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JUREMA: BLACK-INDIGENOUS DRAMA AND
REPRESENTATI{ONS!

Clasice Novaes da Mota?®
Jose Flivio PessGa du Barros®

Diverse systéems of velief and curing sill survive in Brazil, having
originated in the cultures that integrated the Brazilian social formatiot. In .hxc
paper, we focus on the African und indigeacus Brazihan contributions
represented in what we call the Jurema complex and in the rituals int grdtcd
within it, which are the indigenous Ouricuri and the festa de Caboclo of the
Afro-Brazilian tragition.

We define the Jureme complex as a group of representaiiens that not
only include plants named Jurema bul also the conccpxions &xisting around
them. This complex is a demonstration of the Afro-indigenous mixture in
Brazil and of the cxchange among them in terms of their systems ol belief and
healing, sysiems of botanical classification, representations and_epistémalugy.

The rituals of Ouricuri and festa do Caboclo are special momeanis whien
there is 4 celebration of the personalities responsible for the healing evens
and for the daily establishment of relations between the world of ordinary ana
extraordinary routines. The personalities that appear under the name of
Jurema - not only they, but all of those who appear in Jurema’s name - link
o instances: the Western biomedical system and the traditional Afro-indi-
genous medicine.

The social drama that is established in these rituals revoives inainly
around the concepts about e world and what health means and, consequently,
around the heaiing of a group as a whole, since individual health only exists
within the social cosmos of which the individual is a part.

Fromn our point of view, planis and personalities exist as ceaters of
atteniton for the healing systems because they relate to the jact that ihe
vcgcml life is one of the most obvious segments of any kind of cuiture, be it
primilive or deve :loped, ancient or modern (cf. l-onberg, 196U). Therefure, it
is essential that an approach that intends to understand certain cultures in &
more efficicnt way - mainly in what pertains to health and healing - can
further -a study about the vegetal species belonging tc the researched social

This psper was originally presented in Portuguese al the Fist loiernational Congress of
Ethnobiology, in Belém. Clarice Novaes da Mota Is responsibie fur ise Enghish version:
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universe and which are integrated into the world view of the groups under.
focus. Here we are concentrating on the uses of Jurema in its multiple
classifications, as Jurema integrates the scenery of caatingas and forests,

spreading throughout all the Brazilian territory. We shall focus on its symbolic
meaning and forms of représentation for a colonized indigenous.group - the
Kariri-Shoko.of Alagoas - and for members of Afro-Brazilian cults, mainly in
those known as Candomblé de Caboclo .and Candomblé de Angola.

METHODOLOGY

The discussion we now start results from rescarch already done by tile
authors.on Brazilian medicinal/magical plants and their use in specific cultural
contexts. Participant-observation took place among the Kariri-Shoko of Potto
Real do Cotégio, Alagoas, and in the houses of Candumblé de Anguia at the
muropohtan region of Rio de Janeiro and its periphery?

Our ‘theoretical proposal is partially bascd on the melhudology
cstablished by Victor Turner (1971) who stresses three levels in the under-
sianding of the symbolic question: the native exegesis, the operational leve!
which intends to carefully describe the ritual and last the positional, where
the two former levels are compared and analyzed.

In our case, we-intend to verify, in the latter level, how the symbols are
articulated as instrumental or dominant (focal), according to the same author’s
original analytical proposal. '

In order to. make the text more amenable to reading and com.ldcnng
the complexity and richness of the obtalned information, we op»ted for putling
the native exegesis in the operational and positional levels where. it appears in
quotation marks. Using this methodology, we want to give relevance to the
healing question within a symbolic and ritualistic complex.

There are. thus several levels of analysis, as we are engaging in an
interdisciplinary debate, since we are linking the symbolic aspect particular to
Social Anthropology to' the examination of folk and biological classifications
and the pharmacological study of the active principles found in the studied
specics.

The knowledge of nature that permeates the life of adepts of these
systems of beliel and representation was one of the central aspects that made
possitile the relationship existing between identity and healing. We found
indispensable. to reconciliate two forms of knowledge: the empiricism of
communities in iftimate contact with nature and the academic knowledge of
‘Western societies, as it was predicated by Pelt (1983).

: Vegelal species observed in the ritualistic contexts were collected and identified, 2nd were
deposited in the herbarium of the State University of Rio de Janeiro, and the Boiany Departmert.
of the University of Texas at Austin.
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As Ngokwey peinted out (1988), there are in Brazil a plurality of medical
syslcms being used simultaneously, although their users report (o their own

~specific belief systems, without apparent contradiction in such practices.

Following this line of analysis, we are approaching the Jurema vomplex as an
example of medical plurality.

THE CELEBRATION OF HEALING

In the Ouricuri as in the festas de Cabocle, members of 4 community -
defined as community not in genetic terms, but territorial, affectionate and
spiritual - get together to celebrate their own existence as such, that is o say,
the continuity of their daily experience which is represented in the symbois that
emerge in these rituals.

The festivities legitimate and consolidate the community as it cclebrates
its cycle of life and death, within which the healtng event is dichotomized in
the physical and spirituai levels. The healing can be seen as drama, since it is
celebrated through chanting and dances in praise of Jurema. ,

Maintairing a language the conumurities have considered as traditional
and secret has been a fundamental factor for the continuity of the . groups’
belief systems and for their own cultural and physical survival. However, sung
or spoken texts transmit a body of mecanings thal are determined by their
insertion ii1 the different rituals, rcproducmg the nremory and the social
dynamics, reinforcing and integrating the basic values of these groups through
the dramatization of myths, In this way, they relive their own history, give
meaning and organize their existence in a paradigratic way.

The Ouricuri

Among the Kariri Jurema is a creative divinity who has appeared, in the
mythical past, teaching one of original women how to prepare a special drink.
Such drink would allow people to have beautiful visions and knowledge of the
world for which they were being initiaied. Taken from ihe roots of a tree since
then known as Jurema, this drink can only be prepared by people who have
the secret. knowledge of the sacred words, ie. the words that wake up the
latent power of the plant.

Francisco Suira, the Kariri-Shoko shaman, told us the sto rv of the tribal

* mythical origin: a hiher, his son and daughter-in-law {wio were whites), plus

six people of Indian blood, were taken to the woods as a consequence of
droughts. They stayed a long time in the woods, eating game and wild fruits

‘until Jurema appeared (o them and gave them a medicine (o drink. An Indian

woman made the medicine from a tree that Jurema showed to them and gave

' When we refer to medical systeins we agree with Scrimshaw and Hurtado as they conceive of a
medical system, a3 “(a) a set of cuitursi beliefs about healih and iilness that forms the basis for
health-seeking behavior snd b) the institutional arTangeaienis within which the behavior occis”
(1987:4).
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the medicine to a cousin, to her father-in-law, a female cousin and this
cousin's father-in-law. All got drunk and had sex (matrimoniarant). The woman
who made the drink had sex with her (parallel) cousin and they had a boy.

That was the beginning of the tribes. Since the woman didn't know how 10
make the medicine appropnate]y she got drunk and committed incest. She and
her cousin sarted their family in the forest. From that family came the people
who started the villages in the region, as well as ali the othér indigenous tribes
of the world. The original incestuous family stayed in the fofest which today”
is the Ouricuri and the ancestral Kariri village.

The Kariri believe that they got drunk with the original Jurema drink
because the woman who prcparcd it didn’t learn how to make it appropriately.
Later in the mythical story, Jurema teaches the tribal priest how to preparc
the sacred drink. Since then, women have been prohibited from preparing the
drink 50 that those who drink it don't get intoxicated or crazy. What happens
is that they become capable of secing their ancestors, of hearing Jurema’s
orders they have to obey and of having premonitions through their dreams. All
of that turns -their survival as a group into a possxbxlny Dreams, visions,
discourse, all are part of Jurema’s enchantment: a magic that takes them not
only 1o the past but to the {uture, um(ymg generations of Kariri through their
oracle. When they take the Jurcma wine, they are searching for the meaning
of their lives and of what it means to be a Kariri. From the start; therefore,
there is a commitment between the Kariri and the Jurema as the latler
teaches them how 1o live through a sccret amd sacred discourse. They learn
through the obedicnce of Jurema’s designs, becoming capable of coexisting with
an outside world- which. is chaotic and hostile.

One of the facts to be noticed and analyzed is that a family of white
people appeats-in the present myth, while Blacks are not represented. There
s -un interaciion with the whites who, ncvertheless, don't take part in the
preparation nor of the ingestion of Jurema. In this way, they are placed apart,
trom the beginning, not participating in the formation of the indigenous world
w which, according to the Indians, they de not have access 10. As in the myth,
whites are still.spectators, as they are called cabega seca or people who have
nothing inside their heads. Generically seen as oppressors, they are outside of
indigenous ritual life, where power and self-sufficiéncy depend on distance and
molation _from e dominani social class, i.e. whites. Blacks however, even
vutside the myth or maybe for this very reason, are considered as wpablc of
-u.dcrsl.mdmg and apprehending the indigenous world view, like gypqcs and
oiher Indians also are.

“The drink is then prepared by one of the older or wiser men of the
tribe, who belongs to the higher stratum of the tribal hierarchy. He takes
picces of the roots froni the Jurema tree localized inside the sacred forest,
~which is the Ouricuri, protected as it is from strange people and evil eye. The
othier Jurema trees outside the QOuficuri cannot be used to make the wine,
because thcy are not within the hidden, protected and therefore sacred
territory. To maintain all the strength of the enchanted - the Jurema-deity -
the sacred jurema or juremeiro cannot be at everyone’s reach, mainly those who
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do not belong to the tribe. When the sorcerer’s helper cuts the Jurema roots
and prepares the wine, he is under the sexual taboo restrictions that aniedate
any work considered sacred and secret. He is not isolated, as he cooks the
Jurcma roots in his own home, but the clay pot has to beé a new one and the
water where Jurema is cooked has to be fresh from a clear spring in lhe
forest.. The roots are boiled for a long time until the potion becomes dark and
thick. It shiculd not be fermenied. After the long cooking timie, it has 10 cool
and thten it can be drunk. In this way, the wine that-the Indians arc going to
drink is. different from that being prepared at the Afro-Brazitian cults known
as- Shangos and Catimbos, Since the Indian Jurema is not mixed with dny other
substance, while that of the orkers includes sugar, cinnamon and otlter spices.

- The Kariri believe that a person who does aot belong to the tribe will
go crazy if they drink it, unless it is mixed with sugar, since the Jurema wine
is 100 stiong in its pure state. Suira told us that "Indian medicine is nou ke
other people’s medicine. Jurema's medicine is even stronger than e others
and only the indian can stand it". He adds that "If she (the Jurema) gets you,
she shows you everything: heaven, earth, gold and siiver”. But she only "gets”
those who participate in the Ouricuri and were thus initiated in the tribal
knowledge and who have the right to be known as Kariri. Those can become
Juremados because ey are Jurerna's legitimuie children and they can fo (o
her in the sacred jurema or juremeiro -« the baixa da Juremc, much sung in the
tores, the chiants and dances of the Quricuri ritaal.

This. sacréd place is located within the Ouricuri woods wiicre onty
initiated males can go, outside the central circle clearing of thé ceremonial
village where the women’s houses are. The tree from which the medicine is.
taken is Mimosa verrucosa Benth, It can be seen and wuched only by some
members of the tribe, and by no other persons. Near the tree is the altar
where the sacred objects, which are part of the tribal secret, are placed. These
objecls cannot be seen by non-members either, but we suppose that among
them is the karika (pipe) in which the badze (sacred-tobacco) is smoked, plus
the maraca (gourd filled with litile stones, with a handle) that the shaman
plays to begin the fore dances.

‘The ceremonial village, occupied only during the rituals, 1s thus dividec
i spaces appropriated for the different tribal members: women -and children
inhabit the rooms around the major clearing, where men stay only during the
day. Apart from the this circle is the male house, where females cannot enter.
It is ncar the male house that the altar is located as well as other uees also
considered #s sacred, such as the Juazeiro (Zizyphus joazeiro Mar.) and the
Kauna (not 1denuﬁed) Three Angico trees (Pitadenia sp.), also pe'Celved as.
trees of great science or of gredf prestige, signal the places from and into the
major clearing, which are considered as the places of greaicr danger and in
need of protection frotn tribal enemies, such as whites.

The Kariri-Shoko shaman is the main priest. His helpers are also
considered as masters, but within a hierarchy that relates them through puwcr

and knowledge. Womien can attain knowiedge for healing and participate in the
preparations for the Ouriciiri works. However, women cannoi have the same
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prestige and status as the shaman and his male helpers. Female healers cannot
be masters, as they are limited 1o praying clients who go 1o their homes in
scarch of their healing powers. Female healing can take place only after the
healers receive the blessmg and approval from the shaman at the royul
medicine table . (me.m real)’.

[n the works of Antunes (1973), Maynard de Araujo (1961) and Pintc
(1956), among others, there are descnpuons of the works in the Ouricuri, of
the dances and songs of participanis in the Jurema cult. These dances also
take place among other indigenous groups such as the Fulnio, and among
non-Indians who maintain the native traditions of the region but in sincretism
with the Afro-Brazilian and Catholic European practices, such as the Catimbo.
Likewise, among, the Kariri-Shoko such sincretism.exists, being reveaied mainly
in the rore songs and in the.images of saints found in the Indian homes, where

the images of Father Cicero, the Virgin Mary and Preto-velhos® predominate.

Another imporiant eiement which has been incorporated into regional
native practices along the Sao Francisco river is the inclusionof a drink known
as alud, made up of fermented manioc mixed with honey and the bark of the
Mimosa verrucosa, the Bonomi (not identified) and the Gravaia (Bromclza
karatas Linn). A drink of the same iame, without the three last itenis,
described by Ficalho (1947) at the end of the 19th century in Angoln, Afrlca
It is-also much used in the candomblés of Rio de Janeiro and Salvador, where
the manioc-is substituted by corn or other fermented foods. The important
ihing is the fermentation, the inclusion of a sweelener in all the preparations
so that it becomes a preparatory drink for those who are going to take part
in the works. ‘

The wores, dances considered as sacred even when outside of the sécret

- ritual event, are danced in the form of two concentric circles. Men are placed

in thé inner circle, dressed in straw skirts, carrying bows and arrows cspecially
made for this representation, their chests and faces painted in white for the
prolecuon of .the warriors, playing flutes and carrymg a maraca. Among ther

is the shaman, holdinga maraca and a clay pot containing all the lcaves which

are going to be burnt so that the smoke may protect the participaiis. The
flutes are made from a type of Mandacaru (Cereus sp.). - the faxeirc - and
are also covered with various leaves. In the outer circle are the women, who
are not dressed up for the occasion as they are prohibited from participating
in the entire ritual. The shaman explained that "the tore is a dance to be
respected, a tradition. A part of it is conserved as a secret. If one reveals the.
secret, the penalty is death. Not even children reveal it.”

a

* There was a famous exception in Colégio: Maria Matilde, the only woman who was chosen to
take the shaman’s place when Suira was still a child and there were no other men capable of
inheriting that poamon She became known as a "womarn of great powers” and a "sorceret”, but
never received the title of a master {fom her own tribe.

S Preso-vellios are spiritual entities of Biack slaves who arc now supposed to incorporate during
spiritualist sessions such as those in the Candombl¢ de Caboclo and Umbanda.
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The Caboclo Feasts

In the Candomblés de Angola, when chants in honor of the Orishds cnd
-the atabaques are played to salute the spiritual entities known as caboclos
who are arriving from Brazilian villages or fiom Aruanda, in Adrica, which is
more precisely Luanda, the old capital of Angola.

It is necessary not to confuse the Candomblés de Angole with the
~Candomblés de Caboclo described by Edson Carneiro in several of his books:
the latter’s rituals are more dense ana complex, whereas the incorporation
rituals at the former ase characterized by joyful piayfulness. As caboclos
incorporate, they salute their children with a vigorous embrace and by resting
the head over their shoulders twice, The enthusiastic audience shouts: cheto
moruntba cheto! and oke, caboclo!. The incorporated enchanted ones scream, in
between whistles, so that these sounds iucntify them as well as yecall birds’
singing in the forests. Helpcrs take off the shirts that the mediums or cavalos
de santo are wearing (in the case of men) and a piece of cloth is wrapped
around thcir bare chest, tied in the back. When the enchanted ones choose
women 1o be their mediums, the cloth that was ticd 2round their waste is then
wrapped around the breasts, over the white embroidered blouse (carnisu)y they
are wearing. Cigars and Jurema wine are then brought, the atabagues loudly
play each caboclo’s songs, which tell about their names, place of origin and
attributes.

Usually the first orishds to arrive are those of the father or mother of
saint. These orishds seidom visit their children, showing up only with
exclusivity. The situation is inverted in regard io the caboclos, who are always
incorporaied after each public feast. They are responsible-for thie immediate
resolutions revolving around the community as a whole, as they hold
consultations for the diagnosis and healing of each pariicular client.

As in the case of the orishds, an exclusive party is dedicated 10 the
caboclos whose importance can be nouced by the imunense care with which
" it is organized. In these days of [east, the samba de caboclo is very joyful and
crowded. For the special occasion, a cabana de caboclo is built, usually made
of palm leaves, preferably in a good spot of the house. The cabin is all
adorned witli fruits and it must be spacious enough i contain all the caboclo’s
Jfoods that were carefully cooked. :

The party goes on all night long. At any moment, new guests may show
up, coming from the sudience, being known us feather cabocios when they wear
an indigenous ritual feather headdress or as boiadeiros (cowboys) when they
hold leather whips and wear typical hats of Northeastern cowboys. From time
to tire, there is a pause, needed for resting, when ritua! food is served o the
audience. These foods have 10 be eaten with bare hands that cannot be
washed, so that the power - or ashé - that emanates from thefood is not fost
Little by little, the enchanted ones’ foods are being served from a speciai place

v Special diums {or praising the Orishds, African deities.
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which is. named casa de caboclo, juremeiro, jurema and jureme, as they recall
the plant itself or the mythical place the enchanted ones came fiom. A

In the Umbanda rituals where the caboclos are also adored, a casa de
caboclo is not found as it is conceived of and present in the Candomblés de
Angola. In the same way, in the latter the Jurema leaves are cooked as an
infusion and fermented during a few days, together with corn and molasses.
This potion is put in a clay pot of large or medium size and left to ferment
for three to seven days. The top of the pot is covered with white cloth and in
some places the pot is buried, afterwards the fermented potion is strained and’
it is served at room temperature. In some houses the corn is substituted by
pineapple, but the purpose is the same: to produce a drink of low alcoholic
level and pleasant- taste that will propitiate a link among humans and the

- enchanted ones.

When wine is used it is red wine, without any additions and served in
sraall halves of a gourd named cuite by the caboclos and Northeastern people.
As a matter of fact, the wine can be present or not-in the giras de caboclo in
Umbanda, but the cigar is an indispensable element to be used in fumigations
that have as objective to eliminate the evil spirits and thus to clean the clients
or the faithful who are present. The adoration chants are also very important
in the giras de caboclo. Jurema- is a constant theme in these adorations as it
is referred at times as the mythical leaf or the place from where all the
caboclos. come from, mainly Jurema, who is a female deity, the queen of ali
other-deities of the same mdxgenous origin and who symbolizes purity, beauty

and frecdom of women conceived in the naniral state: lady of the forests and
waterfalls, praised by all the other enchanted ones.

RETHINKING JUREMA

, The analysis of the data presented here, which are only part of a body
.of data collected by us, points out to the relations between identity, health and
healing. World view and the subsequent construction of. identity mark the
cultural limits of the groups we are focusing on. Within this socially
constructed reality are the concepts about health and illness, as well as the
dramatizations about the healing process.

. What is being dramatized in the healing rituals is the differential identity,
which is underlined as essential to the etiological, diagnostic and healing
processes. As we have seen, there is an inter-penetration of cuitural systems
1hat becomes evident in the Jurema complex with the respective representations
of Blacks, Indians and whites in the appearance of such representations within
ihe healing celebrations. In the contexts here analyzed, onc of the genuauonal
prmuplus -of identity appeared as. part of a reflection based on the view of a
generic Indian, coming from certain sectors of the national society which can
be considered as dominant ones. Through a process of cultural hegemony, the
generic Indian ‘was appropriated both by the rituals of Afro-Brazilian origin
«nd by the very descendants of indigenous groups as well, who are attempting



Ethnobiology: Implications and Applications 179

to re-elaborate and modérnize their identity, searching for the limits of their
cultural frontiers and thus entering in a counter-hegemonic process. '

In our analysis, the healing celebration stresses. the seif-valorization of
ethnic groups that are considered as primordial in the formation of Black and
native identities which are then re-elaborated. The white element, dramatized
in the Kariri myths as marginaj to the creation of the world and therefore
uiable to understand the desigus of this universe, is tounterpoised to the
-affirmation that Blacks and gypsies are the ones capacitated o share a magical
view of the world with the Indians. As the myth of three races (da Maua, 1983)
orients. the way of thinking the identity of Brazilian urban groups, where the
Candomblés de Angola are included, it is within this very myth that white
peopie are excluded as healers. Whites are found healing spccnausts only in the
Umbanda rituals, which is the religious compiex more inclusive and recent,
even though in the category of spirit dociors (cf. Greenfield in this volume),
that is, as representatives of a dominant social class and of the official medical
power.

The medical plurality of the commanities presented here includes the
acceptance and use of the Wesiern biomedical system. However, this is not
cvident in the rituals of healing celebration that were exemplified in the
Jurema complex. We theorize that such exclusion happens. as a result of the
incapacity of working magic as a system of healing. In the official medical
system, the medical doctor is respected as owner of specific knowlcdge which
is only cutative but not magic. In the native and Biack perspective, for this
knowledge and practice to become effective it would need to go through the
magical rituals to which they do not have access. Consequently, the medical
docior is able to heal only in the physicai level. Since there are ilinesses
caused by spirits, the M.D. is unable to cure certain ilinesses. Moreover, even
thosc  diseases which are considered as of spiritual causation need the
magical-curative action so that the ill can fully recover.

The symbolic objects present in the heaiing celebrations, in the Ouricuri
as well as in the Caboclo’s feast are evocations of the generic Indians and
their power that comes from the enchanted ones and is impregnated into the
things manipulated in the ritual. These arc Indian things that are capable of
healing.

Jurema, as plant, personality and physical space, constitutes the
instrumental symbols which, in the complex of rituals, gives relevance 10 the
Jurema wine, or the focal symbol. It is within the jurema complex that the
harmonic relatioas between the world of humans and spirits are reestablished,
thus propitiating health 1o the communities under Jurema’s protection.

The moment of ingestion of the Jurema wine allows us 10 rethink the
crucidal questions posed by healing dramatizations which are part of the concept
of identity and health. This is, thercfore, the dominant symbol which,
interpreting Turner, permeates and agglutinates all the system, giving retevance
1o the native discourse in the ritual.
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ABSTRACT: Jurema refers to botanical species, to deities of the Kariri-Shoko Indians and to
spiritual beings of Afro-Brazilian culis: to a whole cultural complex that has its roots in the contact
between Blacks and Indians since the time of sfavery in Brazil. The adorations of Jurewa in
niagical-religious rituals are considered here as healing celebrations. The communities that share
this beliel system heal themselves through the mmediums who incorporate the several entitics sent:
by Jurema, being protected sgainst all evils - social, physical and spiritval - through the
dramatization of the healing events. The paper also discusses the representations of Jurema as
aitempts to allirm a vanishing cthnic identity and personal ties with the ancestral world of spititual
beings.

KEY WORDS: Social drama, Healing Celebration, Sell-valorization.
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