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ABSTRACT 

This study explores evocations of the concept of the "Amazon Woman" and 

her female tribe, from cross-continental prehistoric sources to contemporary ritual 

practice within native amerindian belief systems of the rain forests of South America. 

The designation "Amazon" for the world's largest river has often been considered a 

grand "mistake" made by sixteenth century explorers; imaginative portrayals of 

Amazons had invigorated the reports of numerous early travelers, including Marco 

Polo, Columbus, and Hernan Cortes. 

This analysis establishes the importance of a reconsideration of the Amazon 

"mistake," or the idea that Europeans were projecting the fantastical worlds and 

dramatic personae of classical Greek legends and later romances of chivalry onto the 

realms of New World daily experience. The deep roots of prehistoric and historic 

civilizations carry the fragmentary genesis of matristic views of the world---the 

Mother, deified as Warrior, is a constant sign and symbol interplaying within the 

semiotics of the Amazon. The amazons of the New World were both ancient sister 

kin and actual tribal homosocial units who played vital roles in sacred religious 

beliefs and clan organization. 

I read the corpus of chronicles on, and studies of, the question of Amazons 

through a multi-faceted and multidisciplinary lense: archeology, history, 
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anthropology, ethnography, mythology, literary criticism, and the sciences all 

intertwine to provide a more wholistic view of the subject. The text of the Amazons 

is clarified here by the consideration of prehistoric fragment upon fragment, reuniting 

five tribal narratives from the rain forests of South America, which reconstitutes the 

overall corpus of the Amazon mythos in Latin America. 

An autobiographical opening juxtaposes the continuum between the personal 

and cultural microstructures of my own approach to this subject with the 

macrostructures of the socio-symbolic order generally, and keeps a double focus 

constantly at play throughout the entire analytical text. 

Finally, Amazons are defined as evocations of natural phenomena and the 

diversity of animal and human behaviors as represented in mythical, cultural, and 

social spheres. This thesis comprises a literary analytical process I define as 

"ecotextuality": the reading of biotic diversity through its multiple languages, not 

excluding the "I" of the reader/writer. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This study explores evocations of the Amazon and her Tribe, from 

cross-continental prehistoric sources to contemporary ritual practice within native 

amerindian belief systems of the rain forests of South America. The term 

"amerindian" requires immediate association to the "discovery and conquest" of the 

land and native peoples inhabiting vast geographies, for map makers appended 

"America" to Amerigo Vespucci's "mundus noVlls," and Christopher Columbus, off 

course on his own map, gave us the mistaken name "Indians" for the tribal people of 

the Caribbean. The designation "Amazon" has also been considered a grand 

"mistake" on the part of European explorers traveling throughout the Americas in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries---Catholic priests, scribes, and primarily Spanish, 

Italian, and Portuguese military conquistadores and scientific investigators---those 

who were invariably told and then reported about the "land of women." 

This analysis will establish the importance of a reconsideration of the Amazon 

"mistake," or the idea that Europeans were projecting the fantastical worlds and 

dramatic personae of classical Greek legends and later romances of chivalry onto the 

realms of New World daily experience. These personal and collective adventures 

could perhaps barely be articulated, they differed so from European realities. But 

in essence there is no mistake: the deep, and still mostly buried, roots of prehistoric 
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and historic civilizations carry the fragmentary genesis of matristic views of the 

world---the Mother, deified as Warrior, is a constant sign and symbol interplaying 

within the semiotics of the Amazon. Therefore, the traces of European "projections" 

onto the lands and peoples of a veritable New World, spiral ever downward through 

literatures and cultures of all periods, from medieval romances through "high" 

civilizations such as the Maya and Aztec, ancient Greece and Rome, to elementary 

levels of human consciousness and communities on a universal scale. The amazons 

of the New World were both ancient sister kin and actual tribal homosocial units 

who played vital roles in sacred religious beliefs and clan organization. 

I read the corpus of chronicles on, and studies of, the question of Amazons 

through a multi-faceted and multidisciplinary lense: archeology, history, 

anthropology, ethnography, mythology, literary criticism, and the sciences all 

intertwine to provide a more wholistic view of the subject. Most previous studies are 

derived from single disciplines: for example, classical studies, mythology, or 

anthropology. This last discipline, as well as archeology and ethnography, never 

"admits" to the designation "amazons," and constantly refers to stories about women's 

rule as the "so-called" Amazon stories, which clarifies the extreme delicacy and 

apprehension attached to the very enunciation of the name. This emphasis on the 

single-discipline analytical approach only furthers the fragmentation and occlusion 

of many considerations of the Amazon, as well as obfuscates her association to the 

woman bond, lesbian lives, and female sexuality in general. It must be understood, 
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nonetheless, that my readings are evolutionary and revolutionary, in that they evolve 

from my training as a literary scholar and circle constantly through these focused 

eyes. I am not "doing" anthropology, ethnography, or science, but rather, am reading 

them, which reveals textual sequences and semantic gaps that must be elucidated in 

order to better comprehend the many cultural and social anxieties connected to the 

possibility of Amazons, living, dead, or continuously regenerated. 

Additionally, I embrace multidimensional considerations of the construction 

of a narrative or expository voice, one that interweaves the entire analytical text. A 

continuum between the personal and cultural microstructures of my own life as 

related to this subject, and the macrostructures of the socio-symbolic order generally, 

is only broken by the formal limitations of chapter design and academic procedures 

that confine this study to its space on the written page. Life as text, and text as life, 

particularly the many oral narratives transcribed from tribal societies I bring together 

in the ensuing chapters, fuse a larger understanding of the many intimacies and 

communicative voices established between the area of research and the one who does 

the investigative work. Even more importantly, it is the often mysterious and 

wondrous reasons why a person chooses to focus on a particular area of analysis, that 

invite me to explore the original traces of the Amazon quest in my own 

autobiographical details. In effect, there are two openings: the autobiographical 

introduction of my own relationship to the subject, and the conventional review of 

historical emanations and scholarly studies of the Amazons heretofore. Though the 
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writing in the subsequent chapters extends itself circuitously in an expository vein, by 

virtue of the original introduction of a personal life into the text, the lifeblood of the 

Amazon mythos only continues to course throughout the whole narrative and keep 

a double focus in play. 

This prefatory introduction to the organization of my study actually constitutes 

an additional frame, for if it were not part of the entire superstructure of the 

analysis, the reader would jump immediately into the gestalt of the writer's quest in 

chapter one, and begin with the writer's beginnings. If structured without preface, 

by the end of the autobiographical chapter, one is left somewhat confused about the 

Amazons, still searching and wondering---and this is exactly right and as it should be. 

The legacy of Amazon stories has left us a confusing labyrinth of possibilities, and 

relates to larger cultural, sociological, and global concerns. 

As the reader continues, the text of the Amazons is clarified by the 

consideration of prehistoric fragment upon fragment, and eventually reunites together 

for the first time in one study, five oral narratives I believe comprise the overall 

corpus (generating multiple versions) of amazon tellings in tribal Latin America. My 

final thesis defines Amazons as evocations of natural phenomena and the diversity 

of animal and human behaviors as represented in mythical, cultural, and social 

spheres. It is these sacred epiphanies that produce meanings and personal definitions 

of self and community for humanity across time. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

AMAZON ARMS: EMBRACING THE MYTH 

I 

Months before, in Tucson, Arizona, I had sat on the side porch of my house 

and envisioned a journey. In my hands was the nineteenth century naturalist Henry 

Walter Bates' journal of years in and around the Amazon River; pen and ink 

drawings accompanied the rich, lush descriptions of flora and fauna both bright and 

magical. As I read this Englishman's lively account of different hunting "tribes" of 

army or Amazon ants, some of which marched single file, others in organized 

battalions, I was reminded of centuries' old lore about warrior women. For years my 

thoughts had been immersed in the myths, the histories of women known as 

Amazons. Sometimes they appeared as giants, but most importantly they lived large 

in spirit and strength in the imaginations of countless peoples of the world. As I 

gathered materials for my doctoral dissertation I often noted the fragmentation of 

these tales and studies about them. The Amazons were described as "male-like" or 

as "women who lived without men," and became alluring objects of heroic conquest, 

vehicles for male transcendence. In essence they were desexualized by emphasis on 

"masculine" qualities: hunting skill (exaggerated by stories of one-breasted Amazons 

who could better aim and pull the bow), large size and muscular development, ability 
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to bond and organize for battle, live with autonomy. These depictions painted 

Amazons as curiosities, aberrations; how might they be understood from the inside 

looking out? The more I read about ants, butterflies, and birds in the scientist's 

notebook, the more I knew instinctively that I had to travel the Amazon myself. The 

natural environment of this region would write itself large in my eye, and I would 

read it as a text. The story I would trace was both ancient and modern, universal 

and South American: it was the story of the Amazon Women. 

My trip began the moment I received word from the Tinker Foundation that 

indeed I would travel to Peru and the headwaters of the Amazon River. Shock and 

euphoria intermingled with uneasiness; soon the uneasiness intensified and became 

fear, fear as large as the Amazons themselves, fear as deep as my own courage would 

allow me to recognize face to face. Suddenly the aloneness of my life, at times 

comfortable and nourishing, at times desperate, became suffocating, unclear. How 

would I guide myself, organize and plan? How would I find the emotional and 

physical strength necessary to travel the unknown---I, now, a much different woman 

than the younger self who had lived in South America with an acceptance I no longer 

knew? As a lesbian woman, as a feminist scholar, my eyes focused through different 

lenses, my reach encompassed new topographies; I could only speculate on how well 

my research on Amazons would be received and I would only know how easily my 

interactions with the men of the Peruvian highlands and jungles (not to mention 

fellow travelers) would unfold once my feet were on foreign ground. If the myth of 
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the Amazon warrior was a tale about strength, power, anomaly, sisterhood .... this trip 

was certainly my own personal journey in these same realms of female experience. 

To interpret the language of different peoples, to gaze, imbibe the spirits of the 

largest river in the world---I was overwhelmed. I began a physical and spiritual 

workout trying to keep my energy in a centered place, ease the muscles, open up, 

emanate from a deep source, feel Big. At a women's dance I noticed that all the 

women there seemed short; I was only five foot six wearing cowgirl boots, but I felt 

as if I were looking down from a much higher place. This was a different vision, 

being both in the crowd and above it, an altered awareness that spoke loudly about 

the possible subjugation of a shorter class of people by a taller. Was I growing taller 

and taller with every step that travelled to the Amazon? Would I subjugate my fears 

and make them less powerful? Not sleeping, antsy with nerves, I noticed that for the 

first time in my life I was stuttering. 

For months I had surrounded myself with huge maps of South America, maps 

which detailed the routes of Spanish Conquest throughout the New World. I would 

sleep with a beautiful National Geographic map of the tribes of South America 

pinned on my headboard, almost touching my head. With the map folded so as to 

display only the Amazon region, I would meditate each night on the territory, repeat 

tribal names like a mantra---Jfvaro, Yagua, Bora, Witoto---hoping that in this way I 

could imprint the psyche, chart my own individual course and guide the direction of 

my feet. I believed a female energy force compelled me, and would illuminate what 
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I was doing "en ultimo lugar." "Ultimo lugar": such perfect words in Spanish ... the 

last, very last, ultimate, place. 

********** 

Journal: Last night was an unfortunately credible one, a repetition of many years 

of relating to certain Latin American men---in this case a Peruvian intellectual, 

Professor of History in Lima. Here he was, sitting in my study, for the Latin 

American Area Council had connected us regarding my trip. He appeared to be in 

his early forties, handsome with beautiful mestizo features, elegant in his suit with 

ultra-colorful Andean knitted socks. Within the first five minutes of conversation, 

as I was explaining my work on the Amazons, he called me in his own language 

"obstinate and impulsive," and later referred to my topic as "eccentric" and even 

"laughable." He said that it was ridiculous to consider that anyone in the Amazon 

region actually ever thought about where the name carne from, and that largely I was 

planning something rather strange. Throughout this exchange I watched him smile 

at me with his big brown eyes and sensuous lips, smiling most when I was being the 

most serious. Though he knew nothing about literary criticism, he insisted on 

patronizing me about my research, as if I understood very little about what I was 

saying. At one point I went to the kitchen to get us a snack and when I returned I 

found he had been perusing book titles and had discovered Jill Johnston's Lesbian 
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Nation. He asked me point blank, "How did you come to study this topic?" I felt 

immediately, deep in my stomach, the signal that every lesbian recognizes: 

"threatening situation," "potentially dangerous." I gave an academic reply and 

maneuvered us into a discussion of poetry. As he chatted he asked for some paper 

and began scribbling furiously; instinctively I knew what was happening---he was 

writing me a poem! I recalled how I adore this "romantic" aspect of Latin American 

culture; after all, these peoples nominate poets to the presidency or ministry of 

defense. But this particular moment was making me uneasy; he finished, looked at 

me with his soft brown eyes and began a recitation, ending with, "You know? ... you 

seem so aseptic, suspicious, taciturn." I realized he was right about two of the 

adjectives, for I hadn't been seduced by his presence, but I was irritated by the word 

"aseptic." When I checked my Spanish dictionary I understood why: to be described 

as a "sanitary" woman was a perverted reversal on the age-old idea of woman as 

polluted vessel. I was not the "whore" side of the Madonna complex, but I could 

scarcely be understood as "pure" either. I felt this encounter to be a depressing 

foreshadowing of many a possible conversation with scholars abroad. 

********** 

Fears kept surfacing. The danger of the Amazon River, the possibility of 

sickness, my adequacy as a knowledgeable person on the subject, my ability to 
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communicate, to record, to interview. Lonely, without an understanding companion 

to share my ideas and plans) I was easily moved to tears, became obsessed with 

writing my Will and let everyone important to me know that I cared. Then one night 

I had a dream .... there is an Escher-like stairway, compartmental structures, me 

ascending with a horde of people around; a woman I recognize dressed as a clown 

pushes another woman around in a wheelbarrow. The atmosphere is carnivalesque; 

I'm trying to get a room, too crowded, too many costumes, women reaching out, 

older women, sexual energy. At one point we are all drowned by what seems like 

rain, we run for cover, but it isn't rain, it's three men peeing on us from a rooftop. 

Suddenly I find myself in an Eden-like setting, natural life surroundings in 

psychedelic color, giant, intricate, I am trying to capture it on film, having difficulty. 

I feel a scratching on my belly, look down and it is a gargantuan beetle. I recognize 

it; it doesn't scare me. Snakes twist about, orange, green-striped, grey. I am not 

afraid. I am exhilarated. Alone with myself in the natural world. 

********** 

Journal: Today so many thoughts, have to clean, thinking about cleaning. 

Anthropologist Mary Douglas: everyone's tolerance level of dirt so personal, the 

ritual, the cultural. Made a connection to writing process: when writing I let 

everything else go, all the cultural/familial"norms" about dirt/cleaning, so I pile up, 
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don't sweep, leave the dishes, keep the bed filled with the impression of my presence. 

As I'm writing I'm piling all around .. .like building a nest of space to protect 

me ... screening off the world as it becomes deformed with the layers of daily life. I 

peel away the layers of myself burrowing into this nest, a chrysalis, to be born again 

in the agony of the page. The peeling of layers reflects, mirrors, the masks of the 

outside world, masks that become imperceptible they are so comfortable. Are they? 

Does my creative agony reflect the degree to which I'm covered in the outside world? 

Am I still that covered? Isn't every woman? 

********** 

Journal: had a thought the other day about "unbecoming women," how the 

Amazons represent an anomaly, how oftentimes lesbians are criticized for their "lack" 

with regard to "standard beauty," a lack many of us would applaud. If life is a 

process of becoming, what happens when women choose "marginal" territories 

(outside the patriarchal order) for self-expression, for experience, knowledge? 

Though these women are "becoming" in truly their own right, to all those who 

contract with dominant culture and thought (whether or not they be conscious of this 

fact) the "marginal" women cannot be anything but unbecoming; they're not 

becoming in the mainstream, but are out there in the wide oceans and rivers of 

personal choice. 
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********** 

I begin putting together what I will call my Spirit Pouch, something to carry 

with me that symbolizes the rich circle of women friends and Gabriel, three years 

old, who are my constant support and inspiration. From each I receive a small 

token---a wedding ring, tiny ivory pineapple, single earrings, sage, a collection of 

fortunes from Chinese cookies, poem, an AA sobriety medal, a Catholic medal, 

miniature dolls, coins, rocks, shells, cloisonne pendant, some strands of hair made 

into a tiny braid. I am also given Pueblo Indian magic in the form of a necklace and 

my late Grandma Ted's Timex watch; I wear these and place the icons in a small 

drawstring bag I'll carry on my back in a pack throughout the trip. I oftentimes think 

about carrying the energy of these friends and family close to my body, believe that 

it strengthens me, my feminist journey. Besides, I'm still inventing ways to confront 

my fears; these tactile/visual talismans are kept for the sake of connection to those 

I leave behind. As I do the final packing surges of sheer childlike glee dispel my 

anxiety. It is time for me to depart, to say goodbye to an old self, and to walk 

forward towards the Amazons of South America who so richly inhabit my 

imagination and who I now believe have grown impatient waiting. 

********** 



23 

II 

Cuzco means "navel of the world" in the Quechua language of the Incas. I 

had felt strongly drawn towards Cuzco before I knew the meaning of its name, 

intuiting that here, close to the birthing of the Amazon River high in the Peruvian 

Andes, I would find something important to my studies. During the passage of 24 

hours I had transferred myself from the hot, rocky, dry Sonoran desert of Arizona, 

and the similarly rocky and often dry academic setting of a large university, to a chilly 

environment, damp and luscious green with red clay. Here people who seem to live 

lives that synchronically bridge several centuries hasten about in vibrant colored 

clothes of many textures. At 11,000 feet high I feel heady and nauseous, am given 

coca leaf tea to ease the transition, and lie down in my hotel room to rest and sort 

thoughts. A drive to explore and feel the surroundings makes me impatient with the 

"soroche" (mountain sickness) common in the rarified air of the Andes; I am 

disoriented, yet high with eagerness. In the months of pre-planning I had decided 

that I was as interested in what "the average person" had to say about Amazon 

women, about the actual discovery of the river and its naming, as in the views of any 

"expert in the field"; besides, my letters of inquiry sent to scholars had gone 

unanswered. Peru was on strike---all universities were closed, as well as post offices, 

some airlines, government agencies. When my feet finally hit the cobblestoned 

streets of what was once the center of the Inca Empire, the Tahuantinsuyo ("four 

worlds," heaven, earth, forest, mountain), there was no time to waste. I did not feel 
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uncomfortable as a tourist, with camera and tape recorder ready; rather, I felt there 

was an energy about me, something vibrant that carried me beyond cultural 

limitations and into a safe spac~ ... my Spanish was such a mixture of regionalisms and 

accents acquired from living in Argentina, Chile, and Arizona that soon I realized the 

language I spoke placed me in a non-territory, in no geographic space that could be 

recognized by the ear. This recognition connected me once again to the Amazons 

of my search, perhaps to the mythic origins of a personal self long forgotten: the 

Amazons lived and battled in all territories and in no territory. To conquer the 

Amazons was to conquer space. To conquer the Amazons was to conquer the 

geography of Woman. 

********** 

A Reconstruction of My First Tape-Recorded Interview 

Noise of traffic, honking, putter of small engines. I stand in front of the 

Cathedral on one side of the main plaza, La Plaza de Armas, once called by the 

Incas "Plaza of the Gods." Legend tells that in the center of the Plaza the emperor 

Manco Capac buried a bar of gold he had received as a gift from his father, the Sun. 

A university student approaches me selling tickets for a folk dance demonstration. 

I ask if I can interview her about the Amazons. 

-----1 am speaking with Marina Barreto Davila. 
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-----1 am studying Law, I'm in the fifth level of study and I'm twenty-two years 

old. 

-----How are you doing in school? 

-----Not so well; the teaching isn't that good. 

1 explain to Marina what 1 am studying, get carried away, blab on and on, 

excitement in me is building. The bells of the Cathedral ring. Marina begins talking 

in a roundabout way that reminds me of attorney talk, suddenly 1 interrupt, excited 

at the arrival of another young woman who is opening her school notebook. 1 

screech, high-voiced, 'You're studying the Amazons?' Affirmative. Marina continues. 

More roundabout fancy Spanish talk. 1 interrupt, quiz Marina. Discussion of how 

bad one's education is in Peru, tell her it's not so great in the U.S. either. Putter of 

engines. 

-----But why were they called Amazons? 

-----1 don't know, 1 have a vague idea .. .in honor of a woman, 1 think, in honor 

of a woman. 

-----Who were they? 

-----1 don't know, would have to get out my History of Cuzco books. 

-----Were they native women? 

-----Yes. 

-----Strong? 
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-----Well, in this country there's always been machismo, paternalism, even in 

the Inca Empire. 

-----What do you think of the word "feminist?" 

-----Well, things are advancing, it should go more parallel for the sexes, you 

know, some women think they aren't as capable as men; feminism can help with this; 

it's illogical, all of us have the same capabilities. 

-----Who were the strong women of Peru? 

Marina begins a list that includes Inca princesses (Micaela Bastidas, Marfa 

Parado de Vellido, Tomasa de Condemaita), a writer from the nineteenth century 

(Clorinda Matto de Turner), a nineteenth century union organizer (Flora Tristan); 

all represent the Peruvian woman she says. I turn my attention to the other student. 

Name? Esperanza Hualpa, a name from the Inca past. 20 years old. 

-----Who were the Amazon women? 

-----The discoverer Francisco de Orellana names the river Amazon because 

he encounters the Omagua tribe on his initial voyage. Among the Omaguas are 

women warriors; they are tall, beautiful, muscular. 

-----Are they blond? 

-----Yes, some thought they came from the North. So they associated the 

name Amazons with these women. The Amazon River is the largest in the world, 

not second to the Nile. 

-----15 the myth of the Amazons an ugly one? 
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-----Marina: By no means, it shows the role of woman, that she cooperates 

with man, even in war she can do the same as he. It gives me pride. This is a true 

story. 

-----Esperanza: This is a positive story; it raises my spirits; we can do 

anything. 

-----Do you know of women as tall as those described? 

-----Anacaona, an Indian chief of the Caonabo tribe (Taino) of history, up 

near the Iquitos jungle. (Note: Anacaona is present in Caribbean legends, not 

where Esperanza locates her.) 

-----What do you study, Esperanza? 

-----I'm majoring in Tourism. 

-----What do men think of this myth? 

-----Marina: They think it's fantasy. Myths communicate the oral tradition 

from generation to generation; it varies and changes. It can change in favor of 

women, so men try to prove it wrong. 

Esperanza reads to me about the Amazon myth from her school notebook; 

those who study tourism are tutored in all levels of culture, and here in her hands 

is a brief overview of the Greek Amazon mythology. 

-----How does she view men's regard for this myth? 



28 

-----Men try to excel in everything .. .! believe they would feel a little 

pessimistic, they would be somewhat envious, embittered, for they are the ones who 

must always excel. 

Reconstruction Number Two: Later the Same Day 

I am speaking with a man from Lima, a civil engineer in Cuzco on business 

who is both president of a company and engineering professor at the university. We 

are in the lobby of a hotel where obnoxious organ music plays in the background. 

I decide to interview him after conversing in the hotel dining room. He had spoken 

at length about how his country had not been able to harness the labor of the 

Indians, as the United States had done with the slaves. The slaves were the "tractors" 

of North American progress ... didn't I agree? I was so struck by his imagery that I 

immediately recalled Alice Walker's essay "In Search of Our Mother's Gardens," 

wherein she writes of her ancestors as the "mules" of the North American past. This 

engineer's racist perspective on the value of his country's indigenous peoples would 

be echoed by others. (Organist plays loud and hearty rendition of "Poinciana.") His 

version of the Amazon story went like this: 

-----The Indian of the Amazon, very adapted to the jungle, has profound 

"unisex" ideas. Oftentimes it has worried me to see the Indian male take care of the 

children. 

-----This bothers you? 
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-----Well, no, it neither bothers me nor pleases me, it's just their particular 

adaptation to the jungle. But the Spanish conquerers didn't run into warrior 

women ... they were in those metal helmets and plates of armor in the incredible heat, 

certainly they were already seeing visions, so they saw warrior men, some with large 

breasts, and they confused them for women though perhaps some women were 

fighting along with the men. In the hard life of the jungle the women have to do 

much the same as the men. 

(The organist plays a strongly vibrato rendition of "La Bamba" that should 

only be heard in roller rinks.) 

-----But, you know, men can have mammary glands, especially boys .. J 

remember when my younger brother reached puberty his nipples enlarged; I told him 

he was going to turn into a woman and he started to cry. (Engineer laughs.) I don't 

think there was any such thing as a tribe of Amazon women, the name is confused 

with the Amazons of Greece and is as much of a mistake as the name "America." 

We should really be called "Columbus." 

********** 

At the end of my first day in Peru I had a tremendous headache. The air had 

a distinctive smell, of kerosene, of diesel, of poverty. And there was something else: 

while walking along streets constructed centuries before, amidst buildings and walls 
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crafted by the most meticulous and creative stone masons of the Inca Empire, I was 

overwhelmed, jarred into amazed recognition by another smell---that of urine. Was 

my dream of weeks before a foretelling of my own particular travels through some 

sort of psychic maze? Though the trip had barely begun this conscious connection 

to the imagery of my dreamlife provoked an almost eerie sense of predestined 

activity and awareness. I wondered with excitement what might unfold as time and 

my travels moved along together. 

There is intense noise constantly. It is everywhere. As I await lunch in a 

small cafe music blasts through a loudspeaker. I remember how I had asked the 

flight attendant on the Aeroperu flight from Lima to Cuzco to turn down the loud 

music in the cabin---here we were above the glaciered, ethereal peaks of the Andes, 

being escorted through the clouds by the upbeat disco swish of some combo's 

rendition of "Goldfinger." I felt so crazy I wanted to scream. Here, now, I sip coffee 

waiting for the convent of Santa Catalina to open. A woman and two young boys are 

working behind the counter. There is a family seated having lunch. I notice tacky 

posters on the walls, women half naked advertising "Inka Cola." There are two 

full-length poses of women entirely nude, one adorned with North American Indian 

type jewelry. Both are blond. Over the radio, at highest volume, the international 

hit song "Sexy Girl" whines away. I am thoroughly surprised by how assaulted my 

senses are, for I am certainly accustomed to the presence of loud music and 

pornography in my own culture ... but this is different. As an individual I have even 
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less "control" over the intrusions of mass media and culture than ever. I have plans 

to travel to the "lost city" of the Incas---Machu Picchu---the next day. Will my eyes 

and ears be violated by high decibel commercial music, by "10 cursi" (ordinariness) 

and the porn that can invade the most pristine or remote environment? 

Machu Picchu---1985 

"My name is Ubaldo and I am only one more inhabitant of Machu Picchu. 

For twelve years I have lived here continuously where there is a permanent exchange 

of ideas, of atmosphere, that is complemented by the arrival of visitors. These 

visitors do much the same as our Inca ancestors; they are pilgrims looking for 

something for themselves, something that the priests and priestesses who lived here 

before will put them in contact with through the medium of what exists here 

today .. .in touch with spiritual things. My mother tongue is Quechua; my 

grandparents are of the Indian race. I try to put into practice what I learned before 

I went to school, ancestral ideas, like the reverence for home, for animals, for the 

"pachamama" which means "everything we have, everything we are: Mother Earth." 

Ubaldo found me walking a path through the ruins studying a gigantic green 

and black furry caterpillar in the palm of my hand. The strong angles of his Indian 

face, black eyes and cinammon skin created a striking contrast to the yellow baseball 

cap he wore with the English word "Journeys" emblazoned on the front. He was the 

Andean equivalent of a park ranger, in his mid-thirties, schooled with a university 
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degree, and writing his own book on Machu Picchu. I would soon think of him as 

"the keeper of the keys." As the first to enter the monument at sunrise and the last 

to leave at nightfall he would close the large and roughly hewn wooden door behind 

him. With Ubaldo as my guide I carried out an intense, continuous exploration and 

dialogue about the nature of the Inca community that lived for centuries in this 

green-jeweled splendor of grass, glaciered peaks, clouds and fog. The fog could twist 

and diffuse around the bright cylinders of sunlight which exhibited Machu Picchu in 

a way that reminded me constantly of spirit, of evanescence, and possibly of a 

meditative life that many of us block or exclude from our daily existence. 

Precision masonry, that is, stone work that leaves the mouth open in wonder 

for its quality of shape, line and angle (without the use of mortar), and the 

overwhelming natural presence of the two mountain peaks jar the ancient collective 

memory we carry inside and awaken us. These peaks or "picchus" are named 

"machu" and "huayna," signifying any oppositional understanding: old/new, 

light/dark, and yes, male/female. I would read later of one scientific study which 

placed this "lost city" at the exact geographic location of the planet's "world-axis," a 

true center point or column of the universe which for millenia has had sacred 

significance in many different systems of thought. 

Here at Machu Picchu, anchored on its granite pedestal, surrounded on three 

sides by bottomless precipices, plus the fast rapids of the Urubamba River (tributary 

of the Amazon), I began to feel an ecstasy I hadn't known in a very long time. 



33 

Throughout this environment I wandered, discussing with Ubaldo the Amazons and 

the Inca women priests known as "las Elegidas," the Chosen Ones. Could the women 

sighted along the banks of the Amazon River by the Spanish explorers have been 

these Inca priests, the powerful Virgins of the Sun? 

The most significant account (1542) of an actual battle with Amazon warriors, 

chronicled by the chaplain of Francisco de Orellana's expedition (Fray Gaspar de 

Carvajal), and the one that gave a European name to the largest of the world's rivers, 

mentions in its own roundabout way a kingdom of powerful women from whence 

these warriors came. The women lived without men, were ruled by a number of 

queens, ate and drank from golden plates and goblets, lived in stone houses "in the 

mountains," and wore the finest woolen clothing in the manner of Cuzco. In point 

of fact, the Virgins of the Sacred Sun, chosen by the Inca sons (royalty of the 

empire), spun and wove the finest clothing and spiritual garments here at Machu 

Picchu. I had absolutely no idea prior to my visit that this sacred city is thought to 

have been populated almost entirely by women, as an "acllahuasi" or convent-like 

society and setting. As central to the ritualistic ceremonies of Inca spiritual life, they 

prepared altars, sacred wine, and blessed bread. The Elegidas were chosen for their 

beauty, with the most beautiful achieving highest rank, and it is known that the Inca 

dynasty believed it could ensure pure eugenics by initiating the virgins (inseminating) 

as if by incubus while in a "magical" sleep. Those virgins consecrated to the deity 

remained chaste throughout life, while those consecrated to the Inca royalty became 
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sacred hetaerae and tokens of gift exchange in the body politic of power, control and 

wealth. 

When the Spanish stormed Cuzco in Spain's ongoing bloody quest for 

European dominance and universal Christianity in the mid-sixteenth century, lust for 

these coveted female priests was primary in the siege. But the native community was 

largely successful in emptying Cuzco of many of these women through secret 

passageways, disguise and cunning. Fleeing from their fate of rape and enslavement, 

some of the "acllas" escaped to the magnificence of Machu Picchu, a secret 

community and space only "discovered" by the Yale anthropologist Hiram Bingham 

in 1911. Could some of these women, with their fine woolens, gold, and silver have 

migrated up the Amazon to enjoin other sisters or establish their own community? 

Was the Spanish friar's account more fact than legend? 

Ubaldo and I talked of these theories and possibilities inside the monument 

after dark. Earlier in the day he had asked me to meet him at the gate if I wanted 

to experience the ruins at night. Only he had the key to entry. Knowing the Incas 

to be superb astronomers, and already feeling charged by the unusual energy of this 

sacred place I agreed to meet him, though I wondered if I wasn't making a terribly 

stupid decision. Yet I felt powerful, able to direct any situation that might arise. 

The night was slightly overcast, but the stars still visible; a gentle rain began 

to fall as we sat beneath the thatched roof of what seemed like a lookout post. 

While the tape recorder advanced in this citadel of woman power, I remembered a 
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breast-like stone sculpture which I had seen earlier in the day. This monument was 

set majestically in the center of the women's quarters, repeating the form of the 

distant mountain behind. Lightning flashed and the Pleaides looked down upon us. 

We agreed to meet before dawn the next day to climb Huayna Picchu, in my mind 

"the feminine peak." I was severely acrophobic, yet had told myself back in Arizona 

that the trip to the heights of Machu Picchu might alleviate this paralytic fear. 

The next morning's atmosphere, crisp and foggy, seemed to revive spirits of 

centuries past in the quiet of predawn. I felt my own spirit rising, too, while 

approaching the gate where I would find Ubaldo. As we ascended the perilous, 

twisting, almost vertical stone stairway with only an occasional cable to grab onto, I 

feared that the descent could possibly be a nightmare. The light of dawn revealed 

the trail, though the sun had not yet appeared from behind the peaks, and just before 

I reached the summit a supreme surprise awaited me: on all fours we climbed 

through a slippery tunnel cave, moist with aroma of earth, narrow, dark, inevitable. 

I felt exhilarated by the sensation of rebirth. Inti the Sun God arose to our left, the 

ruins appeared brilliant and clear far below. As the chorus of cricket sounds rang 

out like Andean quena pipe music, Ubaldo spoke in his native language the following 

ancestral words: "Oh people, awake, for the sun is already shining on your navels." 

********** 
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Back home before departure I had talked to my mother about hats. I wanted 

a special sun hat for the river trip. We both agreed that certainly I was traveling to 

a land that provided river hats; I would find it along the way. I soon came to see 

and think of Peru as the Land of Many Hats, and even more particularly, as the 

Land of Women in Hats. There were women in white top hats in Cuzco and 

throughout the Sacred Valley of the Incas. White top hats with many-colored ribbon 

bands, some blue, some pink, some black. It used to be that these hats indicated that 

the wearer was bilingual and a translator, that she spoke a native language and 

Spanish, but today this significance has been lost. Not once did I see a man in a top 

hat, nor for that matter many of the other hats worn by native women that we North 

Americans have traditionally associated with men: 1940's fedoras, brown and black 

derbys, straw pork pies. There were some who wore black felt hats that hung floppily 

with gold tassles. A young girl who didn't appear to be more than fourteen wore this 

hat with white carnations on top, indicating her virginity and eligibility for marriage. 

Characteristics of dress denoted one's origins: style, color, weave of cloth, 

design of material. In the marketplace at Pisac my eyes were treated to a festival of 

design and color represented by the awesome variety of clothing and headgear worn 

by the women there who were sellers and traders. White, blue, red, pink, 

black---texture invited touch, color glistened in the sun. I began to feel as I wove 

through the bustle and activity of this Sunday bazaar that these Peruvian women 

stood tall in the forefront, the frontlines of commerce and trade, and that their 
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children worked alongside as assistants. I bought some fruit from a six-year old and 

wandered the streets looking for my own hat. Curiously there was not one in sight 

which seemed suitable for the sun and heat of the jungle to the north. Tomorrow 

I'd be sailing down the Amazon; surely the city of Iquitos would provide the right hat 

for protection and shade. 

********** 

Tracing. There is something keen and mysterious about tracing through 

memory. The mire of events intertwine in their own jungle, while a deep current 

rushes through to carry and connect one to personal time and life span. Sometimes 

I glide with ease through these waters, sometimes I feel drowned in a whirlpool. I 

think of humankind's expression of these depths of memory, of the psychic events of 

the mind, in art, music, ritual, dreams, dance, literature. I analyze this literary 

expression with the critical eye of a schooled reader. I must hack away, at times, at 

the layers and interconnections of words making text, and find alternate routes of 

understanding, new pathways of interpretation. I have come here believing that by 

tracing through the reading of Amazon warrior "myths" chronicled by Spanish 

explorers and native peoples, and by traveling part of the actual ground and water 

of the Peruvian region that founds the origin of some of these textual experiences, 

I cannot help but chart a new map for renewed exploration. In this tropical zone 
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close to the earth's waistline known as the Equator, I can symbolically secure the 

golden belt of Queen Hippolyte the Greek Amazon, and let her live. Unlike 

Heracles who by order of a king killed Hippolyte and stole her magic girdle, I must 

equalize the record in my own mind. Revived by the connection made to centuries 

past in Crete, Lesbos, Asia Minor, I am finally ready to trace my way along, through, 

and around the rain forest---a labyrinth, a maze. 

********** 

III 

It is raining torrents in the heat of the March fall of Iquitos, a large river port 

in the Peruvian Amazon. I am escorted from the airport by tWo young men who 

work for the cruise ship company I've booked passage with down the Amazon. 

During the short trip into town I acclimate to an entirely different environment: 

steamy air and musky smell, plus a recognizably familiar male energy that offsets the 

ease I have felt so far with men. I am told that these heavy rains are known as 

"warmilluvia," a word formed from Quechua and Spanish which literally means 

"woman/rain," but which the men translate as "crying woman because her husband 

beats her." The guys are amused, and later another man offers me more 

information---that these rain tears are typical of "amor serrano" (mountain love) 

because "the more a man beats his woman the more she loves him." In the 
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time-honored tradition of some Latinos, my brief conversations here on the edge of 

wild jungle are textured with much come on, teasing, sexual innuendo. I take a 

motorcycle taxi to a hotel for the night feeling disturbed, wondering if I'll be fending 

off "male challenge" at every turn. I feel tremendous relief as I close the hotel room 

door behind me, turn the air conditioning on to cool down my surroundings, and take 

pleasure in the thought that I can "lump out" for the night in front of pirated cable 

TV. Virtually all of Iquitos is illegally plugged in to a handfull of satellite dishes; this 

very modestly priced hotel has color Sonys in every room. Woman Rain pounds 

down hard on the pavement just outside; I stare at the tube almost hypnotized and 

wonder at the irony of the MTV video that treats me to Madonna ... who "feels like 

a virgin, touched for the very first time." 

********** 

The Rio Amazonas cruise ship is huge compared to local river traffic: small 

motorized boats built with thatched roof canopies for rain protection; commercial 

speedboats and family canoes used for transport, fishing. But I wonder if my father, 

once a Navy man, would call this iron double-deck tub a "boat" or a "ship"? Dining 

room, upper sun deck, a dozen cabins with hand-held showers, make for the bare 

essentials, a simplicity I feel most at home with. But later that evening (the cruise 

now well under way) Hugo, our guide, would explain that the ship carried neither 
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radio nor radar, and that its sister ship had gone down in the Amazon a year or so 

before. Crew and passengers had swum safely to shore in the dead of night; Hugo 

watched the tub disappear in less than thirty minutes. I shift in my seat, check faces 

all around; he is telling this story to reassure us that much has been done to the 

cruiser to make it safe for all possible dangers. Yet there is something else 

foreboding: that very same day two vessels collided on the river; no one survived. 

I am further perplexed the next day when the ship's "pilot," the crewman who walks 

the upper deck watching and guiding vigilantly, in assistance to the man behind the 

helm who steers clear of huge floating logs and the constant debris of river bank 

erosion, would borrow ~ birdwatching field glasses, for he did his job without the 

use of binoculars. It wouldn't take long, however, for me to let go of my fears about 

safety, and release myself to the wisdom of the crew's experience as well as the 

Peruvian way of doing things. It was my hope that this trip from Iquitos to 

Tabatinga, Brazil and back again would allow me to survey a section of the Amazon 

River and those native peoples who inhabited its shores. 

Crew on board seemed to outnumber passengers; a handful of "gringos" plus 

some fifteen Peruvians made for an interesting mix. Earlier, on ihe evening of 

departure, I had arrived to find there was some sort of commotion on the main deck. 

A group of Latina women, dressed and painted with style, were huddled with our two 

guides. I watched while hands gestured, faces elastically expressed, and voices rose 

and fell with intense concentration. Something was wrong. Soon I would learn that 
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these women from Lima, on their first trip to the jungles of their country, were 

absolutely aghast at the accomodations, had found the cabins they had booked in the 

belly of the ship unacceptable, and were demanding something be done. They had 

been sold "a bill of goods" by their travel agent in the capital, and had packed their 

suitcases with formal dresses in expectation of shipboard romance and a seat at the 

captain's table. These women, soon to be friends, would tell me later that they fully 

expected to be traveling down the Amazon on the Love Boat! I not only found this 

idea hilarious, but also marvelled at the striking and contrasting imagery the Lima 

women carried in their visions of the Amazon as compared to my own. As a lesbian 

(and due to my particular research) the strength of the metaphor of strong 

communities of women who lived without men, the metaphor that essentially named 

the Amazon River, could not be farther away from this heterosexuai fantasy created 

for---and by---the city women. As a group we laughed heartily, while scanning the 

surroundings aboard ship, at the thought of dashing and attractive men and women 

flirting poolside, a handsome captain uniformed in white overseeing the mating 

rituals of a pleasure cruise. But didn't these women, in their thirties, single, traveling 

with mama, have any idea about the Amazon? They found my fascination for insects 

eccentric (as many do), became quickly bored with the trip's jungle stops, and 

generally looked depressed and quite lost, until it occurred to them that boat life 

could be much more interesting .... with parties. From this point onward evenings 

revolved around a circle of passengers and crew dancing and singing to Latin music, 
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wildly joking and drinking. I was always booed for retiring well into the night, but 

earlier than the rest; as captain Adolfo explained to me, his feet moving gracefully 

to the beat, never before had this boat met with such a lively and sociable group. 

The "Love Boat" women had turned their Amazon journey around to just the right 

course; as bright stars of the social nights, they were already planning a more 

sophisticated evening where they could bat at mosquitoes in their formal gowns. I 

promised to be official river prom photographer, Amazon style. 

********** 

Ernesto, chief of a Witoto tribe, was standing on the banks of the river when 

the Rio Amazonas tied up. He would walk us through two Indian villages, '(he Bora 

and Witoto, situated together along the river, but not always friendly to one another. 

The villagers keep asking for pens and are traded all manner of commercial junk: 

lipsticks, safety pins, balloons, mirrors, knives. Children in polyester print clothing, 

playfully tugging and staring, often carry babies on their hips. As soon as they are 

capable of reproduction, young girls begin childbearing in these tribes where men 

marry more than one woman. I watch a young woman in her thatched roof house 

on stilts strip palm fronds; with the skill and speed of a professional, her hands work 

with the fans of the "chambira" tree to make fibers for hammocks, carry-all bags, 

netting. Another woman fans a small fire on the platform of her hut, while daughter 
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and friends play hide and seek outside around a wall of golden threads hanging in 

the sun. 

I walk with fellow travelers through the savannah grass to the Witoto 

community house, an enormous, round, shelter and meeting place. The tribe is 

waiting for us in ceremonial dress; they are smiling huge smiles and chewing coca 

leaf powder. Some of the men carry large wads of coca in their cheeks, their teeth 

green, while the joy of the tribal high somehow gathers me into the center of a 

dance. Men wear short skirts, and women knee-length shifts, made of tree bark cloth 

decorated with colored felt tip pen designs that zigzag around their bodies. Heads 

are held high and adorned with green, yellow, red parrot feather headresses. The 

Witotos are singing to the rhythm of the huge hollowed-out drums; they dance with 

anklets made of seed pods shaking in unison and carry tree branches high in the air. 

The elated spirit of the dance and song make for a distinctive feeling of wellbeing 

and human connectedness, though the chant of their tribal language makes no real 

sense to my foreign ears. All around the hut hang articles for trade---the skin of an 

anaconda at least ten feet long and a foot wide, colored fiber bags, bark paper 

drawings, necklaces, baskets, and ritual shakers. I am immediately attracted to a 

gargantuan rhinoceros beetle hanging from a string. Shiny black and approximately 

four inches long with an upward pointing proboscis, the "horn" is often worn as an 

amulet around the neck. I trade a pen and 10,000 soles ($1.25) for this beetle, 

leaving the Witoto woman and myself most content. 
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Chief Ernesto takes me to speak with the oldest woman in the tribe, her skin 

drawn and wrinkled, eyes watery and somewhat opaque. To my shock I learn that 

she is only forty-three years old. Men in the tribe live much longer, for they have not 

given their entire body and life span over to continuous childbearing and nurture. 

I ask Luisa some questions about stories she might know regarding warrior women, 

powerful women, shamans. She replies that since her father died when she was quite 

young she doesn't know many stories. I am speaking with her through a translator 

with many of the commmunity gathered around; suddenly all hell breaks loose, 

people are raising their voices as if in disagreement, hands and arms speak with large 

gestures, feathered headresses bob to and fro. I would never know exactly why my 

questions touched off such passionate conversation; I was only told that I would have 

to come back and talk to a number of people and that I should plan on staying for 

a long period of time. 

Sitting there in the community house underneath the hanging anaconda skin, 

I marvel at my most privileged position: like some of these Witotos I speak several 

languages and believe in my own rituals and the sacredness of the earth as life 

source. We also mutually agree to the contract between traveler and Amazon River 

tribe; we gaze upon one another with curiosity and respect while exchanging money 

for tribal wares. But I speak English, and Spanish, and Portuguese, not Witoto, or 

Bora or Quechua. The languages I speak were (and still are) the swords of colonial 

imperialism throughout the Amazon over the last four centuries, and the currency 
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that I carry speaks louder than any words from any language. I promise I will return 

some day if I can, for their warmth and sincerity is undeniable. As I walk away from 

the storytelling group feeling frustrated by my own plans and schedule, I am stopped 

by a young woman I had noticed earlier. Standing very close in her bark cloth dress, 

her face shaped in brightly beautiful feathers, looking me straight in the eyes, she 

says: "You should come live with us. I will dream of you." I would only know later 

that this moment had touched me more deeply than any other on the Amazon. 

********** 

Floating down the Amazon, water pinkish brown, can be likened to a dream 

state or a conversation with the supernatural, for those of us unfamiliar with this rich 

environment. While cruising with the current, one can see for miles, sometimes up 

close to the banks of the river, sometimes at a great distance. One day, sitting in a 

deck chair wearing a borrowed sun hat, I was awakened from my float consciousness 

by the glimpse of a dolphin only seconds in the air; staring intensely at the waters in 

hopes of another jump, I soon was treated to one of the river's many gifts: the pink 

river dolphin. Pink dolphins began to appear in greater numbers as we advanced, 

for we were headed to an adjoining lake where these incredibly believable creatures 

were known to abound. While others fished for piraftas with meat bait, I tried 

unsuccessfully to capture the sight of these baroque, long-snouted mammals on film. 
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Many different jungle peoples, as well as those transplanted to the cities like our 

guide, Hugo, believe that the pink and grey river dolphins are miraculous beings, the 

pink evil, the grey good. Following the tradition of mythmaking, human death, 

pregnancy, abortion, the birth of a deformed child, can all be explained by the power 

of the pink dolphin. Disguised as a dapper man dressed in a white suit, the dolphin 

seduces women and takes them to his cities deep beneath the sea. Parting the waters 

like a curtain, they descend to an underwater civilization; hammocks are made from 

water anacondas, chairs or stools from sea turtles, dolphin hats from stingrays, all 

vivid details in the popular imagination. If a woman gives birth to a deformed baby, 

she must have been impregnated by dolphin semen while swimming in the river. The 

female pink dolphin is believed to be such a fierce and powerful lover that her sexual 

organs are occasionally hunted for use in casting a spell to change unrequited 

romance. I was told that largely the dolphins are left alone and, thus, benefit from 

beliefs that give them supernatural powers, but later in the U.S. I would sadly see 

them recognized in a different way---on a petition that asked for signatures to change 

their endangered lives. 

These folktales and others that live generously throughout the jungles of the 

Amazon were recounted by our guides. Hugo, who had once said in conversation 

"this river is my veins," and had grown up working the Amazon with his father, a 

trader, acknowledged openly that he believed these tales to be the natural truth, as 

true as any other. But there was one folktale, only one, he emphasized, that he did 
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not believe. He eyed me intensely. Though Hugo could believe in pink dolphins as 

the kidnappers of river people, or water anacondas capable of moving islands or 

causing the earth to quake, he would not believe in the stories of powerful Amazon 

Women---women who could live, love, and sustain themselves without the presence 

of men. 

********** 

There were times when I felt the risk of life, especially aboard the small 

speedboat used for day excursions, which tagged along in harness to the mother ship. 

The guides took a small group of adventurous travelers out to "alligator watch," 

though we happened upon only one due to the seasonal high waters covering the 

banks and hiding the marshes. While jungle noises hummed and screeched, the sun 

was sinking fast. We were hours away from the cruiser, and as the night closed in 

we became silent and tense. Every one of us was aware of the large pieces of river 

debris, huge floating logs, and the fact that boats collide and go under all the time 

on the Amazon. Soon it was dark; Hugo was standing on the bow of the speedboat 

holding a flashlight in vigilance. He swung the beam back and forth in broad strokes 

of light checking the waters. There were no local people paddling canoes nor 

motorized traffic. We were alone, strangers to one another, to the sounds of the 

Amazon night, and the stars of the Southern Hemisphere. The five stars of the 
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Southern Cross seemed comforting; weren't they the sailor's eyes in darkness? We 

hit something hard and the motor conked; I wondered at the stupidity of this 

excursion. Our small boat floated effortlessly to the banks where we became hosts 

to the inevitable monster-sized mosquitoes, and soon discovered the propeller pin 

had snapped. The crew had a spare part which was installed in due time, but the 

fear and trembling of not a few of us was hardly allayed by our attempts to keep the 

boat steady, away from overhanging tree branches filled with predatory fire ants. 

Once we were motorized again, I told myself to relax, to enjoy the black night and 

waters, the jungle murmurs. After all, this was it; there was no other moment than 

this one. My eyes darted everywhere, alive with amazement; fireflies flashed like 

shooting stars earthbound in magical dance. 

********** 

We've come halfway on the river cruise---to Tabatinga, Brazil. Ashore, I 

wander the mud streets furrowed with deep ditches, and linger in record stores 

listening to sensual samba music. My ankles are swollen and painful, for they are 

covered with lesions caused by my scratching of hundreds of chigger bites. On a walk 

through the open market I spy a fisherman carrying bundles, wearing a straw hat. 

Where can I buy such a hat?, I ask, pulling Portuguese out of some long unused file 

cabinet in my mind. At the fish market, he replies, eyes sparkling beneath the brim. 
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Having come to a place on the Amazon which represents a midpoint in time and 

geography, I find my own hat, at last. 

Another Time and Place in the Jungle 

Just before transit from Iquitos to another place in the Peruvian jungle, I 

contemplated a huge framed blow-up of an antique engraving of an Amazon Woman. 

Hanging near an elevator in a government-run hotel, in bold representation this 

Amazon killed a tiger with a spear. She was all muscles, big and round, whole with 

both breasts. I moved up close to catch more detail, and noted that someone had 

penciled in male genitalia, a detail that indeed left her deformed. By now the threat 

of the woman warrior myth to the male imagination had become absolutely clear; her 

image was largely invisible, a gap that made a big impression on my own receptive 

mind. In addition were the now common verbal denials, poking fun, and outright 

hostility some men displayed during any discussion of the subject of Amazons. This 

Tiger-Killing Amazon was one of only two public depictions of colonial Amazon lore 

I would encounter in my brief stay. Here, only a few feet from the river carrying her 

name, she was hung in the image of gender stereotypes. Here, only a few feet from 

the river carrying her name, she was hung like a man. 

********** 
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The jungle surrounding the Ucayali River (which runs in a north/south 

direction from the Amazon), not far from the small city of Pucallpa, Peru, is home 

to the Shipibo-Conibo tribal group, as well as quite a number of European and North 

American immigrants who have come to make a life in the tropics. Several of these 

foreigners have built "jungle lodges" which the locals look upon as good sources of 

employment, as well as nice places to celebrate a special occasion. I stand on the 

mud banks of Lake Yarinacocha ("palm tree") wondering if I will be able to cross far 

to the other side, for the waters are thick with lilies and all boats are trapped in the 

tangles of this carpet of green and occasional lavender. These are not the Victoria 

Regis lilies, whose pads grow to over six feet in diameter and inspire the lost wonder 

of fairy tales, but there is something about the scene that reminds me of someone, 

something, though I'm uncertain as to what. 

A young man approaches and assures me he can get me to my destination 

"because he owns a Johnson," meaning the small outboard motor that propels his 

wooden canopied boat, La Bienamada, "The Beloved." I would spend this time in the 

jungle often guided by Mohammed Ali Katayama, a Japanese-Peruvian born to 

parents who had agreed upon Dad's passion for boxing. We head out across the 

waters toward a lodge built by a young couple from the United States, and pass 

another boat carrying Mary, the owner, and some of her staff and children. Shouting 

back and forth we establish that I'll be all alone in the lodge after dinner; she'll be 

back later the next day. But as evening wears on two Canadian loggers arrive and 
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we spend an intense, yet pleasant time debating the issues of rain forest depletion, 

inalterable impacts on the ecosystem; the Canadians vigorously assure me "there's 

enough trees to go around." 

Earlier in the day I had snapped a photo of the lupuna tree, exceptionally tall, 

straight-trunked. Sitting high up in the sky, atop the long, thick trunk, a labyrinthine 

cluster of branches and green appeared to be some round celestial brain. My breath 

was taken away by its presence, and I learned from the loggers that this was the 

coveted tree of the logger world, "hunted down" as perfect for plywood. Quite by 

accident some days later I stumbled across a Yagua tribal story about the lupuna tree 

as source of the Amazon River. Its branches became tributaries, leaves turned into 

fish, and the worms living in the bark transformed into black, white, and mestizo 

races. This tree in native beliefs is the source of all jungle life, source of the world's 

largest river. My study of the Amazon myths seemed connected to this encounter 

with the lumber industry and the lupuna tree, for it is an exercise in recognition, 

preservation and interpretation. The loggers appeared destined to cut away at the 

source of life, the tree that gave birth to the Amazon River, the river that gave birth 

to the Amazon Women. 

First Night in the Jungle 

I had settled into my thatched-roofed, screened-in quarters on stilts, when a 

knock called me to the door. A worker I had noticed only briefly was bringing me 
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an electric fan. Suddenly he grabbed me up tight close to his body, tried to force a 

kiss, then retreated in a hurry from my push of fright and disgust. Would this guy 

be lurking around all night? Filled with fear I focused on the door's padlock, the 

thought of the loggers not far away, and tried to ignore my paranoid visions of 

someone cutting through the screens to get at me. I tried to make myself 

comfortable and stretched out prone with my flashlight next to the pillow; close by, 

a mosquito coil burned slowly in a red glow. I watched fireflies and the Southern 

Cross glittering through the trees. But someone was panting, no, something was 

panting, an animal. The panting was close, then faded, then returned. There was 

scurrying in the rafters; I jumped to my feet terrified, scoped out the trees through 

the screens and every inch of my room with the flashlight, praying I wouldn't spot 

anything. There was nothing; only the fast beat of my heart. Again I attempted to 

get calm and keep my eyes closed for more than a minute. But soon I felt something 

crawling on my bare shoulders; was I imagining? The sensation stopped, then more 

crawling; I was up again with the flashlight and conquered two giant cockroaches 

with a resounding squash. I was sickened by the crunching noise, for I hated killing 

insects, considered them my friends. But I couldn't deal with more crawling. There 

was another knock at the door, someone calling my name. The logger---was 

everything all right? Smoke a cigarette? Sounded like a good idea in my crazed 

state of distrust of the surrounding environment; besides, I liked this warm, witty, 

stranger. But suddenly he too was after me, aggressively moving in with his much 
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larger body ... wasn't I in need of sex after so long on the road? I told him he must 

be kidding; I was a lesbian, and wasn't he gay? Totally shocked, disconcerted, and 

rambling about some French woman who had asked the same of him recently, the 

Canadian retired without too much fuss. But soon the eerie panting sound returned, 

at times snarling and guttural. 

Next day I would learn I had been visited by a fox. 

********** 

With Mohammed Ali as guide I soon knew the jungle with engaging 

familiarity, and an uncanny peace invaded my feelings of admiration, wonder. The 

ritual of litany was evoked by the presentation of flora and fauna as we cruised the 

black waters in the "Beloved" wooden boat: I felt compelled to note every name, 

color, feature in the tiny pages carried in my breast pocket. Praise be to 

giant green chameleon 

Amazon kingfisher 

two-toed sloth 

laughing falcon 

praise be 

to 

silvered antbird 



tukituki 

groove-billed ani 

puffbird 

to 

fork-tailed flycatcher 

canary-winged parakeet 

to 

black with white triangle 

big blue, vanilla collar 

to the 

lanchina 

saurfn 

victordia 

praise be. 
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River water ripples throughout the Amazon around huge female-like trees, the 

~, their gigantic, labial trunks winging out in an unmistakeable pattern. In one 

particular spot I took in three varieties of ~ producing three different leaves, and 

recalled another Amazon story about trees, this one connected to the Spanish 

discovery of the river. The Orellana expedition had come upon two different native 

villages said to be ruled by Amazon queens, where the centering point of the main 

plaza was a huge tree trunk cut horizontally to form a platform. Upon this tree 
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trunk was carved in relief an elaborate queendom, walled city with towers, gate, 

columns, all held high in the paws of two lions. In the very center of the carved 

replica sacred wine was prepared and offered to a Sun god. The tribal people told 

the Spanish that this wooden city was but a miniature of the vast Amazon territories 

inland from the river, constructed as a tribute to the queen as well as a place of 

ritual offerings and ceremony. 

I was becoming increasingly aware of how the Amazon mythology had so 

permeated my vision of the Amazon landscape, that the body of the texts and the 

vast body of the land had been transmuted within me to form the Body of the 

Amazon. The trees that wildly textured the rain forest were monumental in size, 

shape and greenish brown color. But it would be the fruits of the hot steaming 

jungle that would lead me to a most intimate disclosure. Ali walked me through a 

long, overgrown fruit farm that appeared to have been planted in random order, and 

to my foreign eyes seemed no different than the jungle surroundings. The fruit farm 

and jungle felt entirely one as we collected and tasted the red and fleshy mamey. 

mandarin orange, grapefruit, guava, pineapple, zapote, shimbillo, papaya, and three 

varieties of banana. The reverie of this trek through the edenic garden was severely 

interrupted by the crash of a breadfruit; falling from such a height with colossal 

force, I knew I would have been knocked unconscious had my head been positioned 

slightly differently. Ali and I broke into uncontrollable laughter staring at the 

breadfruit splat at my feet, and I wondered if my "feeling alive" could possibly reach 
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any more intense level. Yet there was a surprise awaiting just around the corner; my 

friend scaled a tree and cut down an odd-looking fruit with his machete. It was large 

(grapefruit size), orange-colored, soft, and of a shape that could only be compared 

in my mind to the medieval mace---round, but with spike-like protrusions. Ali halved 

the anona to show its white interior with shiny black seeds in circular design. I 

tasted, and fairly left my own body as orgasmic sensations pulsed through my limbs. 

Having been celibate for a very long time, I found the rich consistency of the anona's 

flesh, the sweet taste and smell, reminiscent of making love with a woman. No doubt 

I was making love as I walked throughout the green lush envelope of the endearing 

jungle, eating of this fruit with the joy of a novice, blessed. I couldn't help finding 

correlations once again to my Amazon quest, for fully opened, the fruit that appeared 

like a weapon of war was its own complete gift. Amazon Women, so threatening to 

male conquerors, explorers and ancient heroes, fully realized in literature and history 

become their own gift to the woman-identified woman ... not only lesbian, but any 

woman inspired by the image of her own strength and power, the capability of her 

complete self creation and self defense. 

********** 

Ali and I were having difficulty getting the boat through the lavender water 

hyacinths as we returned to the lodge; the plants had grown so thick that the 
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outboard motor could barely propel us. Together, Alr at the rear lifting the propeller 

blades in and out of the tangled roots, and me at the bow pushing hyacinths away 

with a long wooden stick, we took a good hour to inch our way across the lake. As 

I stood there pushing and shoving the plants in all directions, something was pushing 

its way through my psyche; it felt like a poem, the madness and luxury of certain 

words connecting together. My eyes on the lavender hyacinths, I suddenly became 

aware of Sappho's lyrics; there was something about Sappho that inspired a sense of 

birthing in my own mind, but the words were elusive. I wrote in the tiny pages at 

ready in my right breast pocket, ''working the boat through the carpet of guama I 

remembered Sappho: the lavender hyacinth." Once home in Arizona I reviewed her 

poetry and was astounded at the connection I had made while crossing the waters of 

the Peruvian jungle. Amongst her wedding poems I read a series of fragments 

exploring virginity, lost or intact: 

Like a quince-apple 
ripening on a top 
branch in a tree top 

not once noticed by 
harvesters or if 
not unnoticed, not reached 

Like a hyacinth in 
the mountains, trampled 
by shepherds until 
only a purple stain 
remains on the ground 
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Somehow I had personally experienced a shift in the stanzas, for I had harvested the 

quince-apple high atop the tree and had moved the boat through the dense hyacinths 

entire of themselves, flourishing daily. Surely, I thought, this must have been some 

form of Amazon grace finding its way through the Lesbos of my mind. 

********** 

Throughout the region Shipibo women were aggressively selling and trading 

their pottery, textiles, beadwork. They appeared in small groups, teams, often with 

children. Two sisters dressed in primary-color-yoked blouses, skirts embroidered with 

intricate geometric designs, called out to me and smiled. One of the women I had 

interviewed the day before in the village of San Francisco; she explained that women 

from some sixty different Shipibo communities had formed a collective and were 

merchandising and exporting their wares. Once again I would feel the strong 

organization and community of native women as I had in the highland regions with 

entirely different indigenous groups. One young man told me that there was an 

imbalance in the jungle, that women far outnumbered the men; after all, he had nine 

sisters and one brother, which was typical. The community attributed this fact to the 

"abundance of female hormones found in the aguaje fruit," small, with orange pulp 

and red reptilian skin. Though I wasn't aware of demographic figures that might 

support this man's observation of people in the rain forest, as folk belief it tied into 
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amazonic portrayals of women's rule, women organized in self-made communities, 

women more powerful in numbers. But here there was a curious twist, for the notion 

of "female potency" engendered by a proliferation of hormones, an excess supplied 

by nature herself in the form of fruit, was a radical departure on an age-old story. 

I couldn't help but associate it with the still popular notions of biological 

determinism---that the asymmetrical relationship between the sexes is predestined by 

nature---yet here in the jungle the overall picture had been totally reversed. Once 

more, beliefs that were inherited and generated by the inhabitants of this Amazon 

region reformulated my conviction that indeed the legendary Amazons lived on in 

the mid-1980's. Here they survived through the lens of my particular lesbian sight 

and insight. I, too, became inscribed upon the landscape and geography my feet 

carried me across. My lesbian body became fused with the natural phenomena: 

fruits, trees, flowers, rain, river, dreams, given extra life through the Amazon legacy 

firmly imprinted on my own mind's eye/I. In the end, Ire-membered. 

Tall Women in Bronze 

My journey has come to its end, in Lima where the jet takes off this evening. 

I have purposely avoided this city all along, hoping to better understand the 

provinces, the nether regions. But I am here for two days, now winding down the 

final hours. I walk the streets looking for the Flora Tristan Women's Center, home 

to a very active coalition of Peruvian feminists. As I proceed along the tiled sidewalk 
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I suddenly happen upon two bronze statues: standing tall, upon huge cement 

pedestals, two naked Amazons bend their muscular bodies. In tandem they pull the 

arrows back, bows curved in harmony with form. Here, flanking the main entran~e 

to the Museum of Natural History, their posture, their presence, weigh heavy in 

metal and in time. Perpetually in movement, the Amazons aim high to the left in 

the vast blue sky. 



CHAPTER 1WO 

THE AMAZON LEGEND AND FOLK NARRATIVES 

OF THE SOUTH AMERICAN RAIN FOREST 
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This exploration and study of legend, lore, histories or literature concerning 

famed Amazon Women of Latin America challenges many long-standing 

categorizations and definitions of ancient Powerful Women as mythic, fantastical, 

"masculinized," one-breasted warriors. One could generally define "amazon" as 

"strong and powerful woman who aggressively asserts her voice/will against presiding 

currents or contexts," and then comprise a handsome and voluminous account of 

multilingual, multiracial narratives about and/or by the many, indeed the armies, of 

female writers, narrators, and activists who nave shaped and are shaping the body 

politic of the arts and social phenomena we study as latinamericanists. But this 

would be an encyclopedic task, and even if for a moment one might imagine general 

agreement about who would constitute the amazonian corpus of voices and 

representations, doubtless many of those enlisted to our study would vigorously reject 

the designation "amazon." 

The word, sign, signifier "amazon" is multi-layered in meanings and can 

explosively push forth and solidify individual and collective definitions of gender, for 

the amazon is liminal, betwixt and between, as anthropologist Victor Turner would 
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put it. l Not only does "amazon" name the largest river in the world, a result of Fray 

Gaspar de Carvajal's account of a battle with warrior women during Francisco de 

Orellana's voyage from Quito during 1542-43, but it also recalls complex 

"intertextualities," narrative systems and iconographic collections whose far-ranging 

associative patterns and signs intertwine the following: remnants of prehistory found 

in Bronze Age Crete, Sappho's Mitylene of Lesbos (a city some ancients claim was 

founded by amazons), Homer, as well as numerous sources and representations in 

classical and post-classical Greek and Roman art, literature, and history, which 

recount the amazon mythi.2 Some scholars document the strong possibility that these 

amazon tales were the later Indo-European Greek accounts of the women who 

defended the ancient Goddess shrines in order to protect them from patriarchal 

northern invaders.3 Florence Mary Bennett's turn of the century Columbia University 

monograph, Religious Cults Associated with the Amazons, researches and records 

this thesis as a certainty, not a possibility. For example, the Temple of Artemis of 

Ephesus was said to have been founded and guarded by amazons who were the 

priests of this Great Many-breasted Mother, The Hunter, Lady of the Beasts.4 St. 

Paul's New Testament preachings to Christian disciples at Ephesus demonstrate the 

prevalence of Artemis (Diana) worship. 

For a certain man named Demetrius, a silversmith, which made silver 
shrines for Diana, brought no small gain unto the craftsmen; 

Whom he called together with the workmen of like occupation, and 
said, Sirs, ye know that by this craft we have our wealth. 



Moreover ye see and hear, that not alone at Ephesus, but almost 
throughout all Asia, this Paul hath persuaded and turned away much 
people, saying that they be no gods, which are made with hands: 

So that not only this our craft is in danger to be set at nought; but also 
that the temple of the great goddess Diana should be despised, and her 
magnificence should be destroyed, whom all Asia and the world 
worshippeth. 

And when they heard these sayings, they were full of wrath, and cried 
out, saying, 

Great is Diana of the Ephesians.5 
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The various Artemis deities (with local names) represent the epitome of the concept 

of the Warrior Maternal, and thus the suggestion that amazon priests served as 

frontline guards to the Goddess and her religious rituals appears most plausible. 

Similarly, within the Mesoamerican world of the Mayas, the Goddess of Four 

Hundred Breasts, Mayauel, is the deity of the maguey plant and its alcoholic product, 

the pulque or ocdi (mezcal/tequila) given to prisoners before sacrifice and warriors 

before battle. Mayauel as an earth goddess is also the corn, night, moon deity; she 

often sits astride the tortoise, maternal reptile of the moon who cyclically draws into 

herself as the moon draws into darkness. Thus the four hundred breasted Mayauel 

nourishes earth, humanity, sacred sacrificial rituals and warrior imperatives.6 

The amazon mythos in literary form is derived principally from Greek and 

Roman authors---for example, Herodotus, Strabo, Diodorus Siculus, later VirgiC 

Consider how Strabo establishes the common dialectic between "myth" and "history," 
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and his derision of women and women warriors, when he writes in the first century 

Geography (2.5.3-4): 

"Our accounts of other peoples keep a distinction between the mythical 
and historical elements; for the things that are ancient and false and 
monstrous are called myths, but history wishes for the truth, whether 
ancient or recent, and contains no monstrous element, or else only 
rarely. But as regards the Amazons, the same stories are told now as 
in early times, though they are marvellous and beyond belief. For 
instance, who could believe that an army of women, or a city, or a 
tribe, could ever be organized without men, and not only be organized, 
but even make inroads upon the territory of other people, and not only 
overpower the people near them to the extent of advancing as far as 
what is now Ionia, but even send an expedition across the sea as far as 
Attica? For this is the same as saying that the men of those times 
were women, and the women were men." 

It is only amongst the written accounts that the one-breasted amazon emerges, for 

she is always portrayed in statuary, sculptured friezes, and vases as whole, one breast 

draped, the other revealed. Familiar examples of amazon stories present in art 

include the invasion of Athens by amazons represented in amazonamachies 

(sculptured friezes of battles with amazons) on the Parthenon and temple walls, and 

the slaying of amazon queen Penthesilea, who came to the aid of the Trojans, by 

Achilles.8 Some versions have both Queen Penthesilea and Achilles falling madly in 

love with one another as she dies in his arms, generating a "romantic" script that 

inspires the making of literatures over centuries throughout western 

Europe---Ariosto, Spenser, Kleist.9 These tales are also represented on black and red 

clay vase paintings, reliefs, and statuary.lO 
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Perhaps the best-known story, with numerous versions, is Heracles' (Hercules) 

Ninth LaborY Here the Greek hero is sent by a king to rescue the magic girdle of 

Hippolyte (Hippolyta); he does so, and kills her. Other renderings present Heracle's 

enslavement of Queen Hippolyte and her amazon tribe, a narrative revised and 

re-inscribed in the now-famous World War II (1941) male-authored cartoon 

protagonist Wonder Woman. Wonder Woman's disguise as Diana Prince doesn't 

fool the reader, who knows that on her native Paradise Island she is none other than 

Princess Diana, daughter of Amazon Queen Hippolyte. She is now empowered by 

a golden lasso, not a girdle (belt), as well as by her invisible plane and bullet-proof 

bracelets, these a reminder of the amazons' former enslavement by Greeks. The 

following 1980 Wonder Woman comic (Figs. 1 and 2) completely conjoins Greek 

myth, present-day Washington, and the archetypal Argentine gaucho in "The Power 

and the Pampas." Here the Amazon battles the gaucho, "a real man," who proclaims 

with horror: "but you are just a mere woman, a simple seftorita!,,12 

Classical scholars in recent studies generally agree that amazon stories 

represent in fifth century Greek patriarchy a complete reversal of the cultural ideal, 

the adult male warrior. In a society that clearly defines masculine and feminine 

within strict gender systems, the amazon symbolizes a daughter's refusal to leave her 

mother and marry; astride her horse, shielded and dangerous, she exemplifies the 

perils of not marrying, mothering, or bearing sons for future battle. The conquest 

of the warrior woman becomes the ultimate act of transcendence and heroism in the 
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Figure 1. Wonder Woman, DC Comic, no. 263, January, 1980. 
"The Power and the Pampas," Cover. 
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Figure 2. Wonder Woman, DC Comic, no. 264, February, 1980. 
"A Bomb in the Bird is Worth Two in the Band," p. 3. 
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conservation of the phallocratic Athenian state and status quo, for to kill the amazon 

is to kill the androgyne and restore order: complete separation of the sexes, of 

masculine from feminine. This quintessential mytheme of sex antagonism is a 

blueprint for sexual violence. Eva Keuls suggests that the portrayal of amazons and 

amazonamachies constitutes the most important charter myth of Classical Athens, a 

society that completely encloses and limits women to their prescriptive rolesP 

New World Amazons 

By the time Crist6bal Col6n (Columbus) mentions the Isle of Women of 

Matinino in the Diary of his first voyage transcribed by Las Casas, the amazon motif 

had already enriched Marco Polo's travel in the 13th century and Sir John 

Mandeville's voyages of the 14th. Marco Polo's Female Island of the Arabian Sea 

is hardly amazonic; women lived separate from their men found on another island 

and performed traditional female tasks. Mandeville's island, Amazonia or Feminye, 

is inhabited by women who will suffer no men amongst them, the classic scenario.14 

Throughout medieval epic poetry and later the Amadis books and its sequels, 

including Las Sergas de Esplandian (1510), Amazon queens rage and do battle. Is 

This last book, authored by Garci-Rodrigucz de Montalvo of Spain, proclaims: "Now 

you are to hear the most extraordinary thing that was ever heard of in any chronicles, 

or in the memory of man ... know then that on the right hand of the Indies, there is 

an island called California, very close to the side of the Terrestrial Paradise, and it 
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is peopled by black women, without any men among them, for they live in the fashion 

of Amazons. They are robust in body with stout, passionate hearts and great 

strength ... their weapons are all of gold as well as the trappings of the wild beasts 

which they ride after taming, for there is no other metal on the whole island. They 

dwelled in well-formed caves."16 By the end of Las Sergas, Amadis' son Esplandian 

has become emperor of Constantinople, warrior Queen Calafia's amazons have been 

conquered and subdued to their proper female roles as wives and mothers, and 

perhaps most importantly, Christianized. Montalvo was inspired by news of 

Columbus' voyage; his creation of a fictional queendom ruled by Calafia, and thus 

California, fuses one fantasy and two royal imperatives into the catalyst for 

expedition after expedition---amazons, gold, and the promise of religious conversions 

in distant "new worlds." In 1542 Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo sailed north in the Pacific 

off the coast of Mexico and noted in his journal he had passed "California." Though 

scholars are not certain who actually named the coast, Calafia of Las Sergas appears 

to have been their inspirationP 

The Spanish Governor of Cuba, Diego Velasquez, contracted with Hernan 

Cortes in 1518 to explore westward of the islands, "because it is said that there are 

people with large, broad ears and others with faces like dogs, and also where and in 

what direction are the Amazons, who are nearby according to the Indians whom you 

are taking with yoU."IS During Cortes' bloody campaign throughout Mexico and 

Central America, he dispatches Crist6bal de Olid to the western coastal region of 
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Colima, who then confirms "de ofdas" (oral reports) from native chiefs the existence 

of an island of women. Later he sends kinsman Francisco Cortes who also 

corroborates an area surrounding Colima as inhabited by women "without men": 

I am informed that along the coast adjacent to the towns of Colima 
there are numerous well-populated provinces where it is believed that 
there is much treasure; also, that in those parts there is a district 
inhabited by women without men. It is said that, in the matter of 
reproduction, these women follow the practices of the Amazons 
described in the "istorias antiguas." To ascertain the truth of this and 
the rest related to that coast will be a great service to God, our Lord 
and their Majesties.19 

Numerous native tribes of Mesoamerica, including those of the regions reported 

above, establish kinship and polytheistic religious systems that figure the female 

prominently (explored in detail in the subsequent chapter.) The Zapotec Indians of 

the western coast of Mexico, particularly on and around the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, 

are matrilineal and often described as matriarchal, for the women are the powerful 

ones---they own the market; they own the town. Mexican novelist and journalist 

Elena Poniatowska's "Juchitfm: A Town of Women" accompanies Graciela Iturbide's 

photographic essay, Juchitan de las mujeres (1989). Here a woman has no shame 

and there are no bad words in the Zapotec language: 

... huge women, mountain women, drum women, rattle women, women 
whom nothing can hurt, solid, spirited, sweat dripping over their 
bodies, rendering their arms dangerous slides. Their mouths exactly 
match their vaginas; their eyes are a dual admonition; they are good 
because they are excessive .. .1uchitan is not like any other town. It has 
the destiny of its Indian wisdom. Everything is different; women like 
to walk embracing each other, and here they come to the marches, 
overpowering, with their iron calves. Man is a kitten between their 



legs, a puppy they have to admonish, "Stay there." They walk touching 
each other, playfully ... 

You should see them arrive like walking towers, their windows open, 
their heart like a window, their nocturnal girth visited by the moon. 
You should see them arrive; they are already the government, they, the 
people, guardians of men, distributors of food, their children riding 
astride their hips or lying in the hammock of their breasts, the wind in 
their skirts, flowered vessels, the honeycomb of their sex overflowing 
with men. Here they come shaking their wombs, pulling the machos 
toward them, the machos who, in contrast with them, wear 
light-colored pants, shirts, leather sandals, and palm hats which they lift 
high in the air as they shout: "Long live Juchitec woman!,,20 
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Today's "vacation paradise" off the Mexican coast of Yucatan, Isla Mujeres 

(Women's Island) and Cozumel, was first described in Bernal D(az' Historia 

verdadera de la conquista de la nueva espana (a soldier's account of the cOhquest of 

Mexico under the leadership of Cortes during 1517-1521) as the land of temples 

(cues) filled with "female idols, tall of body; we gave it the name of Women's Point." 

(Punta de Mujeres.)21 The Spaniards had encountered the Mayans and their 

sanctuaries dedicated to the Moon and Flood Goddess Ixchel. On the head of this 

Earth and Death Mother rests the snake, on hands and feet she bears sharp animal 

claws; her mantle is adorned with crossed bones. Mayan scholarship has 

predominantly studied male leadership of this civilization; a recent acheological 

project in Belize, at Caracol in the northwest bordering on Guatemala, fully expected 

to uncover the remains of an important king when excavating a central tomb. To the 

surprise of all, the remains discovered at this site were those of a woman.22 
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Is it any wonder native peoples told the conquistadores they knew where the 

amazons were? Yet how has this "amazon question" been configured and explained? 

Irving Leonard's classic Books of the Brave (1949) promulgates the thesis (still widely 

argued today) that amazons and other fantasies "of the marvelous" are transmitted 

through the vehicle of European literatures and their oral revisions, yet I believe that 

however "truthful" and insightful Leonard's analysis may be, it barely scratches the 

surface.23 The complex layers of native amerindian belief systems do indeed often 

separate the sexes, organize kinship, community, and sacred rituals around 

polytheistic, zoomorphic and anthropomorphic conceptions of the universe which 

reify the intimate bonds between humanity and the natural world. Those native 

informants who appear in the literatures of the discovery and conquest must have 

been alluding to their own reference points when asked about women who lived 

without men. One must look beyond literary criticism and explore the rich discourse 

of other disciplines---anthropology, ethnography, folklore, mythology, and 

ethnobiology---to better comprehend the many answers given to New World explorers 

who asked the question "where are the women without men?" and its implicit or 

explicit corollary: where is the gold?" 

In my view, most scholarly accounts run up against the wall of prejudice when 

addressing this subject within the Latin American context; they either recount 

Leonard's thesis or trivialize and mock the whole concept of Amazons---after all, we 

are talking about "myths" and "mere senoritas." Female-empowered, self-made 
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communities must be considered through the complicated layers of amerindian belief 

systems, oral narratives, and sacred ritual. These interrelationships cohere around 

prehistoric charter myths that exalt the World Tree and Flood as female and/or 

bisexual, and the displacement of that tree symbolized in the "stealing the flutes" 

stories. Trees and wooden flutes are symbolically unified, for they can represent 

natural columns born of the regenerative earth. 

One of the recurrent themes collected from informants' oral histories over the 

last four centuries, throughout South America and the Caribbean, is variously 

designated from diverse tribal languages derived from the Arawak, Carib, Tupf-Ge, 

and Guaranf language groups, the "Rule of Women," "Women without Husbands," 

"Lawless Women" or "Women without the Law." These stories course throughout this 

large area, from the Caribbean to the Gran Chaco and Tierra del Fuego, but mainly 

cluster around the Amazon and Orinoco basins. 

Briefly, amazon tales could be considered "myths of <.;harter" in that they 

establish origins and foundations for tribal organization and exogamy, and consciously 

establish a long-standing tension between men and women as well as illuminate 

gender conflict. Major ceremonies are organized around these stories in the 

Northwest Amazon and Upper Xingil River areas---ceremonies and songs that 

anthropologist Ellen Basso transcribes from the Kalapalo group in A Musical View 

of the Universe: Kalapalo Myth and Ritual Performance.24 The following version 

of these stories, taken from Brazilian anthropologists' Orlando and Claudio Villas 
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Boas' Xingt1: The Indians. Their Myths typifies generally the various thematic 

structures of the sacred flute stories; each tribe establishes its own variants and each 

telling is at once atemporal and historical. Several other stories not transcribed here, 

with different themes and variant details, will be discussed in the following chapters 

and complete the overall picture of what I will call the "amazon corpus of oral and 

pictographic histories." 

The Iamuricuma Women and the JakuI: Women and Men 
Fight for Possession of the J akul 

The Iamuricuma women played a flute called the jakui. They 
played, danced, and sang every day. At night, the dance took place 
inside the tapaim (flute house), so that the men could not see. The 
flutes were forbidden to the men. When the ceremony was performed 
during the day, outside the tapaim, the men had to shut themselves 
indoors. Only the women were allowed outside, playing, singing, and 
dancing, decking themselves out with necklaces, feather headdresses, 
armbands, and other ornaments today worn only by the men. If a man 
by accident saw jakuf, the women immediately grabbed him and raped 
him. The Sun and Moon knew nothing of this, but in their village they 
were always hearing the chants and shouts of the Iamuricuma women. 

One day the Moon said they had to go see what the Iamuricuma 
were up to. They decided to go, and they went. They came close to 
the village but stayed a way off, watching. The Moon did not like to 
watch the women's movements: the old ones playing the curuta and 
dancing, others playing the jakuf, still others shouting and laughing out 
loud. To get a better view, the Sun and Moon went into the village. 
The women were having a festival. 

As the Sun and Moon came closer, the chief of the women said 
to her people, "Don't say anything, or they'll do something to us." 

As soon as they got there, the Sun said to the Moon, "I can't 
stand to hear women playing the jakui. This can't go on." 

Then they discussed how to solve the problem, and the Sun said 
to the Moon, "Let's make a horf-horf (bull-roarer) to frighten the 
women away." 



"Let's do, and stop this thing. This is a dreadful state of affairs." 
Having said that, they left to make the hod-horf. It took them 

an entire day. When the bull-roarer was ready, the Moon asked who 
would attack the women with it, to frighten them. 

"Let me take it," said the Sun. 
And he began to adorn himself with feather armbands, 

headresses, and other things. After covering himself completely, he 
went off in the direction of the lamuricuma women. The Moon waited 
in the village. As he got close, the Sun started to whirl his giant 
bull-roarer over his head. The women went on dancing, but they were 
starting to get frightened by the approaching roar. When they turned 
around and saw the Sun making his frightful horf-horf roar, they were 
terrified. The Moon shouted to the women to get inside their houses. 
They abandoned everything on the spot and ran inside. The men, in 
turn, came out of their houses shouting with joy and grabbed the jakuL 
Seeing what was happening, the Moon said, "Now everything is all 
right. The men will play the jakuf, not the women." 

At that very moment the men began to play and dance instead 
of the women. One of the women, who had left something in the 
middle of the village, asked them from inside her house to bring it to 
her. When the Moon saw this he said, "From now on it will always be 
like this. This is the right way. Women should stay inside, not men. 
They will be shut away when the men dance the jakuf. They may not 
go out, they may not look. Women may not see the bull-roarer either, 
because it is the companion of the jakui." 

The men learned everything that the lamuricuma women had 
known: the music of the jakuf, its songs and dances. At first only the 
women knew these things.,,25 

********** 
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If one were to see pictures of the sacred flutes, or jakuf, it would be tempting 

to consider these symbolically phallic, as has been occasionally interpreted. The 

flutes can actually be understood quite differently, as the vaginal channel from 

whence all human life is derived. In my view flutes connect to other tribal stories of 
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the Sacred Tree, origin of the flood and Amazon River, for they are instruments 

derived from a tree, which is also the female channel through which the whole 

cosmos is born (see Yagua lupuna story in the first chapter.) As the rain forest tribes 

are generally canoe peoples, the canoes, derived from trees, also connect to the 

Mother Tree and the Mother of Waters goddesses in their regional incarnations, 

tracing an intricate ecological labyrinth and sacred charter that privilege female 

generativity and revere its mystery. 

Johannes Wilbert's exquisite transcriptions of Warao tribal songs from the 

Orinoco delta well represent this intimate relationship. The Warao peoples believe 

their canoes are ancient possessions antedating even the appearance of people on the 

earth, with the primordial canoe transforming itself into the snake goddess of the 

winter sun. Warao canoes, then, are made in her image with key elements of the 

ritual song cycles initiated by dreams appearing to tribal elders. The actual tree from 

which the canoe is derived must be released from the Tree Goddess through the 

medium of a shaman, and only through the explicit consent of the goddess and her 

tree daughter. Although the tree is referred to as female, she is conceived of as 

bimorphic, with the two halves of the cachicamo tree representing anthropomorphic 

twins, right side male and left side female. The crown of the tree is their hair, the 

trunk their body, and the roots their feet. Once the tree is transformed into canoe 

she will also be understood as hermaphroditic, the thwarts crossing the canoe 

representing phalli and the inverted triangles on either end as vulvas/vaginas. 



The Tree Maiden's Farewell 

I am leaving without you, 
if you stay here, my stump, 
without you; 
if you stay here, my stump, 
without you, 
without you, 
without you. 

There you will be rotting, 
here you will be rotting. 
I'll be leaving, my stump, 
without you. 
I'll be leaving, 
I'll be leaving, 
I am leaving. 

You all, my saplings, 
my offspring, 
I have fallen into the hands 
of those who take me away, 
without you, 
without you, 
without you. 

I shall advise you, 
my poor stump 
my poor one, there 
with my shavings 
all my shavings 
and all my bark: 
I am leaving without you, 

I am leaving without you 
to be dragged away. 

I am leaving without you 
I am leaving without you, 

all my branches, 
my little branches, 
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with all my waiting leaves, 
my poor piled up leaves. 
Goodbye, to all of you. 

My little birds, 
I am leaving without you, 
while my stump and my shavings 
are rotting. 
My little birds 
do not be sad. 
Be happy always, 
and always sing. My little birds, 
always stay around here. 
I am leaving without you. 
I am leaving without yoU ... 26 
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This Warao sacred lament gives voice to the Tree Daughter, a complete 

female/male whole (a perception that coincides scientifically with the reproductive 

systems of some trees), who mourns her separation from primordial union with the 

Mother; she cares about, nurtures, and advises her children---the saplings, the 

birds---and from her new position outside the tree body sings in recognition of the 

inevitable rot and decay of life transforming into death. But as this song 

foreshadows, and others in the cycle will sustain, the Tree Daughter's death is 

transformation into new life as canoe. 

Rain forest tribal narratives such as the story of the Iamuricuma women 

consciously designate gender separation and male dominance, but in many 

amazonian communities, such as the Shipibo-Conibo, these separate spheres are 

endowed with their own authority and interpersonal bonds. Anthropologist Peter 

Roe relates that in many ways the sexes pay little attention to one another, bond with 
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their own gender, organize their own activities, and often speak their own 

languages.27 In Relaci6n acerca de las antigiiedades de los indios (1498), the first 

ethnographer of the Americas, Fray Ram6n Pane, charged by Crist6bal Co16n to 

record the myths of the Taino culture of Espanola (Haiti) also confirms homosocial 

spheres and separate languages for men and women. And it is exactly here, with 

Col6n and Pane, that the European vision of Amazons in the Americas begins. 

Another anthropologist, Joan Bamberger, in an essay in the now classic text Woman. 

Culture. and Society (1974) concludes in her study of several versions of these 

"women's rule" narratives that such myths should be destroyed (my emphasis) for they 

only serve to further limit and imprison women.28 Although I can empathize with her 

point of view, it appears ethnocentric, and I could not disagree more with her 

directive. Though an asymmetrical relationship between the sexes can be perceived 

and documented on many levels, the homosocial communities that are developed in 

Latin American rain forest cultures also nurture, sustain, and to varying degrees 

empower women within designated systems. This is far from the fragmentation and 

lack of community often found between and amongst women in western 

industrialized societies. In addition, it is my thesis (as developed in subsequent 

chapters) that the "Women Without Husbands" and "Women's Rule" narratives 

connect and correspond to prehistoric clan systems and symbolic/anthropomorphic 

representations of the preeminent, sacred, female as life source. 
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"New World" explorers may indeed have been thinking of literary sources 

when questing for gold, land, and converts. But the early Greek sources that inspire 

later romances of chivalry are also rooted in prehistoric belief systems; they 

correspond to and bridge many of the elements found in amerindian oral traditions 

and ritual practice. "Amazon" as designation for the world's largest river, the 

geography and peoples surrounding it for millenia, seems completely appropriate. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE TRIBAL MAZE OF AMAZONS 

Ancient people's intimate understanding of our cosmos would appear uncanny 

when one compares modern scientific knowledge to both complex and simple stories 

diverse cultures created to explain the universe. "Uncanny" only if we were to 

hierarchize knowledge using the patriarchal schema of the historic West, which exalt 

definitions of science as logo centered, "objective" activity that quantifies, orders, 

defines, and submits targeted entities to rigorous examinations of scientific law. A 

majority of research, laboratory analysis and experimentation constructed within the 

sciences today rests upon the premise that the male of a given species remains the 

constant, the norm, whereas the female provides variability and fluctuation due to 

ever-present hormonal changes and cyclical physiological events coded by the 

generative process itself. Thus, by eliminating the female factor in experiment and 

study one reduces the variance in results and simplifies interpretation. Research and 

test results become a complicated and compounded lens for viewing findings 

transposed upon male and female alike to explain the human condition or malaise.! 

What modern science often throws out, many ancient communities reified and 

venerated: in the beginning was the Female, or the Female/Male, One. It was her 

very changeability, her awesome power to produce and reproduce both sexes as well 
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as alllife---animals, plants, the elements, the planets---that inspired metaphor, ritual, 

art, and cosmologies attuned to a diversity and complexity much contemporary 

thinking can and does elide. This elision, or lesion, must be recognized and better 

elucidated if humanity cares to fully comprehend, heal, and support individuals, 

community, or the planet upon which we all live and depend. 

Accordingly, Great Goddess beliefs cannot be separated from any analysis of 

the Amazon legends, for they are inextricably intertwined. The Latin American 

Amazons present in numerous tribal cosmologies reveal matristic views of the world; 

to not consider the multiple mothers of ancient lore and religious practice is to 

seriously limit any consideration of Amazons. 

"Before the Creation there were no people, no animals, birds, fish, 
crabs, trees, stones, pits, ravines, nor straw, reeds or the face of the 
earth; the sea was suspended and in the sky there was nothing that 
made noise. Nothing was in order, nor had any existence, except the 
sea and the water that was calm, thus all was silent and obscure like 
the night. 

There was only the Lord and Creator, Gucumatz, Mother and 
Father of all that there is in the water, called also Heart of the Sky, for 
that is where S/he is and dwells." 

Popol Yuh 
Ancient Histories of the 
Quiche Indians of 
Guatemala2 

********** 

"When earth did not yet exist, they say, a young girl, a virgin, lived 
alone in the empty space. Her name was Coadidop (Grandmother of 
the Days). 

She said, 'I live alone in the world, I want earth and people.' She 
looked for tobacco, for smoke. She took the two large bones from her 
right and left legs to make the cigar holder, drew the tobacco from her 



body, and made a large cigar. She squeezed her milk onto the cigar, 
which she placed in the holder. She puffed on the cigar, wanting to 
give birth to people. She also created ipadu (the coca plant). She 
took the ipadu and smoked the cigar. 

The smoke produced a thunderclap and a flash of lightning. The 
image of a man appeared and immediately vanished. She puffed 
again. Thunder and a flash of light came, then disappeared. The third 
time she puffed, the smoke changed into a human body. 'This one is 
Thunder,' she said. 'You are son of Thunder and Thunder itself. You 
are my grandson. 1 have created you. 1 will give you power. You will 
be able to make everything you wish in the world.' This Thunder was 
called Enu. 

The two lived alone. She said, 'I have made you as a man. As 
a man you will be able to do everything, good and evil. 1 am a 
woman. 1 command you to create companions for yourself in order to 
live well. And 1 will create my own companions.' 

When Enu had made three brother Thunders and the Creator 
had made two female companions for herself, she took a cord, circled 
her head, laid the cord down, divided it in half, and squeezed her 
breast. Her milk fell into the circle and formed the earth. The next 
day a large field had taken shape in that earth. Then she gave the 
earth to the women so that they could work it. She said, 'With this 
earth you can live.'" . 

Tariana tribal myth of the Northwest 
Amazon, told in 1963 by shaman 
Mendes of Jauarete.3 
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These two creation stories, one from Central America and the other from 

Amazonia, exemplify the richly diversified fabric of oral and textual narratives native 

to the area of this study, Latin America, and more specifically within the geographic 

band mapped by cartographers as the Torrid Zone, global space marked by the 

Tropic of Cancer twenty-five degrees north of the Equator and the Tropic of 

Capricorn twenty-five degrees south. Though creation myths describing the origins 

of the universe are relatively few in Amazonia (as compared to the large body of 

etiological stories that explain other sacred concepts within rain forest cosmologies), 
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the mesoamerican Maya Quiche Popul Yuh creation, together with the Tariana's 

Grandmother of the Days version, indicate the importance of a much needed review 

of the mother lode of archeological and textual evidence providing foundation for an 

understanding of the warrior Amazons of Latin America. The meandering universal 

tribe of women who appear in the literatures and belief systems of innumerable 

cultures across time are intricately linked to Great Goddess and polytheistic belief 

systems that incorporate the Powerful Female. 

Whereas Heart of the Sky is androgynous in form, referred to as the dual god 

akin to the later Aztec's supreme Duality or Divine Pair (Ometecuhtli--"Lord of the 

Duality" and Omeciuatl--"Lady of the Duality"), Grandmother of the Days is exactly 

her namesake, unitary Mother of All. From her body is born life in human form, 

aided by the generative force of breast milk that also lights the giant cigars which 

aboriginals surrounding the Vaupes River, tributary of the Amazon, are accustomed 

to smoking. Grandmother seemingly also segregates genders from the onset, finding 

companionship appropriate to the company of one's own, a fact that remains 

contemporary to rain forest tribal structures today. 

The ancient conceptual paradigm of a Great Goddess engendering life and 

the world from her own body dates to Upper Paleolithic times in Old Europe and 

was first uncovered in mesoamerican sculptural form in the 1930's outside of Mexico 
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City in an area known as Tlatilco, from the Nahuatl "Where Things are Hidden.'04 

Art historian and archeologist Miguel Covarrubias writes in 1957: 

"Hundreds of complete figurines and thousands of fragments have 
come out of the earth at Tlatilco in a most varied range of styles; most 
of them are of women with small breasts, short arms, slim waists, and 
large, bulbous legs; some are standing, some seated, others carrying 
babies on their hips or caressing a small dog held in their arms. The 
figures of women are invariably naked, and it seems that feminine 
coquetry was limited to painting the face and body and wearing 
elaborate headdresses, of which there is an unlimited variety. 
Occasionally they wear abbreviated garments, such as turbans and 
short skirts, which seem to have been made of grass in some cases, of 
cloth in others, worn low at the hips. Figurines of exceptionally fat 
women wearing such skirts are shown in dance poses, and it is possible 
that these skirts were worn for dancing. The feminine figures generally 
show the hair shaved off in patches or worn bobbed in the back, with 
a long lock on each side reaching down to the waist in front. Another 
lock of hair was worn over the forehead, held in place by a band or 
garland decorated with leaves or tassels and placed at a jaunty angle 
like a modern lady's hat. The hair is usually painted red, suggesting 
that they dyed their hair, perhaps bleaching it with lime as among the 
Melanesians or tinting it with red achiote (bixa orellana) seeds, as is 
still done by the Colorado Indians of Ecuador ... The Tlatilcans were 
apparently little concerned with religious symbolism, though the 
figurines must have served a ceremonial purpose; the motifs on their 
pottery and clay stamps were purely decorative, and little in their art 
could be called representations of deities. However, a rather unusual 
and fascinating concept is found in certain feminine figurines with two 
heads or, stranger still, two sets of features on a single head: two 
noses, two mouths, and three eyes, reminiscent of certain paintings of 
Picasso, perhaps connected with the idea of twins ... Beyond the fact that 
these figurines were made to be buried with the dead, their purpose 
remains a mystery. It has been suggested that they represent a 
feminine fertility deity because some of them have greatly exaggerated 
hips and legs, but this is true of only a few types. I feel it more likely 
that they were meant to represent company---perhaps symbolical 
attendants---for the dead, particularly as some burials at Tlatilco 
showed evidences of human sacrifices of children and adults, and 
others had been equipped with as much as one hundred figurines.',5 



90 

Covarrubias resists connecting Tlatilco sculptures dating from approximately 

1700 B.c. (Fig. 3) to any larger sacred or matrifocal world view, but he does 

somewhat approximate in his descriptive language the general tenor of discussion 

associated with these prehistoric remnants that have been dubbed for posterity the 

"pretty ladies" or "happy faces.',6 It would appear difficult not to suggest a more 

integral philosophy connecting the artifacts than simply "for ceremonial purposes," 

when one considers the overarching contexts of early agricultural societies who 

cultivated maize, chili peppers and squash, and the abundance of ceramic and clay 

representations of stylized fish, birds, jaguars, small dogs, dwarfs, dancers, shamans 

and masks. We shall, nonetheless, perpetually grapple with and theorize about the 

fundamentals and details of our human origins. 

The proliferation of female figures found at the deepest levels of 

meso american earth and the polytheistic pantheon of deities central to later "high" 

cultures throughout Latin America such as the Maya, Chavfn, Tiahuanaco, Aztec and 

Inca, about whom we do have some textual and pictographic record, provide signs 

for an understanding of the revolutionary, evolutionary web of human consciousness, 

societal structuring and ritual practice that span circa 1700 BC to the sixteenth 

century European conquest. Although Covarrubias remains skeptical about the 

fertility aspect of the Tlatilco sculptures and refuses them "goddess" designation, the 

short-armed, arms-upraised, large-hipped (thighed), elaborately coiffured, generous 

bodied, dancing figures evident in massive production here connect intimately to 
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"stock" yet unique variations of ancient goddess figurines ranging from Mesopotamia, 

to Egypt, Crete, India, and other areas of the ancient world. Marija Gimbutas' 

recent The Language of the Goddess and Erich Neumann's The Great Mother: An 

Analysis of the Archetype provide excellent sources for archeological and mythopoeic 

reproductions and interpretations of this tremendous range of prehistoric remnants, 

and further document what Covarrubias insightfully ascertains: female effigies 

accompanying the dead can represent conceptual affinities that mark duplicity, 

multiplicity, collectivity, "company" and familial ties to earth and mother, her 

procreative, generative force that remains constantly transformational within our 

cosmos' life/death cycles.7 Within this context, all life journeys from earth to earth, 

womb to womb, with endless multiplication and transformation. Even a single 

female, individualized by anonymous sculptors, has been fashioned with ancient 

hands and mind to represent multiple personae inside one body. 

Angel Garibay has collected some of the oldest sacred hymns of Ancient 

Mexico, songs accompanying ritual dance and human and animal sacrifices, in Poesfa 

indfgena (1940). Two poems stand out for this analysis, "Canto de la madre de los 

dioses" and "Canto de la mujer serpiente." 

Song of the Mother of the Gods8 

Ah, the yellow flower opened her corolla: 
she is our mother, the painted one with divine thigh, 
who came from Tamoanchan. 



The yellow flower bloomed: 
she is our mother, the painted one with divine thigh, 
who came from Tamoanchan. 

Ah, the white flower opened her corolla: 
she is our mother, the painted one with divine thigh, 
who came from Tamoanchan. 

The white flower bloomed: 
she is our mother, the painted one with divine thigh, 
who came from Tamoanchan. 

Ah, the goddess displayed herself over the melocactus, 
our mother, the Obsidian Butterfly. 

Ah, we just saw her on the Nine Deserts: 
with deer hearts she feeds herself 
our mother, the goddess of the earth. 

Ah, a little while ago she painted herself with chalk, 
a little while ago she adorned herself with feathers: 
arrows were broken in the direction of the four winds. 

Ah, Xiuhnel and Mimich saw you on the plain 
transformed into a deer. 
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Garibay's notes reveal this song to be a ritual exaltation of the Aztec Mother 

Goddess Toci, "Our Grandmother." The details of the Toci festival can be found in 

Franciscan priest Bernardo de SahagUn's Historia general de las cosas de Nueva 

Espana compiled in the original Nahuatl from native informants in the mid-sixteenth 

century.9 The feast involves ritual human and animal sacrifices centering around the 

killing of a chosen woman representing Toci whose skin, particularly that covering 

the thigh, will be used to drape a chosen male "of strong and large body" who dances 

along with separate female and male groups between the temples of the Mother 
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Goddess and her son, Centeotl, the Corn God. White and yellow flowers and exotic 

bird feathers are used to adorn the initiates, and human hearts are offered to Toci. 

Izpapalotl, the Obsidian Butterfly, is but another name for the mother goddess to 

whom the mesquite tree is consecrated. Within Aztec mythology, blood sacrifice was 

necessary to the continuous movement of the universe and sacrificial ceremonies 

became fecundating ritualistic performances in the daily death of the supreme Sun 

devoured by Earth and Night. Prisoners for sacrifice were needed in such abundance 

that giving birth was known as "making a prisoner.'010 Izpapalotl is Goddess of the 

Hunt and War, for obsidian was the element of the sacred knife, flint, or spearhead 

that was used to kill and to feed earth and its inhabitants. 

The identification of knife/spearhead/arrowhead as butterfly corresponds 

exactly to specific Cretan symbology regarding the Warrior Goddess and to the most 

common weapon associated with the Amazon figure transculturally---the labyris or 

double-bladed axe (Fig. 4). Blood, sacrifice, double blades, double lips commonly 

associate to the regenerative vulva, to the phases of the moon and menses, and 

represented in its butterfly aspect, to metamorphic changes. "Nymphae," or young 

insects, transposes linguistically to mean the labia menora of female physiology, to 

"nymphs" as nature spirits, and even to "nymphomania," a cultural definition and 

judgement denoting "excessive" sexuality commonly linked to sacred sexual rites 

practiced amongst the so-called pagan religions. All of these signs and various 
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(a) 

Figure 4. (a) Late Minoan III (ca. 1300-1100 BC) sarcophagus from western Crete. 
"One of the most beautifully executed sarcophagi housed in the Khania 
Museum features panels of sacred horns with rising butterflies, shells, and 
buds. The motifs are duplicated, triplicated, and multiplicated, placed in 
horizontal and vertical bands. The whole composition is graceful and 
joyous. Life-reaffirming columns rise as buds, shells, or replicated 
bull-horn/butterfly motifs." Marija Gimbutas, The Language of the 
Goddess, (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989), 274. 
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(b) (c) 

Figure 4. (b) Typology of double-axe-shaped butterfly from Mycenaean vases of 
Late Helladic (ca. 15000) period. Gimbutas, 275. 

(c) On a Late Minoan vase from Mochlos, Crete, the Deity is represented 
as half-woman/half-butterfly, with a stem-like columnar body, upraised 
arms, and butterfly wings. Gimbutas, 274. 
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significations, taken separately or as a whole, fuse the Great Mother and the Great 

Warrior (Artemis/IzpapaIotl) as One and the Same. 

Neumann explains the essential elements of the Toci fertility ritual as: 

... the beheading of the woman as goddess, the fructifying sacrifice of 
her blood, the flaying of her body, and the investment of the 
son-god-priest in her skin ... The explanation consists in the central 
content of the transformation mystery: the death of the mother of 
corn and earth leads to the birth of the corn, her son. The com son 
bearing the skin of the sacrificed Earth Mother is the image of his 
mother's living pregnancy whereby the feminine is transformed into the 
masculine, which is built from the blood of the sacrificed woman ... The 
corn-god son wears a mask made from the skin of the victim's thighs, 
and this is a repetition of the same symbolism of transformation and 
birth or rebirth,u 

What has been transformed and transmuted over the many centuries from 

Tlatilco to Aztec ritual performance as represented in the "Song to the Mother of the 

Gods," are the complicated cultural displacements of the primordial Mother by her 

son/lover/brother, a progression that has been traced by scholars of other historic 

periods and geographic regions. The Babylonian Tiamat/Marduk cycle, Egyptian 

Isis/Osiris and Sumerian Inanna/Enki, for examples, all incorporate this transfer of 

reverence and power as well as subdue the religious and political reformations 

contingent upon such revolutions.12 Without entering into the longstanding debate 

begun mid-nineteenth century regarding the possibility of an original matriarchal 

organization of human societies, it can be said that the dismemberment of a 

primordial Great Mother, her displacement given the ascension of her son, strongly 

indicates a transition from matristic to patristic, matrifocal to patrifocalP 
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The Aztec "Song to Snake Woman" ("Canto a la Mujer Serpiente/ 

Cihuac6atl") even more clearly defines the goddess as both agricultural (corn) queen 

and warrior, for without blood sacrifice and death there is no fertility, no fertile 

ground, no life. 

"Our mother, the Warrior; our mother, the Warrior, 
the Deer of Colhuacan, now ritually dressed with feathers. 

Ab, the sun has come out: the war cry has sounded; 
the sun has come out: the war cry has sounded. 

May the captive ones be dragged down: may the 
whole country perish!" 14 

Just as these two "cantos" spare nothing in reverential sacrifice, neither do the 

colonizing Europeans in their lust for gold, spice, land, women and slaves.1S Though 

the tapestry of historico-cultural transformations encompassing l1atilco and these 

much later Nahuatl poems must be pieced together bit by bit, and will forever 

remain unfinished, we can read varying patterns, designs, and imprints. Here remain 

vestiges of the Great Mother in her fertile and warrior incarnations, a fundamental 

key to the hermeneutics of the Amazon figure throughout history and its geopolitical 

map. Cortes' entourage had glimpsed Her on the Yucatan more than once, in the 

temples of the coast and islands dedicated to the Mayan moon goddess Ixchel, 

goddess of a civilization that had flourished more than a thousand years earlier than 

the Aztec one Cortes would destroy.16 Aztec poetry sings to Izpapalotl, goddess of 

the obsidian knife, who gleams sharply in the form of the eternal yet short-lived 

butterfly, and to sister warrior Snake Woman Cihuac6atl who calls her prisoners. 
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What we find in the South American rain forest will unite these singularly named 

Warrior Goddesses with their multi-faced, prolific Tlatilco sisters: throughout 

Amazonia, stories of women's rule, their hunting and fishing skill, generative power, 

secret knowledge, and collective organization reign triumphant until male dominance 

presides. The "company" of females in great numbers becomes a story all its own. 

Prehistory and the South American Rain Forest 

Rain forest climate and soil make archeological study especially difficult. The 

acidity of the earth breaks down organic matter rapidly, and this disintegration, 

together with high humidity and seasonal flooding, make the excavation of bones, 

clay pottery and sculpture scarce, though metals, stone artifacts and other materials 

remain. It was only in the mid-1970's that Brazilian and other archeologists were 

allowed entry into an area now believed to be one of the oldest prehistoric sites of 

South America, Abrigo do Sol or "Shelter of the Sun." On the edge of east central 

Mato Grosso near the border with Bolivia, the Wasusu group of the Nambikwara 

Indians live on the banks of the Galera River, one of the thousands of aquatic arms 

or fingers produced by the watershed of the northern Amazon River. The Wasusu's 

land was in peril of devastation by colonization, the influx of farmers, engineers, 

entrepreneurs and powerful landowners blessed by the favor of a Brazilian 

government, who hoped to gain from the development of the area. With keen 

instincts and political savvy the Wasusus petitioned trained social scientists to 
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establish the legitimacy of their tribal claims to ancestral lands, and thus were able 

to avoid forced resettlement and keep their community of only 55 members intactP 

During this process the rock shelter and petroglyphs revealed to the 

amazement of scholars were radio-carbon dated at between 12,000 and 9000 BC, 

making them one of the most ancient sites of human activity found on the continent. 

Hundreds of carved symbols representing stylized birds, animals, and the sun 

accompany one predominant sign found in proliferation: the delta, or female 

triangle. (Fig. 5: a, c) In addition, another symbol found repeatedly represents, 

according to the present tribe, the sacred flute house renowned in the women's rule 

myths common to native belief systems throughout Amazonia, and even as far south 

as the Gran Chaco and Tierra del Fuego in Argentina. (Figure 5: b) 

Terence Grieder interprets the cup marks found on the stone (Fig. 5: c) as 

typical of "First Wave" civilizations' artistic designs and the horizontal grooves as ax 

sharpening marks. IS Cup marks, intended to collect water, generally symbolize in the 

ancient world uterine fertility and regeneration, and often the ax marks are 

interpreted as phallic, "seeding" channels. These cup and groove signs as 

representative of the women's rule and sacred flute stories (wherein women were the 

original "power holders" and thus held and played the sacred flutes inherited from 

water spirits) would designate the marks as both uterine/vaginal and phallic, for 

various scholars of varying rain forest tribes interpret the flutes (large oboe-like 

instruments) used in ritual performance as either vaginal, phallic, and/or both.19 
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(a) 

Figure 5. (a) Abrigo do Sol archeological site, Mato Grosso, Brazil. Female triangle 
or "delta" signs and foot carvings. In Jesco von Puttkamer, "Man in the 
Amazon: Stone Age Present Meets Stone Age Past," National 
Geographic, January, 1979, 78. 
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(b) 

(c) 

Figure 5. (b) Abrigo do Sol site. According to present-day Wasusu group of the 
Nambikwara tribe, this petroglyph represents the sacred flute house. von 
Puttkamer, 82. 

(c) Abrigo do Sol site. Decorated rock with ubiquitous female signs and 
cup and groove marks. von Puttkamer, 77. 
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A Maze of Amazons 

To connect ancient petroglyphs with the overarching Powerful Women or 

"Amazon" narratives coursing throughout the rain forest and beyond, found these 

myths of origin, once again, at deep and elementary levels of human society. Claude 

Levi-Strauss' brilliant "algebraic" studies of Latin American Mythologiques devote 

only two pages to these important myth cycles: 

I do not propose to examine them in detail, since they seem to belong 
to a different mythological genre from that of the more popular 
tales---comparatively homogeneous in tone and inspiration---that I am 
bringing together here to provide the subject-matter for my 
investigation. It would seem that some early inquirers in the 
Amazonian basin, prominent among whom were Barbosa Rodrigues, 
Amorim and Stradelli, were still able to find esoteric texts belonging 
to a learned tradition, and comparable in this connection to those 
discovered more recently by Nimuendaju and Cadogan among the 
southern Guarani. Unfortunately, we have little knowledge of the old 
native communities which once lived along the middle and lower 
Amazon. The laconic evidence supplied by Orellana, who sailed down 
the river as far as the estuary in 1541-2, and still more so existence of 
oral traditions, whose extreme complexity, artificial composition and 
mystical tone suggest that they must be attributed to schools of sages 
and learned men, argue in favour of a much higher level of religious, 
social and political organization than anything that has been observed 
since. The study of these previous documents, which are the remains 
of a genuine civilization common to the whole of the Amazonian basin, 
would require a whole volume in itself and would involve the use of 
special methods in which philology and archeaeology (both still in an 
embryonic state as regards tropical America) would have to play a 
part. Such a study may one day be possible.20 

In gathering together the complex variations of the Amazon mythos of the rain forest 

designated by this same name, I begin with Levi-Strauss' citation of Italian traveler 
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Ermanno Stradelli's 1890 account of the Jurupari (Yurupary, Iurupari, in other tribal 

lore called Izy or Bokan) myth of the upper Rio Negro: 

"In very remote times, when the world was ruled by women, the Sun, 
indignant at this state of things, decided to effect a remedy by 
reforming mankind and submitting it to his law and then choosing a 
perfect woman, that he could take as his companion. He needed an 
emissary. He therefore arranged for a virgin named Ceucy to be 
fertilized by the sap of the cucura or puruman tree which streamed 
over her breasts (or lower down, according to less chaste versions). 
The child, who was called Jurupari, took power away from women and 
restored it to men. To emphasize the latter's independence, he 
instructed them to celebrate feasts from which women would be 
excluded, and he taught them secrets to be handed down from 
generation to generation. They were to put to death any women who 
learned these secrets. Ceucy herself was the first victim of this pitiless 
law promulgated by her son who, even today, is still in search of a 
woman sufficiently perfect to become the wife of the Sun, never yet 
having found one."21 

"And what is the perfection that the Sun desires?" 

"She must be patient, know how to keep a secret and not be 
curious ... No woman today exists on earth who combines these qualities. 
If a woman is patient, she does not keep secrets; if she keeps secrets, 
she is not patient; and all of them are curious, wishing to know 
everything and to experience everything.,,22 

The original knowledge and power stripped from women and displaced to men 

formulates secret songs and ceremonies of men's sacred flute houses (see the 

Iamuricuma "Monstrous Women" narrative of preceding chapter); "Jurupari" 

transposes linguistically to name the flutes themselves in some tribes and conjures 

also a "devil" or "bogeyman" figure, as well as "civilizing" culture hero in other stories. 

Considering that the Sun god's manipulation of the virgin Ceucy (Tupi word that also 

designates a kind of bee and the constellation Pleiades) produces an obvious 
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antagonism---Sun vs.virgin females---it also constitutes and conceptualizes another 

oral tradition that locates a powerful tribe of women in the region of the Trombetas 

(trumpets/flutes) and Nhamunda (Jamundha) Rivers off the lower-middle Amazon, 

the area where Spanish explorer Orellana's expedition first "sighted Amazons" and 

gave impetus to our central story throughout Europe over the next several centuries. 

Orellana sets the tone in the mid-sixteenth century, Sir Walter Raleigh 

continues to embellish in 1595, while Crist6bal de Acuna's account of Portuguese 

conquerer Pedro de Teixiera's river expedition in the mid-seventeenth century, and 

French scientist Charles Marie de la Condamine's South American explorations in 

the mid-eighteenth, reconfirm some of the original europeanized details about the 

Amazon women (that they were fierce warriors and "man-like", were ruled by a 

queen, lived without men but slept with them once a year and kept only the girl 

children born of the union, cut off one breast in order to better shoot the bow) and 

add a particularly native and unique leitmotif: the exchange and veneration of 

precious green stone amulets, often in the shape of a frog. 

These talismans, called muiraquiUis, were said to be fashioned by the manless 

women called Icamiabas, from "itacamiabas" in the Tupf language originally spoken 

by tribes of this area, or "where the gift of stone is given" or Ita gift of stone in the 

forest.'123 The Tapaj6s Indian tribe showed some of these amulets made to be worn 

to La Condamine; Raleigh and Acuna had also noted them. The muiraquiUis had 

been acquired from the women also known in the Nheengatu language as 
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Cunhatecoima or "women without the law" transliterated to "women without 

husbands" in many sources, for indeed the women are either virgin, unmarried, or 

have left their husbands. This is a mistranslation of the word, for "cunha" (woman), 

"teco" (law), "ima" (negative suffix) refers to the violati~n of the law of Jurupary.24 

Aboriginal versions of the story report that the women obtained the stones from a 

sacred lake called the Mirror of the Moon, near the Icamiaba Serra (Stone 

Mountain). "At a certain month's full moon, once a year, men from a neighboring 

tribe come to the lake by canoe. When the visit has ended, the women present their 

lovers with the male offspring from the previous year's reunion, and with muiraquiHis, 

which they have obtained by diving into the lake from an aquatic spirit called the 

Mother of the MuiraquWis. The stones bring good luck in hunting.,,25 These stones 

are highly prized archeological objects in Brazil and can be found in museums there 

and throughout the world. The nineteenth century Brazilian naturalist J oao Barbosa 

Rodrigues' The Muiraquita: A Study of the Asiatic Origin _Qf_lh~ .. C.iY.iJjz.atWn of the 

Amazon in Prehistoric Times claims to trace his evidence (excavated in this same 

region and collected from native peoples, a superb collection regrettably lost to us 

today) to original Mongolian migration from Asia, and thus establishes the Amazon 

women's tribe as a "charter race" more advanced than the Incas.26 Rodrigues' 

contoversial theories were made all the more problematic with the discovery of jade 

in Brazil. 
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What does appear evident, nonetheless, from the remnants unearthed in areas 

still considered in the "embryonic" stage as regards serious archeological exploration, 

is that the stories of women's rule remain an indelible imprint on the microfiche of 

human evolutionary consciousness in Latin America, a mark that cannot escape our 

ongoing analysis of gender, rupture of the status quo, empowerment of women and 

the ever-mysterious traces of our human origins. The "Women without the Law," 

onetime owners of power, sacred knowledge, and the precious green stones, suggest 

in these evocations the rejection of a dominant sun culture (where the malevolent 

Jurupari polices women's behavior) for a lunar/aquatic and metamorphic (frog) 

mother culture. Whether these vestiges represent an oral tradition that consistently 

and consciously subordinates the female in the face of her power, curiosity, and 

valued tokens of exchange, or the existence of a social organization structured around 

and through the mothers---a matriarchate---that indeed was overpowered, remains 

elusive. Yet perhaps more explicitly in Amazonia than in many other ancient areas 

of the world where the record of warrior women is found, we find the memory intact, 

continuous and ritualistically remembered and performed throughout seasonal 

cycles.27 

Other stories that amplify the myth os of women's rule require consideration. 

Parallel to the "Iamuricuma Women Fight for Possession of the Jakuf' story 

(preceding chapter) runs another adventure of the "Monstrous Women." In this 
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version the women of the village find themselves alone after most of the men, having 

gone off fishing and turned into forest animals, fail to return: 

... the chiefs wife told the other women that they could not stay there 
any longer. They had to leave that place because their husbands were 
not people anymore, they were turning into animals. All night long, 
the women talked about it, repeating over and over that they could not 
stay there any longer. The chiefs wife spoke endlessly; day and night 
she carried on about the need for leaving at once and for abandoning 
the village forever. Then they all began preparing to leave. They 
spent two days getting ready, gathering their things, preparing 
everything: ornaments, necklaces, cotton yarn to wrap around their 
arms, all things that their men wore. 

The chiefs wife, before anyone else, began to adorn herself with 
feathers, armbands, necklaces, and to paint herself with urucu (red 
chalk from crushing the seeds of the bixa orellana shrub) and genipap 
(blue black dye from the genipap tree). After adorning herself exactly 
like the men, she began to sing. By herself, she sang and sang 
continuously. Singing, she climbed on top of a house and there went 
on singing. The men who were left in the village started to complain 
and curse, but the singing went on. Another woman, adorned the 
same way, climbed on top of another house and began to sing too. 

After a while, still changing their songs, the two women came down 
to the center of the village, where the other women, by now also 
adorned and painted like men, joined in the song. Then they started 
to spread poison over their bodies, to turn themselves into mamaes, 
spirits of the dead. That is why today, in the place where the 
Iamuricuma lived, no one is allowed to remove lianas, roots, or 
anything else from the forest. Whoever does goes mad and gets lost, 
never to be seen again. They also drank the poison they rubbed on 
their bodies. 

The songs and dances in the village lasted for two whole days. 
Then the Iamuricuma women, without interrupting their song, slowly 
began to move away. But before this, they grabbed an old man and 
dressed him in the shell of a tatu-acu (giant armadillo). They put 
manioc cake spatulas in his hand and told him to lead the way. As he 
set off, the old man said, "Now I'm not a person any more. I'm an 
armadillo." Saying this, he took the lead. After taking a few turns 
around the village, the Iamuricuma women, still singing, followed 
behind the armadillo, who went ahead, burrowing. He kept taking 
dives into the ground. He would plunge down at one spot, only to bob 



up ahead of them. Farther on, the women went past their husbands, 
who were still fishing. The small children were being carried. The 
fishermen asked their wives to stop, so the boys could eat some fish. 
The women would not listen and went on their way. Singing, adorned 
with feathers, and painted with urucu and genipap, each day they 
traveled farther following the armadillo, who went along opening 
tunnels in the earth. Farther on, they passed the Macao-acap village. 
It was midday. The local chief asked his people not to look, so as not 
to be taken away by the Iamuricuma women. The women did not obey 
and looked, and the Iamuricuma women carried them all off. Their 
husbands, who went after them, were also captured. Farther ahead, 
they passed another village called Etapemetap. The chief gave his 
people the same warning, but they would not obey either, and they too 
were captured. 

The Iamuricuma women went on with their journey, traveling 
forever. They walked day and night without stopping. The small 
children were thrown into the lagoons, and they turned to fish. The 
Iamuricuma women are walking still today, ever adorned and singing. 
They use bows and arrows and do not have a right breast, so they can 
pull back their bowstrings more easily.28 
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What distinguishes this story about the Iamuricuma and the one to follow 

about the Cupendia Amazons, is the ongoing, continual movement of the women's 

tribe, a constant affirmation of women's rule and its self-perpetuating parthenogenic 

biology. In contrast to the flute narratives, which privilege the defeat of women's 

power and immediate transfer to the males of the tribe, here the collectivity of 

women, attired and body-painted as the men, move eternally to rhythms of their own; 

no man can match them. Thus configured, this rockbed of Amazonian cosmologies 

harkens back both to a mythic time when women once ruled and to a time never 

ceasing, underground where armadilloes burrow, or "far away." The missing right 

breast motif is thought to be a contamination from the Greek versions of Amazons, 

a detail often asked about by European explorers throughout Latin America. "The 
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Monstrous Women and the Armadillo" variant also commemorates yearly ritual 

performances by the women of the Upper Xingl1 Waura tribe, who adorned and 

painted as the tale prescribes, sing, dance, and interact with one another in two long 

lines.29 

The Cupendia Amazons 

A long time ago a band of women who no longer wanted to live 
with men left home and formed the tribe of the Cupendia. They went 
to live by the Araguaya, just above the place known today as Sao 
Vicente. 

When the Apinaye found out about this group, two of their young, 
strong, fearless warriors decided to visit the women. During their 
journey they came upon several Cupendia who were carrying horns 
made of large gourds and hunting with bows, arrows, and clubs. As 
the warriors approached they were received by the women in a friendly 
way. Encouraged, they told the women they wanted to visit the group 
and asked them how to get to the village. The women gave the 
warriors directions. 

Continuing on their way, the warriors reached the village of the 
Cupendia some hours later and were received with friendliness. Later 
the hunters arrived, bringing peccaries, tapirs, pacas, and other animals 
they had killed. 

Finally the Apinaye were taken to the chief Cupendia, who asked 
them what they were doing. The warriors said that they had come to 
visit the tribe. The chief Cupendia and the rest of those present, 
seemingly happy at the news, immediately made various offerings to 
the men. 

The warriors stayed as guests in the village and slept on a mat 
among the Cupendia. As it happened, the Cupendia were then 
celebrating the Feast of the Logs. Since the warriors wished to 
participate, they asked whether they were allowed to do so. When 
they were answered in the affirmative, they joined in the festivities. 

The Cupendia were not only beautiful but they were also good 
workers. They cultivated cotton, manioc, corn, peanuts, rice, and other 
plants. For all these reasons the Apinaye decided to choose two of 
them as wives. 



The Cupendia, however, had a law providing that any man who 
wanted to marry one of them had to win her in a race. Winning would 
not be easy because all the women were swift runners. No woman 
would agree to marry a poor runner; if she did she, too, would start to 
run slowly and could easily be overtaken by her enemies in a fight. 

The Apinaye ran against all those who had reached marriageable 
age. Yet, despite their best efforts, they were always defeated. 

In order to run so well the Cupendia restricted themselves to a 
special diet. They ate only one meal a day, at noon, and they drank 
only during that meal. Although the women were completely without 
the company of men, they still procreated. All their children, however, 
were females. 

In order to win the love of the Cupendia, the Apinaye did 
everything possible. Yet they had no success. Because they were 
unable to outrun the women in the many races they ran, they could not 
obtain wives. Disillusioned, the warriors returned to their village after 
four months, as single as they were when they had left home. But they 
were loaded down with gifts the Cupendia had given them. 

(Apinaye tribe of the Brazilian 
Highla.nds, Ge languages, from informant 
Camberile-Mutuki, 1930)30 
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"Cupendia" is a Ge word meaning "foreign/alien women's tribe." As beautiful, 

industrious agriculturists they may represent ideal and bountiful nourishment. As 

warriors they carry gourd horns, not flutes, and skillfully hunt tropical game animals. 

Though they "no longer wanted to live with men" the alien women are agreeable, 

polite and even welcome the participation of the visiting male warriors in a ritual 

celebration. But marrying into the female clan is forever impossible. There is no 

need for heterosexual procreation: the women multiply parthenogenically (a concept 

explored in the subsequent chapter) and retain their superior athleticism in order to 

maintain the homosocial status quo whilst defeating enemy attacks. 
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This Apinaye Amazon tale allows neither tribal vulnerability nor disruption 

of a social order ruled by the Chief Alien Woman. The Cupendia's strength, skill 

and harmony remain everlasting and untouched, unlike the ancient Greek Amazon 

hunter Atalanta (suckled as an infant by warrior goddess Artemis) who could outrun 

any male suitor until tricked by the diversion of golden apples strewn along the race 

course.31 

********** 

In summary, the variant details of widespread oral narratives recalling a 

lawless (without the law of the fathers) women's tribe of long ago amount to far 

more than "a "few scraps of hearsay to the effect that an all-female village exists on 

the other side of the hills or on the shores of a remote lake," as South American 

mythologist John Bierhorst declares.32 Likewise Peter Roe's assessment---

"In a sense, just as the onmipotent female is the symbol of female 
power in primordial mythical time, so are Amazons the symbol of 
female power in mythical space; they live now, but far, far away. In 
some Amazon tales it is significant that such maleless females keep 
constantly on the move. Thus they illustrate their liminality by never 
really forming permanent settlements as truly cultured humans do. 
Amazons represent a permanent side-tracking of the civilizing 
role-reversal process. They live in the minds of lowland Indian men 
as vivid alternatives to their current sway.,,33 

---reveals androcentric definitions of culture and society which are partial and 

limiting, regardless of the anthropologist's sophisticated knowledge of Amazonian 
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tribes within their particular contextual environments or as connected to a larger 

whole. Both Joan Bamberger's call for the eradication of the sacred flute myths and 

ritual performances which appear to subordinate tribal women to male control, and 

Levi-Strauss' intuitive linking of the Amazon genre to a prehistoric cycle of tellings 

and retellings by "schools of sages and learned men" discount the precarious and 

necessary empowerment through participation, albeit temporary, of tribal women 

joyously dancing and singing the stories of ancient women's rule.34 Additionally, the 

woman shaman who appears both in tropical-american belief systems as well as 

contemporary tribal practice is all but forgotten in such definitive sweeps of 

analysis.35 

One needs but remember the highly individualized, multiform facial 

expressions and attire of the mesoamerican Tlatilco figures buried at the deepest 

levels of earth and human society. Here the tremendous company of women dance 

together and forever in buried timelessness. They were and are unique and yet the 

same. 

Notes 
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University Press, 1985), and Donna Haraway's Primate Visions: Gender. Race and 
Nature in the World of Modern Science, (New York: Routledge, 1989) are but a few 
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Science of the Concrete" in The Savage Mind (Chicago: U of Chicago Press, 1966) 



114 

theorizes the particular conceptual frameworks native to tribal peoples regarding 
"scientific principles." 

2. Popol Vuh: Antiguas historias de los indios Quiche de Guatemala (Mexico: 
Editorial Porrua, 1965), 1. Translation mine. 

"Antes de la Creaci6n no habfa hombres, ni animales, pajaros, 
pescados, cangrejos, arboles, piedras, hoyos, barrancos, paja ni bejucos 
y no se manifestaba la faz de la tierra; el mar estaba suspenso y en el 
cielo no habfa cosa alguna que tuviese ser, si no es el mar y el agua 
que estaba en calma y asf todo estaba en silencio y obscuridad como 
noche. 

Solamente estaba el Sefior y Creador, Gucumatz, Madre y Padre 
de todo 10 que hay en el agua, llamado tambien Coraz6n del Cielo 
porque esta en el y en el reside." 

3. In John Bierhorst, The Mythology of South America (New York: Wm. Morrow 
and Co., 1988), 55-56. 

4. All of George C. Vaillant's field studies in the 1930's detail this archeological 
motherlode. See complete list of citations in Miguel Covarrubias, Indian Art of 
Mexico and Central America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1957), 358-359. 

5. Covarrubias, Indian Art of Mexico and Central America, 24-25, 27. 

6. See Ferdinand Anton, La mujer en la America Antigua (Mexico: Editorial 
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8. Angel Garibay, Poesfa indfgena de la altiplanicie (Mexico: UNAM, 1962). 
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"Canto de la madre de los dioses" 
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es ella nuestra madre, la pintada con divino muslo, 
que vino de Tamoanchan. 



La flor amarilla floreci6: 
es ella nuestra madre, la pintada con divino muslo, 
que vino de Tamoanchan. 
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es ella nuesta madre, la pintada con divino muslo, 
que vino de Tamoanchan. 
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que vino de Tamoanchan. 

Ab, ya la vimos en los Nueve Desiertos: 
con corazones de ciervos se alimenta 
nuestra madre, la diosa de la tierra. 

Ab, hace poco se pint6 de tiza, hace poco se atavi6 de plumas: 
por los cuatro vientos quedaron rotas las flechas. 

Ab, convertida en ciervo te vieron en el paramo 
aquel Xiuhnel y aquel Mimich. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CONCLUSION 

Ecotextuality: Amazons, Amazonia and the Torrid Zone 

In his 1970 account of a voyage that recreates Francisco de Orellana's 

original sixteenth century "discovery" of the Amazon River, Spanish author Alberto 

Figueroa Vazquez writes that though he'd like to believe in legends of the amazons, 

Their particular lifestyle---unnatural---condemned them, sooner or 
later, to extinction. The day they stopped being strong enough to 
impose their laws and customs on neighboring tribes, would result in 
their consuming themselves.1 

Although Vazquez allows the actual existence and onetime power of the 

amazons with this statement, he unquestionnably denies any possibility of ongoing 

strength and rule due to a tribal lifestyle that "goes against Nature." Such sentiments 

illuminate much thinking about amazons, especially when framed within rigid social, 

religious, and male dominant political definitions that cannot admit gender equity, 

female mastery, or woman bonding. Amazon stories originate in the ancient worlds 

of goddess-centered, polytheistic, customs and beliefs worldwide, where their reported 

adventures appear most plausible. But emphasis on the overthrow of amazons, as 

highlighted in the Greek stories of Hippolyte and Penthesilea, or the South American 

tribal narratives that relate seizure of the sacred flutes from their original female 
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owners and tribal rulers, marks transformational moments in cultural and social 

evolutions. At these crucial moments Nature and the Cosmos are redefined. 

********** 

"Sing Hymen 
o Hymenaeon." 

********** 

"It is clear now: 

Neither honey nor 
the honey bee is 
to be mine again." 

---Sappho 

"Go to the Ant, 
consider her ways 

and be wise." 

---Proverbs 

One of the most consistent motifs defining amazon tales, particularly those 

recorded by ancient Greeks and then layered over the Latin American natural and 

social landscapes by European explorers and conquistadores, is the seasonal mating 

rituals within the all female community. The amazons either invite or capture willing 

or unwilling males once a year in order to breed daughters; boys born of the union 
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are variously killed, maimed, or raised to a certain age and then sent home to their 

fathers. 

The Captain (Orellana) asked if these women bore children; the 
Indian answered that they did. The Captain asked him how, not being 
married and with no man residing among them, they became pregnant? 
He said that these Indian women consorted with Indian men at times. 
When that desire came to them, they assembled a great horde of 
warriors and went off to make war on a very great overlord whose 
residence is not far from the land of these women; by force they 
brought the men to their own region and kept them for the time that 
suited their caprice. After they found themselves pregnant they sent 
the men back to their country y,ithout doing them any harm. 
Afterwards, when the time came for them to have children, if they 
gave birth to male children, they killed them and sent them to their 
fathers; if female children, they raised them with great solemnity and 
instructed them in the art of war.2 

No matter how cruel such killings may appear to contemporary sensibilities, 

infanticide as ritual, tribal, or societal practice within prehistoric and historic times 

is constant. Yet the suggestion of man-killing and warrior skills as embodied in the 

female often splits theoretical camps, feminist and non-feminist alike, and fuels a 

"mother" or "amazon" debate that evades coexistence of multiple possibilities.3 

Additionally, the weight of psychoanalytic theories fathered by Freud, neo-Freudians, 

or Jung's understanding of the archetypal psyche---theories that configure castration, 

mother-killing and/or a dynamic psychic infrastructure that defines limited definitions 

of feminine and masculine ("anima/animus")---further complicates conceptual 

analyses of the Amazon.4 
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The Hymenoptera 

Perhaps a useful theoretical framework for consideration of this wide-ranging, 

intricate maze of Amazon tellings, would be one that better interplays biotic and 

human expressions of the myth and its living possibilities, with oral and recorded 

stories about ancient powerful women: an ecotextual conversation amongst and 

between the amazonian natural, societal and cultural worlds.5 

Ants, bees, and wasps are female-dominant societies classified as the 

hymenoptera, "membrane" or "veil-winged." Male hymenoptera are generated for 

reproductive purposes only, and die once their function is complete. A full thirty 

percent of the biotic mass of the insect world is comprised of ants. Bees, honey, and 

the sexual display of flowers that attracts bees to nectar, pollen, and thus compels 

pollination, all intertwine in constant generation of life processes. The polymorphism 

(caste and labor divisions) of the hymenoptera, organized around a central queen, 

and the metamorphic stages of life (larvae, pupae) contained within the societies, 

create biologically balanced communities that must sustain important elements of the 

global ecosystem. Stings of the hymenoptera cause most of the arthropod-related 

deaths in humans. 

Ants, believed by scientists to have evolved from wasps, are essentially 

mother / daughter tribes who share an average 75 percent of their genes. The 

cooperative, non-hierarchical, castes of the community become workers, soldiers, 

brood tenders, queen tenders, foragers, and hunters. Ant communication is 
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established largely by body language and chemistry; excretion of pheromones signals 

function and activity. The queen's constant attendants lick pheromones off her body, 

supressing fertility and rendering the daughters virgin. But the queen mother must 

make sons in order to reproduce daughters; eggs fertilized from the lifetime store of 

sperm in her gaster generate females, unfertilized eggs produce males. Eventually, 

winged females and winged males embark on a "nuptial flight" that creates new 

queens for new tribes; the male mates will die and a new society emerge. Ants are 

agriculturists who tend fungi, inoculate leaves, pollinate through seed collection, and 

airate the soil with their channels and chambers. They also construct elaborate 

rituals, such as the "tournament" of the honey ants of the Sonoran Desert. The 

worker ants of this tribe gather honey from the nectar of desert plants, which when 

stored in the ant's crop will swell to the size of blueberries and cause the worker 

"honey pots" to simply hang as living storage vessels from underground chamber 

ceilings during the desert dry season. During this season honey nourishment is 

needed for the queen. The "tournament" of the honey ants occurs when two 

competing colonies walk around on their own stiffened, stilt, legs as if to make 

themselves appear as tall and large as possible; they spar and touch, gather new 

recruits, but do not injure or kill one another. Scientists believe this is done in order 

to assess strength and distract the neighboring clan from food.6 

Bee society is organized around a queen, virgin female workers who evolve 

into various hive activities, and male drones born from unfertilized eggs who are 
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thrown out of the community to die once their function fertilizing new queens is 

complete. The worker bee's life cycle includes cleaning and preparing cells for the 

queen's eggs, nursing larvae (the average larva is checked 1,300 times a day by the 

typical hive's 2,700 nurse bees), building the wax honeycomb, controlling temperature 

(water is brought in, then wing-fanning evaporates the water and moves the air), 

foraging and unloading returning foragers of nectar and pollen, and swarming to a 

new location with the queen or new queens. Bee language is primarily a scent and 

dance language: in the 1940's German scientist Karl von Frisch discovered the 

"round" and "wagging or waggle" dances that communicate where nectar is located 

and what it smells like (bees touch the round dancer with their antennae in order to 

imprint the aroma of nectar). The exact and complicated waggle dance indicates 

how far (up to six miles) the bees must fly to find food, and iri what direction food 

can be found. The waggle dance is performed either in darkness inside the hive, or 

outside; slower dancing infers a longer distance to food. The dance language of bees 

is capable of transmitting millions of distinct and abstract messages and is performed 

with variations, "dialects," unique to the community.7 

The above summary recreation of the ant and bee worlds invites linkage 

between the hymenoptera and the amazon mythos in the following ways: the 

possibility of gynesis and/or parthenogenesis, cooperative social organization 

centered around a queen or queens, a genetically prescribed will toward 

self-determination and survival, the importance of the female as both creatrix and 
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inseminator /pollinator, and descriptive contours that emphasize qualities of the 

warrior / soldier---powerful, tall, aggressive/defensive, ritual dancer of tireless stamina. 

Prehistoric and contemporary tribal belief systems inscribe an intimacy between the 

natural and human environments to a highly sophisticated degree. Indeed, native 

peoples often recognize their human origins as evolving from the natural and animal 

worlds. All of the above elements of the Amazon Story become tribal consciousness 

in varied forms. 

Ancient societies who venerated the Great Goddess understood the creative 

force of the hymenoptera; they deified and worshipped Her as same (Fig. 6). 

Priestesses at the Ephesian Temple of Artemis were called melissae, or"bees," and 

were accompanied by eunuch priests known as essenes, or "drones." As already 

demonstrated earlier in this study, these priestesses were considered Amazons in 

early sources, and even founders of the temple at Ephesus dedicated to Artemis. 

The Myrmidons, or "ants," were a tribe of ancient Pthiotis (Greece) considered to be 

an Ant clan subject to the Goddess incarnate as Bird. Even more evidence for the 

association to hymenoptera is found in the oldest known text of the Bible, chapters 

four and five of Judges, the story of warrior, prophet, and judge Deborah, "Queen 

Bee" or "Pure Mother Bee." This ancient ruler of Israel who sat beneath the sacred 

Palm Tree was so respected for her warrior skills and power, that Barak and his 

10,000 men refused to go into battle without her.8 



Figure 6. "The Goddess as bee has two sets of bull horns 
and a double-axe-shaped butterfly. The winged 
dogs that flank her reinforce the theme of 
becoming." Late Minoan II (Knossos, Crete; 
15th cent. B.c.) In Marija Gimbutas, The 
Language of the Goddess (San Francisco: 
Harper and Row, 1989), 273. 
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Though the common honey bee (apis mellifera) was brought to the Americas 

by Europeans in the sixteenth century, we know that the Mayans and tropical forest 

societies have sought and cultivated stingless (apis melipona and trigona), 

honey-producing, bees of myriad varieties for centuries. Hymenoptera have inspired 

numerous myths and rituals throughout the rain forest and are important to tribal 

cosmologies and customs. 

Ethnoentomologist Darrell Posey's studies of the ant and wasp rituals 

important to the central Brazilian Kayap6 tribes, demonstrate the identification of 
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hymenoptera venom with warrior virtues. The Indians recognize their own social 

organization as homologous to the societies of social insects, with villages, chiefs, and 

warriors. This is due to the Kayap6 origin myth that tells of an ancient time when 

the tribe lived in the sky with other animals. At this time the tribe was weak, did not 

have societies or live in villages, and the beetles, led by their chief Giant 

Rhinocerous Beetle, waged war against them. Giant Rhinocerous Beetle was only 

overcome once the Kayap6 learned the power of social organization demonstrated 

by the wasps and ants, and had enacted the aggressive, fearless attacks identified as 

the "secret" of wasp power. One of the most important Kayap6 rituals involves dance 

and song performances at the base of a hanging wasp nest: women wail ceremonially 

while male warriors ascend a scaffolding, strike the massive hive with bare hands, 

and pass into semi-consciousness from the stings. Not only will Kayap6 warriors 

become ritually empowered by wasp venom, but by ant rituals that engage ant stings 

as well; the ants make men good hunters, for they forage and battle on the ground.9 

Ceremonies surrounding insect ancestors are not only confined to male 

initiation rites. Of particular note to this study is the record found in an undated 

Brazilian manuscript, probably from the 1940's, that describes a female puberty rite 

of the Uabois tribe situated in a mountainous area near the Nhamunda (Jamunda) 

River. Scholars concur that this is the most probable geographic area wherein the 

Orellana expedition met powerful women warriors, immediately immortalized as 

"Amazons." Amongst the Uabois (a group now dispersed throughout the area with 
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tribal names such as Paracuatas, Nhamunda, Cumirfs) women were held to be 

stronger and more valiant than men; chosen males accompanied and imitated the 

rituals of young women during puberty ceremonies, and gained their own power 

through this association. After a young woman was secluded for some time, she was 

initiated into adulthood through songs, dances and feasting that centered around her 

stoic resistance to painful black ant bites: the ants were carefully woven into a mesh 

sieve, and thus trapped and desperate would ferociously sting the initiate as the sieve 

was passed over her body. Medicinal roots and leaves would soothe and heal the 

young woman in a ritual bath performed by the tribe the following day. Though this 

ritual exalts the female and transfers to males her unique strengths, the end result 

gained by the infliction of insect wounds has suffered a curious, yet familiar, 

transformation: here "ant power" and "woman power" have been ceremonialized in 

order to tame the inherent strength and valor of female character for its "proper" 

place within polarized tribal gender systems.lO Nonetheless, vestiges of the ancient 

Amazons of the Nhamunda River area live ritualistically in the rites of passage and 

belief systems of these Amazonian tribes. 

Claude Levi-Strauss' analysis of the many variants throughout Amazonia and 

beyond of "The Girl Mad About Honey" myth cycles structurally supposes and 

verifies tribal ambivalence toward all that is female, just as honey (produced by some 

wasps and ants, as well as bees) can produce nourishing or toxic effects when 

consumed. Some honeys of the rain forest are used as vomitives in purification 
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rituals, others are coveted as food. "The Girl Mad About Honey" stories essentially 

describe woman as "ill-bred," greedy, and is associated, according to the 

anthropologist, with the origin myths centering around the virgin Ceucy who was also 

an "insufficient" and "inappropriate" female. As outlined in the preceding chapter, 

Ceucy was central to that ancient time when women ruled: Sun, a trickster god, had 

her impregnated by a tree in order that her son, Jurupary, could take all power away 

from women and restore it to men---the Jurupary tales are charter myths that 

organize men's secret ceremonies and name the sacred flutes women are not 

permitted to see (Fig. 7). More importantly, the name "Ceucy" also designates in 

Amazonia a type of bee or wasp that produces honey of the toxic variety, as well as 

the constellation Pleiades, a star system that cyclically announces either good rains 

or bad diseases. After Ceuc)' had criminally gazed upon the sacred flutes she was 

sent up to the sky to become this constellation; thus configured the Pleiades are 

sterile, guilty, and possibly death-dealing,u In sum, the example of Ceucy, the 

bee/wasp/Pleiades, educates tribal men about their superiority and ceremonial 

rights; women are reminded of their lost power, intemperate behavior, exclusion from 

men's ceremonial society, and punishment should they view Jurupary: honey, 

hymenoptera, and women's/men's rule are all intricately and intimately interwoven, 

just as the natural cycles of bees, wasps, and ants juxtapose female dominance and 

ritual performance to male vulnerability. 



Figure 7. "Tuyuka man of the Tiquie River playing a 
Yurupary bark trumpet." Elizabeth Carmichael, 
Stephen Hugh-Jones, Brian Moser and Donald 
Tyler, The Hidden Peoples of the Amazon. 
(London: British Museum Publications, 1985), 
92. 
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Levi-Strauss' autobiographical Tristes Tropiques offers a significant 

account---albeit the workings of memory and perception by a French anthropologist 

who objectifies his tribal subjects in order to "make science" of them---that again 

draws parallel between tribal women (collective homosocial communities) and 

hymenoptera. Levi-Strauss lived with the Nambikwara Indians of central Brazil in 

1939 and believes them to be nomadic Stone Age survivors still living Stone Age 

lives; he attributes to women's work the larger provisions and welfare of the tribe as 
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a whole, though their activities are regarded as inferior to men's. Levi-Strauss 

observes: 

All the possessions of the Nambikwara fit easily into baskets carried 
by the women during the nomadic period ... these baskets are as tall as 
the women who carry them ... the hod carries raw materials: wood, 
lumps of wax or resin, skeins of vegetable fiber, animal bones, teeth 
and claws, scraps of fur, feathers, porcupine quills, the husks of nuts 
and the empty shells of freshwater crustacea, stones, cotton and seeds. 
When such a miscellaneous load is laid out, it discourages the 
collector, who feels he is dealing less with the products of human 
industry than with the activities of a giant race of ants, that he is 
observing through a magnifying glass. And the fact is that, as they 
walk in single file through the high grass, with each woman weighted 
down by her light-colored, wickerwork hod, as ants often are by their 
eggs, the Nambikwara look exactly like a column of antsY 

Tall and Big 

Levi-Strauss' reference to the Nambikwara women as a "giant race of ants" is 

in some ways reminiscent of the staged stilt-legged "tournament" of the honey ants, 

and in one dimension corresponds to constant representations of the amazons in 

general as tall, large, giant, Wonder Women. This over-powering, over-shadowing, 

collectivity of warrior hunters once again recalls Artemis the Amazon incarnate as 

Queen of Mountains, Mistress of the Beasts, flanked by her animal familiars (Fig. 8). 

In this guise she is worshipped and believed to appear at birth where her role as life 

giver and healer will allow the mother to again "stand erect," "straightened" after the 

crouching of the birthing process itself; both mother and child literally "look up" to 

ArtemisY Mother and Amazon fuse anew. 



Figure 8. "Great Goddess as a Queen of Mountains and 
Mistress of Animals in representations of 
Minoan art from Knossos, Crete. Goddess on a 
mountain peak flanked by lions." Seal 
impression from Knossos, 16th cent. B.C. In 
Marija Gimbutas, The Language of the Goddess, 
108. 
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Tristes Tropiques offers another illuminating recollection, the poignant and 

revealing self-representation of a young Nambikwara girl: 

I once met a little girl tenderly carrying a puppy in the bark 
carrying strap that her mother used for her little sister. "Are you 
stroking your baby dog?" I asked her. She solemnly replied, "When I 
am big, I will kill wild pigs and monkeys; I will club them all to death 
when he barks!" 

Incidentally, she made a grammatical mistake which her father 
laughingly pointed out: she should have said tilondage, the feminine 
form of "when I am big," whereas she used the masculine form, 
ihondage. The mistake is interesting, in that it shows a feminine desire 
to raise the economic occupations peculiar to women to the same level 
as those activities which are a masculine prerogative. Since the precise 
meaning of the verb used by the little girl is "to kill by felling with a 
stick" (in this case, a digging stick), she seemed to be trying 
unconsciously to identify female picking and gathering (which includes 



the catching of small animals) with the male hunt, in which bows and 
arrows are the weapons used.14 
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The gender implications of a race of Tall Women capable of the battle and 

hunt is not lost on sociological studies of human mate selection, where the "male 

taller" principle becomes general cultural rule; "stature" is indeed "status" and male 

prerogative---the Amazon is clearly unsuitable for heterosexual union in numerous 

ways. Height, as demonstrated by the "when I am big" words of a young tribal girl, 

or even by the example of the six-foot tall virgin queen Elizabeth I, equates stature 

with "control over," "looking down on---Iooking up to"linguistic, physical, and political 

strategies that can position male or female as central and dominating. Some tall 

women have been described as suffering from an "Amazon complex."IS 

********** 

Belt of the Torrid Zone 

"We are women of a breed whose racial ideal was no Helen of Troy, 
passed passively from male hand to male hand, as men pass gold or 
lead ... We are of a race of women that of old knew no fear, and feared 
no death, and lived great lives and hoped great hopes; and if today 
some of us have fallen on evil and degenerate times, there moves in 
us yet the throb of the old blood." 

Olive Schreiner, Woman and Labour, 1911 

Global rain forests comprise a massive ecosystem that geographically belts 

Earth, and shores her up for the generation of life processes whirling in the dark and 
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light of celestial space. This equatorial, tropical, belt girds a sphere almost 41,000 

kilometers in circumference (approximately 25,000 miles), and when measured 

latitudinally between the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn, is called the Torrid Zone. 

Following its circular path through Mesoamerica, Amazonia, Central Africa, India, 

South Asia, Indonesia, Australia, and the Pacific Islands, a canopy of trees bursts 

forth on land masses once conjoined millions of years ago. Scientists refer to this 

once integrated supercontinent as Pangaia (Pangaea), "all land," "all earth," all 

Goddess. 

Gaia's belt, torrid zone of fertile, tropical splendor, generates enough global 

heat and moisture to provide for the majority of plant and animal species on the 

planet, and so much oxygen that the rain forests are commonly referred to as the 

"lungs" of the Earth. Both Charles Darwin's journey to the Galapagos Islands, and 

Alfred Wallace's to Malaysia in the nineteenth century, journeys with equatorial 

destinations, began a continuous human dialogue about the origin of species, natural 

selection, and evolution: the mysteries of so many life forms found together were 

unravelling themselves in the western European scientific male mind. Particularly 

the regions surrounding the largest river and freshwater artery in our world, 

Amazonia, is today understood as "the greatest evolutionary theater on earth."16 

Surrounding the lower-middle Amazon port city of Manaus can be found over 800 

species of palm trees, and forty percent of the world's birds. The wet and warm rain 
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forest of the Amazon River Basin is a paradise of superabundance and creative force, 

and a hell of ecological destruction. 

The torrid zone of human generativity as embodied in the vulva and blood 

mysteries of female reproductive menstrual power, produces a plethora of 

awe-inspired or fear-inspired, "magical" stories and representations in the records of 

history and prehistory worldwide. In Spanish, a word for "pregnant" is "encinta," 

derived from the Latin meaning "wrapped tightly round, girt (with clothes, 

ornaments); having the tunic pulled well up; surrounded, enclosed." "Encinta" is 

related to "ceiiido/a" from the Latin meaning "having one's dress girt in a specific 

way or by specified means; with one's clothes girt up for action; wearing a sword." 

Also specific to Spanish usage "ceiiido" refers to certain insects that have a marked 

division between the thorax and the abdomen, meaning "ringed" or "belted," such as 

the bees.17 The hymenoptera, thus, are so tightly belted that the whole is divided in 

two: what is belted is the power of life itself, the possibility of new life, new life 

within ongoing life, a chain of multiplicity. Pregnant Gaia is Mother, but she is also 

the Belted Amazon and Amazonia, reproductive sources of major dimensions without 

whom our planet catastrophically collapses. To loosen or remove the belt, one might 

say, is to lose planetary generative force and cosmic viability. 

The amazing amazonic proportions of female sexuality itself can be traced 

through the etymologies of "clitoris" and back through the tribal narratives of 

Brazilian Amazonia. According to 1.1. Bachofen, "clitoris" derives from "Kleite," a 
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Greek amazon queen who was ancestral mother to the Kleitae, a tribe of warrior 

women thought to have founded a city in Italy. Robert Graves records that Artemis 

made an orphaned princess of Corinth, "Clytie," "grow tall and strong."lS "Climax," 

from its Greek correlate for "ladder," also defines the path of union to the Goddess, 

or with one's own female soul, understood as "psyche" or "shakti.,,19 The transition 

from original reverence for female genitalia and sexuality, to fear, despisal, taboo, 

or "protection" of them, is evident through transpositions of the highly regarded 

signs---Iabyris, obsidian knife, butterfly, divine thigh, procreative insect queen, 

Amazon Kleite---to ritual removal of the clitoris in clitoridectomies, a custom found 

in tribal Amazonia up to the 1940's. Current linguistic, symbolic, religious, and legal 

usages of words such as "testify" "testament" and "testimonial" derived from "testes" " , 

demonstrate clear transfers of power: no one swears on the Bible to the Amazon of 

the Torrid Zone. 

The New Yorker staff writer Alex Shoumataff made a trip to the Nhamunda 

River region in 1984, searching once again for the famed amazons of Orellana's 

expedition. Near the end of his journey he recorded a tribal story from the Kaxuiana 

Indians found nowhere else; his informant, a Kaxuiana chief named Kauka, reported 

that only he knew this story for "nobody else can tell it any more ... how the Kaxuiana 

were founded and spread.,,2o 

My father used to say that the old people said the Amazon 
women lived on the serra ... There were five women: Tiarnui, Amacoco, 
Carawiki, Coyatinu, and Worn. One day while their husbands were 
sleeping---they had been having a festa and dancing all night---the 



women left. They clutched hot peppers to their breasts and started to 
dance in a circle. Slowly they started to leave the ground. Higher they 
rose. When the men awoke they were flying. They threw down the 
peppers. They pelted the men's eyes with a rain of peppers so that the 
men couldn't shoot them with their bows. The women went to live on 
the mountain ... all these rivers end in mountains. 

One of the women had a child whom she left behind, under a 
basket. The men turned over the basket and found the child. One 
man---the shaman--~took the child and cut it to pieces. As when a 
hunter gives pieces of meat to many people, the father gave the pieces 
of his child to his companions. Each man took two pieces. The father 
let the shaman keep the child's ear and vagina. They all hid the pieces 
in their rooms. 

Eight days passed. The father says today we will see our women. 
Let's go. Each man went into his room and he discovered that each 
of the pieces of the child had grown into a fully formed woman. But 
the shaman went into his room and he found that the ear had become 
a bat and the vagina a little bird. 

The shaman cried, "Give me one of the women." But no one 
would. He went walking along the riverbank with his bow and arrow, 
asking. He saw one of the birds that sings tikwa ... the shaman became 
the bird, and left. The women who were the flesh of the child had 
children at their breasts, but the children had not been made by men. 
The children were called imroyana. They were the founders of the 
Kaxuiana. 

"And what about the wives who had gone to live on the 
mountain?" The man in the house on the mountain, the owner of the 
mountain, saw these women and asked how it was that they had got 
there. He tried to find out what had happened. The women said 
nothing had happened. We just flew up here. And they flew again to 
make him believe. The women lived there for many years, and they 
had children, but the children were not made by men. If the child was 
a boy, they gave it to other Indians. 

A thousand men went to see the women of the mountain. They 
were taken there by the owner of the mountain. First they went up the 
river, then overland. It took three months walking. The husbands 
were with them, too. They found their wives but the women didn't 
want to come back. 

Finally they got to the big serra. The owner said, "Here I live. 
On top of the mountain. Let's go up." After two hours of climbing 
they arrived. They heard noise and conversation. The owner said, 
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"Here the women live. Let's go see them. Don't be scared. They will 
offer us supper and something to drink." 

They came to a big house ... everybody sat down. The women 
arrived. They were beautiful, wearing tang as (beaded or woven 
triangular coverings belted over the pubic area). The owner of the 
mountain said to the women, "If you have something to eat and drink 
you can bring it." Each woman lay down on her bed with her breasts 
pointing in the air and lifted her tanga and said, "Supper is ready." 
The men started to get on top of the women, but they just squatted 
over them, they were not supposed to make love to them. One man, 
squatting over the most beautiful of the women, could not control 
himself. He wanted her and put his wood in her. The other women 
killed him on top of her. Didn't I tell you they don't like men? 

For this, because the women don't like men, the men went away. 
They went away and none of the women wanted to go back with them. 
The owner of the serra arranged a plane called tereimane for the men 
to go away. They made it themselves. It was small. This plane made 
no noise. It was like a vulture gliding in the air. The men got to 
Belem and with the women who had grown up from pieces of the child 
founded the Kaxuiana. Belem then was a malocca (large communal 
house for a whole village) called Xurutahumu. From there they went 
to Kurumukuri, which is now Santarem, and to Pauwiti, which is now 
Oriximina. And from there they spread out everywhere. Thus all 
Indians were founded. Each tribe has its own language and its own 
story of who they first were. But the first Indians were those who came 
down from the serra.21 
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This recently recorded "Women without Husbands" or "Women without the 

Law" story bears similarity to other oral tellings I have already reviewed; taken 

together as a whole, I would define the overall myth and story-telling cycles of the 

Amazons in tribal South America to be comprised of variations on: "The Monstrous 

Women Fight for Possession of the Sacred Flutes (Jakui)," "Jurupary Steals Rule of 

the World from Women," "The Monstrous Women Leave Their Husbands Forever, 

Following An Armadillo," "The Alien Hunter/Warriors Win the Race with Men," and 

"The Flying Amazons Originate the Tribes of Amazonia." 
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The Flying Amazons of the Mountain at the End of the River are the most 

sexualized of all accounts; they are belted and deny food/sexual union to men---"do 

not enter or you die." Food and sex are conflated here, as they appear to be almost 

universally, yet within Amazonian tribal customs and beliefs, oral sex is repudiated 

and considered repulsive; this code is suggested and violated in the Flying Amazons 

narrative, albeit through seduction.22 Women have discarded the male of the species 

and have "flown off," just as the hymenoptera do in their natural cycles. The child 

left behind who is dismembered by the male shaman regenerates of its own will and 

mothers more children parthenogenically, as do the flying mothers. The five 

Amazons who flew away have begun new tribes by leaving a daughter behind and by 

regenerating themselves "at the end of the river." Notably, the headwaters of the 

Amazon River are located high in the Peruvian Andes. 

********** 

Up the long hill, the earth rut steamed in the strange sun. 
We, walking between its labia, loverlike, palm to palm. 

---Olga Broumas, "Dactyls" 

Ecotextuality 

The one-eyed explorer Francisco de Orellana's long voyage down the Amazon 

left his priest scribe, Gaspar de Carvajal, one-eyed, after women warriors attacked 
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the group with a profusion of accurate arrows. When Orellana later reported these 

adventures to Emperor Charles the Fifth and the colonial Council of Indies, his 

desire to name the grand river "Orellana" was dismissed in favor of a royal claim on 

the possibility of Amazons. It appears almost incredible that such a twist of historic 

fate could prove so far-sighted, pluralistic, imaginary, and inspirational: the river 

would not be baptised in the name of a single male "I," but instead would be named 

from the open book of collective woman warrior legends, and drive journey after 

exploratory journey, study after interpretive study. Amazonia and its Amazonian 

peoples were married in Europe in the late 1500s to an unusually creative 

designation, for better and for worse. 

The King and Council were, in a sense, listening to, imaginatively reading 

Orellana's discourse, and exercising "intertextuality," a term that can define all 

cultures and their productions as a synchronic interplay of fragments and multiple 

meanings: this generates new meanings and possibilities on semantic, phonic, and 

syntactic levels---new and old texts come together, "renewed." As Julia Kristeva 

reminds us, intertextuality not only defines a process of formal analysis in literature, 

but also a dynamic, intrapsychic, mental activity: one puts one's subject, one's 

identity, "into process" with many voices, many texts---a kaleidoscopic adventure at 

best.23 

I will propose that this analysis of the Amazons and Amazon is not only an 

exercise in and of intertextuality, but perhaps more appropriatetly, could be defined 



141 

as "ecotextuality." "Eco," derived from the Greek "oikos," means "house," and thus 

our global, earthly, environs are also the vital body of the planet. As mother she is 

Gaia, Toci, Ixpapalotl or Coadidop smoking her cigar; ac; Amazon she could be 

Cihuac6atl, Ceucy, Artemis or the plural Iamuricuma, Cupendia, Five Belted Flyers. 

All are one and the same wedded as Double Woman. 

The woman to woman bond can integrate all women in symbolic unity, but 

specific to lesbian women and their communities the Amazons are particularly vital 

foremothers. It is also this often unspoken connection to Sappho's daughters that 

diminishes the stature of the Amazon corpus worldwide: feared, misunderstood, 

hated, maligned, cross-gendered females, lesbians and amazons are singular and 

collective markswomen aiming at the mark of gender. To consider warrior women 

of past and present means one must completely deconstruct limited definitions of 

gender systems and their complicated interrelationships overall. "Amazon" has 

become such a code word amongst lesbians that I recently spied a car bumpersticker 

proclaiming "I brake for Amazons." 

Uncovering a lesbian heritage in Latin America is extremely difficult, for the 

homophobia of colonialist conquerers obscured any possible understanding of native 

homoerotic relationships within their own cultural systems. Representatives of the 

Catholic Church routinely punished "sodomites," and were appalled by sacred idols 

representing male same-sex relationships found regularly amongst the Mayans. 24 As 

the majority of anthropologists and ethnographers over time has also been primarily 
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preoccupied with male concerns and definitions, the legacy of social science research 

continues to be filled with gaps. One early Portuguese observer of the Amazon 

phenomenon in Brazil, Pedro de Magalhaes de Gandavo, reported of the Tupinamba 

Indians in 1576: 

There are some Indian women who determine to remain chaste: these 
have no commerce with men in any manner, nor would they consent 
to it even if refusal meant death. They give up all the duties of women 
and imitate men, and follow men's pursuits as if they were not women. 
They wear the hair cut in the same way as the men, and go to war with 
bows and arrows and pursue game, always in company"with men; each 
has a woman to serve her, to whom she says she is married, and they 
treat each other and speak with each other as man and wife.2S 

Magalhaes de Gandavo cannot even imagine women "married" to one another would 

make love, and amongst other contradictions found above, declares that the woman 

bond is "chaste." 26 

Ecotextuality must consider the whole of Nature and its progeny, biotic 

abundance in often mysterious and complicated evocations---human, animal, plant, 

and astral ecologies speak to us in languages we only begin to comprehend, and must 

decipher with growing urgency. In this regard the Amazons are a natural 

phenomenon within a larger ecotext, and so vital to the labyrintine weave of human 

story-telling, social organization, and cultural representations that we must honor 

their collective memory: to reconsider the myriad traces of Amazon lives regenerates 

our understanding of human and biological diversity. 

The recovery of tribal cosmologies not only becomes a call to action for 

conservation of native communities and their beliefs, but provides for a more 
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intimate communion with evolutionary ecologies of the Amazon rain forest itself. 

The Greek word "amazon" combines "ama," "together" with "zona," "belt." The 

tropical, equatorial, belt of the earth cannot be stolen or raped, as in the story of 

Hippolyte the Amazon. Bound together, conjoined, integrated, but hardly chaste, 

reconstructive mythologies provide a space for the human imagination to roam free, 

seek inspiration, question possibilities, and awaken. 
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