medical journals when I used to work in "real" hospitals years
before. There was a flesh-toned, very precisely drawn, cross-sectional

view through the body of a woman in an advanced stage of pregnancy,

showing the fetus cozily curled up in the womb, pressed back against
the gridwork of ligaments and articulations of the vertebrae. It was an
advertisement for iron medicine to be taken during pregnancy. Next to

it was another cut-out illustration of two pink kidneys being squeezed
by lime-green surgical gloves, golden drops of urine emerging like tears
from the snipped ureters-an advertisement for a diuretic. Made in the

USA. Clear plastic I-V tubes and bottles were looped and whorled like
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modernist sculpture alongone of the walls, and a blue lighth ulh centered
on a board surro unded by dear bulbs completed the mom 's equipment.

" Don' t look too hard ," advised me assistant drily as I gazed at the blue
light as at some sort of altar, " It could cause cancer."

Nevertheless I am still looking at the blue halo of its afterglow year..

later, wondering how the magical laws of sympathy ha ve moved from
Darwin's wonder through Frazer and back into the peasant app ropria­
tion of modem advertising's appropriation of magic by means o fawak­

ening the optically unconscious. If I lind myself virtua lly speechless, it
is because I have looked too loug ar that light and simply don't knew
how [a channel this stra nge power runnin g through me tha t is being
used to sell and to cure. To rely on native exegesis would be to break

the rules of that exegesis. "Don' t look too hard," is what she said , To
see this remarkable tableau as mimesis taken to the point of pa rody of
Western technology (as many of my friends in New York want to when

I tell them about it) is to enter into a chamber of endlessly reflecting
mirrors without resolution because while it is truly parodic of the West,
it is patently unintended parody from the viewpoint of [hose who made

it. Indeed to call it parodic would be to run the serious risk of creating
a cruel parody of the understandings of the wage-workers' life-world

as set into the tableau itself. Yet there is no denying its parodic power,
even though unintended. To further complicate the interw eaving 01
actions and reactions, I think one cou ld even say that it's the very

unmrendedness that crea tes the parody, even though it cannot be
parodic if not intended. This is impossible, bur true, and this impossible
truth represents the significant weirdness that intercultural connected­

ness of image-practice can take in our rime. O ther times, observing me
staring at the afterglow of the blue light, my friends in northern dimes
tell me that it serves to bring out the magic repressed and therefore all

[he more powerfully deployed by modern industry, by Hcrkheimer
and Adorno's "dialectic of enlightenment," and that is why I keep
staring at it as some sort of Third World revelation of First World

occultism hidden in the depths of technology's great promise. But
this revelation depends for its power on the Third World authors'

"misunderstan ding," I protest, of how technology and industry and
commerce " really" work. But nevertheless the revelation is there. The
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very power of the insight depend s on the powerful error (in my opinion )
that they make. How can this revelatory chamber of mirrors exist
whose reflections depend upon each other, while each one is remark ­
ably "wrong" yet no less remarkab ly " right"? The very wron gness
makes for rightness . Cultural relativism is clearly not an option here
("Let them believe what [hey want to, and we'll believe we want to"]

because the different reactions are profoundly implicated in each other;
they are " relative" to each other more than thq are " relative" til what
we:used to call their ..own cultural context." Nor can anthropological

"comexrualizanon" and more empirical investigation of that son come
to OUI aid, if only because there is no "conrexr" anymore, other than
cascading glimpses of splintered Othernesses on the world screen at
mechan ically reprod uced imagery. In this world the glimpse, like the
sound-bite and the after-image, is where the action is, Dada-like impul­
sions of Oth cm esses hurled at disconcerted beings splayed open ro [he

future, The whole point of the power of this tableau of pink kidneys,
grcl'n gloves, and luminscent I-V tubes against mud walls IS that it's
(promise of) meaning, and hence power, kee ps ricocheting from West

to Other, from mimesis ro alteriry, and back again in what can on ly be
thought of as endless mobility one step ahead of interpretive discharge.

Indeed, this tableau is preeminentl y "out of context" and thus preemi­
nently exemplary of the fact that mimesis and alteriry arc now spinning
faster [han the eye can take in or the mind absorb. This seems to me

more than turning the tables, inverting the Third mtc the First world,
for instance. This spinning is giddying. As opposed to "first con tact,"

this type of "second contact" disassembles the very possibility of detin­
ing the border as anything more than a shadowy possibility of the

once-was. The border has dissolved and expanded 10 cover the Iands
it once separated such that all the land is border land, wherein the

image-sphere of alterities, no less than the physiognomic aspects of
visual world s, disrupt the speaking bod y of the northern scribe into

words hanging in grotesque automutilation over a postmodern land­
scape where Self and Other paw at the ghostly imaginings of each
other's pow ers. It is here, where words fail and f lux commands, rhar
the power of mimetic excess resides as the decisive turning point in the
colonia l endow ment of the mimetic faculty itself.
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'>I oJ mmlfl" of s~Jkm& it is the im.Jgeoftht thing to in disp/~td

,bar runs along the sympathetic chain.

-c-Hubert and Mauss, A General Then')' nf MaRic

Since " first conta ct" the chain of sympathetic magic cou rses through

all worlds and the displacement of the ima ge running along it has
o bserved a stra nge histo ry indeed. How today we react 10 the after­

imagery of that contact in all its displacements and effusions, and how

that reaction is determined by histories o f preceding react ions, is very

much o n my mind as I write these 60.11 pages. The strange history I

have amassed for you to peruse is as much fabl e as history, yet a lwa ys

fact ual. Its fabulo us nature comes as much from its logic o f develop­

ment 3!> from its chosen materials, and that logic is on e th at ha: been

dete rmined by the dictum set forth with con siderable anx iety at the

beginning o f th is work as to the two-way street opera ting bet ween

nat ure and histo ry, in this case between th e mimetic faculty and colo­

nia l histori es, it being my assumption that in modern times the two arc

inseparable . Given the impossibility of any representation al act being

achieved without th e intervention of the mim etic facult y-the na ture

that culture uses to create second nature-this is no small claim.

But my interest began, and still rest s, on the power of the cop y to

influence wh at it is a copy of. This was a p rimitivist view of magi c.
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Frazer's charming charms seduced me too. Mine IS an old-fashi oned

inte rest in magic, but app lied to fashion itself.

Not the dep th s b ut the surface has a ttracted me- the sheen of the

image, its inconqcerabl y opaque St.HUS between co ncept and thing. I

have foun d the passion s may be deer . but the act io n has been conrinu­

ously un the surface. on the fetish-power o fappearam.-e as demonstrated

by the power released by releasing the spiri t, which is to say, tn t· image

of th iogs, in magical ..purt..of reproduction. And I thank the Cuna erh ­

nograph y for the po wer llf this demo nstra tion so useful for understand­

ing wh at has been termed the postmodem cond ition, the virt ually undis­

puted reign of the ima ge-chain in late capitalism where th e commod­

ification0'natu re no less than mechan ical and uterine reproduction link

in a variery of power -assuming, power -consuming, way"_

Th e nature of the hi..rory of the mimetic faculty I have presented is

In th e for m of what Benjamin called a "dialectical ima ge." Nothing

less could sa tisfy the demands of the two-way str eet, hisroricizi ng

nat ure an d naturalizing history, and nothi ng less cou ld satisfy the

claims of the mimet ic facu lty to be the na ture rhar cultu re uses to create

second nature. The hiseo ry I have presented thus for ms a triptych that

so mersaults backwa rds then forwa rd) through time. awakening mythi ­

cal pasts fo r modern project s. " In o rder fo r the past to he ro ached by the

presen t," wrote Benjamin. " there musehe nu continuity between them."

From th e mid -nmeteenrh century on wards, mimetically capacio us rna­

chines reinvigorated the mimetic faculty such tha t tile mythic foun da­

tional mom ent of colonia l " rim contact " (a') with Darwin on the beach

in Tierr a del Fuego ) pass ed into the mechanically rep roduced image as a

new sort of sym pathetic magic of imit atio n and contact. Later on, from

the mid-point of the rwenrieth century with the final dissolution of for­

ma l colonial cont rols there emerged a so rt of reversal of com act, a "sec ­

ond contact," with the birt h of a radically different bo rder between the

West and the rest , between civilization and its Others.

Not only ha s th is border been pu nctured po ro us by the global market

and multinational corporations, together with desperate emigration

from the south, but the border a.. cultural a rt ifact has been diffused to

cosmic proport ion. Its ph ant asmic reality looms daily larger than ever
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was the case with "first contact." Now Fitz Roy's sailor is really
dancing his little JIg. The Berlin wall crumbles. The fence along the
Rio Grande is erected higher and higher. Yet the border becomes

increasingly unreal, micromental, and elusive.
Intriguing testimony to the powers unleashed by "second contact"

and the destabilization of the border is the fact that the self is no longer

as dearly separable from its Alter. For now the self is inscribed in the
Alter that the self needs to define itself against. This accounts for the
combination of fear and pleasure that mimetical1y capacious machines

can create when interacted with mimetic reflections of the West as
portrayed in the bodies, eyes, and handiwork of its Alters.

Such interaction creates mimetic excess-mimetic self-awareness,
mimesis turned on itself, on its colonial endowment, such that now, in

our time, mimesis as a natural faculty and mimesis as a historical

product turn in on each other as never before.
lf, as I have suggested, it is useful to think of mimesis as the nature

culture uses to create second nature, the situation now is that this famous
second nature isfoundering and highly unstable. Veering between nature
and culture, essentialism and constructionism-c-as evidenced today ev­

erywhere, from the ethnic surge in politics to the delight in artifactualiza­
tion, as one after the other new identities are spun into being-the mi­
metic faculty finds itself on the verge of dramatically new possibilities.

Yet the particular history of the senses I have presented to you is
fabulous in still another way than its leap-frogging through time and

its reassemblage of spirited materials. This is because of a curious inner
tension, the northern scribe sailing bravely forth to southern dimes
and puzzled as to how to react-how to be, might be a better way of

putting it-vis a vis images of
"himself" that were intimately

organized into spiritual healing

of and by people patently differ­
ent to "himself." These were
Cuna figurines. One could, I sup­

pose, do the usual thing and "an­
alyze them" as anthropologists
do, as things to be layered with
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context, then stripped, but that would seem to be an evasion and miss
the whole point-that something crucial about what made oneself was
implicated and imperilled in the object of study, in its power to change
reality, no less. (I fear this point is so important, yet so obvious, that

it will continue to be completely overlooked. There must be massive
cultural repression at work here.)

Yet what would it mean and what would it take for the "European
type" carved into the figurines to be so nosy about its-self thus carved,

sung to, and somehow, mysteriously, involved in realizing the spirit
power of the inner substance, the "secret" of reproductive origin of
spirit-appearance within that outer appearance? And behind these

brave figurines gathenng dust in island houses or standing tall under
the hammock of the sick by the curer, behind them emerged others­
West Africans possessed by Hauka on Jean Rouch's flickering screen,

no less than Rouch himself possessed by their possession, Trobriand
cricketers dancing war magic where soaring gulls and Australian sol­
diers in black-and-white create, through the film-maker's magic of

montage, the flash of the dialectical image and the delightful squan­
dering of mimetic excess, dripping off the screen of possibilities, dis­
placed/replaced "talking dogs" diffusing, sympathizing, inverting His
Master's Voice ...

Thus in my roundabout way I have in the preceding pages tried [0

work out my reaction to being thus presenced in their mimetics, feeling

through the ethnographies and through the films and photographs that
indeed a question has been asked of me that is constitutive of my

cultured Being. Perhaps "working our" is misleading here. It suggests
a degree of control dependent on a magical capacity to step outside

the field of referents. Reaction is probably a better choice of words,
the authorial self being the "outer form" by means of which the mimetic

shudder (as Adorno used that term) tears at identity and proliferates
associations of a self bound magically to an Other, too close to that

Other to be but dimly recognizable, [00 much the self to allow for
satisfying alteriry. Selves dissolve into senses and the senses show signs
of becoming their own theoreticians as world histories regroup. This
is not a question of being out of balance, or of not being able to find
the golden mean-would that it were that simple. Instead it's a matter
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of wha t used to loo k like impossibility, of being in different places at

one and the same time- "place" here assuming rhc boun tiful burden

o f presence, its plurality assuring th e permanent evacuation o f such.

The search for identi ty th ro ugh the many circui ts of mimesis and

alterity ends at this po int in o ur history with the conclusion chat,
fina lly, although there is no such th ing as idenrity in any grand sense­

just chimeras o f possible longings lou nging in the inrcrsrices o f qua int

necessuies-c-neve rrheless the masks of appearance do more than suffice.

They are an absolu te necessity.

Mimetic Excess

With the tr apped ape aping civilized humanity's aping. Kafka drew

attention to the dosed circle of mimesis and alteriw in the modern age.

But the colonial wildness imputed to the pr imitive and to mimCSIS

could funct ion in wa ys other than dom estication. The circle could be

broken by th at very sam e wildn ess. Hence he also wrote of.

The Wi~h to Be J Red Indian

If om: were mI ry <1n lndsan. IrIStantly alert, and on a rJcmg hOT5e
leJning agamst the wind. kept on qunering inlt:lly over the quivermg
ground. until nne shed one's spt.r5, for there needed 'Ill $(1117$, threw
';Wlly the rnn$ . for there needed no reins, and h,;rd/y $<JW thJ t th~

land b~for~ Qne was $moothly shom heuth whe n htIT5e'5 ncck and
head would be already gonf' .

Where not repressed, the mimetic faculty may serve as .1 tool of

repression in the "civilizing" project of Enlightenment. Horkheirner

and Adorno emphasized this with their notion of the "organization o f

mimesis." Bur throughout his considerable body of work Adorno gave

greater emp has is to the notion that the mimetic faculty, with its capac­

ity to combine sensuousness with copy, provided the immersion in the

concrete necessary to break definitively from the fetishes and myths of

commodified practices of freedom.

What 1 have termed "mimetic excess" is just such a po ssibility­

an excess creating reflexive awareness as to the mimetic faculty, an
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awareness th at can reconsrcllare Kafka 's despai r oscillating between
the ape's melanch oly awa reness of its aping, and the wild abandon of

sympathe tic absorption into wildness itself, as with th e identification

with the Indian. History wou ld seem to now allow for an ap preciation

o f mimesis as an end in itself that takes;o ne into the magical power of
the signifier to ac t as if it were indeed the real. to live in a different way

with the understan ding that art ifice is natural. no IclOS than tha t natu re

is historicized. Mimeric exctss as a fo rm o fhuman capaci ty potenria red

by posr-colonialiry provides a welco me opportunity to live subjunc­

tively as neither subject nor ob ject of history but as both, at one and

the same time. ~ limetic excess provides access to understanding rhc

unbearable Truths of make-believe as foundation of an all-too-seriousl y

serious realit y, manipulated but also manipulatable. Mimetic excess is

a somersaulting back to sacred act ions implicated in the puzz le that

empowered mlmes i ~ any time , any place-namely the power to both

double yet dou ble endlessly, to become any Oth er and engage th e

image with the reality rhus imagu cd. Thi s excessiveness was o nce in

the hand s o f seers and magicians who work ed images to effect other

images, who worked spirits to affet.'1 other spirits .....hich in turn acted

on the real they were the appearance of. Ho..... we aU in o ur different

ways and different walk s o f life are used toda y by this mimetic excess

is per haps, now, to some significant degree going to be a matter of

choice and not the monopoly of medium s and the media . Ethni c,

gender, and sexual st ruggle would seem 10 indicate this. I wo uld cer­

tainly hope so and this book is, if any thing. directed towards th at end

by making the na ture o f th at excess more d ear than it might he

oth erwise, drawing attention to the exuberance with wh ich it permits

the freedom to live reality as really made -up.
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bia : Their Magic and Art, " Essa)'s in Pre-Colombian Art and It rchIJeol·
ogy . ed . S.l.othrop (Ca mbridge. 1I.b ss: Harvard University Press, 1960 .
p. 231.

15. 5« Freud's prin ciple of "the omnipotence of thou ghn' in Chapter Ill.
" Animl'im, Magic, and the Omnipotence 01 Thoughts." To teM am!
Taboo: Some POints of Agrnment beuoeen tho! Mm tJ I Lne s of 5l1l'itges
Jn d NeurotICS, published in parts ht-rwe('n 1912 and 1') 1]. Sf.. vol.
8. Wriring on imitative magic Freud says, for insran<:.e: " All we need
to suppo~ is that primitive man had an immense helief in the po.....er
01 his wishes" (83). so much so that by means of represem anons
" thing... become less Important tha n the ideas of rhing!>; whatever is
done to the latt er will inevit ably also occu r to the fe rmer" (85). One
of the main ;trguments about representation and toremism in Emile
Durkheim's Th e Elemen tary Forms of Religious Life (trans . J. Swain,
London: Allen and Unwin, 1915) is identical; see Michael Taussig. " Ma­
leficurm State Fetishism" in The Nervou s System (New York : Routledge.
1991). pp . 11 1- 140.

16. Yrjo Hrm, The O rigins of Art (first publi shed in London, 1900 ; rpt. New
York: Benjamin Bloom, 1971), p. 289.

17. Ibid., p. 290.

18, Marcel Mauss and Henr i Hubert, A General Th eory of Magic, tran s. R.
Brain, Nor ton (New York: Norton, 1972 ), p. 68.
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19. Freud, 'totem and Tahoo, p. 79.

20. Mauss and Hub ert, A Generallhr.ory of Magic, pp. 72-73.

2 1. Michael Tau ssig, Shamanism, Colonialem , and the Wild Miln: A Study
in Terror and H~r1linR (<":hil:ago : Uniwrsity o f Ch icago Press, 1987), pp .
39.\.- 4 67 .

22. This would seem to provide a basis for the mislea ding formali st distinc­
tion rhat in " !>hamani)m" the soul departs lmm the bod y, while in
"possess ion" the appa rent opposite occu rs: the body IS taken over by an
external spirir (see, for instance, Mircea Eliade, Shanu nism: Archlll'c
Techniques of Ecstasy, Princeton, Princeton University "cess, 1964, pp.
5-6).

23 . Benjamin, ...A Sma ll H isroryof Photography," One-\l'ay.'ifTerr snd Oth"
W/,irings, tr ans, E. Jephcon and E. Shaner (London. New Lefr Boo ks,
1979). p . 243. Bemamin, p. 256, also refers to phorcgrapbers as the
descendants of magicians (augurers).

24. Benjamm, "Sur r(a li~m : The last Snapshot of the European Imelligen­
rsia," Ref/ecrions, ed. Peter Dem era, t rans . f .E. j ephcorr (New York :
Harcourt Brace joveocvhcb , 197R), p . 192.

Chapter 5

I. Set' Michael Taussig, " The O ld Soldie r Remembers, " in Shamanism,
Colonialism,and the ~'jJd MJ n, A Study in T~rorand Healing (Chicago:
University 01 Chicago PrC'SS, 1987), pp. 337-41.

2. [bid_, pp . 3-135.

3. Ma .l< Horkheimer and T .W. Ado rno . Th e Dialect ic of Enlight('ltm('ltt
(New York: Continuum, 1987). p. 184.

4. Bronislaw Malinowski, The Sexual Life of Savages (in N orth-West..,n
Melanesia), (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1919), p. 449.

5. Horkheimer and Ado rno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, p. 180.

6. Ibid. , p. 186.

7. Harry Kessler, Th e Diaries of a Cusmopolitan: Count Harry Kessler,
1918- 19.17, tra ns. and ed. C. Kessler (London; Weidenfeld and Nico l,
son), p. 284 .

Chapter 6

1. Marcel Mauss and Henri I Iubert, A General Theory of Magic , trans. R.
Brain (New York : Norton, 1972). pp . 65- 66.

2. "First Contact," of course. was made in Tierra del Fuego centuries befor e
Darwin. The Sc1k'ni1m Indians, for insta nce, are recorded as having
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first encountered Europeans, namely the Spaniard Pedro Sarmie nto de
Gambo a. in 1579. A Du tch commander, Olivier van Noon, landed on
islands in the Magellan Straits in 159g. Haush Indians were fi rsrcont acted
later, in 161 9, by the Nodal bro the rs. Captain j ames Cook, with sciemis ts
and sailors, met Haush Ind ians in 1769. S~ Anne Cha pman, Drl1mJ
and I'ou'f'r in " Hu" titlK Society: 11,c Sdk''' 11m (If Tierra del Fueg('
(Ca mbridge, England: Cambridge Univers ity Press, 191\2).

3. Charles Da rwin. Charles Darwi,, 's Diary of the Vo yag,.of H.M.S. ~ Bea.
glt' '' cd. Nora Bam..... (Cambridge, EnglamlrCa mhridge lJ niv~r~i ly Press,
1934 ). p. 11R. Sobsequeur references to this work ar pedr in rhe text in
parentheses.

4. Darw·in, Jou rnal of Researches . • . (N ew York: U. Appleton. 1896). p.
206. Subsequent references to thi s wo rk appear in the texrm parentheses.

5. Darwin, The BeJgle Record, ed. R.D. Kcynt."S ( (~mbndRe. En g land:
Cami-ridge Umversiry Press, 1979).

6. Ibid .• p. 96 .

7. Michael uJ.hy and Maurice Crain , Thl! Lm J Th at T iml! rorgot (New
York and Londo n: Funk and Wagnall~ , 19U1. p. 4 11 .

8. Ihill., p. 50.

9. Gan.lna th O bevesckere pointed out th i!lo JXls..~ibl lity to me.

10. EmIle De rkheim, The Elementary Fonn s of Religious Li ft', tra ns. J.W.
Swain (London: Allen and Unwin, 1915). p. 39 5.

11. Ibid., p. 395.

12. E. Lucas Bodges, Utterm ost Part of the Eanh (London: Hod der and
Sto ugh ton. 195 1). p. 4 18.

13. Martin Gusinde. Los Indios de Trem l del Fuego, J vols. (Buenos Aires:
Centro de Etnol~ia Americana, 1982). Also sec Th e Yamana: Th .. U fl!
lind Though t of the WatN NomaJs of Cape Hom . trans, F. Shutze,
5 vols. (New Haven: Human Relauons Area Files, 1961 ); and Anne
Cha pman. Drama and Power in a Hunti"g Society. For a comparison of
these Tierr a del Fuegan accounts with th e centr al Amazon and the use
of gang-rape against wo men to maintain the ta boo against their seeing
the sacred flutes 'kept in the men's hou se, see Joan Bamb trger, "The Myth
of M atriar chy: Why M en Rule in Primitiv e Society," in Women, Cu lture,
and Socie ty, I'd. M.D. Rosaldo an d I.. Lamph ere (Sta nford: Stanford
University Press, 1974); also see Thomas Gregor , Anxi ous P/t!aS/frcs: The
Sexllal Lives ofAmazonian People (Chica go : University of Chicago Press,
1985). For Australia, see among many sour ces the classic account of
Baldwin Spencer and F.J. Gillen , The Native Tribes ci Central Australia,
(first published in 1899; rpt. New York : Dover, 1968). Cha pter Five on
the sacre d objects known as Churinga begins thus: "Churinga i~ the name
givtn by the Arunta natives to cert ain sacred objects whil:h, on penalty
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of deat h or very severe pumshmcnr, such as blinding by means of a
firesnck, are never allow ed to be seen by women or uninitiated men."

14. Geo rges Baraille, Erotism.' Dr atll and SrOl suality, trans. M. Dalwood
(San Fra ncisco : City Lighb, 1.986 ). p. 74. Also see his La scaux, O r the
Hirth of A rt (Switzerland: ';kira .l\.d . [ P~H ?]) .

15 Q uoted from M arrin (i usindt'. 't he Y<lmand , vol. 1. p. 143. Subseque nt
references to this wo rk appea r in rbe text in parentheses.

Chapler 7

1. Charles Darwi n, j OUrtlJJ of Researches . . . (New York; D. Applt'IOII.
1896), p. 204. Subsequent references to th is wo rk appea r in the text in
parentheses.

2. Charles Darwin, The Rt oJgJ.. Record . ..• ed R.D. Keynes (G mbriJ ge,
En gland : Ca mbridf;t' University Press, 1979), p- 106 . Subsequent refer­
ences to thi_~ wtlrk aprt ar in the tex t in par enth eses.

3. Whe re the philosorh er Michael Pclau yi uses Evan s-Pritchard's study of
Zande wit chcraft co show similannes between science an d magic as
systems imperviou s to empiri cal refutation . he cue, William James as
follows : "We fer! neith er curiosity nor woodee concem ing th ings so far
beyond lIS thar we have no concepts to refer thc:m to or standards by
which co measur e them." The Fut>gi.m:> encountered by Darwin, no tes
j ames, wondered at the ..mall htla lS llul pa id no a trcnno n to the big: ship
lyinR at anchor in frnn t (If them. Michold Polanyi, Pen ol/Jl Know kJgl!
(Chicago : Unive~ity of Ch icago Press, 1958). pp. lli6-94.

4. Mart in Gus inde, ·I M YolrnolnJ : The LIfe and Thought of the W<lrrr
Nomads of CApe Hom , t rans. F. ';hutlC, 5 vols. (New H aven : Human
k elanons Area hl~~. 1'}(;1), VII I. J. prosn-78.Sec also Georges Bataillt ,
The Accursed Sh<lre. vol. I (N ew Yor k: Zone. 1990).

5. Gusinde, The Y~m<lnJ, vol. 3. p. 857.

6. LE. Elliot Joyce. " Introd uction," Lionel W:lfet. A N ew Voyagt! and
D escrip tion of the Isthmus of America (rpr. Oxford: H aklur Suciety,
19.13), r- lix.

7. Gusinde, Th e Yam,ma, "'01. 1. Pl' . 92 , 95.

S. Anne Chapman , Dram,; atlJ Pow er in a Hun ting So ciety: The Selk 'nam
of Tierra del Fuego (Cambridge, England: Ca mbridge University Press,
1982), p. 99.

9. Note the pu ngent 1938 diary -response of the ever-practical Brecht to

Benjamin 's notion of "a ura" as a type of animism: "benjamin is here . . .
he says: when you feci a gaze directed to you, even behind your back,
you return it (f}. th e expectation that what you look at looks back at
you , provides the aura . the h:lttC' r is supposed to he in decay in tttent
times, together with the cultil,.·. b[enja min] discovered th is through th e
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analysis of film, where aura disintegrates because of the reproducibility
of artworks. it is all mysticism mysticism in a posture opposed to mysti­
cism. it is in such a form that the materialist concept of history is adopted!
it is rather ghastly." Quoted in Susan Buck-Morss, The Origin of Nega­
tive Dialectics (New York: Free Press, 1977), p. 149.

10. Karl Marx, The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, ed. D.
Srruik, trans. M. Milligan (New York: International Publishers, 1964),
p. 139.

11. Ibid.; the emphasis is Marx's.

12. Certainly this is how A. Kluge sees his own filmmaking in "On New
German Cinema Art, Enlightenment and the Public Sphere," October 46
(1988), an issue dedicated to his work.

Chapter 8

1. Erland Nordenskiold and Ruben Perez, ed. Henry Wassen, An Historical
and Ethnological Survey ofthe Cuna Indians, Comparative Ethnographi­
cal Studies 10 (Coteborg. 1938), p. 35 S. Compare this with the respresen­
tarional tranquility of Franz Boas and the Koskirnn Indians of the famous
Norrhwest Coast of the New World, among whom, at the time of Boas'
writing, serious illness was generally considered to involve soul-loss. In
his lengthy description of the Winter Ceremonials in 1886, Boas includes
a paragraph on the Koskimo dancing the soul-catcher. "The soul was
represented in the dance by a small ball of eagle down, which was
attached to a string. As many balls were attached TO the string at equal
distances as there were men who offered their souls TO be captured"
(Franz Boas, Kwakiutl Ethnography, ed. Helen Codere (Chicago: Univer­
sity of Chicago Press, 1966), p. 195. Also consider these synonyms: the
soul has no bone nor blood, for it is like smoke or shadow; it is the
human long body; something human, human mask; means of life; bird
(ibid., p. 169).

2. Norman Macpherson Chapin, "Curing Among the San Bias Kuna,"
unpublished Ph.D. dissertation (Tucson: University of Arizona, 1983), p.
75. Subsequent references to this work appear in the text in parentheses.

3. Nordenskiold and Perez, An Historical and Ethnological Suroey of the
Cuna Indians, pp. 494-506.

4. lbid., p. 506; emphasis added.

5: lbid., p. 506; emphasis added.

6. Jean Langdon, "The Siena Medical System: Beliefs and Behavior," un­
published Ph.D. dissertation (New Orleans: Tulane University, 1974),
pp. 127-28.

7. Notdenskiold and Perez, An Historical and Ethnological Survey, p. 87.
I am reminded of seventeenth-century pirate-surgeon Wafer's account of
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Darien Indians' "conjuring" when I read this, a description remarkable
for its attempt TO mime the conjuror's miming of animals sounds in his
partitioned space as prelude to telling the pirates' immediate future. I
am also reminded of the description provided by Nordenskiold's junior
colleague Henry Wassen of the journey of a Cuna seer or nele to one
of the many kalus-spiritual fortresses vital for Cuna well-being and
inhabited by spirits, including animal spirits, which the seers, accompa­
nied by their carved figurines, must visit to both learn and instruct. In
Wassen's account, the nele organizes the pr eparation of special tobacco
for ritual use, along with the hunting of a deer and the making of a special
clay plate by an old woman. Accompanied by the apsoekt ("converser"
and singer of the medicinal and curing chants), the nele entered a specially
constructed surba, where the singer sang a long song during which the
rattle, in the middle of the surba, began to move by itself and make a
noise-chi, chi, chi, all on its own. The rattle thus reached the roof from
where a wind spoke through it, pu, pu, pu, and in this wind you could
hear the voice of a young woman singing. Thus the nele and the apsoket
went to visit the fortress named Achu. When they arrived at the front
door, the rattle in the surha began to sound slow, arar, arar. The people
outside th e surba went in to see what was going on and found the nele
dead with his tongue stretched out to his waist.

8. Joel Shetler, Kuna Ways of Speaking: An Ethnographic Perspective
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1983), p. 215. Compare with Bronis­
law Malinowski in his chapter "Words in Magic," in his Argonauts of
the Western Pacific (New York: Dutton, 1961), pp. 4S1~52: "Again,
certain parts of the spell contain systematic meticulous enumerations, the
reciter going over the parts of a canoe one by one; the successive stage
of a journey; the various Kula goods and valuables; the parts of the
human head; the numerous places from which the flying witches are
believed to have come. Such enumerations as a rule strive at an almost
pedantic completeness" (emphasis added).

9. Claude Levi-Strauss, "The Effectiveness of Symbols," pp. 181-201 in
Structural Anthropology (New York: Doubleday, 1967), p. 188.

Chapter 9

1. Erland Nordenskiold, Nele, Charles Slater, Charlie Nelson, and Other
Cuna Indians, "Picture Writing And Other Documents," Comparative
Ethnological Studies, vol. 7, part 2, p. 2.

2. lbid., pp. 30~35.

3. Norman Macpherson Chapin, "Curing Among the San BIas Kuna of
Panama," unpublished Ph.D. dissertation (Tucson: University of Arizona
1983), pp. 64-65. This origin history was copied down by Chapin from a
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healer's notebook into which it had been written in the 1940s. Subsequenr
references to Chapin's dissertation appear in the text in parentheses.

4. Joel Sherzer, Kuna Ways of Speaking: An Ethnographic Perspective
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 198.1). Sheezer is rdering to the ikar
form of chant, what the Swedish anthropologists spelled as 'gala.

5. Ibid., p. 121.

6. In A General Theory of Magic, trans. R. Brain (New York: Norton,
1972), Mauss and Hubert conclude that magic is indeed a "force," of
which the Polynesian mana is exemplary. They see this as the answer to
what is needed for a theory of magic, to wit, "a non-intellectualist
psychology of man as a community" (108), and they define mana as a
spiritual action that works at a distance and between sympathetic beings,
and also "a kind of ether, imponderable, communicable, which spreads
of its own accord" (112). They thus explain magic in terms of what they
call people's belief in the existence of automatic efficacy. It is mobile
and fluid without having to stir itself. Ten years later in his hook The
Elementary Forms of Religion (London: Allen and Unwin, 1915, first
published in Paris in 1912), Emile Durkheim extended this to the very
idea of "the sacred." Fifty years later Claude Levi-Strauss in his introduc­
tion to the collected works of Mauss (trans. F. Barker, London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1987) squashed Mauss' and Hubert's thesis equating
magic with mana with the semiotic argument that mana was not a force
but the great empty signifying function which brought signifier and
signified togeth er, hence magic.

7. Michael Lambek, Human Spirits: A Cultural Account ofTrance in May­
otte (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1981), pp. 28­
29.

8. The great seer nele of the San Bias island of Usnipu, who was so important
in shaping the destiny of the Cuna during and after the 1925 revolt
against Panama as well as the destiny of the anthropology of the Curia,
had for a time as his tutor the evil spirit Nugaruetchur, an elephant. This
spirit, like all spirits, could also appear in human form (N ordenskiold
and Perez, p. 358). Ann Parker and Avon Neal present a remarkable
black-and-white image of an appliqued molu-styl e elelphanr across from
the table of contents of their book Molas: Folk Art of the Cuna Indians
(Barre, Mass: Barre Publishing, 1977). Their caption states that this nele
of Usnipu visited the Panama Canal Zone in the early 1930s and upon
seeing an elephant in a traveling circus said, "There are things easier to
understand than the reason for such an animal."

9. Taken from "Mieologta Cuna: Los Kalu; segun Alfonso Dtaz Granados,"
by Leonor Herrera and Marianne Cardale de Schrimpff, Revista Colom­
biana de Antropologia 17 (1974), pp. 201-47.

10. See Freud's comment on self-picturing in dreams and memories in his
paper on "Screen Memories." He takes this as evidence that the original
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impression, which gives rise at a later date to a memory, has been, in his
phrase, "worked over"; SF, vol. .1, p. 321.

11. Freud, "The Uncanny," SF:, vol. 17, p. 246.

12. By "never developed" I mean not only never theorized but never elabo­
rated upon-in other words, a repression of the repression. This strikes
me as a revealing sign of the ethnography of the Curia, and not just of
Cuna culture.

13. In theory all things have such Origin Histories, equivalent to their soul,
because all things were born from the Great Mother. But in practice only
a handful of Origin Histories exist, as for several medicinal spirits such
as balsa and genipa, as well as for several puwerful personages of the
spirit world, such as Muu, and for things such as snakes, scorpions,
wasps, and (!) bars of incandescent steel (Chapin, p. 191).

14. Sherzer, Kuna Ways of Speaking, p. 29.

15. Nordenskiold and Perez, pp. 370-71. Compare with my notion of the
"public secret" as advanced in the preceding discussion of mimesis
amongst the Yarnana and Selk'nam of Tierra del Fuego.

16. For Freud an essential part of the meaning of the uncanny in modern
European culture was that something eerie was afoot, hence his specula­
tions concerning the part played by allegations of spiritual forces and
animism in its production. In this sense the uncanny is a sign of the
hidden presence or the threat of the return into our modern time of an
alleged archaic and primitive time when ghosts and monsters, spirits
and magic, held sway. There is little validity, therefore, in arguing that
"magic" among the Cuna would also correspond to this Western Euro­
pean sense of the uncanny, but the connection is intriguing nevertheless.

17. Jacques Demda's "The Double Session" makes this point in a number
of ways. Refering specifically to the existence of fantasy (in the sense of
invention of something new) within a mimetic doubling, Derrida lists
three distinct meanings of the mimetic in Plato's Sophist. Of the meaning
that Derrida calls "the double inscription of mimesis," we read: "But
just at the point of capture, the sophist still eludes his pursuers through
a supplementary division, extended toward a vanishing point, between
two forms of the mimetic: the making of likenesses (the eikastic) or
faithful reproduction, and the making of semblances (the fantastic),
which simulates the eikastic, pretending to simulate faithfully and deceiv­
ing the eye with a simulacrum (a phantasm), which constitutes 'a very
extensive class, in painting and in imitation of all sorts.' This is an aporia
for the philosophical hunter, who comes to a stop before this bifurcation,
incapable of continuing to track down his quarry (who is also a hunter)."
See Derrida, "The Double Session," Disseminations (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1981), p. 186.

18. Jean Langdon, "The Siona Medical System: Beliefs and Behavior," Ph.D.
dissertation (New Orleans: Tulane University, 1974), p. 113.
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19. Ibid., I"p. 131-32 .

20. Ibid.• p. 1.12.

Ch apter 10

I . A recent co mparison of rhe posirion o f CURa and Gll y~mi Indialls in the
United fruir Company's plan tation in Boca del Tom province , Panama,
since the 19505. endo rses rhe poim about the pnlirio:.!l l advantages of
lndianness (although it overlooks the starkly gendered nat ure of this
lndranness). While me Guyami art' rreared on and .lrllund the plauanons
like offal and react .....irh extremely self-desrruct1Ve behavior, "the Cuna
have achieved remarka ble upward mobility in thi:' cth nic hierachy by self­
consciously orga nizing aro und their ·InJi annr.....•... :I U.S. anthrop ologist
O" tN recently. Th is hal> allo wed them tel on:'rcnme [he discnminanon
din-ct ed a g., in~t Amerin dia ns by accentua ting [heir 'Jodi,m ness' rath er
than by mimmi"ing it." P. Bu urgeni!>. "Con jugated Op pression : Ch ss
and Erhniciry Among Guyami and Kuna Banana Worken;." Amt'Tic"n
Ethno!()gist 15 ( 1988). pr ..B Cl . 3 .14.

2. Erland Nordcnskiold and Ruben Perez. rd. Henr yWa\~n, An Historical
IlnJ Ethnologlu !Suroey of th e Cunll in diaffs, Co mpara tive Ethnograrh l·
cal Studi es 10 (GOrebo rg: Emogr.i fiska Museum , 1938). p. 429. Subse ­
quent references dppe.1r in the text in parentheses.

J, Norman Macpherson Chap in, "Curing Among the ~.1n Bla!> Cuua of
Panama," unpu blished Ph.D. disserta tion [Tucson: Uni\'eniry o f Ari­
zona. 1983), pp. 113- 14.

4. Erland Nordenskiold, Nele, Charles Slater, Ch<l rlie Nelson. and Other
Cun<\ Indians. " PiI,.1ure· 'll'r iring And Other Documents, " Co mp,1T+u ive
Erhnogrllphical Studies, vol. 7, pan 2 (1930), p. 10.

5. Joel Sheraer, Kuna Wa ys of Speaking: An Ethnographit' Perspecm-e
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1983), rr . 23 1- 32.

6. Cha pin, " Curing Among the San BIas Kuna," PI". 2>.14, 290-91.

7. Sherrer. Kuna Ways of Speaking, pp- 135, 187.

8, Chapin, "C uring Among the San Bias Kuna," p - 293.

9. TIm and related po ints on photography and memory l owe to Rachel
Moore and her reading of Hollis Frampton's studies on the photographic
image,

10. Orlando W. Roberts, Narrative of Voyllges and Ex cursio1lS 0 11 th l! East
Coast and in the Int erior of Centra! America; Describing a Joumey Up
The River San Juan, and Passage Across the Lake of Ni caraRka to th"
City of Leon (first pohlished in 1827; rpt . Gainesville: University of
Honda Press. 1965 ). pp. .1 S- .1 6.
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11 . James H owe. The Ktm a Gathering: Contemporary Village Politics in
Panama (Au~ t i n : University of Texa s Press, 1986), p - 14.

12. L E. Elliot Joyce, "Intro duction : Lionel Wafer and H is Times," in A New
Voy age and Description /4 th e Isthmus of America by Lionel Wafer
(O xford; Th e Hakluyt Society, 1933), p. xi- lxvn.

13. Davtd Srou r, San Bins Cuna Acculturation: An Introduction (New York:
Vik.ing Fund Public.lIion s in Anthropol~y, 1947). p. 52.

14. Ibid.• 1". 92.

15 . The phras e cired is from Hask m, The P<l11.1mO C m ol ( ;arden City, N.Y.:
Doubi rday. 1913).

16. Concerning mehistory of the Cuna Upri.SlOgin ] 915.1 am indebted to

the published research of James Howe.

Cha pter 11

1. David Smut, Soln Bl.:Js Cllna Accultu ration: An Introduction (New York :
Viking Fund Pubhcarions in Anth rlJpology, 1947), p. 58.

2. Ibid., p. 51.

3. Based on ethno graphic and hIstorical ~tudy of the Cuna, Jam es H owe's
.....ork ca n be cited in support (If my position , for he qu ite !ipe6hC3.lIy
denies econoeric coenpen tion over " scarce resources" as a possible facto r
in me marked am i-Negro Ieehngs o f ehe Cuna. My point, ho .....ever, i~

thai the very terms o f (his argumene are strapped to and derennined by
a " marker: orientation " which begs the question of the cultural consnru­
rion of the ca tegories ar play. Instead of being explained, race and racism
b«-ome givens tha t furth er sust ain the capitalist paradigm of "sca rce
resources" 3S a "natura l fact." See Howe's "Native Rebellion and U.s.
hu ervennon in Central America," Cultural Survival Quarterly 10: I
(l 986 ). pp. 58--6 5. and his "An Ideological Triangle: The Sn uggle Over
San Bias Culture. ] 915- 1925." G. Urban and J. Sherzer, eds., Nation­
States and Indidn5 in LoJlin America (Au~ tio : University of Texas Press.
1991), pp . 19- 52.

4. David McCullough , The Pllth BeTwun th e Seas; The Creation of the
Panama Canal, 1870-1 9/ 4 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1977 }, p.
557.

5. See Michael Coniff's Black Lab er on A W hite Canal; Panama, 1904-­
1981 Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1.985). This sober study
describes the white fracrion of the Canal Zone by 1914 as: "a dose­
knit, defensive, inbred, status-conscious, white supremacist society" that
scrambled to ensure even mor e stringent apartheid-type controls once
the canal had been completed (p. 51). In his introduction the author
states; "Gold-silver segregation, ration alized as local custom, accom­
plished the isolation of whites from blacks the Americans apparently
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desired. The southerners among the canal mangers helped mold the
system into a replica of Jim Crow. Northerners, as one observer noted,
readily learned to hate blacks. A high level of racial antagonism prevailed,
exac erbated by the hardships of the construction camp setting. Whites
treated blacks harshly, and white children learned to bully black children.
Disparities in living conditions convinced the next generation of whites
that they were superior TO blacks. Only then-in the 1930s-did whites
display the benevolent paternalism toward blacks with which white
southerners justified their superior status. The fact that the silver workers
were not u.s. citizens, however, kept Zonian paternalism un a formal
level. As the descendants of West Indians [who had formed the bulk of
the manual labor on the canal ] became integrated into Panamanian
society, formality between the races stiffened and benevolence waned.
The simple racial model of the early gold-silver system became obsolete"
(p.8)-which is not to say, however, that racism itself became obsolete.
Far from it. "Even in the 1970s," Coniff continues, "racism remained
the must glaring sin of canal life. Management had done much to break
down segregation, yet to outsiders the Zone looked like the Old South
resurrected" (p. 157).

6. Frederic J. Haskin, The Panama Canal (New York: Doubleday, 191.1),
p. 155 , with all chapters pertaining to the cnnsrrucnon of the canal read
and approved by Colonel George Coerhals. The Canal was completed in
1914.

7. In the last years of canal construction the full work force was ahout
45,000 to 50,000. There were some 6000 white Nurth Americans, of
whom roughly 2500 were women and children. In 1913 there were
5362 gold-roll employees, with an average pay of 150 dollars a month
(McCullough, Path Between the Seas, p. 559).

8. Ibid., p. 576.

9. Haskin, The Panama Canal, pp. 159-60.

10. Ibid., p. 160.

11. Quoted in McCullough, Path Between the Seas, p. 575.

12. Ibid., p. 575.

13. Not the digging of ditches bur employment in Zone cafeterias from an
early date in the life of the Canal appears TO have been an important
source of income for Curia men. u.s. Consular officials played a pivotal
role in securing and overseeing their collective labor contracts with wrpo·
rations such as United Fruit. (See P. Bourgeois, "Conjugated Oppression:
Class and Ethnicity Amung Guyami and Kuna Banana Workers, ~ Ameri­
can Ethnologist 15 (1988) , 328--48) and it would seem that the Cuna
provided a sort of uropic drearnscape and amateur ethnographic labora­
tory for certain Zone officials and theirwives-as it has done for countless
North Americans since the Canal was dug.
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and Ethnological Sun1eyofthe Cuna Indians, Comparative Ethnographi­
cal Studies 10 (G6teborg: 1938), p. 5.

15. Chapin, p. 122.

16. Nordenskiold and Perez, p. 4.

17. The contemporary Cuna rendering of these marriages between
Frenchmen and Cuna women is less happy. "Th e History of the Cuna
Indians from the Great Hood Up to Our Time," by the great seer, the
nclc of Kantule, transcribed from the Cuna by his secretaries and brought
to Coteborg hy Ruben Perez, makes it clear that the Cuna chiefs ex­
changed women for political advantage. Then the French tried to change
the women's mode of dress, build prisons and a dance hall, and hence
had to be killed. This account folds eighteenth-century Frenchmen into
early twentieth-century Panamanians. Here is the passage relating to
marriage: "The Spaniards sought out and worked the gold mines. Then
a civil war broke out among the Indians. At Icocn lived Dada Fransoa
with his little son Miguana and on the other side lived Dada Tugueuarpo­
guat and his sons Machi-Cala and Uanu. A Frenchman came and built
his house near the Indians. Dada Fransoa gave his daughter to the french­
man in order that he should marry her. Dada Fransoa and Tugueuarpo­
guar now became powerful men because they wert" chieftans TO these
Frenchmen" (ibid., p. 197).

is. Ibid., p. 34.
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21. Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. J.W.
Swain (London: Allen and Unwin, 1915), pp. 455-56.
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23. R.O. Marsh, White Indians of Darien (New York: Putnam's, 1934), p.
66. Subsequent references to this work appear in the text in parentheses.

24. Lionel Wafer, A New Voyage and Description of the Isthmus ofAmerica
ed. G.P. Winship (New York: Burt Franklin, 1970; rpt. from the original
edition of 1699), p. 338.

25. Ibid., p. 337.

26. Ibid., pp. 137-38.

27. Not 370 bur "nearly a hundred men and officers" according to David
McCullough, The Path Between the Seas, p. 20, including a photogra­
pher, Timothy H. O'Sullivan, who had been Mathew Brady's assistant
during the U.S. Civil War.
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Chapter 12

1. R.O. M arsh, W hite Indians of Darien (New York: Putn am's, 1934), p .
136. Subsequent references to this work appear in the text in parentheses.

2. As it worked out , rhe white Indians were taken to Washington , declared
to be albino, then not albino , then "'imperfcct" or "'pa rti 3. lIy~ albino. At
pains in his ll'hik fndidns of Darien to distinguish his white Indians
from elbenoes, Marsh stumbled mm a myster y as much biological as
mythological, where science icseli was prey to all manner of racist fantasy
and colorful metaphor. T his becomes clear upon consid eration of the key
terms "panial" or "imperfect" albino which, in the hands of atleast one
expert geneticist, came to designate the whirr Indian. Writ ing in the
Am""an Journal ofPhysical Anth ropology in 1926, the noted (eugeni­
cist) genencisr R.C. Harri s, from the nation 's foremost genetics labora­
rory in Cold Springs Harbor, Long Island, who a..::comp3med Marsh all.
his second expedmon in the rebellion of 1925, stJtoo: "The White Indians
obvio usly express a fo rm of albinism which ha s, been terme d Imperfect
or part ial albinism by Geo ffroy Saint Hilaire, Pearson and others. These
terms signify that either the skin, hair, or eyes, any two o r all rhree may
fail to express the full albinotic condrrion, but that one or mote are,
partially at least, relatively ieee from pigment " (34) .

J . Noon an M acpherson Chapin, "Curi ng Among the San Bias Kuna ol
Panama," unpublisbed Ph.D. dissertation [Tucson: Univen iry o f Ari­
zona, 1983J, p. 28. n . 8.

4. Erland Nordenskiold and Ruben Peree. ed. Ht::n ry Wassen, All Historical
and flhno/ogicaJSull'ry of the Cun.zlndi.2ns, Compararive Ethnographi­
cal Studies 10 (GOteborg: 1938), p. 291.

5. Joel Sherrer, Kuna Ways of Speaking: An Elhnogr<Jpbic Pn spective
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1983). fim page of preface.

6. In New Guinea great valleys, sometimes gold-bearin g, were "discovered"
in Just this way about the same time: and with the same judicious and
sel f-congratulatory blend of front iersman's savvy and white man 's sci­
ence. Sec: Micha el Leahy and M. Crain . The Land That Time Forgot
(New York: Punk and Wagnalls, 1937), and Edward Schieffe: lin and
Rot-err Crittenden, Like People You See 1n A Dream: First Col/tact in
Six Papuan Societies (Stanford: University of Stanford Press, 1991),

7. Howe (19ll6) states that this document of 25 pag es was handwritten in
English, "supposedly transcribed and translated by Marsh, but very
obviously compose d by him."

8. Ann Parker and Avon Neal, Molas: Folk Art of the Cuna Indians (Barre,
Mass: Barre Publishing, 1977), p. 57.

9. Armando Reclus, Exp loraciones a los istmos de Panama y D<Jril n en
1876, J877, Y 1878 (Ciudad de Panama: Publicaciones de la revisra
"Lot eria" 1, 1958 ), p. 149. Reclus was all. engineer and a leader of two
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survey-expeditions to determine and map a French route for a canal
across the: Isthmus, and later became a key figure, the gene ral agent , in
the French attempt to build a cana l beginning in Hillt. The surveys
appear to have been casual and u n~k i\[ fu l (see David Mc<..:ullough, The
Path Between the Seas: The Crealjo~ of the Panama Canal, 1870--1914
(New Yo rk. Simon and Schuster, 1977i, pp . 62-63, 65,131 ).
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1876, 1877, ) J878 (Ciodad de Panama: Pubhcaciones de la rt'vista
" Loterta," I , 1958), p. 20. Lieutenant Reclus' lob was 10 jrwesngare in
1876 the prospects for a cana l across the Darien, a task that took him a
mere: eighteen days. In 1881 when the Compagnie Universelle du Canal
began work in earnest, Redus was the company's general agent ; sec
McCullough, The Path Betwthl the Seas: The Creation of the Panama
Canal (New York : Simon and Schuster, 1977), pp . 62--63, 131. The
death rate fmm ye:llClw fever and malaria was ap alling, affect ing managers
and laborers alike. Worle:rs wert l:lti'ttl y recruite d from the West Indian
islands. In the eight years from 111 11 1, 19,000 laborers died, according to

official statistics, 100,000 according to unoffi...nal nnes: see Lancdnt S.
lewis The West Jndw~ in Polnama: Bl.zelt Labor in Panama, 1N50-1914
(U'ashington; UniverSity PreSS of Amrrica, 1980), pp. 23- 24.

2. Kathlttn Ramoli, Balboa of D.:triin: Dn caoerer of the Pacrfic (Garden
City, N. Y.: Doub leday, 1';153 ), p. 107. Bur because she is writing of
people called "Cuevans," whom she insiu s are to beclecelydisnngmshed,
th rough the mists of time and innumerable migrations, from Pfflple calletl
CUD;t, we have to be cautious Ifl adding these portraits of lusty Isthmian
women co a colonial genealogy o f Cuna women.

3. Ibid., p. 1.

4. Orlando W. Robert s, Narrative of Voyages and Excu rsions on the East
Coast and in the Interior of Central Amenca ... (Gainesville: University
of Florida , 1953 ), p. 43 .

5. Ibid ., pp. 43-44.

6. lhid., pp. 44.

7. Dina Sherzer and Joel Sherzer, " Mormaknamaloe: The Cuna Mola," in
P. Young and]. Howe, eds. Ritlfaland Symbol in Native Central America
(Eugene: University of Oregon Anthropological Papers 9, 1976) , p. 31.
See also on this point Stout, San Bias Acculturation: An lntroduction
(New York : Viking Fund Publicat ions in Anthropology 9, 1947).

8. Sherrer and Sherzer, "Mormaknamaloe . . . ," p . 31.

9. Joel Sherzer, Kun<1 W ays Clf Speaking: An Ethnographic Perspective.
(Austin : ljniversiry of Texas Press, 1983), p. 73.
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10. Sherzer and Sherzer, "Mormaknamaloe . . . ." p. 31.

11. j am es H owe, The Kuna Gathe ring: u mteml' 0rary Village P,,!iti,s in
I'anama (Austin: University o f Texas Press, 1986), p. 37.

12. Sbcrzer, Kunil Wa ys o f Speak ing, pp . 75-76.

13. Ibid ., p. 73.

14. Since the 1930$ the U.S. Consulate in Panama has hold exreneve ex pen­
ence in facilitat ing CUDa migrant lahul' in the Can al Zone and with
the U.S. militar y. Sec Bourgeuis, "Co njugated Oppression: Cia» and
Ethniciry .:tmongGuyami and Kuna Bana na Work en," Ama i' fln Fihnol­
ogist, 15 (1988), 318-4!L

15. Ann Parker and Avon Neal, Mow ; Folk Art ofth t> Cunol lndi.:ms Bar re,
Ma" : Bane Puhl ishing, 1977), p. 171.

16. Th e denia l o f power to th e European out er form or apperence of th e
figcnne, in place of the spiri t-power of the inner substance, the woo d,
Ilts perfectly with Cuna "cthnoccntrism" and all th.u is implied by th is
euphernisrn. For while that crhnocenrrism is itself based on the power of
the white wor ld as mirror, such dependence has to be rffaccd. Hence the
(un urnpo rtance-c-the need-s-of me outer fonn so as to up hold the inn er
subs ta nce.

17. Erland Nordenl>kiuld anJ Ruben per~l.., ed . H m ryWJ. ~ ..en, :t n HistONu f
andEthnolugic.JlSun.'C)' of th.. Gma Indians,u lmp.arari",eErhnograph l'
cal Studies, 10 (GOtebu~ 19.18), p. 448.

18. Ihid , p. 449.

19. N ils M. Holmer and S. Henry W.as~n, "'Nia 1Lr.a1a: u nto magico para
curar la locura. Etnofogiskn- Stud;er 2.1 (G'-" eburg.. 1951:1). Unders tand­
ab ly this unusualtechnique, which the auth ors practi ced with regard to
several key Cuna texts, has been criticized becau se, as wuh the baron,
rhere seems to have been too littl e actual fieldwork and wha t there
was done has been judged 3S falling short of con temporary, sciennfic,
sta ndards. Yet science can be pr acticed in more than one way• and there
is much to be said in favor of th ese earlie r techn iques. Wh.1[ i~ mo re, I
kno w nf only one oth er pub lished rendition of rhe N ia·lk.,lla, th;tt pub­
lished byCa rlo Severi, ~ L.H Pueblos del camin o de la locura," Amerindia
8 (1983), pp . 129-80. It seems to me tha t it hu dly bear s compa rison, let
alone provides replicab le criteria for faithful transcription an d tr nnslanon
because it is so obviously a different song in man y ways, albeit on e with
rhe same genera l aim of dealing with a Nia-induced illness.

Amo ng the many differences between Seven's and the Swrdes' chant,
Severi ' ~ version cont ains no section or passage in whi ch the ch"nter
readies hb wooden figurines, which is what concerns me in my an alysis.
On th e issue of methodology, which cenainly must incl ude th e writ ing
as well as the carrymg-out of ethno/graphy , it sho uld be not ed that of all
the l'thnographic publications on th e Cuna th at 1 have seen, th at of
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N or denskiold and r h o . (BU R) comes closest to overcomin g the objec ­
tions to ethnog ra phy made by George Ma rcus an d D. Cushman (1982,
"Ethnographi es As Texts," AmruJ'1 Rl'!iiew of Anthropology, t 1 (1982),
pro 25-69 . This is pdCciculJ rly nota ble ....-hen that early work is compared
with the most recent and :'llp hi~tkalcd book-length works on the Cuna
which, unlike the 1938 NorJenskioldIPhrzI\Vassin text, do t tl sto ve to

create rm aliz ing and coherent accounts, immune 10 au to -critique; (2)
use the third-person narranve voice as a cultural pOlp to provide the
appearance of science. (.J) keep mdrvidoals as nameless, characredess
t~ <;en inll as ulusrr.uion s of "the gelleral" ; (4) refer th e co ntext o f
invClorig.1rion TO a preface or .111 J.fterwo rd; (5) erase the eccemri c or
idiosyncrs uc : and (6) m e jargon. I believe th at Norden,k illl d'~ and Perez'
text, l>y contrast, does well on rhcsc criteria. and I suspect it would he
th e not ion II' eth nogJ3phic realism closest to me Cnn a ideal.

It is also pertinent to note th at as early as 1930, Norden skiold was
pu blishing Cuna texts prepared b)· Cunas under their own names in du,
Ccr cborg Eth nograph ic M useu m's regular publication s. Th is "b>iving
voice" has no t,...o far as I kno w, been replu-ted by any U.S . or Europe an
an thr opologist . Wh3t " voice" has been given is the stand ard mu seum­
piece and easily objectified "chant.~

20. Guillermo H ayans com ments, " Now co mes the soul of the figurines."
Sec H m ry \'t'assen, " Nt>W Cuna Indian Myths According to Gui llermo
H ayan s, " t.t no fogiska StuJkr 20 (Gdreborg: Ethnogra fi ~ka M useum,
1992 ), 8 5"- 106.

21. Wh3tevcr errors and mrsundersrandings ma y exist in the text of Holmer
and Wa~n, it S("('m' iusnfiablc 10 cite it a' further evidence of the
conside rable importance an ached ro Western male dress , especia lly since
th is i'i nor o nly reinforced by the ea rlier text from Nordenskiold and
Perez concrm ing the chant for the soul of the dead man, hut resonates
with ind icaunns from many qu arters. Of cou rse wha t this particular
song-text achie ves, wirh or without th e blatant phallicism prece ding it,
is a sort of capston e effect that would seem tn sum up and condense th e
meaning of male garb as the magical power of mimesis involved in
imitating the (outer form el f the) white man .
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4. James Howe, " An Ideological Triangle: The Struggle Over San BIas
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5. Erland Nord enskiold and Ruben Perez, ed. Henry Wassen, An Historical
Q'Id f. thnologica/ Survey of the Cuna Indians , Comparative Etbnographl­
cal Smdie s 10 (Goteburg, 1938 ). p. 221.

6. Ales Hrdlicka . "The Indians of Panam a: Their Physic.11 Relation 10 th e
M ayas." American 100mlal of PJrysiall Anthropology 9:1 (1926). p. I.

7. Fra nces Hubbard Flaherty, The Odyssey of a Film-Maker: Roben Fla·
hury's Story (Putney, v erm ont: Threshold Books, 1984 ). p. 58. " Partici­
pation mystiq ue" in this passage refers to Iho: ofren -conrennous theories
of Lucien Levy-Bruhl concem iog "primitive" epistemologies vis a vis
Enligh tenment models.

8. Flahert y. Th e O dyssey of 3 Film-Maker. p . 18.

9. Bob Connolly and Robin Anderson, First Cont.lll New York: Viking,
1987). p . 164 . Th ey arc quoting Mich3d Leahy and Maurice Cra in. The
Lan d that Time Forgot [New York and London: Funk and WagnaUe,
1937).

10. Cellat. "T he Fabulous Phonograph. p. 25.

11. Ibid., p . 27

12, lbid., p. 102 . Th ere wa.~ a newsreelphotographer frnm Patbeo n Manh's
firse expedit ion ; see James Howe. "N ative Rebellion and U.S. lnterven­
lion in Central America: Th e Implications of the Cuna Case for ebe
Miskito," Cu lturoJ. l Survival Qum erly 10 :1 (191\6), pp. 59-65.

13. Gelln , Tbe f oJ.bu}ous PhonogTaph. p. 22.

Chapter IS

I. Ann Parker and Avon Neal. MoIas: Folk Art of the Cuna Indi.Jns Barre.
Mass: Barre Pubhshing, J9 n ) sta te that a... a mola design this began in
th~ 19305and was most widdy copied in the 1950s (p. 24 1). Fo r popular­
ity. they say, it has enjoyed one of the longest run s of any mola.

2. O liver Read and M .l. Wdch. From Tin Foil to Stereo: ElIOlutioH of the
Phonogr<Jph (Indianapolis: Bobbs Merrill, 1976), p. 134.

3. Compare with B. Malinowski of Trobriand ethnograph y fame, who
cons idered advertising, in his Coral Gardens and Their MoJ.gic (ve l. 2,
pp. 236- 37 , first pu blished 1934, rpr. Bloomingto n: Indi ana llniv. Press,
1965 ). to be the richest field of modern verbal magic. He argued that
adver tising is similar, if no t in many ways identical, to much of the love,
beauty, and garde ning magic of the Trobriand Islands. He also ur ged
considerat ion of mod ern political oratory as a magical art , In stressing
the:pa ra llel betwee n Trobriand magic and modern European advertising
and political oratory, he overlooked, however, th e singular importance in
the: West of the mythology of science and of Enlightenment, a myrhology
which casts a very different light on the culture of magic and hence irs
funct ion s, capacit ies, and power in advertising, politics, and so fonh.
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Benjamin's notion of "the fiery pool " reflecting the language of the
advertisement in th e asp halt mak es just This point. It's not a question of
the universals of rhetcnc, as Malinowski would have it, but of th e rebirth
of mythic force in and by mod ernity creating fire, with neon and poo ls
on urban asph alr.

4. Walter Iknlamin, "One.Way SUCCi," in Reflection s (New York : Har­
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8. Alex.tnde r Buchner. Mechan;ad MusicJl Instruments ; trans. I. Urwin .
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Editor, " in Nonurt', 23 (Nov. 25, 1880/. p. 76. and Berthold Laufer.
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10. I have como: across discus sion about the annquiry, use, and significa nce
of thumb. finger, and hand prims in j ap an and China in connection with
this mid-nineteent h century British Imperial discovery. Yusuke Miya.
mota , a modem j ap anese" autho r an d an engi neer by tr aining, ha5devised
a sL;enrific system with which fingerprints tell char acter and fortune. " We
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deta il." Fingerprints. he goes on 10 say. "are ihe pure and insta med truth
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11. Parker and Neal. Mo/as. p. 241.
12. W. Benjam in, ..Doctrine of the Similar," trans. K. Tarnowski, in N ew

German Critique 17 (Spring, 1979). pp . 65-69 ; p. 66. Composed in
Berlin, early 1933).

13. Parker and Neal, Mo/as, p. 14. "We 500n concluded," write th ese au­
thors, "that molas were among the most excit ing and important art form s
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14. Ibid., p. 21 9.

15. Ibid ., p. 43.
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17. Ibid., p . 2 19.
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article.. conce rned with Ibo M bari ritu al as art in Afric.m Am . 1.969.

4. Cf. Henri Jun od on wa r in vel. 1, p. 473, Ufl' uf a Suuth Afncan T rine
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the Songhay of Niger (Chicago: University of Chicago Pres..,1989), p.
15 2.

6. f inn Fugclstad , ~I.~ Hauka," G1hj~s D'ElutUs Alr;~a;"es, 5H (197.S).
pp. 203-16. Quoted in " Horrific Coml"Jy: Cultu ral Rcsi..ranee and the
Hau ka Movement in Niger," Pau l Sto ller, Ethos 12:2 (1984), pp. 16 .S-
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3~ mi"l e~i~ , 19-20
Otnering; Caillois, Benjamin, ,U- 35
~padng out, 38
)lor1 rtll in~ 40--4 1
~pi ri, misehid and tunsfo, mallon.

42-43
a' ~ially consnrucv e f"'fee, CUlIa.

129-4]
<iL~ racism, 144-61
st l{ll.lhry of, 148- 61
U t also BQrd~s, First Conl.la,

Mi", ..., ic f ilculty, W·hil.. I" dians
Americ an Museum "I Natural Hist o ry,

163
Ancic>l t Mllriner (Coleridge), 41
Appeara nce (po wer of) , 133, 1.1 9, 176,

18] ,191 , lSI . See als' ) .~p im, Im<lgt
AnthrUI'"I"gi c.allnterprctarion. 7- 8, 16,

216-.17, lS 2
Anti·Semltism, (,1.-68

Apr oli'l.1ire, Gl1ilbume (and surrea.!
.nmo~phcrcl, 135. SN' also MoLu

An-tollc', pleasure. 226. See also
l.-gh,"

Arm)', W , 6 1- 3
Artau d, Anrouin , 80
Aura (Benjamin's concept) , 24, 1R2,

199, 2.IR, 146, 165n9
Automat>! (muncalmachmes), 21.3- 15,

See ,JIm ,l,fim rti c fa culty

Kal-l...arJ Sloping Supply Curve 01
L1hor . 146. Su illiI' Hlaclts

lber, Professor in Smith~oni a n, ISll,
1 ~1 , J" 9

lIaltr, joiephine, 68
Balzac, Holtore de, and photo~rar r. y, 11
B.u aillt , GeorgtS, H , 115, 92, IO~

Benjamin, Walter,
Ur hlSlory and perrificanou, 1
pnmllivism. 20, 70--2
modamf}',2t)
commodity feli,h ism, n
optical un cllnsciolls, 13
On~ Way Street, 37-38
"Th.,.se, on the Philosophy 01
Hi~rory, ' J ~

J,u nn GCOtKt Frazer, S8
animi\m,97
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Na,,"uk of the North , 200
pr;millVI\m III the: ph,mo!i;r.lph.

210- 11
"the recently outdated,", 231- .15
for ~ pa st to be fO\l~·h,.,J by Iht

presene, 251
Sinh. 111-12. see ,Jiso MothfT, U:' om h

Blac-kbum . Julia , 1 37
BI~d,s

as ,y ml:>o ll of P'IO~ l'Ia, 139. 140
as cont rasted agamvt India n and

civi!i/.a fion,142
degree zero, 1H
CUn.1 ha tred of, 1 4 4-4~

in mlN tl.lm On 01 P~n,1m~ CJonal,

14~-48

wmb ol of what's wrong wirh
modern capitalism, 1';7-62

seen by M arsh a' thr eat to CUIl 'l

wo men , 173
alleged 1l'>C o r phonograph ro abuse

Cuna ....omen, 1~Ii

", hile ~uprnnacism "n Pal1aJll.1
Canal , !7ln5

a~ evil )r irit!> o f Cun a (pu"i"" >!"),
15 l1n7

Boliva r, Simon, I IlO, HI I (port n it)
Borders, 149_ 51,249, 251
Bo ll rgCDi~. Phillip (anth ropologist),

270nl , 272n l ~

Bcergecwie, ~5 , 96
BfMI, Bertolt, lli5n':l

Breton, ""du, 19
BriJ gc:s, E. Lucas, S4- Il~

Buck-Mm ss, Susan, Z, 10
Burnin g,

of idolil, 17-18
of rrade catalogue pictures, 1 .~4- .1 5 ,

227
and learning a foreiGli langu~~ , 135
and Wtsle:m g:I1<.' Oil Cuna ....'Omen,

135

Catllois, Roger, 33, 34, 43, 45, 66 , 19 1,
246

Ca mera , 20, 24, 27, n . 1'Jll-10H. S('('
../so Aura, Phol ograph. PIry~j.,g,,01"I)'

Ca nn ;U\i lism, 65
Ca p.ta lisnl, 11 . 97-Q'J , t i6. ,~t'4" ..h o

C-omm<>dili~s. CommoJdy F..tishu",.
G'(I, .\ t.m;. 5uga' 1'II1>1MliO"s, T ,,,d,

C.;Iral»li, Rej,n;,l , 54
C u da l.. dt' S,·hn mpU, M arianne

1 .1 nrhror"l <lgl~ t) , 26~n ':l

Carnival, 68
Ca eca Valley••~'m~.ath e!ic magic, B - .H
Clur in, Norm an "" a'llher,, "'.

lamhropolngisl)
Kuna s oul, 101~1

levels u( (osm".., IOJ
, hauh , 106- 01l
chants a~ rheatcr, , I II
Origin His tories, 112- 116
co smolo logv, 117
Creat Mothe r, ~Iuu , 120- .!l
u bt.""" . \11 s...... and hirm, 121
dr eJom l.. 11"-27
.\nak",bilt , 1,\ 1

Chapman, Aline ( anroropolu~\T), "'5,
16_~ n J , 265 nll

Chora [julia Kristeva), 35- .'1 6
Colt', Herberr, 1.18- 39
C.o1611 [Pauamal, UUl
C.omm, ..:LIll')

III Cuna henc:n, 132
,m d Cu,,~ sllakd ' ;le , 114
image 0 (, 134
burning image of, U S
in Cally 19t h c. Curi a trade, 116_ 37
in Mola designs 227- 1.)
.L\ juucnon of na ture and his tor y,

13 1- .ll
as m..- ~1J[!.ln ji: of second nature.

B2-U
" t't' a /S41 Gift . T,~(

Curr-omodlt), fcttilhi. m, 2:2- 2.1, 37, 9!'.­
':19 , 229- H :)u also Mo la, Optical
Uncon" io..;; , l'm fanr llil/mi na/inn .

U .mmuni,1 M anifesto , and embodied
ima~, 5 11

Cun .;TCTe !;n\ranriation). 1. 16. J f.--37.
44-46. Sec ..Is" AJorJIo . Hrgd

Conno Uy, Ro ben , and Rohi n Ande~11
(filmmakers), a",1 fi,s' C:o,,' aO. 206­
1)7

Lonsrruction ( a ~ opposed 10

E.\wntialisml, ~i i-xv. w il. 70-71.
2H

Co ntact, U - SS . .I;u O p"ie..l
V"",muKA.s, r h)'sing"o>n)I, T.u riLry,
.'SympalhdU M.lgi '

t ;" ok, Cap r,lill J am e'S, 74, 16j n 1
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Q'r )l n!i;
.I(Ifi-ts the o ril'in al, " iiI, 47- 48 , S'J.

150
Curia figurines. 1-2
lk<.:" ~ ,, comp are d ....ith magic al

medicme, 11-11
as ~ iIDr..d .e.:r j dcogu ln ~ (Mall"'''

and Hubert), 17
and co rltJ"l , 21, 24 , 57
u plica llaallily, 35
unlimi ted doublin g, 42
and Realism, 51
copy that i. not a u'Ph 52. 11S- 16
in yaKe ..i. ion ), il l---fa
Darwi n' v an imal sound s, XI)
spirit doubllll';:, 110-1J
contm l ~'«SU ~ milinit, 1ll~-09

In au 01 demun \tranon. lOb
in trans tormanon, 1Z&-28
See also Contact , Frazer, Ima/:c,

Sp irit. Sympathetic ,\fagie
Cos mic Leve ls, 117-1 11
Cueu India ns, Ji \linCI fn lln rot' Cuna,

2i.i nl
c..:ushmao. U, 2i ";n 19

DAJ~ , 25, 280
DAmpier, Wi lli.1m (pirate). LiS
Danle, 39
Dar win, Ch arles. 73- 99
Dt'.:oys, 11-12
Dc rrida , JaUJ.Ucs, ~n.c Do uble~SIOO .·

2to~n 1 7

DeS<TIption, .IS magjGll lllim~is, J6,
105- 111

Devil, 64, 189- 192. Sec Black;. Nia,
[', ,,is

Di'llc:o.l ical llllaKe, 23, 7'J, 2it , 253. Se~

lkn;mmn. /'r uf.." , I1u.m ,nalion
DiH Granados. " lfo ruiO [Cuna sage),

mu,trati ol1 o( a Kalu. 119, 26~n':l

Douglas , M ary (anthropoItlgi<ot), 161n8
Double, 100, s,,~ Cop ying, Soul, St,wil
Dreams, 65, 117 , 13O-.H , 135. 156
Durkheim, Emile, 83-~ .S . 150 , 268n6

f.Ji",m, Thornu . phonograph 2011, 2 11
(illu i r .)

Et~",~Ie:in, Serge:i \Sovicr Iilrnm.1 ker J•
2&-19

Elepb anrs, io Cuna ~pln t wtl, lds. 11lj,
Z611nX

Elliot Joyce, L E., inrrcducnon to
Wafer, 137, 26 'in6

Eliade, Mir cca, conrra snog ,h 3ma nism
:md pos~~i"n, 26.\022

lrnb«a lndian~, 14- 16, 7 1
Emh odjm enr , II. $tr Conant
Enf'ghullInenr , II. to, I ~ , 45-46
£ ,,"y, to3
fp iph~ny, 16Cl-6 1
Episte mic transgression, Bataille and

Bc:nla'l1in,3 1- 3!
Em nogra phic Cunos, Cunas a. , 167
Ethnography ul Cuna, x, 168. 25 1,

269n12 , 176n19
European Clutlt ins, l ll ~-92

Europ ean Ext..rio r. J, 1 ~&-91. H I. Se"
App e"rarru . Figurirr r. N.,, /JU

h ans·PriKhard, E. E. (ant hropo logist) ,
48, 264n 3

Face, Ill . ,"uM.l$i
ras..:ism, 611
F:L..taon. 37. 1.32-33. .w -Rn..,ltly
Outdaud~

FetishIsm, 1Rl. $r, Cu mmodit),
f eti$hism

Figueroa, l'o:Jro loso: (Colo mbia"
pamter], 177, U l

Figurine~, 5 1-51 , 102. St't' N ucblls
FIlm, d1Jon{) as, tHt. Su C """",ol .

I'noruXf<lphy, f b)-siogftomy, Optlcal
V'l( urru;ous

Titzcarruldo (film). 10:l-04
Fingerprint, 11 , and sorcery 220-23 . See

His M ol. la'. \loire Dog, !)rate
Firesl une:, Ha rvey (lire tycoon). 140
Flrewo rkc, 164, 193, 194
Firsr CIJlIU et, 72- 11 1, 20 1, ZUfi-07. Zol li,

1.50,26302. S« C.on"all y. CJ...ru:.....

u <lhy•.'iecund Cn",..fI
Fitz Kur t Captain (of Tbe il" <lglt'), 73­

99, 206,236, 2.1' 2
Ha ht'"Y. Franc es Mid Rohert

(nhnrnake"'l, 200-0 3
Fla~ ({OI Mmil.lriry)• .~':'-40, 71, 161,

'"Flu lll.1 rkc:r, Thi rd 'J;'o rld as, 2H
Ford , Heor y (a llto Illagn31e), 140, 172
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Footpr int, 53, 220. Set Fingerprint,
Sorury

Fourth Wor!dt rs, 142
Frazer, James, Ge<.>t~e , 17, 21, 47-~'i 8 .

59 . 6~ , 69 . 72. 85. 103, 105, I B ,
and Wallet tkn jamin, 58. Mt
S)imNt~/I' Mdgic

Freud, Sigmund
death in~rinct, 45
the ccmlc and ideation al n nmencs,..
te eem and taboo, 51- H , 26 20 15
the uncanny, 122, 121, 125, 172,

174, 26~n 16
..ate n m...moM , 21>8nl0

flltllriotm, 80

Galle. PhIlippe !engra\ n), 1 7~

Gall... . Th eodore (engraver). 17"1
Galron. SIr l'une... ~ ( FR~),. and

Eng"' rrri ll~, 220-11
GatbWlll> (Cu nal, 1 8 4-- ~ 5

Genlpol l'lan t, 111- 14
Geno cide. and muneas, 67
G.ft. 90-99. 153. Sn Commoduy
Goell1J1I, Colond GcorKe (Ch id

Enginter. Panarn.\ CoIo.tI), 147, 271 n6
Gold",H BOJlgb, Tbe, 21, 53
Groln<I-Rnman lo ve m.tglc, 54
Gro-c, George. 69
G~mI1.f. no
Gu~indt , Martm (anthropologist), 84­

R7,91
Gllyami Indians of Panama, 270n l
Gyp <its. 68, 21 ~

Habil as knowledge, 25- 26
Haddon. A. C. (anrhrcpolcgivt), audio­

recording tlI Torres Straits [illust.},
215

H.lin (Selk'nam mina tic n rite), 84-86.
Ste al50 GU5illde, Sd k. ·nlJ m

Hand. 36. S,.e IJlso TlJct,i1ty
Hansen, Myriam (film cnncl, 37,]9
Hsskin, Frederic J.• 146---48
H~uka >pirits, 240-43, 253 . See also

Rouch
Hayans, Guillermo, 189
H~all~n, 13 1- 32. 235
Hegel, 36. " ....."5

Herrera, l .eouur (rthn"logi~t ) . 26809
Herzog. Werner (f il mmaker}, and

htzcarraldo, 203_04
Him, Yrjo, 51, 57
His Master's Voice log,.

and Cuna mow , 2 12- 1" , 224
(diu.....). 214-235

aed liJd ity. 2 U - 16
and au rornara, 213- 111
aod fingr rpri nnng. 220-23
{"Opul,u iry am ong m e e llila. 17Kn 1

His fo.1..a-\ter·s VOIce u lkmKdo,., 1 12,
224-126

Holmer, Nils (aDlhropo l,.[o;isl), 2. 172,
189- 92 . &t eiso Was_

Horkheimer, Ma , 45- 47, 59. bf>.-6R,

87 . S" illso AdolOlo
Howe. Jamn ( ,uJ[h ropol"gi~ I ). U 7, 149.

271n11 . 271n16. 27 1 n .~

Hubert, Henri (anthrnp"'op u ], 2 S8n14.
S.u Mm~

H ugu eno ts jl'rt:1'1...-+.I, 1 'II
Hurston, "..au Ne3- I... . 611
Hybml!ty.1 43

lbc Mbati shrine. 237_3 9
In..ge

em'-'oJim...nt, 8-10
adverti sing im3- ge, 23
and co nran , 57
non-vi>llil , 57_58
phy~iognomics of. 58
equa'~ spirit, 102, 176
Jt't <llso C.f)pymg, Dwlr,:ticdI Imag....

HlJ M,w t'r's Voi r ... Log<>. Opti.,d
U.,Ol»U iokS. Sympalhelic Molgic

Impure $,a( feJ . !.SO
lndianness, Ll 9. 14 .1. 1S7. 270111.!iet

also White Indian
lngano Indian /lru jo, D. 61

Jews. 66- 68

Kabuki Theater. 29
Kafka. Franz, xiv, xvii, 2.H - H
KIJJu (Cuna spirit fortre~s ) , 118-120,

267n7
Kane. Stephanie (anthropologist), 14-17
Ke,sler. Count Harry, 69

Kluge, Alexander (!ilmrnalr. ...n, 26bn12
Kr><::h . Gertrude (film crinc), 3j • .~6

Labor Ji~cipl ;" c , 156, 159. 16 1
I.acis. Asja (1I1~ J!..r J ,reC1"<>rl, 37-.1 11
I.am~k., Michael (anrbropolos ist), l IS
Langdon, Jean (ar uhropologist j, 10.1- 04,

117
Lascaux Cave Painti ng~ 85
Laughler,

revolenona ry pctennal, 23
and unage sphtre, 2~

with violenc...of J emasking, 85
wirh Cuna rurinlt chana, 108-09
ar rtllc.:rion of the \l"~I, 226
B.1laiUe. 22(,
wnh mimetic surp lus, 226
!Irn jaJnln's !lash 01 ~milamy . :!l 6
at Ln 11liI ir rt!s fOlU. 242
at TrotwJ.:mJ Crider, 244

Luhy. Mid,-, 77- 7 11
Leskov, Nicolai. 41
us f"WitrN f.-.u5 (film). 241- 4 1. 253
Uvy -Bruhl. Luci ...n, myitic.al

pamdpation . 20 1--iJ2, 278n7
Levi-Strauss, Clac de (anrhror-ologh"t j.

no, 120-22, 172, 268n6
Lips, Julius, 2iOn1
Lord Jim, .1nd R. O. M.1rsh. lS I
Love magic, 54-55, 67. Su AJwrlisinll
l um,.en-r..fugees, 158. 160
Lynch, David (filmmak....), 27

Ma cAnhur. Cene ral Dougb~. 3< Cuna
figurme, 10, 5 1

Mailli ol [scu lptor), 69
Ma linowski, Bronislaw lanlhrnpo l<>jl; iSl).

67 . 91,267nll
Ma ps. 119-20
MArcus George (anthrupoloKist).

276n19
Marsh, R. 0 .• 09. 142. 149. 15 1-66.

172-75
Marx, Karl. 21-23. 39, 54. 58, 234- 35
Masks. 42-43 , 85- 86
Mauss Marcel (anthropologist), 17. 4H.

5 1-52, 55. 56. n. 92- 94 ,11 5.
258 n14, 26806

Mb3.ti shrine, 237 _39

Men's ceremonia l bouse (SeJk'namJ, 84_
11 6. Sft! G llsi" de, Ham, Chapman

Men's clorhes, 175. 111.1' - 92. See N ia
MemJuu. urlm ,Liberal politician.

I' ani ma). 151
M.'st lw. l.19, 149. 1 ~2

Munenc excess, 233 . 246 . 249, 25 2.
2B , 254- 55 , S(... M mI"tu Surf/Jus.
St« mJ NIJIllr...

Mnnet ic faculty
primitivism, :U V-- KV, xvii, 19---10,

72, 74- 75. 78-79
mw ermry. 20
film,20
~Ooctrinr of the SIJnlldr," olD
mironis of rmmesis, 63. 79-J1Q
mimC!i i~ and gencodal terror. 6.\,
~6-~ ~

remembra nce, 71
philowphy of history, 71
surpnM'. ~ 1
f.t(;ng, 81
cnm~t;tion. 79-~O

r;t\lal. ~3-~ 6

f<omile comf'<l rro with male, 86
organiu tiOTl of, 66-611, 86--8 8
gift. 9 1
~ y~IC'tl1~ of exchange, 93- 99
Karl M~rx . ~7_99

equa lity and d ud s, 96-99
property. ~6-97
¥l ui. 100-102
womb, 112- 13
Iuncn on of Cuna cur ing chants,

105- to
relanon to transgression and

healing, 126
relation to transgression and

metamorphosis. 126
white Indian s, 161
Cuna men's We~tern clothes, 191
"rebirth " with filming of

phonograph,20 1- 011
"shudder " (Adorno), 211
aurcmata, 213- 15
fingerpr int ing. 219-23
spirit possession. 241-43

Mimetic surplus, 207-011
Mimetic vertigo, 237
Mi" otOlure (Surrealist journal), 34
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Reichd-Do lmato t'f, Gerardo
(anthropologist), 13

Reverse Co nta<.t . .'lee Second <A-m/<1{/
Revolt, Cllna, .I, L5I
M.(,t- l:'rt~, O rlando (early L9th c. rra,k ri ,

I ln- 17, 1 ~2-lH

Roba rson, S." ith , W., 150
ROlllOh. Kathlee n this ro n a n], L80 112
Roosevelt, T1,.... ,oIurt' (U.S. president],

I l 'J, 14 .\

k, .u<.h, Jean (lilmmalr. ...rj, 14fH3, 15 1
Rubber company (Aran.. bmth"r.:, 59­

60,6)

S.:rnni violence. 32, 62. 85- 86
vacnfice.~ B..n 'l'lX
Sail :' 1, 7(,.-7'1. 1311. Set' fig" ,i., t'~.

, l< rI~

.~., Jl>l i$ /.as, 141
S~rlct doth, 9J-9'l
5.:horr, Naomi, 261lnIU
!>..'OUL,j, his/l l.1nJ " SO
Second {Rc,'cnICl C.on1a ~T, 247---4~ . 151
Se.'OmJ Natu r,-'• .'( ii i~ni ' , 23 2- 33, !SO,

2.H,Hl
Scutt, 114- I I h. .'I.e<> Or-igm H,s/lm O'"

/'ublic secret, U ,.Cdlll/)'

Selk'n am soci'·' y. 11 4----1I 7
Scmbcnc, O uJ;amane (tilmmako:r), .203­

.5
Seven, Carlo (amnrul'" I•.gi. t), 27(,'1I 'J
Sexuahry, 148- 15.2, 16 1- 1(,1..w..

R,Jebrn . Taboo
Sherrer, Dina, 111 4
Sherzer, l oci

chant doubling rhc worM, !n.S
on pracncc of quotat ion, 109-10
Ong in Histor ies, 1 J 4~1 5

adaptation without accullLl ratiOll,
132-33

snakebite. LlJ
Cuna interest in anthropology of

Curia, 171
female and malt clothing in Cuna

gathering, 184----85
Shock, 81
SilOna Indians

I{H---Q4, 127
Sinter, Cha rles {Cuna Indian infor manl

of Nor denskiold)

Pathe brothers, 209- 10
firsr J~m"mt"'ltll"" If! r be U.S., 2(1 \1
and national '~' lII b lll" l JU
comparison with uumenc skill

ob""'f\,,,J ll ~' Dar ..,in. 2 ' I
Ur-history oi, 212
5<'£Hi~ M.15trr 's \ 'o ia' 10K'-'

Ph otograph
a. !iOul, 102
as una ge, 134
'" an" l~r of colomal mim~i, and

alt nl)·, lll ~_ K!l

col.." 1 r hut ' >J\ra l.hr !phonogr"ph y.
)oj!i_Yc,

.\I arnc\\ BraJ~'~ a-.~i~l..I n( in l>A rit'n
in J 87 } , 17.~nl7

P.uh!' cameraman en M;lJ4 '~

expedinon, Z:-8rt12
Sa' C.UlI<7oJ, h i,,!

I'h ~' ~cal anthropo..IOj;)·, 152. Su S.u.
l'h ~ ,;u~;"'>m y , 14-26. ,....... Opri.·..r

1< 11<""'U ,('1<5

['iutc" ~, 1l7. .'\u Il.unP"T, 'If. ·af~

P\atll (.' 'Iv .'I.<JpJ",tj , .!6'h 17
Polk." (in Cun.! upn , in l/:), I l'I
I\)l;'or'~i"n (hy ' T" rifl,l. 240- 4 ~

Primiti, ism, xi,,_ n . '(,·ii, 19- 20.72.
74---71, 78 _7'1. Su ,\ I " " l1f( fa<"~lty

Pmh ne illumin.lIivn, 23, 511. 131. Su
0 1" '411"n(uns<"ju~s

Pullli,,: <;o:C " :1:, K5- K6, 26~ 1 5

PUett.. To:jaJ.1 (O ,lvn.I:>'a), 63. S"I' .~I<gar

pWllloltlU>15

Putumayo, _~ 7-65 , 'J4 . 103-114. 1.!7
Puydt, tuc'''''' .1" (I);,Iit'n tl.l v" llt r.

186.5), 25706

Qu oting, in Cuna chams and 5p<:c.:h.
J09-1(1

Racism, 11 ~ , 144_47. SI't nJ.j,'ks.
Panama C.anal. S/Ilf <I. WIJlJe /m/iam

Rajah Brooke, I S 1
Reagan, Ronald (U.S. president ), 142
Recently outdated (Hrnj alnin\ concept),

BO<14
Red m, Arman do (French nava l officer),

17S, 180
Red. Se!' ,'},-arlet d rJ tIJ

Panama Canal
r"C~1 culture in liSconsrrucncn,

139, 145-4 8
ad\',lnl~ ~O:~ 10 Cun a 27.:!n13
dcolth rates fte lKh .ltl t mr r, 275n l

Parker, Anne Mid " von Nul
C U1I3 headman and wife

~ p hotOl:r.l phj, 1117
",,,I.u, 12'J.--232
n.maul kinjl; .lOl l!: ~ pr, ,, [I .gf.lrhJ, 224
C"ma ,..,n""n ( rh,,[I~ r.l pll), 21 7

P"l'\.J y. Ill, 1'8- (,9, H S
I'atn" h .,rc,", 209-10, 27&n 11
I'eni... 1 4~, I m. in NiJ cr,ant, I ~O

Peret., Ruhrn (Cuna informa nt!
anthm.... ,I•.gi~'1

po rtu .it, 5
....(h us (';guline' l, 9-111
c.onjuring a n;n'.:r l~, 104
gran dfather's 01 ' '''' '1' , 127
jo!<t· ah" ut Cuna h..JH',n. I II
anthm pol" l:;l·31 w...~ in Sweol"",, ,

IMt--fi9
~ t·t N.,.,</~~lIinIJ

Phonograph
0 " MJr,h', c" "eJitiun in the

Ih rif1 n,1 9J
Indian,' read;"" to, 194
causal role in 1925 Cu na revclr ,
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