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Fig. 23. Mesa of a curandero, with staffs and other “power objects” used in
divination and curing with San Pedro.

capacity to inhabit, with apparent ease, two religious worlds at once,
one traditional, the other Roman Catholic; his faith in the power of
the “ancients” and the hallucinogenic San Pedro cactus is as absolute

as his belief in Christ, the Virgin, and the saints. Witness the following
statement:

I salute the ancients, the powerful ones, men who have lived in antiquity . . .
for their intellectual force, their power, their magnificence, and the saints for
. . . their intellect, their personality . . . their great power as philosophers,
writers, poets . . . [s0] that they will help me intellectually in search of these
inconveniences [i.e., the causes of the patient’s problems] in order to discover
a solution, I always invoke the ancients, brujos, curanderos who have
died [and] who are alive, calling their spirits, their personalities. They attend
and deliver ideas that can bring one out of trance, out of the wrong path
that he may be following. Therefore I [also] call on St. Augustine, Moses,
Solomon, St. Cyprian, St. Paul, for advice, for help in moments of doubt.

Similarly, Gélvaez sees no contradiction between modern medicine and
traditional curing and, depending on the situation and his diagnosis,
readily employs pharmaceutical products in his work. Nor does he see
modern medicine as a threat to his vocation; on the contrary, he is
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seeking to assimilate scientific knowledge and techniques into his
practice by taking correspondence courses and reading medical literature.
Also, for advanced organic or chronic disorders, he recommends im-
mediate medical and hospital treatment to augment his own.

To return to the mesa: in accordance with the concept of com-
plementary opposites, the mesa is divided into two major (though
unequal) zones, called campos (fields) or bancos (benches), which are
kept apart by a “neutral” area. The left and smaller side of the oblong
mesa is called the Campo Ganadero (Field of the Sly Dealer, Satan).
It contains artifacts associated with the forces of evil, the underworld,
and negative magic, mainly fragments of ancient ceramics and stones
from archaeological ruins, along with cane alcohol, a deer foot, and a
triton shell. This zone is governed by Satan, whose negative powers
are concentrated in three staffs—called Satan’s Bayonet, Owl Staff,
and the Staff of the Single Woman—placed upright in the ground
behind the artifacts of the Campo Ganadero. A witch or sorcerer would
use this negative zone for sorcery or curing for lucrative gain; a benevo-
lent curer like Gdlvaez needs it for consultation in cases of witchcraft,
adverse love magic, or bad luck, since this is the realm responsible
for such evils and consequently capable of revealing their sources.

The right and larger side of the mesa, called the Campo Justiciero
(Field of the Divine Judge or Divine Justice), contains artifacts related
to the forces of good or positive magic—including images of saints,
positive power objects such as stones, shells, bowls, a glass, a dagger,
and a rattle, and certain substances, including three perfumes, holy
water, tobacco, sugar, lime, and a five-gallon can of San Pedro infusion.
This zone is governed by Christ, whose positive powers are focused in
eight staffs—called, respectively, Swordfish Beak Staff, Eagle Staff, Grey-
hound Staff, Hummingbird Staff, Staff of the Virgin of Mercy, Sword
of St. Paul, Sabre of St. Michael the Archangel, and Sword of St. James
the Elder—positioned behind the artifacts. The neutral field (Campo
Medio) contains artifacts of a neutral nature, in which the forces of
good and evil are evenly balanced. This zone is governed by St. Cyprian
(a powerful magician who was converted to Christianity), whose neutral
powers are focused in a Serpent Staff. The “neutral” or ‘“balanced”
objects are a bronze sunburst, a stone symbolizing the sea and the winds,
a glass jar containing magic herbs, a statue of St. Cyprian, a “fortune
stone,” and a crystal “mirror.” These are symbolic of forces in nature
and the world of man that can be used for good or for evil, depending
on the intention of the individual. This part of the mesa is the focal
point of the curandero’s “vision.” Because of its neutral quality, it is
considered capable of reflecting the case under consideration without
distortion, usually in the glass jar of magic herbs or in the crystal mirror.
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The artifacts of the mesa are not just a random collection of standard
objects. Rather, they are gradually accumulated over the years of a
curandero’s practice. Galvaez started his practice with the bare essentials
—utensils and a few key artifacts for each of the three campos. As-his
skills improved he enlarged the collection and replaced objects with
others considered to have more power. Each was carefully selected and
acquired under special circumstances, and each has unique personal
significance to the curandero, along with its own cuenta, or “account,”
which is activated by the catalyst San Pedro. Many artifacts were made
by Gdlvaez from carefully selected materials of special significance to
him as an artist and fisherman. Obviously, within the standard symBolic
framework passed on from curandero to initiate, there is room for
personal elaboration, once mastery has been gained over the curing
art. The same is true of the curandero’s tarjos, or chants. He learns
the traditional rhythms and song cycles but, as with the various power
objects, he elaborates on the basic complex with his own particular
talents and according to the inspiration he receives from a variety of
extrapersonal and supernatural sources.

One of Gdlvaez’'s most important power objects, activated by the
hallucinogenic San Pedro and utilized in certain especially virulent
cases of witchcraft or sorcery, is “the cat”” His account of how he
obtained it and how it is used is of particular interest, not only because
of the role of cats in European witchcraft lore but also because of the
intimate relationship of felines to traditional South American shamanism
and the considerable feline symbolism to be found in the ancient ritual
art of Peru:

In my case I have some talismans that I prepared by means of my own
ideas and illuminations that I have had in my dreams. The cat plays a
principal role in witchcraft and its glance has great power. When a cat
dies . . . the eyes remain open. Then there is reflected all concerning the
tragedy that has happened in the hour of its death. And it carries in its
pupils the moment of [its] abduction toward the tomb. . . . Therefore, I
purposely prepared this talisman. I grabbed a cat and killed it and drank
the blood three times. I sucked the blood from the neck of the animal three
times and then I took out the eyes. After I took out the eyes I cut off its
right paw, the right claw. And this I gathered together and placed in a re-
ceptacle with agua cananga (dark perfume) during one complete cycle of the
moon. . . . After that I added agua florida (scented water, another perfume).
And after the agua florida I added cane alcohol at the end in order to give
this feline bravery and power to intoxicate with his glance. Those eyes I
sewed together with green and red silk thread and tied them to a flint arrow-
head that I found in an ancient archaeological tomb. This talisman I carry
with me and I use it at night when I want to countercheck the power of a cat,

of a feline, of some exterior spirit attack of a sorcerer who wants to attack or
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perturb me. All I do is launch my savage cat by means of a few sparks
made with the flint arrowhead. And it has its power. The cat goes
out to the hills screaming and screeching. . . . I use it on a block of crystal.
This block of crystal is like a mirror, and the cat sees what moves in this
mirror. For whatever [disturbance] it is there, looking. The eyes light up as
if they were light bulbs. This is one of the talismans purposely prepared
by us in accordance with the idea that one has, or the inspiration of a
dream, or the intuition of each one.

The whole concept of the mesa with its numerous power objects typifies
the fusion of European-Christian and traditional Indian symbolism in
contemporary curanderismo. All shamans have power objects, and many
of those owned by Gdlvaez are characteristic of shamans in many cultures,
as is the manner in which they are obtained. Saints, Christ, Satan, the
Virgin, etc., of course are Christian, but their functions are very similar
to those of negative and positive forces in aboriginal shamanism; duality,
or the complementary nature of opposites, likewise is characteristic of
many indigenous symbolic systems.

To understand how the artifacts function it is important to remember
that to the curandero they are not lifeless objects. Each is a focal point
of a particular force. Collectively, they are a projection of his own inner
spiritual power, which becomes activated whenever the mesa is manip-
ulated in conjunction with the drinking of the hallucinogenic San
Pedro infusion. This is clearly demonstrated in Gédlvaez’s account of what
happened when he found an ancient sorcerer’s kit in an archaeological
site and took it home in the hope of “dominating its accounts” for use
in his own work:

I took it in order “to track” (rastrear), to see what type it was. As a result
these artifacts rebelled. Rare animals and monstrous beasts issued forth with
hunger and desire to seize people. Then, when I placed the kit on my
mesa, everything was distorted and turned black. The artifacts began bleeding.
Several personages with huge fangs gushing blood came forth and de-
manded my wife and children. Then I tried to throw them out. I purified
the kit with holy water and burned it because the day that I brought it home
there had also begun a noise on my roof like the galloping of wild beasts.
And they didn’t leave me alone until I made cabalistic thrusts with my
swords to countercheck these influences. . . . For me [the kit] was of no use.
It was a black artifact, an artifact of witchcraft. That is, this was used in
witchcraft . . . in remote ancestral times by the Mochica or Chimi peoples

. to destroy farms, crops, [human] organs, etc. [Question: And this evil
power remains preserved there for centuries, right?]. . . . Yes, all the evil has
been preserved for centuries for one reason, which is that this [the kit] is
designed or “accounted” (contade) under the influence of a person of this
character. . . . When accounted, the object absorbs the potentiality, let us
say, the intellectual potentiality of the man who manipulates it and remains
impregnated forever.
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Once the curandero has set up his mesa he is ready to begin the curing
session. There are two parts to this: (1) ceremonial acts, and (2) curing
acts. The ceremonial part lasts generally from about 10 p.M. until
midnight; diagnosis and/or treatment lasts from midnight until about
4 A.M. The entire session takes place in the open, usually in an area en-
closed by a wall or fence, and can be performed any night of the week
except Monday, the “day of the spirits,” when dead souls from purgatory
arg supposed to be roaming about.

The ceremonial part consists of prayers, invocations, and chants
(accompanied by the rhythmic beat of the traditional shamanic rattle)
addressed to all the supernaturals of the aboriginal and Roman Catlolic
faiths. The three perfumes mentioned earlier are used to “purify” the
mesa and the San Pedro infusion. At specified intervals everyone present
must imbibe a mixture called tabaco (see below for ingredients) through
the nostrils. This process is known as “raising,” most likely because the
receptacle containing the fluid is lifted high and poured into the nostrils.
However, as we have noted, the term may also have symbolic significance.
Finally, at midnight, when the ceremonial acts have been completed,
all present must drink one cup of the hallucinogenic cactus brew, after
which they are ceremonially “cleansed” by the curandero. The ritual
drinking of San Pedro is initiated by the curandero, who takes the first
cupful, and concluded by his two assistants, who are the last to drink.

The curing part, which follows, consists of a standard series of
therapeutic acts that must be performed by the curandero for all
participants. Each takes a turn in front of the mesa. The curandero
chants a tarjo in his name, whereupon everyone concentrates on the
vertical staffs at the head of the mesa. One of these staffs, the focal
point of the patient’s ailment (or of the life history of a healthy visitor
who has accompanied a sick one to lend moral support), is supposed
to vibrate. When consensus has been reached as to which staff moved
it is handed to the patient to hold in his left hand. The curandero
chants the tarjo of the staff, which focuses his “vision” and activates
the power of the staff and associated artifacts on the mesa. This is
followed by a lengthy divinatory discourse by the curandero, relating
events and describing people from the patient’s life. Others present
may share some of the curandero’s visions. During this phase the
curandero “sees” the cause of dafio (witchcraft), enredo (love magic),
or suerte (fate or bad luck), depending on which of these is bothering
the patient. Once the evil has been exorcised, the curandero’s two
assistants ‘“raise” the patient (i.e., stand behind and in front of him
or her and imbibe through the nostrils one or all of the ingredients
of the tabaco mixture, as specified by the curandero). Then the patient
raises the staff to the level of his face and at the same time pours the
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substance selected by the curandero into his nostrils. After this one
of the assistants “cleanses” the patient by rubbing the staff all over his
body. Next the assistant slices the air with the staff, takes a liquid
indicated by the curandero (lime juice, perfume, San Pedro, etc.), into
his mouth and sprays it on the staff, after which he returns it to its
place at the head of the mesa. Once everyone has taken a turn at the
head of the mesa, the curandero ends the session and all depart after
a final purification ceremony.*

Thus, through elaborate ceremony, music, perfumes, brews, and
symbolic contact, the curing session stimulates the five senses of the
patient in a familiar cultural environment. In addition, during his
turn before the mesa, everyone present gives attention to the patient
and his problem in a supportive fashion. All this, added to the
hallucinogenic nature of the San Pedro infusion, is intended to render
the patient susceptible to therapy.

The liquid tabaco which is imbibed through the nostrils by all
present during the ceremonial acts and prior to the drinking of the pure
hallucinogenic San Pedro infusion, is individually prepared for each
participant by mixing the following ingredients in a bivalve shell:
dried leaves of a wild, unprocessed tobacco plant (the principal
ingredient from which the mixture gets its name); the hallucinogenic
San Pedro, for its catalytic action; sugar candy and lime juice, symbolizing
sweetness, intended to render the patient’s spirit susceptible to therapy;
two perfumes, one to reinforce the action of the sugar and lime, and
the other, of a dark color, symbolizing fire or the purifying agent
against evil; scented water, symbolic of magic plants which it helps to
preserve; and aguardiente, cane alcohol, symbolic of the intoxicating
force of the powers of evil (which must be invoked to get at the causes
of disharmony). The purpose of the tobacco in the mixture was given
by Gdlvaez as follows:

Pure tobacco (sayri or huaman tabaco—the famous falcon, as the ancients called
it) gives power to “visualize” . . . and very rapid sight, mind, and imagina-
tion. It is for this reason that in ancient times they used rapé made from
ground tobacco to “clear” the mind. It is in exactly the same fashion that
we . . . the curanderos . . . utilize tobacco: to “clear” our minds and speed

* The fact that other observations of the San Pedro curing ritual conform in their
major features to those reported by Sharon suggests a shared tradition, though with
some idiosyncratic variations or innovations. Another anthropologist, Scott Robinson
(personal communication), for example, had much the same experience with another
San Pedro practitioner as did Sharon with Gdlvaez. In Robinson’s case the curandero
preferred an entirely open space among the dunes, without walls or fences; also, lime
juice was not administered in a mixture with tobacco juice but given separately after-
wards, and the patient’s body was cleansed or purified with a “doll” or figurine rather
than with the staff. Otherwise the ritual proceeded along much the same lines and with
similar paraphernalia as that conducted by Gdlvaez.—Ebp.
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our thoughts toward the ends that we seek. (Question: Why do you take it
through the nostrils?) Because it is near certain motor nerves that transmit
it to the brain. There it touches these olfactory papillae that go directly to
the brain. Then its power is more rapid.

THE SAN PEDRO EXPERIENCE: CURANDERO AND PATIENT

What emerges from many hours of taped conversation with Gélvaez
and participation in his curing sessions is that the hallucinogenic San
Pedro cactus is experienced as the catalyst that enables the curandero
to transcend the limitations placed on ordinary mortals: to activate
all his senses; project his spirit or soul; ascend and descend into the
supernatural realms; identify and do battle with the sources of illness,
witchcraft, and misfortune; confront and vanquish ferocious animals
and demons of disease and sorcerers who direct them; “jump over”
bE}rriers of time, space, and matter; divine the past, present, and future
—in short, to attain vision, “to see.” And “seeing,” in the sense in which
this word is used by the curandero, is very different from “looking at.”
The effects of San Pedro, according to Gdlvaez:

<. . are first a slight dizziness that one hardly notices. And then a great
vision, a clearing of all the faculties of the individual. It produces a light
numbness in the body and afterward a tranquility. And then comes a
detachment, a type of visual force in the individual inclusive of all the
senses: seeing, hearing, smelling, touching, etc.—all the senses, including the
sixth sense, the telepathic sense of transmitting oneself across time and
matter. . . . It develops the power of perception . . . in the sense that when
one wants to see something far away . . . he can distinguish powers or
problems or disturbances at a great distance, so as to deal with them. . . .
It [also] produces . . . a general cleansing, which includes the kidneys, the
liver . . . the stomach, and the blood.

When asked how San Pedro helps him vis-a-vis the patient, and the
effects it has on the latter, Gdlvaez replied:

San Pedro has great power . . . as it is “accounted” with the saints . . .
with all the hills, ancient shrines, lakes, streams, and powers . . . that one must
“account” with the saints. That San Pedro I “raise” intellectually, with my
mind, with my five senses, in all the radius around us, according to the
way my focus of action, that is, my power, irradiates [it]. Then San Pedro
tends to manifest itself [in the patient] in the form of vomiting, perspiration

- . sometimes in dancing. At times during diagnosis a patient automatically
starts to dance alone, or to throw himself writhing on the ground. And there
unfolds the power (i.e, the ailment, or evil power) placed into the
person. It seems that . . . not all of us are resistant. Some are very susceptible,
very unstable, and San Pedro tends to reach the subconscious . . . and the
conscious, in such cases. It penetrates the blood . . . rises to, let us say, the
intellectual nervous system. Then it “visualizes” and opens up a sixth sense.
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.+ . Then the individual, sometimes by himself, can visualize his past or . . .
the present, or an immediate future.

What did the concept of the “subconscious” mean to him? Here is his
answer:

The subconscious is a superior part (of man) . . . a kind of bag where the
individual has stored all his memories, all his valuations. . . . One must try
. . . to make the individual “jump out” of his conscious mind. That is the
principal task of curanderismo. By means of the magical plants and the
chants and the search for the roots of the problem, the subconscious of
the individual is opened like a flower, and it releases these blockages. All
by itself it tells things. A very practical manmner . . . which was known
to the ancients [of Peru].

It might be noted that Gdlvaez distinguishes between *psychological
sickness” and “‘sickness very different from that”—i.e., sickness caused by
witchcraft. *

Again and again Gilvaez returned to the curandero’s attainment of
“vision” as the major focus of the curing session. “Vision” not only
involves seeing problems “at a great distance” but also refers to his
experiences on ecstatic journeys, in trances induced by San Pedro:

I called certain saints, hills, ancient shrines; and I disappeared. There was
an unfolding of my personality. . . . I was no longer at the mesa, . . . That
is to say, my personality had departed to other places. . . . The human
mind has great power, a supernatural power. And one must exercise it, of
course, in order to conduct a session. . . . During my sessions at times I have
been looking for a certain force, for example, an ancient shrine or a hill,
and suddenly [while] I was whistling and singing, the “account” was activated,
and I felt myself enter the hill which opened all its passages, all its labyrinths.

And suddenly I returned again. I had “seen” and I had “visualized” with my

spirit.

He also told me that the curanderos of northern Peru had their own
sacred lagoons, called Las Huaringas, where one traveled to bathe and
to learn about all thé magical plants that grow there—"those for good
and those for evil.” I asked him if he had ever personally visited these
sacred lagoons. Physically, no, he said, but supernaturally, yes, through
the agency of his jar of magical herbs.

When an illness has been produced by the concoction of a sorcerer,
the spirit of that concoction

* That this cultural syndrome is recognized as a separate and legitimate category
which is shared with the patient and not simply as another psychological ailment, as
it is often characterized by Western psychology, may give curanderismo great
therapeutic value and may explain its persistence. Our knowledge of the ex-
tent to which culture influences psychological disturbances is weak, to say the
least. Can we deny witchcraft the status of a separate, legitimate category in con-
temporary Latin American culture when great numbers of people accept it as such
and act accordingly?
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- comes to look for what it is lacking. A light in the form of a fire-
fly blinks on and off and comes looking for its “bone,” which the sorcerer
has introduced into the patient’s stomach, killing him, consuming him. And
until the patient throws up that element, the firefly is there, circling.

In certain serious cases, the illness-causing forces are believed to be
Pc:werful enough to attack the patient during the actual curing session,
In an effort to thwart the curandero’s therapeutic measures. This is
extremely critical and requires vigorous emergency action. The curandero
seizes one of the swords of his mesa and charges into the open, beyond
the mesa and the patients. Here he conducts a ferocious battle with the
attacking forces (which only he can see in his San Pedro trance vision),
violently thrusting and slicing the air with his blade. Then he performs
seven somersaults in the form of a cross, while grasping the sword
in both hands with the sharp edge held forward. This is intended to
drive off the attacking spirits and shock the sorcerer who is directing
them.*

If sufficiently strong, these hostile forces may even attack the curandero

himself. In that case he must rely on the aid and protection of higher
beings:

In certain trances, on paths closed to most men, rare beasts have confronted
me with harmful intentions. And the presence of the Lord and His powei-
ful light have helped me out of these places unharmed. And I always get
out unharmed because there are beings in the other “mansion” [realm] such
as great curanderos. . . . [By] calling these spirits via the prayers that I
know, they come and assist in any trance.

To summarize, within the indigenous framework the hallucinogenic
San Pedro infusion is the magical substance that activates the curer's
inner powers, as well as those inherent in the objects of his mesa. For
the patient it opens his subconscious “like a flower” and renders the
forces that made him sick visible and susceptible to the curer’s thera-
peutic powers. By means of San Pedro the curer awakens all of his
senses, including a vital sixth sense, and by their interaction attains
“vision”--the true focus of the curing session and the supreme achieve-

* Here the pre-European shamanistic tradition is again obvious. Such trance experi-
ences as visits to sacred lakes or water holes which belong exclusively to the super-
natural practitioners (see, for example, Wilbert’s account of the supernatural initiatory
journey of the shaman of the Venezuelan Warao), entering the earth or hills, spirit
projection, physical combat against disease demons and ferocious animals doing the
bidding of sorcerers, foreign objects magically introduced into the body to cause
illness, assistance from dead shamans and benevolent supernaturals, etc., all are typically
shamanistic. Somersaulting also is a not uncommon shamanistic phenomenon, utilized
especially for purposes of transformation. In neighboring Bolivia, for example, shamans
of the Tacana perform somersaults in one direction to turn themselves into jaguars

(their alter egos) and in the opposite direction to reassume human form (cf. Hissink-
Hahn, 1961).—Ebp.
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ment of the curandero. For aid, guidance, and protection during these
arduous and dangerous sessions, the curandero places his faith in higher
spiritual beings, including those of the Christian faith as well as the
aboriginal Indian pantheon,

THE SAN PEDRO EXPERIENCE: THE APPRENTICE

During my field work in 1970, I was able to participate in only three
curing sessions as more than an observer. Thus there was insufficient
time for me to develop even the beginning of “vision,” as understood
by Gdlvaez, or to make an adequate analysis of the process. The problem
was aggravated by the trappings of my anthropological subculture: tape
recorder, notebook, and a felt need to collect ethnographic data on a
phenomenon about which little had been written by trained observers.
As a result, my first subjective experiences leave much to be desired
in terms of content. However, this very paucity may prove useful,
in that it illustrates the role of cultural factors in the “psychedelic”
experience. It is with these limitations in mind that the following
should be evaluated.

In the first session, the San Pedro infusion produced no observable
effect whatever. I taped the ceremonial phase of the session until mid-
night. After drinking the infusion and taping the tarjo addressed to the
first patient, I put the tape recorder away and began to participate
in the curing phase. I did not notice any effects on myself, nor did I
“see” any of the dogs, rats, or stars that the curandero and others present
seemed to be perceiving together. After the session concluded, at about
5 Am., I retired and slept soundly until noon. Throughout the after-
noon, after rising, I experienced a very slight headache in the region
of the frontal lobes, which passed by evening,

During the second session, fourteen days later, San Pedro did take
effect, despite the fact that I was busy taping the entire session. The
morning after the session, as soon as I awoke I jotted down the fol-
lowing notes:

Finally had some results with San Pedro. Felt warm and relaxed. At 3 A.M.
began to see what Gadlvaez calls a remolino, a whirlpool of red and yellow
light spinning inward before my eyes and lightly printed on everything I
looked at. Also noticed flashes of light out of the corners of my eyes when
I moved my head suddenly. . . . Was fully conscious of my surroundings and
felt no strange sensations or dizziness—just very relaxed. Still don’t see what
everyone else sees, but did notice patients under “attack,” leaning crazily
backwards as if pulled by some force. Noticed a white ghostlike outline
around each patient as each took his turn before the mesa out in the dark-
ness. Also the outline of one patient seemed to melt around the edges.
Gélvaez said this patient was in a state of indecision!
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Actually saw one of the twelve staffs “vibrate” while the others remained
stationary, on two occasions. Both times these were the staffs given to the
particular patient taking his turn before the mesa. . . .

When we returned home and I finally got to bed (5 AMm.), as I began to
doze off all kinds of designs in every color imaginable unfolded before my
eyes—whether open or closed (although the latter made vision easier). There
was a whole kaleidoscope of patterns, shapes, and designs which appeared
very faintly and softly before my eyes. I slept till 8 Am. (three hours),
after which I was up and about with no ill effects or unpleasantness (other
than fatigue from lack of sleep).

When the remolino first appeared, I waited for a break in the
sequence of curing acts to ask Gdlvaez about this phenomenon. He was
quite familiar with it and said it was common in the early stages of
San Pedro usage. From this it would follow that the objective sensory
impressions triggered by San Pedro might be fairly standard for all
users no matter what their culture. Culture influences how these objective
impressions are conceptualized or processed. For example, even though
San Pedro was clearly taking effect during my second experiment and
the patient seemed to lean “crazily backwards as if pulled by some
force,” I still did not “see what everyone else sees.” Everyone else,
it seemed, was seeing a monster of some sort pulling his hair and trying
to abduct him. From the participants’ comments during the session
and their obvious state of panic, it appeared that all except myself were
sharing this perception together and at the same moment.

Later I discovered that, as in my own case, this was only the second
time these patients had used San Pedro. Yet they had experienced
something together that had completely escaped me. Thus it cannot be
that they were physiologically more susceptible than I to the effects of
mescaline through longer use. Rather, it seems more likely that the
degree of their susceptibility and their common vision were due to
culture—that, unlike myself, they were culturally conditioned to certain
experiential expectations under the influence of San Pedro, within the
context of a curing session. It is likely also that these expectations are
held in common in that sector of north Peruvian society which accepts
curanderismo as a valid and effective system of therapy. These expecta-
tions, reinforced by the long history of curanderismo in the north and
the tpaditional shamanistic beliefs and practices in which it is rooted,
would tend to determine the way in which neutral sense impressions
produced by the action of San Pedro are processed—i.e., perceived—by
northern Peruvians. I, on the other hand, would perceive these “neutral”
impressions according to my own cultural conditioning—i.e., as the
sympathetic but “objective” observer.

The experiences of my third session, seven days later, were similar
to those of the second—warmth, relaxed feeling, remolino, flashes of
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light, the white ghostlike outline around the patients, and colors after
the session— except that the remolino occurred earlier, at 1 A.M. instead
of 3 AM. and there were no “attacks.” However, my impressions were
much less intense than during the previous session, despite the fact that
Galvaez gave me a double dose of tabaco and San Pedro and the fact
that, in an effort to give myself over completely to the hallucinogen,
I did no taping whatever. Instead I spent the entire evening “con-
centrating” as hard as I could on participation, since I had soon to return
to the United States and this was to be my last session. Gdlvaez—wise
man!—said later that my second session had been more successful (in
the sense that the effects of San Pedro had been stronger) because my
conscious mind had been occupied with the mechanical processes of
taping and so had been kept out of the way, allowing my sub-
conscious to take over completely. In my first and third sessions, on
the other hand, I was acting as I had been taught to act in a learning
(or apprentice) situation—tense, alert, ‘“‘concentrating” with my con-
scious mind. The Peruvian patients, by contrast, backed by their cultural
heritage, had simply relaxed, allowing San Pedro and the curandero
to take hold of them completely.

That Gailvaez himself is well aware of the role of culture in one’s
subjective experience with a hallucinogen such as San Pedro is evident
in his reply when I asked why people from other cultures seem to have
such difficulty seeing what his own people see:

That perhaps is due to the geographic position or the cultural heritage of
the raza. For example, the raza of Peru is rooted in the very origin of the
universe, it is one with the universe and its beginnings. And all the charac-
teristics of our ancestors—race, blood, religion, intellectuality, culture—these
are to be taken into account in an ambiente such as curanderismo. Possibly
in Europe also, in antiquity, there was this [art], but it is according to one’s
geographic position. I believe this because people who have come to experi-
ment, such as various friends of mine and my compadres, among them two ex-
Peace Corps volunteers, never have had immediate certainty in capturing these
things, except by means of exercise. And I also claim that exercise is
primal in these operations. The more one practices the more one enters
into the power. That is to say that all exercise is equal to the gain, to the
appreciation of the ambiente in which one wants to introduce himself, in
which one desires to live.*

The life of Gdlvaez is testimony to the fact that wisdom is the uni-
versal property of all men, whatever their “cultural conditioning” or
“geographic position.” The profound wisdom embodied in Gdlvaez'
art is a tribute to the human spirit.

* Raza: literally race, but here meaning a people sharing a common cultural and
genetic heritage. Ambiente is difficult to render into English; it is used to refer to a

socio-cultural environment or milieu. Compadre, a ritual kinship term, literally ‘“co-
father,” defining a relationship usually established at the baptism of a child.—Ebp.



Low-relief carving, Chavin de Huantar, Cupisnique ceramic, no. Peru, Nazca ceramic, central Peruvian
Peru, ca. 900 BC ca. 900-1000 BC coast, ca. 200 BC

Eduardo Calderon mesa, Trujillo, Peru, ca. 1970 AD Roberto Rojas mesa, Trujillo, Peru, ca. 1970 AD
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