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The rubbing of the secretions of certain tree frogs on skin scars is a widespread practice 
among at least fifteen ethnic groups in the Amazon. The most commonly used frog species is 
Phyllomedusa bicolor, commonly known as kampo or kambo. Over the past thirty years, this 
practice has spread globally, with purposes other than its original native uses. Several studies 
have been conducted on the urban use and the global neoshamanic practices of kampo. This 
paper brings together data regarding the traditional use of kampo prior to its globalisation 
and the influence of the global world on the traditional one. The oldest documents attesting 
to this practice concern the territories of the Guyanas and date back to 1881. The frog species 
involved, the methods of ingestion, the purposes for use, the symbolism and the mythological 
tales associated with this practice are presented for each ethnic group.

Introduction
Some ethnic groups in the Amazon use frogs in a rather unique way: they capture them alive and 

collect the glandular secretions that exude from their skin. This secretion is applied to small scars 
inflicted on men, women, and children. This immediately results in a rather violent physical reaction, 
with copious emesis and general debilitation. This is followed, according to the natives, by a state 
of increased sensorial acuity and the acquisition of positive “qualities”, which are used for various 
purposes, primarily in hunting and to combat ineptitude and antisocial behaviour.

As will be seen, the frogs used have several names, the main ones being kampo among the natives and 
kambo or kambó among Westerners. Although there are written documents attesting to this practice 
among natives from the late 19th century, awareness of its existence and its subsequent adoption by 
mestizos and Westerners was only acquired starting in the 1990s.

The spread of kampo outside its native context appears to have been promoted by the seringueiros—
rubber workers of various ethnic origins—who had settled in the areas where kampo was used starting 
in the late 19th century.

In the 1990s, the use of kampo began to spread to Brazilian urban centres, promoted by a series 
of followers and ex-followers of syncretic ayahuasca religious movements such as Santo Daime and 
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the União do Vegetal, and later by protagonists of the New Age movement who brought the practice 
of kampo to a global level. In its globalisation and through the movement of “ceremonies”, with its 
shamanic and spiritualist language, the kampo experience is today presented as a “journey of the soul”, 
an “encounter with oneself”, in practice with values and beliefs similar to those of the “global ayahuasca” 
(Lima and Labate 2007; 2008). Lima (2005) speaks of “shamanisation of kampo”, a process that can be 
understood if we consider that in the original native world kampo is not a shamanic practice and that 
shamans, in fact, rarely use it.

Many studies have been produced on the urban use and global ceremonial practices with kampo, 
and the web is full of information. Here, I gather data regarding the traditional use of kampo prior 
to its globalisation and even prior to the influence of the global world on the traditional kampo. This 
influence has in several cases altered the interpretative systems and purposes of kampo use; consider 
the current pressure on indigenous peoples from the kampo exudate production industry and the 
widespread involvement of indigenous groups who originally did not use it.

South American natives maintain a complex set of functional relationships with frogs, depending 
largely on the type of frog: as food, as medicine, to produce arrow poison, to dye parrot feathers, and to 
produce an exudate for injection into skin scarifications. Before describing this last practice, I briefly review 
the use of arrow poison and the technique of changing the colour of parrot feathers, two technological 
achievements that may be related to the genesis of the discovery of the frog secretion injection technique.

Arrow Poisons
Among the earliest accounts of the South American use of arrow poisons derived from frogs is that 

of François Désiré Roulin in the 1820s. Roulin undertook several explorations in South America and 
later became librarian at the Institut de France in Paris. During his travels in South America from 1821 
to 1828, in the Colombian region of Chocó, around Mount Tatamá, he encountered the practice of 
poisoning arrows with the exudate of a batrachian which he identified as a crapaud (toad), but which 
was more likely a frog. A stick was inserted into the frog’s mouth and held close to a fire, causing the 
poison to exude, which was then spread on the arrows (Roulin 1835:186–7).

In the same years, the naval officer Charles Stuart Cochrane also described the technique of preparing 
poisoned arrows through the use of a rana de veneno among the natives of the same Colombian region 
of Chocó, with a technique similar to that described by Roulin, except that the frog was not brought 
close to the fire but it was sufficient to torture it with the sharp point of the stick to make it exude the 
poisonous secretion (Cochrane 1825, 2:406–7).

In ethnographic literature, two of the frog species used to extract arrow poison—Phyllobates 
aurotaenia and P. bicolor—have been mistakenly identified as Dendrobates tinctorius, which, as will be 
seen below, is the frog used in the tapirage technique. 1

More recently, the use of a third frog—Phyllobates terribilis—has been discovered and described 
among the Emberá of Chocó. This frog has been found to be the most potent in terms of poison, so 
much so that handling it with bare hands is considered risky. The natives capture these frogs and keep 
them alive in a closed basket. When necessary, they open the basket and take a frog with leaves, holding 
it with a stick pressed against one of its hind legs. The arrowheads are passed over the frog’s skin. Even in 
this case, therefore, there is no need to bring the frog closer to the fire (Myers et al. 1978).

It is important to note that the range of these three frogs is restricted to western Colombia, and 
consequently the practice of poisoning arrows with frog secretion is confined to this geographic area. 
Only the Noanamá and Emberá ethnic groups are known to practice this hunting technique (ibid.).

1	  This confusion was proposed for example by Wassén (1957), an article which I have not been able to consult and 
as reported by Myers et al. 1978:342.
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It is however worth noting that in the mid-19th century, the French naturalist Francis De Castelnau 
(1851, V:73) reported that the composition of the arrow venom of the Ticuna (Tikuna), who live in the 
border areas between Brazil, Peru, and Colombia, included a large green frog believed to be poisonous. 
A century later, Jean Vellard conducted investigations on the subject among the Caballou-Cochá 
subgroup of the Tikuna, and confirmed Castelnau’s indications. According to him, the species used was 
Phyllomedusa tarsius Cope, whose secretion “lowers blood pressure, is highly convulsive, and modifies 
the heart rate” (Vellard 1965:155-6). This would be the only case of a Phyllomedusa species being used as 
an ingredient (not the only one) in a hunting venom; however, given the use of this same species among 
the Tikuna for applications on scarification, an ethnographic misunderstanding cannot be ruled out.

Frogs and parrots
Several South American native groups employ a technique to change the colour of parrot plumage. 

This involves plucking the bird’s feathers and rubbing their skin with the blood of certain frogs. The 
regrown feathers have a different colour than their natural colour. In the Guyana area, this technique 
has been called tapirage, a term derived from the word tapiré in the language of the Kali’na (formerly 
called Galibis), meaning “red” or sometimes “yellow”. The Kali’na apply this word to parrots whose 
plumage they change. In Guyana, the operation is always performed with the blood of a yellow-striped 
frog (Azara 1809:75).

As indicated by Métraux (1928), one of the oldest documents, if not the oldest, attesting to the 
tapirage technique is that of Soares de Souza from 1587. In describing the customs of the Tupinamba 
there is a reference to their ability to counterfeit the feathers of parrots with frogs’ blood, removing the 
green feathers and thus making them grow back yellow (Soares de Souza 1587, tit. 17, chap. CLIX).

Toward the end of the 19th century, the Jesuit Juan Rivero described this practice among the 
Achuaga of the Orinoco:

“They take a live toad, which they prick several times with a thorn until blood flows; then they place 
it in a gourd or a jar and cover the animal’s wounds with crushed garlic and pepper. Enraged by such a 
cruel medicine, the animal gradually distills its most active humour into a mixture of poison and blood. 
They mix with this certain red powders they call chica, and from this unheard-of mixture, a varnish is 
formed. They then remove the parrot’s feathers and anoint them with the varnish, inserting it with the 
tip of a stick into the holes left by the feathers in the skin, and the parrot continues to be disturbed, as it 
remains for many days like a plucked hen, very annoyed and sad” (Rivero 1883 [1736]:9).

After some time, the parrot regains its shiny yellow feathers, speckled with red.

The frog involved in the tapirage was classified in 1797 by French zoologist Georges Cuvier as Rana 
tinctoria, popularly known as raine à tapirer: “Reddish, with white or yellow lines on its back. It is found 
in America and is notable for the use savages make of its blood to tapirer parrots; that is, to mix the 
plumage. To do this, they pluck out some feathers and soak the wound with the frog’s blood. Red or 
yellow feathers return to the spot” (Cuvier 1797–1798:295). Taxonomically, this frog has undergone 
several classifications, until it reaches its current classification of Dendrobates tinctorius (Silverstone 1975).

The tapirage process is also performed with substances other than those obtained from the frog, 
such as the fat of certain fish or the sap or other parts of certain plants. Métraux (1928), however, 
believed that the original practice was based on the frog and that its geographic focus was the area of 
Guyana inhabited by populations of Arawak linguistic stock. Métraux (ibid.:188) also believed that the 
discovery of this technique for bleaching parrot feathers arose accidentally in the context of treating 
wounds in feathered birds.

Several authors have questioned whether the factor causing the discolouration of the regrown 
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feathers was actually the frog’s blood or other animal or plant elements applied to the parrot’s body. 
One of the first to question this was Im Thurn (1884:358) who, although believing the natives to be 
in good faith and the change in plumage colour to be real, suggested that this was due “not by the 
means purposely taken to attain the desired end, but by accidental circumstances unintentionally, but 
simultaneously, presented”. Observing that the parrots subjected to the practice of tapirage were always 
in captivity, he indicated that the unnatural diet to which they were subjected, for example the presence 
of salt in the food given to them, could be a possible factor in the change in plumage colour. This is not 
the place to evaluate the reality of this supposition, as it is sufficient to consider the good faith of the 
natives in believing that the factor causing the process of tapirage was the blood of a certain frog, or 
another animal or vegetable element.

It’s interesting to note an ethnozoological fact collected by R. Snedigar in 1938 regarding the blue 
variety of the tapirage frog (D. tinctorius), used in the Shudikar-wau area of Guyana as “dog medicine”: 
the Wai-Wai rub the frog on the noses of their dogs to make them more active in hunting and to increase 
their olfactory sensitivity (Silverstone 1975:47). This purpose serves as a link between the use of frogs in 
tapirage and scarification with kampo. Furthermore, we’ll once again encounter a relationship between 
parrot and frog as a mythological theme of kampo.

Frogs and Scarification
The frog involved in the practice of applying its secretion to human skin scars is named differently 

depending on the ethnic group that adopted this practice. Many are derivatives of the etymon kamp- (see 
Table I). The term kambo or kambô does not appear to be present in the original ethnic names, and its 
current widespread diffusion is the result of metropolitan Brazilian and Western contexts where this frog 
is used. The current use of the word kambo by various Amazonian ethnic groups should be considered 
the result of an external terminological adoption. According to Lima (2005), the word kambô is the 
result of an attempt to “Portugueseize” the term kampo. Ethnographer Terri Valle de Aquino reportedly 
gathered from a Yawanawa elder the belief that the word kambô is an ancient form by which the Katukina 
referred to the frog (id.), but it is reasonable to suspect that this indigenisation of the word kambô is the 
result of a process of cultural re-adaptation aimed at justifying the natives’ adoption of this foreign word. 
Here, I will use the term kampo to generally refer to the frog and the technique for absorbing its secretion.

The practice of kampo is particularly prevalent among ethnic groups belonging to the Pano language 
family: Amahuaca, Huni Kuin, Katukina, Marubo, Matis, Matse, Yaminawa, and Yawanawa. It is also 
practiced by the Tikuna-speaking Tukuna, the Carib-speaking Macuxi, the Arawano-speaking Kulina, 
the Tupi-Guarani-speaking Wayapi, and likely—and perhaps more so in the past than today—by other 
groups of the Arawak and Tupi-Guarani language families.

The Ashaninka—members of the Arawak linguistic group—are sometimes referred to as an ethnic 
group that uses kampo (e.g. Costa 2018). However, looking at ethnographic studies conducted on the 
Ashaninka, such as those by Gerald Weiss, Enrique Rojas Zolezzi, Wilberto Casanto, Javier Macera, and 
others, there appears to be no reference to their traditional use of kampo.

The frog species involved in the practice of kampo almost everywhere is currently known as 
Phyllomedusa bicolor. It was initially classified in 1772 as Rana bicolore by the Dutch naturalist Pieter 
Boddaert (fig. 1). 2 It is one of the largest frogs in the Amazon (males can reach 12 cm in length) and is 
widespread in Brazil, Guyana, Venezuela, Colombia, Peru, and Bolivia.

At the time Boddaert classified this frog, its use in kampo practice was not yet known. It was zoologist 
José Cândido de Melo Carvalho, who in 1950 observed the use of bacororô (the name given to the frog 

2	  For a description and taxonomic history of this frog, and more generally for zoological data on the genus 
Phyllomedusa, see Funkhouser 1957.
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in question in the region) among the Tukúna, who identified it as Phyllomedusa bicolor. 3

In addition to P. bicolor, there are references to the use of different frog species in kampo practices 
among the Katukina and Yawanawa, as will be seen below. One of these has been identified as Phyllomedusa 
tarsius Cope. It is worth noting that with regard to the ethnographic data relating to kampo practices 
reported by studies conducted on different ethnic groups, in many cases the identification of the frog 
with P. bicolor has been assumed or taken for granted, and has not been based on a precise identification 
by professional zoologists. It is legitimate to suspect that the range of frogs involved in kampo practices 
is more extensive than previously recognised, even more so if we include the cases from the Guyana 
area recorded over a century ago, which I will present below. It is sufficient to consider what Roth 
(1915:278) reported, that in the context of hunting, “a different frog was used for each type of prey”.

Regarding the chemical-pharmacological studies on kampo, the first ones date back to 1969–1970 
and were carried out by the Italian team led by Vittorio Ersparmer. 4 Following Peter Gorman’s (1990) 
communication on the use of sapo among the Matse, this same team developed extensive pharmacological 
studies on the subject (see e.g. Erspamer et al. 1993).

In the traditional world, it is recognised that kampo does not produce hallucinogenic or visionary effects. 
Only Carneiro (1970:340) and Dole (1998:166) have reported that the Amahuaca experience hallucinatory 
states with the kàpón. But their data are unreliable, as will be discussed in the section on the Amahuaca.

As will be seen below, the oldest document concerning the kampo practice I have so far identified 
dates back to 1881, regardless of the problem of identifying the frog(s) involved.

Before proceeding to describe the use of the frog among different ethnic groups, it is appropriate to 
present two concepts widespread among many Amazonian ethnic groups: “bad luck in hunting” and 
“laziness”.

Bad luck in hunting is generally referred to by the Tupi word panema, but several ethnic groups 
use its own specific name (Braga 2020). The meaning of panema is not actually limited to hunting but 
encompasses a broader range of situations and is understood as bad luck or “unhappiness”, a “magical, 
impersonal force that ‘infects’ men, animals, and objects” (Galvão 1951). An important characteristic 
that defines the condition of panema is its persistence. A hunter who repeatedly fails to hit his prey can 
be afflicted with panema, but so can a hunting dog that repeatedly fails to scent game, and even a fruit 
tree that produces too little fruit for the second consecutive year is likely to have “contracted” panema. 
Panema is acquired through direct or indirect contact with sources charged with this “infection”, the 
primary source of which is considered to be a pregnant or menstruating woman. Panema can also be 
acquired when certain rules and taboos are violated; for example, if a hunter washes his killed game in 
the river or stains his hands with game blood, he offends the spirit of the river, which, in revenge, sends 
panema to the hunter (Galvão 1951). The natives perform a series of purifying practices to eliminate 
panema from an individual, consisting of fumigations and baths with certain substances, and one of the 
techniques widely used by Pano-speaking ethnic groups is the injection of frog secretion.

Several Pano-speaking ethnic groups view laziness rather negatively, and it is sometimes considered 
a real illness. This is because individual laziness hinders social cohesion: “When one allows oneself 
to be dominated by prostration, the fact that the lazy person fails to carry out the tasks that are his 
responsibility is less important than the fact that he has not engaged in the social network that unites 
people who live in the same place” (Lima and Labate 2008:326).

In the following exposition of ethnographic data relating to the practice of kampo, I have performed a 

3	  Carvalho 1955:15; rep. in Melatti 1986:29. I was unable to consult Carvalho’s text.

4	  Anastasi et al. 1969; Anastasi and Falconeri Erspamer 1970; Erspamer Falconeri et al. 1970.



Samorini G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 21 n. 2 (Winter 2025) 5-2710

“filtering” process, excluding data that with a good degree of certainty does not belong to the traditional 
world. As an example, I cite the case of a kampo origin myth related by a Kaxinawa (Huni Kuin) shaman who 
practices in the metropolitan area of Río de Janeiro, administering ayahuasca and kampo. The myth tells 
of how the inhabitants of a village once fell seriously ill and of the failure of their shaman, named Kampô, 
in his attempts to cure them. Then Kampô went into the forest and “under the influence of ayahuasca, 
received a visit from the great God”. The latter carried the frog in his hands and taught the shaman how to 
use it to heal the people (Coutinho 2016:164). Being under the influence of ayahuasca, the concept of a 
“great God”, and the use of the frog to cure the sick do not belong to the ethnographic horizon of the Huni 
Kuin or other native groups, but are the result of the influences of the language and concepts of the urban 
and New Age world of ayahuasca and the consequent process of “shamanisation” of the kampo.

The cunaua and akura of Guyana
Toward the end of the 19th century, the English missionary Charles Daniel Dance (1824–1887), 

in describing the customs of the natives who inhabited the coastal and riverine areas of British Guiana 
(now Guyana), reported a practice to improve hunting skills called maklar. This consisted of:

“to catch a particular kind of toad with yellow stripes on the legs, and called “Cunaua;” then, having 
scratched his wrist with the telson [the caudal part] or string of a scorpion to ensue precision in darting 
the arrow from the bow, and cut his arms and legs with the flakes of a broken bottle, he rubs the back of 
the toad over his wounds. The virus of the reptile 5 burns like fire into the wounds. The toad is then let 
loose to pursue his path into the bush. The Indian believes that he is thus primed for hunting, and that 
the game will not run away from him” (Dance 1881:254).

This description suggests the practice of injecting kambo or a similar technique, although Dance 
does not refer to the extraction of the toad’s secretion but rather speaks of rubbing the animal directly 
onto the hunter’s skin wounds. Furthermore, Dance speaks of a toad, not a frog; however, it is highly 
probable that the batrachian he is describing is a frog, as the presence of yellow stripes on its legs would 
suggest. Another element consistent with the practice of kambo is the purpose of using the batrachian: 
to improve aiming skills during the hunt.

Dance offered a rational explanation for this hunting technique, noting how the hunter’s scent—
which scares away the game—is replaced with that of the “toad”, an animal harmless to other animals, 
which consequently do not flee and are thus more easily approached (id.).

Dance also collected a tale, the “Story of Cunaua”, which associated hunting skill with the frog 
known as cunaua, and which is, in fact, an origin myth for the maklar technique. It tells of a young 
man named Cunaua who was extremely skilled at hunting, a skill so consistent that it began to arouse 
the curiosity of the community, including his wife. After much insistence, the hunter one day took his 
wife into the forest and decided to reveal to her the reason for his infallible hunting technique, on the 
condition that she not reveal it to others, or he would abandon her and go live alone in the forest.

Then he shot an arrow into the air and told his wife to observe where it landed. She saw that the arrow 
had landed on a wiri-bichiri (a type of deer). His secret, or rather part of his hunting secret, was therefore to 
shoot an arrow into the air without aiming it at any game, as it would hit one anyway. The story continues 
with the woman’s difficulty in keeping the secret, which she eventually revealed to some neighbours:

“A very few days after the secret was made known to some of the neighbours by Cunaua’s 
imprudent wife, she was called by him to accompany him to the forest. They travelled until 
they got to a large tree, one of whose boughs was branchless, and in the hollow of which was 
a deposit of rainwater. Under that tree they halted, while the husband thus addressed her: 

5	  In those days, toads and frogs were considered reptiles.
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“I told you not to inquire how I hunted. I said that if you divulged my secret we should separate. I told 
you the truth, but not the whole truth. I did not tell you tat it would cause me misery, and compel me 
to separate from the society of my people. All the evil henceforth to be entailed on me I charge upon your 
faithless curiosity and vanity”. 

While so saying Cunaua was being transformed form the figure of manhood, until he dwindled to 
the dimensions and form of the toad, which has since then borne his name of “Cunaua”; then he leaped 
up into the tree, and settled in the little water of the hollow of the bough” (Dance 1881:255).

The transformation of the Cunaua man into a “toad” is in fact an identification of the frog with a 
human, a theme hinted at in other mythological contexts. In a tale of the Caribs living along the Barama 
River in Guyana, a large frog called konowaru transforms into a man and marries a woman, but at a 
certain point transforms back into a frog and returns to live among the trees. It is interesting to note 
how this tale also features the theme of the hunting skill provided by the frog when it was in its human 
form: “One day he met a man who had no luck in his hunting. He washed the man’s skin with urine 
and gave the man power to hunt” (Gillin 1936:195–6). In this case, it is not the skin or dermal exudate 
of the frog-man, but its urine that provides hunting skill through contact with the hunter’s skin. More 
recently, Bia Labate collected the testimony of a Kaxinawá, according to whom “the kampu was a pajé 
[shaman] who died and became a toad” (Labate 2005).

The word cunaua refers to a curious natural product known in Brazil as breu cunauaru (or canauaru), 
which is worth considering. It is a resinous substance known to Westerners since at least the 19th century 
and even earlier to natives of the Amazon rainforest, who believe it is mostly produced by a species of 
tree frog called canau.

The word canauaru is of Tupi origin and means “frog [aru] canau”, where canau is an ideophone 
referring to the croaking of the male of this frog species to attract the female. Canau is also thought to 
derive from the Tupi word for “wife” (cunhã). The term canauaru has been called with different phonetic 
variants: cunaualu, canuaru, cunuaru, cunauaru (Albino et al. 2024), cunnuarú (Goeldi 1907). 6

Rodrigues, who spoke of the resin of the cunauaru (cunauaruicica) as early as the late 19th century, 
considered it a product that came from the frog’s body while it built its nest. The natives burned it to 
inhale the smoke as a treatment for headaches (Rodrigues 1882:166–7). Rodrigues himself, a few years 
later, corrected himself, stating that the resin was actually obtained from a tree (Protium heptaphyllum), 
although the natives considered it a product of the frog. He also collected several tales from Tupi-
Guarani groups in which the cunauaru is mentioned. In one of these, the Cunauaru frog rubs the resin 
produced by its body on the trunk of a tree while an intruder tries to climb it, leaving the intruder stuck 
to the trunk and dying. In another a man transforms into the frog cunauaru (Rodrigues 1980:64, 198).

The frog was identified in 1907 by Goeldi as Hyla resinifictrix (now known as Trachycephalus 
resinifictrix), 7 and it has been confirmed that it indeed constructs a basin-shaped vivarium with a central 
depression, formed by resinous substances that ooze from the bark of certain trees, such as Protium 
heptaphyllum (Aubl.) Marchand (Burseraceae). A recent chemical analysis performed on a canauaru 
nest revealed the presence of compounds attributable to trees of the Burseraceae family, along with 
other compounds attributable to both plant sources and the frog’s secretion (Albino et al. 2024).

In addition to the similarity, if not identicalness, of this frog’s name to the one described by Dance in 
1881 and used for the maklar hunting technique, a couple of ethnographic reports somehow link the 

6	  The term canauaru was also used to refer to place names: at the beginning of the 19th century, Serra Canauaru 
was used to designate part of the mountain range that forms the border between Guyana, Venezuela and Brazil (Costa e Sá 
1827); in the Rio Negro area there was a place called Pedra Cunauarú (Ducke 1938:42).

7	  In reality, for a long time two distinct species were indicated under this taxon: T. resinifictrix and T. cnauaru, and 
the breu canauaru can also be attributed to this second species, determined only in 2013 (Albino et al. 2024).
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“resin frog” to the “scarification frog”.

In his dictionary of the Nheengatu language of the Tupi-Guarani linguistic group, Ermanno Stradelli 
reported under the entry cunuaru-icyca that it was a resin that “is believed to come from the exudate of 
the Cunuarú frog”, and added that “it is attributed the virtue of turning the fisherman or hunter who 
encounters it into a marupiara, and he uses it to prepare his arrows or break his fishing line” (Stradelli 
1929:430–1). Stradelli himself (ibid.:517) reported for marupiára the meaning of “happy in hunting 
or fishing, successful, fortunate”.

More recently, the Wayapi, a small ethnic group living in French Guyana, seem to have realised that 
the resin pellets found in the nests of the kunawalu frog (which they call “kunawalu chairs”) are of 
plant origin, unlike the native Brazilians who consider them to be a frog secretion. Wayapi hunters seek 
out the resin from the nests to create facial paintings (along with the red dye obtained from the roucou, 
Bixa orellana) shaped like the frog’s dorsal pattern. This makes them fortunate in hunting peccaries 
and red mazama (a small deer). Furthermore, if they cannot obtain this resin, they resort to another 
technique: they rub kunawalu tadpoles on scarifications made on their arms. If these tadpoles are not 
found, they use the eggs of another frog called yuiso (probably Osteocephalus leprieuri), also rubbed on 
the scarifications (Lescure et al. 1980). 8

It’s difficult to determine whether these are homonyms for different frogs, whether they are the same 
frog, or whether these similarities are the result of confusion on the part of Western writers. The fact 
remains that the practice of absorbing frog products through scarification appears to involve species 
other than those of the genus Phyllomedusa, specifically Trachycephalus resinifictrix and, perhaps, 
Osteocephalus leprieuri.

Returning to Dance’s cunaua, the theme of launching an arrow into the air in any direction and still 
hitting the game is also present in a tale of the Warao, also from Guyana. This tale also features a frog 
named Wau-uta, “tree frog”, who gives his broken bow to a hunter; a bow that magically ensures that the 
arrows always hit the game; but in this case too, the hunter’s failure to respect the secret that it was Wau-
uta who gave him his hunting ability caused it to be lost (Roth 1915:213–4). Wau-uta is also said to have 
once been a woman, specifically a female shaman (ibid.:123). Again, the theme of launching an arrow into 
the air is present in an Arawak tale from Guyana whose protagonist is a tree frog named Adaba. This one 
transforms into a man and helps some men by teaching them to hunt with the right arrows (ibid.:215).

Walter Roth (1861–1933), who was the colonial administrator of British Guiana and the author of a 
memorable ethnographic essay entitled An inquiry into the animism and folk-lore of the Guiana Indians, 
also reported the practice of applying frog exudate to skin scarifications: “on the Kaiteur savannah, a 
frog is rubbed on the transverse cuts made adown either side of the hunter’s chest, a different frog being 
used for different game” (Roth 1915:278). This news had originally been reported by a certain H.W.B. 
Moore in 1910, 9 who added that “in the same district a small toad is eaten alive to promote general 
success in hunting” (id.). It is curious that a specific species of frog was used for each type of game, and 
we do not know whether one of these corresponded to the kampo, i.e. Phyllomedusa bicolor, although 
it is probable since the range of this species also covers this geographical area. 10 As for the ingestion of a 
live batrachian, this is not very reliable news.

8	  The Wayapi have a myth about the origins of the kunawalu frog: two women’s heads were decapitated by a 
hero while fleeing from the anaconda eaters. The heads fell into a tree hollow and gave rise to the first pair from which the 
kunuwalu descended, while the bodies became small red deer (Mazama americana). The kunuwalu frog is considered a 
great sorceress who can transform into a jaguar, a fact evidenced by the permanence of the frog’s dorsal pattern on the feline’s 
head (Lescure et al. 1980).

9	  In the Guinean newspaper Daily Argosy of August 12, 1910, which I have not been able to consult.

10	  In nearby French Guyana, the presence of at least four species of Phyllomedusa is recognised, including P. bicolor 
(Lescure et al. 1995).
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Roth described a similar practice among the Arawak natives of the Pomeroon District of Guyana, 
reporting the name of the frog involved and where its eggs are used: “in addition to abstension from salt and 
peppers, cuts are made on the arms, and the spawn of the akura frog is rubbed not only into the incisions, 
but also into the mouth, nose, eyes, and ears, where it is said to cause acute irritation” (Roth 1915:279).

These same natives hand down a tale of how a man was never able to hunt anything in the forest:

     “There was a man who though he went off regularly to the forest, never managed to bring home 
anything, while his brothers-in-law, who seldom went out, always returned with plenty of game; but 
they gave none of it, either to him or to their sister. She, however, determined on asking other people how 
she could teach her husband to be as lucky as her brothers, and after a long long time she found out what 
to do. She then took him one day into the bush to hunt for the akura frog, and when they had found the 
nest she introduced some of the spawn into his ears, eyes, nose, and mouth. This burned him terribly, and 
made him vomit, so much so that he was obliged to roll about in the sand to ease the pain. After this, she 
made him bathe, and then brought him home” (Roth 1915:279).

From then on, the man was able to hunt all kinds of game, and “he and his wife were never in want 
to food, and they took care to treat her brothers as they had treated them. What they could not eat, they 
would barbecue, and then hide. The selfish brothers accordingly wondered how their sister’s husband now 
always managed to kill more game than they did. They asked the sister, but she refused to tell them” (id.).

Gillin collected further interesting information from the Caribs of the Barama River in Guyana 
regarding one of the techniques they used to acquire a power of attraction, a “fascination” called bina, 
which allowed them to attract a desired object, such as game. The term bina is thought to originate 
from the Arawak word bia-bina, “to entice”, “to attract” (Gillin 1936:180). The technique involved the 
capture of a certain type of tree frog (krapo):

      “The krapo (a certain kind of tree frog) bina is the best of all the binas, whether made from 
animal or vegetable. It is used by practically all members of the tribe and acquired shortly after a man 
is old enough to hunt. This frog imitates by its call several game animals in the bush, and the use of it, 
contrary to most bina substances, which are confined to one type of game, is considered to be generally 
efficacious in hunting all types of game. To prepare such a hunting charm, a man first captures a krapo. 
Then he makes a series of short parallel cuts on the inner side of the arm which is used to draw the bow 
string. The cuts run transversely across the branchio-radialis muscle. The hunter rubs some of the slime 
from the skin of the frog into these incisions, talking to the dead frog during the process and asking it 
for help in hunting. Next he takes the krapo home and chars it over a fire, after which he pulverizes the 
remains and puts the ashes away in a packet to be kept until the cuts on his arm start to heal. When the 
cuts have started to heal but are not yet closed, he rubs the ashes into the wounds, speaking an invocation 
which he composes himself” (Gillin 1936:181).

Once this operation of acquiring the bina has been completed, the hunter must remain in his house for 
three days, observing a certain diet and sexual abstinence. He then performs various magical operations 
involving the capture of the first animal and fish, which, if performed properly, will guarantee him 
future luck in hunting and fishing (ibid.:181–2). Although this technique involves the preparation of 
an amulet and seemingly magical operations, at least as described and understood by Gillin, it cannot be 
helped but be associated with the practice of maklar described by Dance in 1881 and with the general 
practice of kampo: it still involves the absorption of frog secretions through skin scarification.

Ultimately, these documents, dating from the late 19th and early 20th centuries, attest to the practice 
in the Guyana area of administering substances found in certain frog species—whether exuded from 
their skin or from their eggs or tadpoles—applied to cuts in the skin or directly to human facial orifices. 
The purpose was to improve hunters’ aiming skills. Mythological themes were passed down that these 
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frogs had once been humans, particularly female shamans, or that they could transform into men at 
will, and it was these frogs that were attributed with hunting prowess. These elements are present in the 
kambo practices documented in modern times.

The acate of the Matse
The Matse belong to the Pano linguistic group. Their contact with the mestizo and Western world 

occurred very recently, in 1969. Previously, they were called Mayorúna, a name that actually referred to 
a group of ethnic groups spread across Peru and Brazil.

The use of the frog among the Matse was first described by American journalist Peter Gorman (1990) 
in an article published in the popular magazine Shaman’s Drum. It was this article that promoted the 
practice of frog injections in Western culture.

Subsequent professional ethnographic studies have highlighted the complex motivational and 
belief systems surrounding the Matse people’s interaction with the Phyllomedusa bicolor frog. The 
most notable are those of Beatriz Almeida (2014), Anna Kovasna (2009), and Roldan Tumi (2022a,b). 
The latter is a young Matse who recently graduated from the University of Iquitos and wrote a thesis 
focused on frog practices. Drawing on interviews with members of his community and knowledge of 
their language, Tumi sought to reconstruct knowledge of the practices and belief systems surrounding 
the frog prior to Western influence.

According to Gorman, the Matse called the frog dav-kiet, a word likely the result of a misunderstanding/
distortion of the name daucaid. In reality, the frog is called acate (“that stings”) and daucaid (“from 
which dau is obtained”, where dau stands for “poison”), or even campuc; the Matse consider this latter 
term an archaic name (Almeida 2014:87). Tumi (2022b:74) offers a different etymology for daucaid, 
which would mean “scraped”, referring to the technique for extracting the acate “resin”.

Although Almeida refers to the frog’s secretion as “poison” (dau), Tumi (2022a:164) emphasised 
that his Matse informants never used the word “poison” (dauë) to refer to the frog’s exudate, but rather 
bëpin, which can be translated as “resin” or “secretion”.

Regarding how the Matse acquired their knowledge of the frog, several informants reported 
that they acquired knowledge of various practices, such as the use of bows and arrows, snuff (rapé), 
the practice of flagellating the skin with nettles, and frog secretion, from an unspecified indigenous 
people they call Mayu. They were characterised by long hair and the presence of specific facial tattoos 
(Almeida 2014:87–8). The Mayu, otherwise known as Ëcbid Chëshë, “Black Lips”, administered frog 
to themselves in a different way: they burned the frog exudate to ashes and inhaled it through their 
nostrils (Tumi 2022a:57). Manuel Tumí, another Matse who provided an in-depth ethnohistory of his 
people, also reported on the “Black Lips”—a population with whom the Matse found themselves at 
war—and the custom of their ancestors to inhale the frog exudate and how this method was acquired 
by the Dëmushbo, that is, the ancestors of the Matse (Jiménez Huanán et al. 2014:49).

In acquiring knowledge of acate from the Mayu, the Matses developed different methods of 
administration. One method was to mix dried, powdered acate resin with tobacco rape and inhale 
the mixture. The effect was considered very strong, leaving one weakened for several hours, and some 
considered it too strong and avoided this method of administration. Others used the scarification 
technique and immediately inhaled the tobacco, based on the belief that “the tobacco ‘pushes’ the acate, 
aiding vomiting and preventing it from ‘pricking the head’” (Tumi 2022a:86). It is unclear whether the 
inhalation of frog exudate is merely mythologized or whether it was actually practiced at one time. But 
we find it practiced or present in myths among the Tukuna and Yawanawa.

The frog is captured by men, who imitate its croaking sound—poc, poc, poc—to attract it. Its body is 
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then restrained by tying its four legs in an X position. The frog is gently poked with a stick, particularly 
around the eyes and nostrils, causing the secretion to come out (Milton 1994). The viscous substance is 
stored in a bamboo block and then held to a flame to dry it. The bamboo blocks are wrapped in leaves 
and stored in the hearth area of the house. To apply the secretion, men burn a thin twig and place it 
on the person’s skin, causing a small, round burn. Once the burning sensation has passed, the burned 
skin is removed and the frog’s secretion, mixed with saliva, is applied directly to the person. Before the 
application, a large quantity of banana mingau is drunk (Almeida 2014:87; Tumi 2022a:74–6). The 
Matses claim that these copious drinking are intended to reduce the pain of vomiting (Milton 1994).

The initial effect on the body is very violent and can be considered a form of poisoning. I report the 
description given by Kovasna, who personally tried acate:

“After only a minute or two, the first effects can be felt. The pulse quickens, the body starts to feel week, 
the head starts throbbing and there is a rushing noise in the ears. Symptoms then increase rapidly. Cold 
sweat, weakness, very high pulse, a throbbing headache and an increasing nausea leading to violent 
vomiting that continues with retching and dry heaves. After approximately 20 minutes the effects 
diminish, leaving the person exhausted and weak” (Kovasna 2009:60).

A restful sleep follows, which Milton’s informants (1994:47) described as more exciting than restful, 
“thinking of ‘nothing’ while sleeping; it’s very similar to being very drunk”. Upon awakening, one 
experiences a state of remarkable mental clarity and physical strength.

The use of acate is part of various practices aimed at increasing “bitterness” within the body. This 
concept—that of “bitterness”—is part of the interpretative systems of various Amazonian ethnic groups, 
particularly those Pano-speaking. The concept of “bitter”—called muka among the Kaxinawa, chimu 
among the Matis, tsimu among the Yaminawa—is central to the shamanic systems of these populations. 
It is no coincidence that some names for shaman mean “he who has the bitter” (mukaya among the 
Kaxinawa, tsimuya among the Yaminawa, tsiboya among the Yaminawa). Psycho-physical tests such as 
wasp or ant stings, floggings with nettles, the ingestion of hallucinogenic substances and a whole host of 
strongly bitter-tasting substances, so widespread in the initiatory processes of various ethnic groups to 
become a shaman, have the purpose of introducing the “bitter” into the body (Carid and Gil 2002:176).

Among the Matse, the ultimate goal of introducing “bitter substances” (muca) into the body, 
including the practice of acate, is to produce and accumulate sian or sinan, understood as “power, 
strength, ability, and knowledge” (Tumi 2022:3). Contradictory opinions among informants have 
been recorded regarding the different meanings of the terms sian and sinan, considered by some to be 
synonymous, by others to be distinct, with sinan being exclusive to shamans (Tumi 2022:165; Kovasna 
2009:56). In any case, sian or sinan is an attribute exclusive to men, while women acquire a different 
attribute, dayac. These attributes are not innate and must be acquired through the introduction of 
“bitter substances”. Older people, who have accumulated a lot of it, pass on part of their sinan or dayac 
to younger people in the context of the introduction of “bitter substances”, operations which for this 
reason are called sinan mene, “giving the sinan” (Almeida 2014:91).

In these operations there is always a giver and a receiver of sinan and dayac, and the giver’s function is 
not merely practical assistance. He or she actually plays the role of a generational transmitter of the collective 
power, skill, and knowledge concentrated in the sinan and dayac. Tumi (2022:166) uses the concept of 
“open bodies”, meaning a “collective body” in which the collective’s qualities and values circulate.

The ritual practices of accumulating and transmitting sinan among men include the use of tobacco, 
ant stings, skin inflammation with nettles, the intake of emetics, and the application of acate through 
scarification. Women accumulate and transmit dayac through acate and tobacco (Kovasna 2009:58).

Since sinan and dayac tend to dissipate over time, they must be maintained by applying the frog, 
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and the person applying it is never of the opposite sex to the person receiving it, except in the case of 
administering it to children (Kovasna 2009:59, 79). Hunters apply frog secretion at least once a month 
(Milton, 1994). In men, acate is applied to the arms and chest, while in women, it is mainly applied to 
the belly. The difference in body area is explained by gender differences in jobs and functions, specifically 
hunting for men and gestation for women (Almeida 2014:94). According to some informants, a 
distinction is also made between the exudate obtained from the chest area of the frog, which is reserved 
for women, and that obtained from the back of the amphibian, which is the one used by men, and they 
believe that if men used the exudate reserved for women they would experience stomach pain and would 
not achieve good aim when hunting (Tumi 2022:74).

Acate is applied to children starting at age three, and the preferred area is the abdomen. Young 
children are given one or two burns, increasing to three or four as they grow. Adults typically receive 
three burns, but in some cases this can increase to ten, such as in the treatment of snake bites. The size of 
the rounded burn area on the skin is consistent for everyone. There are no age limits for the application 
of acate (Tumi 2022:96–7).

Both the giver and the recipient must observe certain rules of conduct. Both must observe a period 
of sexual abstinence before the application of the acate, and the recipient must be careful about sexual 
activity following the injection and, more generally, avoid excessive sweating, as it is believed that sinan 
can leak from the body through sweat. For example, it is preferable to engage in sexual activity during 
the madrugada (the period before dawn), when one sweats less, and it is good practice to wait for the 
scarification wounds to heal and the scab to fall off naturally. Drinking too much water should also be 
avoided, as the newly acquired sinan risks flowing back into the giver’s body (Tumi 2022:110–1).

Among men, the primary reason for applying acate is to acquire hunting skill. When a hunter begins 
to miss his aim too often, he turns to good hunters—those with a good dose of sinan—and asks them 
administer the acate. Older women, who are recognised as good workers—thus possessing a good dose of 
dayac—are sought out by younger women to administer the acate. Other reasons include counteracting 
laziness, fear, and cowardice (Tumi 2022:123–130).

Acate is administered to children as a temper corrector, for example when they cry excessively or 
are disobedient (Tumi 2022:97). Young men are given acate to promote rapid growth and gain weight 
(Tumi 2022:84). It has been reported that Matse women sometimes use acate to better prepare their 
beer (Romanoff 1984:240, rep. in Erikson 2004:50). Nowadays, acate is also administered in cases of 
illness or physical pain, although several elders have reported that this was not the case in ancient times 
(Tumi 2022:113). Hunting dogs are also given frog secretion directly in their snouts when they are too 
lazy (Almeida 2014:87).

Several elderly informants reported that in ancient times acate was taken collectively in the context 
of rites in which the entire community participated and under the guidance of a leader, and that not 
participating was considered shameful. It was particularly recommended for lazy individuals and inept 
hunters. Even today, the acate ritual takes place early in the morning, preferably when it rains (Kovasna 
2009:60). The ceremony takes place in a special house and can be attended by groups of just a few 
individuals, but sometimes by dozens. Men are always accompanied by their wives (Tumi 2022:92). 
Before the administration, a certain amount of corn drink (non-alcoholic) is drunk to facilitate vomiting 
and make it more bearable (Kovasna 2009:60).

The cãpó of the Marubo
The Marubo are an ethnic group belonging to the Pano language group who live in the Javari Valley 

Indigenous Territory of the Amazonas state of Brazil.

According to Montagner (1985:115), the Marubo call the frog secretion cãpó, while the frog is called 
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bacororô; 11 but elsewhere they refer to the milky secretion of the frog as cãpó pae and the frog as cãpó 
(ibid.:296). For Melatti, bacororô is the name given to the frog in the region where the Marubo also live, 
while the Marubo call it kãpo (Melatti 1986:29).

The secretion is collected primarily from the frog’s back and placed on a wooden spatula, which is then 
wrapped in leaves and placed in the sun to dry. The spatula is then hung over the kitchen hearth for about 
fifteen days. The Marubo believe that the dried secretion lasts a year. After the secretion is collected, the frog 
is usually released. Montagner described the technique of applying frog secretion to human skin as follows:

     “The two ends of a forked stick are lit on a burning ember and placed on the individual’s skin, 
with a light and quick touch. The burned skin is immediately removed. The spatula containing the 
dried frog secretion is heated over the embers; the person spits onto the spatula and mixes the saliva and 
secretion with the tip of a knife or other sharp object,  12 until a paste is formed. Using the tip of the knife, 
the paste is applied to the burned areas” (Montagner 1985:297).

The cãpó is administered starting at age three. At that age, a very small amount is applied to the belly, 
and if the effect is excessive, the child is bathed in water to stop it. When the child reaches five years of 
age, the cãpó is administered through two burns (Montagner 1985:298).

The burns are made on areas of the skin where there is sufficient flesh underneath. For example, 
on the belly above the navel, three double rows are made horizontally, or four double rows are made 
vertically; above the breasts of men, two double burns on each; on the outer side of the arms, a double 
row of five burns; on the outer side of the forearms, a double row of seven burns; on the outer sides of 
the thighs, eleven double burns, in a row, on each; on the belly of the feet, a double row of six burns 
(ibid.:300). The Marubo believe that bathing in water stops vomiting and for this reason they usually 
immerse themselves in the river when the vomiting reaction becomes excessive (Melatti 1986:29).

Unlike the Matse and other ethnic groups, those who receive and apply the cãpó do not appear to 
have to observe sexual or dietary restrictions (Montagner 1985:298).

The Marubo say that the cãpó is a source of health and makes the body light. They use it for various 
reasons: for weakness, thinness, headaches, to avoid the cold, to eliminate laziness, to strengthen the 
body, for hunting, to combat panema (bad luck) in hunters, to combat fatigue from excessive work, 
and as a corrective for disobedient children. Pregnant and breastfeeding women do not consume the 
frog and can resume its use when the child is one year old (ibid.:297–8). The frog is also used to combat 
severe malaria fever (Cesarino 2008:323).

The Marubo have handed down a long mythological cycle called Wenía, which, although collected 
in various versions by some ethnographers (at least by Delvair Montagner and by Julio Melatti), does not 
appear to have been published in its entirety. We know that one of the three versions collected by Melatti 
includes a tale about the origins of the “frog injection”. This tale is presented in a rather confusing manner 
by informants. An elderly woman plays a key role in the mythical discovery of the frog. She appears to 
experiment—one might call it self-experimentation—with different types of frogs until she finds the 
right one, the cãpó. The first frog is called Noa Irí, where noa means “big river”. As soon as she tastes its 
secretion—it’s unclear whether through scarification or another method—the elderly woman falls to the 
ground as if dead, and when she awakens, she advises those around her not to use that frog. Finally, she 
tries the secretion of the frog Noa Kãpo and recommends using it because “she felt light and healthy”.

The tale continues chaotically, but contains a very interesting element that links the cãpó with a 
parrot. In practice, the cãpó appears to have originated from Tẽcha Bawa, a type of parrot:

11	  The word bacororô is related to the Tukuna bakoro and is also the name of an indigenous dance.

12	  A black macaque bone is also used (Montagner 1985:296).
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      “The cãpó landed on the branch of an ingazeiro tree [Inga sp., Fabaceae]. The old woman found 
it and prepared a ‘salad’ with pepper, cassava, and cassava milk made from its egg. The version is 
unclear: it is not known whether the egg came from the parrot or the frog, and whether the mixture gave 
birth to the frog or its secretion. (...) It is worth noting that the tale reports that the old woman flew from 
tree to tree like a parrot” (Melatti 1986:30).

Melatti continues by presenting data collected by Firmino, Delvair Montagner’s informant, which 
confirms that the tẽcha bawa was a baby parrot that became a singing cãpó. Furthermore, the term cãpó in 
everyday language is replaced by tẽcha bawa in the ritual language of healers (id.). Pedro Cesarino’s informants 
(2008:384) also mentioned the transformation in mythical times of a baby parrot into the cãpó frog.

The similarity of the green colour of the cãpó frog and the tẽcha bawa parrot has also been highlighted, 
as well as a possible identification of the old woman with the frog (Melatti 1986:30). This recalls the 
mythical origin of the frog from a female shaman in Guyana tales.

The kampok of the Matis
The Matis also belong to the Pano linguistic group and inhabit the Indigenous Land of the Javari 

Valley in the Brazilian state of Amazonas. Before 1976, they were confused with the Marubo.

The Matis call the frog kampok and its exudate kampon ënë (Erikson 1999:275). They use it to treat 
various ailments such as fever, headache, stomachache, and general malaise, and to drive away panema. 
Children are also given kampok, applied to the arms or feet, and it is believed to increase stamina in 
young people. In adults, it is applied to the arms, feet, and chest (Costa 2018).

The burns on the skin from kampok application are always double, one next to the other, generally 
over a vein. Women receive it on the front of the upper arm at the biceps, on the inside of the forearm, 
on the waist, and on the front of the thigh. Men receive it on the front of the upper arm at the biceps 
and on the waist. Eight-year-old children receive it on the back of the foot (Arisi 2011:278).

Among the Matis, there is a conceptual system associated with the use of kampok similar to that of the 
Matse. People are endowed with an attribute of power, xó (or sho), and, like the Matse’s sinan, xó is not 
innate but is acquired through the introduction of “bitter” substances (tximu or chimu) into the body. 
There are animals such as certain spiders, snakes, scorpions, and ants, which possess a large amount of 
xó, which they transmit to humans by stinging them. Kampok is also a vector for the acquisition of xó, 
and whoever administers it transmits part of his xó to whoever receives it, following a rule of hierarchical 
circular passage from greater to lesser” (Erikson 1999:262). An important difference with other ethnic 
groups such as the Matse and the Katukina, where men administer frog secretion to men and women to 
women, is that among the Matis it is women who apply it to both genders, at least according to the field 
observations of Barbara Arisi (2011:276–9).

A myth has been collected about the origin of the use of kampok among the Matis, in which a boy is 
kidnapped by Urubu, the Vulture, a black bird. During his stay with the Vulture, the boy eats only raw 
or rotten meat, full of worms. Later, the boy is kidnapped again, this time by Jaburu, a white bird. This 
bird fishes with timbó (fishing poison) and eats roasted foods, both hallmarks of civilising technology. 
The Jaburu cares for the boy and, using the kampok, makes him vomit the worms he had to eat while 
living with the Vulture. The Jaburu then returns the boy to his family, who then spreads the knowledge 
of kampok he had learned from the Jaburu (Arisi 2011:154–163; Costa 2018:4).

The kampo of the Katukina
The Katukina, of Pano linguistic origin, are present in two Brazilian Indigenous Territories, along the 

Campinas and Gregório rivers. For some time, the Katukina have apparently claimed the title of “true 
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holders” of the knowledge of the frog, which they call kampo, to the point of using it as their ethnic symbol 
and gaining regional and national recognition as the “legitimate experts on kampo”. This has created 
conflict and disagreement with other ethnic groups (Lima and Labate 2008; Homem de Góes 2007).

The Katukina do not capture the frog, but use a stick that they place in front of the frog and wait for 
it to latch onto it. To stimulate its secretion, they irritate it by spitting on it (Lima 2005). They believe it 
is important to release the frog after collecting its secretion, otherwise there is a risk of encountering the 
surucucu snake and being killed. It is believed that the surucucu also uses kampo and that to produce its 
venom, it sucks the frog’s secretion with its fangs (Lima 2000:215).

Katukina elders reported that in ancient times, live frogs were rubbed directly on burns (Lima 2005). 
This technique was later replaced by collecting the secretion, likely to allow for more accessible access to 
the secretion without the constant need for frogs, which were not always available at different times of 
the year. Moreover, we have already encountered the practice of rubbing frogs directly on skin wounds 
in ancient documents from Guyana.

Katukina informants reported that in the past, two methods of intaking kampo were used, which 
have fallen into disuse and were used solely for hunting. The dried resin was powdered, mixed with 
tobacco, and inhaled. Another method involved immersing the live frog in water, and after shaking it 
briefly, it was removed and the liquid drunk (Lima 2005). We are therefore dealing with a very rare case 
of oral ingestion, which we will also encounter among the Yawanawa. In the metropolitan, New Age, 
ceremonial, and neo-shamanic context of kambo, oral ingestion of frog secretions is considered lethal.

Interestingly, some informants reported that women and children once received the secretion of 
a different species of frog called shawan kampo and identified with Phyllomedusa tarsius Cope. It is 
considered weaker and is rarely used today (Lima 2000:74). In a communication from a few years later, 
the result of a more in-depth ethnographic investigation, Lima (2005) even speaks of four species of frog 
used by the Katukina, and the one corresponding to P. bicolor is called awa kampo.

Kampo is administered in the early hours of the day, during the madrugada. The person undergoing 
kampo must first ingest a large quantity of liquids, caiçuma (a drink made from unfermented cassava, 
therefore non-alcoholic) or water. If the purpose is to combat ailments or physical ailments, men and 
women apply five “points” to the feet. If the purpose is hunting, hunters may apply more than one 
hundred “points”. Some elders have reported applying up to 300 points when they were young. Young 
people, especially, use large quantities of kampo. Upon reaching the tenth point, the taste in the mouth 
becomes bitter, a flush of heat is experienced, and the eyes and mouth swell; vomiting then occurs. 
Kampo is also administered to children aged 1–2 years, with one or two “points”. When they reach six 
years of age the “points” become five (Lima and Labate 2008). The amount of 300 points reported by 
older informants may belong to a mythical horizon, an expression of individual boasting.

When large amounts of kampo are applied for hunting purposes, the burns follow a line that begins 
at the wrist of one arm, runs across the chest to the navel, and continues across the chest to the wrist of 
the other arm (Lima 2000:75).

Kampo is used primarily as a “hunting stimulant”, capable of sharpening the hunter’s senses and to 
counter panema (yupa in the Katukina language). It is also used to counter laziness (tikish), among both 
men and women. Kampo is also administered to dog puppies.

The know-how associated with the kampo technique, such as the methods for collecting frog 
secretions and the administration techniques, is a common heritage acquired by all adults in the 
community. Shamans use kampo very little, only to treat some physical ailments (Lima, 2000:76).

Even among the Katukina, importance is given to the individual who administers the kampo, whose 
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moral qualities and abilities—for example, hunting skills among men and perseverance in work among 
women—are passed on to the one who receives the kampo (Lima and Labate 2008:327).

The kàpón of the Amahuaca
The Amahuaca belong to the Pano linguistic group and live in the deep forest of the area between 

the Ucayali River and the upper Juruá and Purús Rivers of Peru.

The data regarding the frog’s relationship with the Amahuaca are those most affected by errors 
and inaccuracies by ethnographers. Even the name by which the Amahuaca refer to the frog and/or its 
secretion appears confusing: Carneiro (1970) reports the term kambó, while Dole (1998:166) reported 
the names kàpón and ràti, which in another passage he spells differently as kapo and rati (ibid.:225).

Dole offers a further word that would be used to designate this frog. Adding to the discussion 
regarding the etymology of the term “pano”, the scholar highlighted how some Amahuaca believe it 
derives from the name they give to the armadillo, pano, but adds the following consideration: “However, 
it seems more likely that the origin of the name is rooted in the homonymous term which refers to a 
small, unidentified toad [sapo] that croaks whenever it rains. The Amahuaca use the same term, ‘pano’, 
to designate both pain or suffering and a tree frog that exudes a poisonous substance that is used in a 
very painful procedure to purge the bodies of men with the aim of increasing their skill as hunters. This 
latter interpretation is corroborated by recent research on the Phyllomedusa bicolor, a highly poisonous 
tree frog whose skin secretion is used by numerous Pano-speaking groups as ‘hunting magic’” (Dole 
1998:133). In this passage, ethnographic data seem to be confused with the scholar’s conjectures and 
it raises doubts that the same word, “pano”, is used by the Amahuaca to simultaneously designate the 
armadillo, an unidentified “toad”, pain and suffering, and the Phyllomedusa bicolor frog.

But the most unreliable data reported by both Carneiro and Dole, and by them alone among all 
those who have discussed the use of kampo among South American natives, concerns the supposed 
hallucinogenic properties of kampo. Carneiro (1970:340) reported that “for three days following [the 
application of kambó], while under the influence of the toxin, he has vivid hallucinations which are 
considered to be supernatural experiences”. Dole stated that “the toxin also produces hallucinations 
during which the hunter sees visions of beneficent spirits who can be consulted to find out where 
animals to hunt may be found” (Dole 1998:166). In describing the shamanic practice of enhancing the 
effects of ayahuasca by adding certain ingredients, mostly plant-based, Dole returns to the topic of kapo, 
reporting that “an even more powerful substance used with chants to induce visions that serve both 
witchcraft and healing purposes is the extremely toxic secretion of the tree frog” (ibid.:225). It is unclear 
whether the frog exudate is intended added to the ayahuasca brew or taken alone.

Peter Furst (1972:41–2) reported the personal communication that Dole and Carneiro made to 
him regarding their 1961 observation of the use of the frog among the Amahuaca. They also reported 
hallucinatory effects following the use of frog resin, which the Amahuaca “viewed as supernatural 
encounters with forest spirits”. They said this phase was accompanied by the drinking of ayahuasca, and 
Furst added that “it is not clear how much of the ecstatic trance experience can be ascribed to the frog 
poison, and how much to the effects of the ayahuasca. I am told by toxicologists that some constituents 
of frog poisons act on the central nervous system, so that effects similar to those induced by the botanical 
hallucinogens are not out of the question. Of course, the radical purging of the system by means of the 
poison would tend to heighten the effects of the ayahuasca drink. In any event, the two aspects of the 
ritual are conceptually and functionally related”.

The association of the practice of kampo with the consumption of ayahuasca, in a strictly native and 
original context (i.e., prior to the urbanisation, shamanisation, and globalisation of kampo), has been 
reported only by Carneiro and Dole, and given the superficiality and confusion with which these two 
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scholars presented their data, it is legitimate to consider it unreliable.

Regarding the techniques for collecting and administering the frog’s secretion, while Carneiro’s 
(1970) statement that the secretion is placed on scarifications made on the arms or chest can be considered 
reliable, Dole’s statements that the frog is brought close to a fire to promote the secretion and that the 
hunter, in addition to obtaining scarifications by burning the skin, makes a “long cut in the wrist and 
torso” to introduce the secretion (Dole 1998:166) can be considered suspect. As will be seen shortly, the 
practice of bringing the live frog close to a fire to promote the secretion was reported only by Tastevin in 
1925—a document well known to all scholars who have studied kampo—and as a common practice for 
collecting dart poison from frogs of the genus Phyllobates from the Chocó region of Colombia.

The kampun of the Huni Kuin
The Huni Kuin, otherwise known as Kaxinawa or Cashinahua, are an ethnic group belonging to the 

Pano language family. They live in the border region between Peru and Brazil, in the upper reaches of 
the Juruá and Purus rivers.

The first reference to a “vomiting” frog appears in an early 20th-century study of the Cashinahua 
language, where the word kā-pō, “ox-toad”, is explained as “a remedy made from its milk”, and kā-pō pō-
xô-kô as “the milk of the ox-toad, which causes vomiting” (Capistrano de Abreu 1914:579).

A decade later, the most well-known document appeared describing the practice of “campon”, 
produced by the French missionary Constant Tastevin:

“The army of batrachians is innumerable. The most notable is the campon of the Kachinaua, 
bakururu of the Tupy. The Kachinaua, Kurina [Kulina] and Kanamari Indians tie it alive, its legs 
[arranged] in a cross, and place it over a live fire. Its body then exudes a glue which they collect on 
sticks and guard. Then they free the poor animal, because if it died its glue would take revenge on its 
executioners. When a native falls ill, he becomes thin, pale and swollen; when he has been unlucky in 
hunting for a long time, it is because he has a bad principle in his body that he must expel. Early in the 
morning, before dawn, while still fasting, the sick and the unfortunate make small scars on their arms 
or stomach with the tip of a red-hot ember, then they vaccinate themselves with toad ‘milk,’ as they say. 
Soon they will be struck by violent nausea and diarrhoea; the bad principle leaves their body from all 
exits: the patient becomes fat and plump again and recovers his beautiful colour, the unfortunate man 
again encounters more game than he can bring back; not an animal escapes his penetrating gaze, his ear 
perceives the slightest noises and his weapon never misses a shot. I witnessed one of these cleansing among 
the Kurina, at the source of the Erie, among the Zuwohi-Madihá (ugly brown men): the patients took 
the ‘campon’ around 5 o’clock, some for fun; by 7 o’clock they had completely recovered and at 8 o’clock 
one of them went hunting and brought back just a jacou (Penelope marail [a kind of galliform bird])” 
(Tastevin 1925:19–20).

In another passage, Tastevin reported the opinion of the Kachináua, who attributed to the Yamináua 
the discovery of “the purgative, emetic, and magical properties of the exudate secreted by the kampô 
frog”, as well as of honi (the ayahuasca vine) (Tastevin 1925:414). As Calavia Sáez et al. (2003:21) have 
highlighted, the Kaxinawa saw the Yaminawa, who inhabited the “mountains”, that is, the deep forest, 
as the holders of “authentic” knowledge, and for this reason they attributed to them many discoveries 
and technological achievements.

Turning to more modern studies, fragmented data on the use of the kampun have been reported. 
According to Lagrou (2013:248), the Huni Kuin call the frog kampun. Cecilia McCallum (1989:153) 
had the opportunity to observe the use of the frog, although she did not report its name: the rite took 
place at night before dawn. After the boys had vomited, they went hunting with their chai (brother-in-
law): “vomiting cleanses the body”.
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Lagrou mentions the use of the frog in a specific context, a rite of passage for boys and girls when 
they change their teeth. The rite is called nixpu pima, where nixpu is the name of a plant that blackens 
teeth. The children must chew the nixpu, which blackens their teeth. Afterwards, they are confined for a 
few days until their return to normal life is marked by the application of kampun, which has the purpose 
of making them vomit the ingested nixpu (Lagrou 2013:248). Three burns are applied. The kampun is 
also used by women to get pregnant (Lagrou 2007:525).

The kapu of the Yaminawa and Yawanawa
The Yaminawa are an ethnic group belonging to the Pano language family. They are currently 

scattered across the border areas between Brazil and Peru, with a small group living in Bolivia.

They call the frog kapu, which falls within the category of biiwa elements, meaning “much aim”, 
and use it primarily for hunting purposes. For this reason, they apply kapu to abrasions on the index 
finger, wrist, or palm of the hand, which are the most important body parts for aiming. Generally, only 
one burn is applied. Taking kapu requires sexual abstinence and a meat-free diet for fifteen days before 
administration, and avoiding the meat of male animals for the following fifteen days (Carid Naveira and 
Pérez Gil 2002; Pérez Gil 2006:53–4).

Even among the Yaminawa, care is taken over who administers the kapu, which must be an older 
man with good hunting skills. They also believe that the scent of someone who has undergone the kapu 
attracts women as well as game (Pérez Gil 2006:54, 59).

The Yawanawa, of Pano linguistic origin, live in territories distributed between Brazil, Peru, and 
Bolivia and call the frog by the same term, kapu. As among the Katukina, the Yawanawa have recorded 
the use of two different species of frog. Besides the kapu, reserved for men, another species is called 
paxpa and is reserved for women and children as it is considered weaker. The paxpa does not appear 
to have been determined zoologically. Children and women receive three burns, while men receive up 
to 50-60 burns. A further difference from other ethnic groups using kampo concerns the method of 
consumption: one involves inhaling the dried frog secretion along with rapé; another involves immersing 
the live frog in water and then drinking the water mixed with caiçuma (a fermented alcoholic beverage) 
(Pérez Gil 1999:93–94). In addition to the practice of inhaling frog secretion, a rare modality in itself, 
which was encountered among the Matse, Tukuna and Katukina, we again encounter oral ingestion, 
with the same technique reported among the Katukina.

In addition to hunting, kapu’s uses include the treatment of malaria and training to become a 
shaman; for the latter, along with other practices, the goal is to acquire and maintain the “bitter” (tsimu) 
in the body (ibid.:123). As with the Yaminawa, it has been reported that the odour emanating from a 
man who has undergone kapu attracts both the animals to be hunted and women (Pérez Gil 2006:59).

Other ethnic groups
Macuxi or Makuxi – They belong to the Carib linguistic group and live in the far north of Brazil 

and the Republic of Guyana. Nunes Pereira learned of the use of the frog during a trip in the 1940s 
among the Macuxi in the Branco River Territory, Roraima State, who call it conopichi: “One afternoon, 
some boys showed up with a colony of Conopichi frogs (...) I asked Jones what they were used for, 
and he explained that they use the Conopichi secretion to purify themselves, scarifying the skin of 
their forearms. Thanks to this secretion, they purify themselves, individually and collectively, and cure 
themselves of various ailments” (Pereira 1947). To stop the violent effects of the frog, they jump into 
the water (Pereira 1980 1:375–6).

Emanuele Amodio also mentioned the use of the frog among the Makuxi of Brazil, who reportedly 
made frequent use of it, although in recent years this has declined in favour of lianas and other plants. 
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However, this finding is reported in a context where the scholar creates considerable confusion: for 
example, in analysing the role of a frog present in Makuxi myths, he considers it to be the same one used 
for scarification, when this is not necessarily the case. Suffice it to note that in several myths of ethnic 
groups that use kampo, a frog appears that plays an important role in the human acquisition of fire 
(Wassén 1934: 644–8), but it cannot be identified with the kampo frog. Furthermore, Amodio confuses 
edible frog species with the kampo and equates it with Bufo marinus (Rhinella marina), a toad that 
produces bufotenine and has perhaps been overly attributed with hallucinogenic properties (Weil and 
Davis 1994): the kampo does not possess hallucinogenic properties. Given this level of approximation 
and confusion in the data, it is difficult to believe the claim that “even the Makuxí shamans of Guyana 
use the frog in specifically therapeutic rites, both by rubbing the secretion on wounds and as an ointment 
all over the body” (Amodio 1991:181). The practice of rubbing the frog’s secretion all over the body as 
an ointment is not known in South American ethnographic literature and raises suspicions of fanciful 
extrapolations of the well-known technique of medieval European witchcraft practices.

Wayapi or Wayampi – A small ethnic group of Tupi-Guarani linguistic origin living in French 
Guyana. A Wayapi from the Camopi area reported that men place P. bicolor secretions on scarifications 
on their arms, and this “provides strength when drawing a bow, as if there were a reduction in the 
sensation of cramp” (Lescure 1995:40). In a previous study, Lescure et al. (1980) reported the Wayapi’s 
extensive knowledge of amphibians. They call pakuku the Phyllomedusa bicolor, which they distinguish 
from two other species of the same genus to which they give different names. It is interesting to note 
that, according to Gillin’s (1936:196) observations, the Caribs of the Barama River of Guyana also 
called a small tree-frog by the same word pakuku, which probably does not apply to P. bicolor, as this is 
one of the largest tree-frogs in Guyana.

Kulina or Culina – They belong to the Arawanian linguistic group. Most live in Brazil, with some 
villages in Peru. They are likely the Kurina mentioned by Tastevin (1925:19–20), who he included 
among the ethnic groups among whom he personally observed the use of “campon”. The Kulina call 
the frog kampô. Before injecting its secretion, they drink copious quantities of bee honey (bacun). The 
main purposes of use are to relieve laziness and panema. After the kampô treatment, it is customary to 
stick one’s hand into an anthill to be bitten by the ants (Avila 2018:38).

Tukuna or Tikuna – They are distributed across three countries: Brazil, Peru, and Colombia, and 
speak a language that appears isolated or at least difficult to associate with other linguistic groups. An 
ethnographic reference to the use of the frog is present in the monograph on the Tukuna by Curt 
Nimuendjau (1952:102–3), where it is stated that they occasionally use the frog, which they call bakoro, 
to imitate its croaking. They apply the secretion to their arms to induce vomiting, for example after 
drinking alcoholic beverages.

There is an interesting reference to wakoro (bakoro) in a Kanamari myth that deals with the conflict 
that arose between Tapir, Deer, and Paca (a rodent) at the time when humans separated from animals, 
more precisely at the time when the separation occurred between “people” and “game”. Tapir kills and 
eats Paca’s son, and when Paca realises this, he takes Deer’s tobacco and prepares rapé, to which he adds 
wakoro, which he gives to Paca to sniff. Paca thus vomits Paca’s son. In this case, the purpose of wakoro 
is purely emetic, and it is interesting to note how the frog’s secretion is inhaled (Aparicio 2017:21–2). 13

13	  Summary of a myth collected by Costa, 2007, which I have not been able to consult.
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Images
Table I – Traditional kampo use

Fig. 1 - The first design of Phyllomedusa bicolor by the Dutch naturalist Pieter Boddaert; dated 1772, Boddaert named it Rana 
bicolore (from Boddaert, 1772).


