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Abstract 
 
 
 

IMAGES OF HEALING: 
SPONTANEOUS MENTAL IMAGERY AND HEALING PROCESS 

 OF THE BARQUINHA, A BRAZILIAN AYAHUASCA RELIGIOUS SYSTEM 
  
  
 

Marcelo S. Mercante 
  

Saybrook Graduate School and Research Center 
  
 

 
This dissertation investigated the hypothesized interdependent nature of subjec-

tive and objective elements of conscious experience within a spiritual context. This was 

done by studying the spontaneous mental imagery (the mirações) of people under treat-

ment in the Centro Espírita Obras de Caridade Príncipe Espadarte (the Center). The 

Center is a congregation of the Barquinha, a Brazilian syncretic religious system that 

uses the psychoactive beverage Ayahuasca (locally called Daime) as a sacrament. 

The ethnographic method, involving experiential observation of the religious and 

symbolic universe of the Center, was used for investigating the Center’s history, the heal-

ing techniques implemented during rituals, the concepts of healing and sickness among 

healers and patients, and the relationship between mirações and the healing process. Sev-

eral narratives about mirações and healing experiences were collected on site, and five 

were analyzed more carefully. 

The conjunction of ingestion of Daime and the participation in the ceremony ap-

peared to reliably promote the occurrence of the mirações. These were considered by the 

participants as a process of inner perception, the moment when different entities (physical 

body, thoughts, feelings, culture, emotions, mind, soul, spiritual space, etc.) become con-
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nected within their conscious awareness. The experience of mirações was considered to 

be the source of healing. At the Center, sickness is considered to have a spiritual source, 

being understood as an unbalance of forces. Healing is considered to be accomplished 

when one puts oneself into a hypothetical “current of healing energy” that is felt during 

the ceremonies. 

Mirações mediated and made conscious a coherent and workable whole 

that encompassed the ritual, the Daime, the processes of self-transformation/ knowl-

edge/exploration, elements of the individual’s consciousness and physiological condition, 

and factors in a spiritual space. Mirações were believed to occur in a spiritual space, 

thought to be nonmaterial and multidimensional, nesting and informing the material 

world. This spiritual space is perceived as basic, generating dispositions, intentions, and 

meanings, and as containing within it the physical and psychological levels of existence. 

The exploration of that space during a ceremony was considered to accelerate one’s spiri-

tual development. 
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As for these four children, God gave them knowledge and 
Skill in all learning and wisdom: 

And Daniel had understanding in all visions and dreams. 
Now at the end of the days that the king had said he should bring them in . . .  

And the king communed with them; 
And among them all was found none like Daniel . . .  

And Daniel continued even unto the first year of the king. 
(Daniel, 1:17-21) 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

There was everywhere manifest the confession 
that human knowledge arrives at certain barriers 

beyond which it cannot pass into the realm of genuine reality. 
In opposition to all this stood in my case the fact, 

inwardly experienced and known in experience, 
that human thinking, when it reaches a sufficient depth, 

lives within the reality of the world as a spiritual reality. 
(Steiner, 1968, p. xiv).  

 
 For many years, I have been considering a very old question: “How do conscious-

ness and matter interact?” After thoroughly exploring (by thinking, reading, listening, 

feeling) this topic, I found that, instead of reaching an answer, I had formulated many 

other new questions. Are consciousness and matter separate realms? If it is so, how did 

that come to be? If not, does consciousness produce matter, or does matter produce con-

sciousness? Further, are they coproduced? Of course, these are too broad as questions for 

a doctoral research project. I could work the rest of my life on such questions and possi-

bly never reach a conclusive answer. 

 The first situation we encounter in such an investigation is the lack of a precise 

definition for the core concept of consciousness (see for example Farthing, 1992; Hunt, 

1995; Laughlin, McManus, & d’Aquili, 1990, Metzner, 1989; Winkelman, 2000). A use-

ful method for working with consciousness is to work with its contents and then make 

inferences about its activities. For this, I chose mirações, the spontaneous mental imagery 

experienced in trance, induced during various rituals, through the ingestion of the psy-

choactive Amazonian beverage Ayahuasca. 

 Another important aspect of consciousness is experience: the conjunction of sub-

jective aspects of feelings, thoughts, and perceptions during a specific event. The experi-
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ence of miração (singular for of mirações), for example, would put in evidence primary 

aspects of consciousness.  

 This being said, I still had to find a suitable representative model for physical 

matter. I decided that the best “object” for representing the physical level among human 

beings is the human physical body. Yet, I needed something capable of undergoing 

change, for it would be too difficult to gain notable data from a physical body in a con-

stant state, such as in a condition of health. I am aware that being healthy does not mean 

being immutable, but during sickness, the mutability would be more pronounced. Thus, I 

decided to work with sickness. Sickness, throughout the dissertation, is defined simply as 

an unbalanced and nonstasis physical health state, which results in the experience of pain 

or discomfort. 

 The choice to work with Ayahuasca was made due to its effects as a “psychointe-

grative” substance (Winkelman, 2000), as exemplified by the miração, making the 

movements in and of consciousness, and its contents, more evident. 

 Following this rationale, I was able to develop and finalize a workable question, 

“What is the nature of spontaneous mental imagery that people experience during their 

treatment with Ayahuasca?” 

 I pursued its answer by studying the religious and symbolic universe, as well as 

the history, of one center linked to the Barquinha religious system: the ritualistic healing 

techniques it employs, the essential concepts of sickness and healing held by its healers 

and patients, and finally the relationship between spontaneous mental imagery, the mira-

ções, and the healing process. 
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Ayahuasca 
 

 The use of Ayahuasca (Figures 2-7) is found 

throughout the Amazon: Venezuela to Bolivia, Ecuador, 

Peru, Colombia, and Brazil. It has been consumed by the 

indigenous people in this vast area for at least 4000 years 

(Naranjo, 1986).  

 The Amazonian beverage called, among other 

names, Ayahuasca1 contains as its main active chemicals 

β-carbolines alkaloids and dimethyltryptamine, all of them 

powerful psychoactive substances. N,N-

Dimethyltryptamine (DMT) has a chemical structure very 

similar to the neurotransmitter serotonin, activating 

the receptors of that substance at the surface of the 

neurons (Winkelman, 1996). Furthermore, the β-

carbolines are inhibitors of monoaminoxidase, an en-

zyme responsible for controlling the levels of the neu-

rotransmitters serotonin, dopamine, and norepineph-

rine (Luz, 1996).  

                                                 
1 I write the terms Ayahuasca and Daime with initial capitals out of respect for the cultural beliefs of the 
people I will be discussing.  

Figure 2. 
Banisteriopsis caapi vine and 

Psychotria viridis leaves. 

Figure.3 
Ayahuasca vine in the jungle 
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 Ayahuasca, called Daime or Santo Daime2 at the place of the Barquinha, is ob-

tained by boiling in water (hence the appellation tea) for many hours pieces of a vine 

called jagube (Banisteriopsis sp., Malpighiacea, but most commonly Banisteriopsis 

caapi), source of the β-carbolines alkaloids, together with leaves of chacrona or rainha 

                                                 
2 Santo Daime is the name of another distinct Brazilian religious group that also uses Ayahuasca as a sac-
ramental substance. In terminology, there is the Santo Daime religious system and Santo Daime tea. To 
avoid confusion from now on, I will call the tea Daime and the religious system Santo Daime. Also, the 
most accepted meaning for this word (Daime) is that it is a contraction of the expression dai-me, “give me;” 
but see Monteiro da Silva (2004) for other hypothesis. 
 

Figure 4. 
Getting the vine

Figure 5. 
Cleaning the vine 

Figure 6. 
Cooking the brew. 

Figure 7. 
Ready! 
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(Psychotria viridis, Rubiacea), the source of DMT. It is possible to find many other dif-

ferent “recipes” throughout the Amazon (Dobkin de Rios, 1972, gives a list of 72 known 

plants that can be added to the brew), but the Barquinha and other similar Brazilian tradi-

tions have opted for the combination of only those two plants.  

 

Neurochemicals, Emotions, and Causation 

 Prior to going into more details about the composition of Daime and its effects, I 

feel it is important to clarify something that I have come to believe in conducting this 

study. Though it is apparent that the chemicals present in Daime play a very important 

part in its effect, it is clear to me that Daime is only partially responsible for opening the 

doors of consciousness—using a famous expression (Huxley, 1990)—and perceptions. 

Daime does not by itself create the reality in which people perceive themselves immersed 

during the ritual (see also Mabit et al., 1986). The ceremony itself is an essential active 

element (see also Dobkin de Rios, 1972; Sena Araújo, 1999). This point becomes clearer 

throughout the dissertation.  

 Neurochemicals (neuropeptides as well as neurotransmitters) constitute, along 

with their receptors, a system that integrates emotions, body, mind, and the nervous sys-

tem (Pert, 1990). Rossi (1986) classified neurochemicals as messenger molecules. He 

said that along with their receptors, they can easily assume the role of the main commu-

nicators between body and mind because they work “between and within all the regula-

tory systems of mind and body” (p. 159). This occurs principally during any kind of dis-

turbance in the system, be it either a stressful situation or a result of sickness that causes 

modifications to a stable state.  
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 Rossi (1986) continued on to say that neurochemicals work to modulate not only 

the central and peripheral nervous systems, but also the sense organs. His view was that 

neurochemicals “modulate neural communication in mental and behavioral states of emo-

tion, pleasure, pain, stress, trauma, memory, learning, and behavior that are of central in-

terest in virtually all approaches to mind-body healing” (p. 159). 

 Hormones are another source of neuropeptides. Insulin, for example, has a neu-

ropeptide-like form (in fact, Pert said it is a neuropeptide), being produced in the body to 

act in the brain, more specifically in the hypothalamus and amygdala (Pert, 1990).  

 There are other neuropeptide receptors in many areas of the body where strong 

chemical activity is found. According to Pert (1990), “They are anatomically located at 

places that receive a lot of emotional modulation” (p. 151). For example, she pointed to 

the dorsal horn of the spinal cord as one of these places. The back of the spinal cord also 

is responsible for receiving the first synapses from touch-sensory information. 

 Neurotransmitters are used by the autonomic nervous system to improve commu-

nication between neighboring neurons. They act both in the sympathetic nervous system 

(enhancing performance and activity) and in the parasympathetic system (enhancing re-

laxation, creativity, and healing; Rossi, 1986). According to Rossi (1986), neurotransmit-

ters act by attaching themselves to their receptors on the cellular membrane, and in doing 

so they change the permeability of the membrane to many ions such as sodium, potas-

sium, and calcium, thus changing the cell activity. The other way that the neurotransmit-

ters act is by promoting the production of adenosine triphosphate (ATP) and cyclic 

adenosine monophosphate (cAMP). These have a strong influence on the cell metabo-

lism, making available large amounts of energetic molecules (Rossi 1986). Lloyd (1990) 
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suggested that there are anatomical, bioelectric, biochemical, and functional relationships 

among neuropeptides and neurotransmitters.  

 Neuropeptides are liberated after a stimulus (external or internal; Pert, 1990). This 

stimulus eventually causes a change in the chemical environment in the body including, 

of course, the brain, which reacts by producing neuropeptides. However the question then 

remains: Do emotions, for example, come before, after, or along with the neuropeptides? 

Does only the brain control behavior, emotions, and the mind? Further, what about con-

sciousness? The chemical answer is that they would come after neuropeptide production. 

According to Pert (1990), “The striking pattern of neuropeptide receptor distribution in 

mood-regulating areas of the brain, as well as their role in mediating communication 

throughout the whole organism, makes neuropeptides the obvious candidates for the bio-

chemical mediation of emotion” (p. 153). Even though Pert spoke about the role of neu-

ropeptides as mediators, she used the expression mood-regulating areas of the brain. In 

doing so, it is very easy to think about mood being controlled by whatever is happening 

in these areas.  

 Following these thoughts, Pert (in Hooper & Teresi, 1986) said that, “Pain, sex, 

memory, mood states, and mental illness are all products of the interaction of chemicals 

and receptors” (p. 72). She also said that the brain decides where to direct the attention 

through the endorphin (a neuropeptide) system, and this would be genetically determined. 

The next step was to assert that the “brain is just a little box with emotions packed into it” 

(Pert, in Hooper & Teresi, 1986, p. 88).  

 When something happens outside of the organism, the environment has changed 

and the body reacts by producing neuropeptides; emotions then develop. This is the most 
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obvious way, because it is easy to display the action of the neuropeptide: if it is intro-

duced artificially into the nervous system, there will follow an emotional response (Pert, 

1990). 

 Pert (1990) wrote, “We’re starting to understand that emotions have biochemical 

correlates. When human beings engage in various activities, it seems that neurojuices [as 

she refers to the neuropeptides] are associated with either pain or pleasure. And the en-

dorphins are very pleasurable” (p. 151). She went on to state that the limbic system, 

where the “emotions are seated,” has 40 times more opiate receptors than other areas of 

the brain, and these specific areas regulate sexual behavior, appetite, and water balance in 

the body. 

 According to this point of view, all animals (endorphin is found all the way from 

the unicellular amoebas to more complex beings like human beings; see Pert, 1990) 

would be locked into a Pavlovian cage, receiving rewards of endorphin. As such, we 

would be condemned to a frenzied search for situations where we would receive our dose 

of endorphin as our pleasurable reward. Here arises an inevitable question: Why do dif-

ferent people look for pleasure in different ways? This reward system needs a starting 

flash point. What is it? In another part in their paper, Hooper and Teresi (1986) related a 

situation when puppies stopped crying after receiving a dose of endorphin. Does mother’s 

milk contain it? Is the pleasurable touch of the mother’s breast producing it? In any case, 

are we eternal endorphin addicts?  

 Though there is not a definitive answer for those questions, I do try to point 

throughout this dissertation to the idea that there are moments when the mind would con-

trol the body. There is one particular situation where it is relatively easy to perceive that 
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neuropeptides are produced as a bodily reaction to emotion (read: the emotion caused a 

change on the body constitution). This is what happens in a healing process (as was pro-

posed by Dubos, 1968) when we learn to generate an emotion, which produces in the 

nervous system the neuropeptide. This acts as a healing force throughout the body. Rossi 

(1986) gave us a lucid description of this sequence with his model of a three-stage proc-

ess through which the mind acts via the autonomic nervous system on cells all over the 

body. Rossi (1986) observed,  

Stage one consists of mind-generated thoughts and imagery (neural impulses) in 
the frontal cortex. In stage two these mind-generated impulses are filtered through 
the state-dependent memory, learning and emotional areas of the limbic-
hypothalamic system, and transduced into the neurotransmitters that regulate the 
organs of the autonomic nervous system. The autonomic nervous system finally 
branches into the sympathetic (activating) and parasympathetic (relaxing) sys-
tems. The sympathetic system terminal nerve endings secrete the neurotransmitter 
norepinephrine (usually) to activate receptors on the cells of the organs they 
modulate (the heart, lungs, pancreas, intestines, etc.), while the parasympathetic 
system terminal nerve endings secrete acetylcholine. These neurotransmitters ini-
tiate the third stage in the process of information: transduction from the thoughts, 
images, and emotions of mind to the biochemical responses within the individual 
cells of the tissues and organs of the body. (pp. 163-164) 

 
 The chemical composition of Ayahuasca would enhance the activity at stage two 

of Rossi’s model, promoting the regulation of the organs of the autonomic nervous sys-

tem and also bringing to consciousness the activities of the state-dependent memory, 

learning and emotional areas of the limbic-hypothalamic system.  

 However, the ritual would regulate the material made available by the action of 

Ayahuasca over the limbic-hypothalamic system and other parts of nervous system by 

enhancing the activities at stage one of Rossi’s model.  
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Neurophysiology of Ayahuasca 
 

 The interaction between psychoactive substances and the nervous system is not 

completely known (Winkelman, 2000), but parts of that process are starting to be better 

understood. The main chemicals present in Daime are the β-carboline alkaloids from the 

B. caapi vine and N,N-dimethyltryptamine (DMT) from the leaves of P. viridis. DMT, by 

itself, is not active when ingested orally because it is decomposed by monoaminoxidase 

(MAO), an enzyme present in the stomach and inside the neuron’s axons. To be active, 

DMT needs to pass intact through the stomach, being absorbed at the duodena. β-

carboline alkaloids are inhibitors of MAO’s action, facilitating DMT’s absorption (Britto, 

2002).  

 According to Riba and Barbanoj (1998), “DMT interacts equally with serotonin 5- 

HT1a and 5-HT2a/2c receptor sites” (p. 13). The indole part of DMT shows high affinity 

for the serotonin sites in the human brain (Guthrie & Calvin, 2001), acting in the same 

way as LSD. This interaction happens because DMT belongs to the same chemical family 

of serotonin (5-hydroxytryptamine, shortly 5-HT), the tryptamines (Balick & Cox, nd).  

 Serotonin acts through all levels of the brain, from the brainstem to the frontal 

cortex. It works on postsynaptic activities, opening and closing gated ionic channels, con-

trolling voltage-gated channels, activating secondary messenger systems, and serving as a 

neuromodulator in the central nervous system. It is also related to the control of moods, 

anxiety, fear, depression, and dysthymic disorders. It works as a modulatory neurotrans-

mitter, managing the effect of other neurotransmitters (Winkelman, 2000, pp. 218-219). 

 MAO is also found inside the brain, and here, once again, the interaction between 

β-carbolines and DMT is very important, not only by helping to keep DMT intact, but 
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also by enhancing the available amount of serotonin itself, for MAO acts to decompose 

serotonin as well. Inside the brain, DMT competes with serotonin at the receptor sites 

(Guthrie & Calvin, 2001).  

 According to Guthrie and Calvin (2001), the activation of the 5 HT2a receptor by 

serotonin: 

mediates an increase of excitatory postsynaptic potentials and currents in pyrami-
dal neurons of the neocortex and transitional cortex, an effect most pronounced in 
the medial prefrontal cortex. . . . DMT activated the major intracellular signaling 
pathway (phosphoinositide hydrolysis) to an extent comparable to that produced 
by serotonin. . . . It has already been established that low doses of indoleamine 
hallucinogens (DMT) act preferentially upon presynaptic serotonin receptors to 
inhibit raphe neurons, thus releasing postsynaptic neurons from a tonic inhibitory 
serotonergic influence. Indole hallucinogens are also believed to stimulate plasma 
prolactin (PRL) secretion by a serotonergic agonist mechanism. 

 
 Problems such as depression are associated with an abnormal enhancement or 

presence of the number of both serotonin 5-HT1 and 5-HT2 receptors. The administration 

of MAO inhibitors reduces the number of those receptors in several parts of the brain, 

including the frontal and prefrontal cortex (Ögren & Fuxe, 1985). 

 Serotonin is also related to the organization of the development of the nervous 

system, a function that is mediated by the serotonin receptors on both neural and nonneu-

ronal cells (Lauder, 1990). Also, according to Withaker-Azmitia et al. (1990),  

The final consequence of receptor-mediated development is that psychotropic 
drugs may actually be neurontropic—which is to say that these drugs may not 
only alter neurochemistry but may also alter brain structure. This idea is more un-
derstandable when one considers that the mature brain is not static, but in fact 
shows quite dynamic characteristics, such as synaptic turnover. That is, new syn-
apses are constantly being made while old ones are eliminated. If the same factors 
which regulate development are responsible for this as well, and it seems probable 
that they are, then altering receptor function would also alter synaptic profiles in 
the mature brain. This would also explain the long onset for therapeutic response 
seen with psychoactive drugs. In summary we have described a new and exciting 
role for serotonin—the regulation of brain development. (p. 329) 

 

____________________________________________________________________www.neip.info



 

 

12

 So, putting the above assertions together, Ayahuasca can be perceived as a poten-

tially successful tool in healing depression (along with ritual—see below). By changing 

the structure of the brain itself, the beverage probably plays an important role on the per-

manent change of behavior people claim to have after the intake of the substance. Again, 

it is important to note that the ritual is essential for influencing the direction in which that 

change will take place: the chemicals make the modification possible, but it is the ritual 

that builds the path for the person to pass through.  

 The human body produces DMT naturally, and it can be found in the lungs, brain, 

blood, liver, cerebrospinal fluid, and heart (Britto, 2002; McKenna & Towers, 1984). 

Guthrie and Calvin (2001) commented that the main production of endogenous DMT 

may take place in the pineal gland, along with the production of β-carbolines, which is 

also found in human plasma and platelets, and in the rat’s whole brain, forebrain, arcuate 

nucleus and adrenal gland (McKenna & Towers, 1984).  

 Once inside the brain, DMT competes with serotonin at the latter’s receptor sites 

(Wilkelman, 2000). The β-carbolines present in Ayahuasca help to keep DMT intact, and 

enhance the available amount of serotonin itself. The result is a “flood” of serotonin in 

the nervous system: the receptor sites at the neurons’ surface are occupied by the mole-

cules of DMT, and action of MAO on serotonin is inhibited (Winkelman, 2000).  

 Winkelman (2000, pp. 131-132, 221-223) developed a provocative hypothesis 

concerning the whole process involving serotonin, psychoactive substances (which he 

called “psychointegrators”), and the nervous system. Winkelman (2000) suggested that 

DMT-like substances block, by competition, the inhibitory action of serotonin at CA3 

hippocampal cells, producing synchronous slow-wave discharges across the hippocam-
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pal-septal-reticular-raphe circuit, and also within the temporal lobe limbic system, into 

the frontal cortex, replacing the normal fast-wave desynchronized brain activity, and fa-

cilitating the achievement of an emotional flooding, often described as a feeling of ec-

stasy.  

 This removal of the serotonin’s regulatory action leaves the inner world dominant 

(Winkelman, 2000). Also, the hippocampal-septal region receives the “terminal projec-

tions from the somatic and the autonomic nervous systems, forming part of an extensive 

system of innervation connecting areas of the brain, in particular linking the frontal cor-

tex and limbic system” (p. 132). This is the basic route of information from the bodily 

senses (reunited by the limbic system) to the frontal cortex.  

 The literature offers many articles concerning the neurophysiology of Ayahuasca, 

but I found none discussing the neurophysiology of the visionary effects related to the use 

of this beverage. There is related research on the neurophysiology of visions evoked by 

LSD, on some other altered states of experience such as meditation, and some sources on 

the neurophysiology of vision itself. According to Kosslyn (1994), 

A visual image is a pattern of activation in the visual buffer [a set of topographi-
cally organized visual areas in the occipital lobe used to segregate figure from 
ground] that is not caused by immediate sensory input. . . . Once a pattern of ac-
tivity is evoked in the visual buffer, it is processed in the same way, regardless of 
whether it was evoked by input from the eyes (perception) or from memory (im-
agery). (p. 74) 

 
 The main problem to address here would not be how the images are processed but 

to determine how they are generated. The images perceived during the condition induced 

by psychoactive substances have, apparently, no direct external source and they are not 

based upon external perception. However, they would have mechanisms in common with 

those concerning perception at many different levels, from physical to psychological and 
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spiritual. The external world makes its contribution to this process, but the visual process 

is much more closely related to how the person feels and how deeply she or he under-

stands what is perceived—when it is external—than merely the perception of it. It would 

be the meeting of raw perception (from both external and internal worlds), and the feel-

ings of the subject as related to those perceptions.  

 Kosslyn (1994) also observed that the occipital lobe communicates with the tem-

poral lobe through the ventral system (“a set of brain areas that runs from the occipital 

lobe down to the inferior temporal lobe,” p. 70), and the dorsal system (“a set of brain 

areas that runs from the occipital lobe up to the parietal lobe,” p. 71). Winkelman (2000) 

proposed that the hypothesis that the temporal lobe would be under the influence of slow, 

rhythmic, and synchronous electrochemical waves when under the effect of psychoactive 

substances. As such, the occipital lobe would also be affected by those synchronous dis-

charges.  

 The ventral system cells respond to such properties of objects as shapes, colors, 

and texture. The dorsal system is responsible for processing properties related to location 

and size. Both systems “come together as an associative memory (which appears to be 

implemented in part in the posterior, superior temporal lobes), where they are matched to 

stored information” (Kosslyn, 1994, p. 73). According to Kosslyn (1994), the associative 

memory contains both the associations between perceptual representations and other, 

more abstract information.  

 Reader (1994) added evidence from another link between the visual system and 

the limbic system (again, a system affected by the synchronous discharges). According to 

him, the impulse from the optic nerve passes first through the lateral geniculate bodies of 
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the brain, which have many connections with the limbic system. After that the visual im-

pulse goes through the temporal and parietal lobes, and finally to the occipital lobe.  

 Joseph (2001) gave better details about the parts of the limbic system that would 

be involved in imagery. He said that the “right hippocampus, the amygdala, and the right 

hemisphere can be related in the production of religious imagery.” Particularly, the activ-

ity within the amygdala “may trigger dreaming which is accompanied by pontine-

geniculate-occipital (PGO) waves” (pp. 111-113). Winters (1975) added that “visual sys-

tem activity induced by LSD starts in the retina and travels through a visual pathway up 

to the visual cortex. LSD does not induce hallucinations when administered to patients 

whose optic nerves had been severed” (p. 63). 

 Psychointegrators activate the paleomammalian brain (evoking and processing 

emotions and memories) and the reptilian complex (maintaining alertness and aware-

ness). According to Winkelman (2000), 

The reptilian and paleomammalian brains’ information-processing modalities in-
volve cognitive processes that are not based on language, but on forms of mental 
and social representation tied to primary processing and nonverbal communica-
tion. These structures lack linguistic representation; but they have awareness, in-
telligence, and consciousness; play a predominant role in managing emotional and 
social life. . . . One effect of psychointegrators is to shut down the habitual rou-
tines related to social behavioral displays. The psychointegrators apparently have 
the effect of forcing the frontal cortex to consciously process information that has 
been relegated or automatized by the R-complex and paleomammalian brain. (p. 
222) 

 
 Visions experienced during the effect of psychoactive substances would be the 

result of this psychointegration of the nervous system. The integration is made visible by 

neurophysiological alterations, but is guided by mental and social representations within 

consciousness. 
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 Damasio (1996, pp. 102-104) noted that in primates serotonin is linked with the 

inhibition of aggressive behavior, facilitating better social behavior (see also Bloom & 

Lazerson, 1988, concerning behavior in mice). Primates presenting marked social behav-

ior have more serotonin receptors in the frontal cortex, amygdala, and temporal cortex. 

Noncooperative primates do not have this pattern.  

 According to Winkelman (2000), “Bodily experience involves many levels but is 

necessarily social” (p. 209; see also Csordas, 1994, 2002). It is through emotions that the 

biological and cognitive levels interact (Damasio, 1996). Feelings are essential for the 

links between belief, physiology, bodily maintenance, reproduction, personal and group 

survival, and illness. The “nervous, endocrine, and immune systems communicate 

through symbolically mediated physiological interactions” (Winkelman, 2000, p. 209, 

emphasis in original). Sociability becomes a central aspect in this whole process, in the 

sense that contact among people is fundamentally based on feelings, and culture is the 

main provider of symbols. Winkelman (2000) also said that “human behavior requires the 

coordination of information with motivations and personal significance, a linking of emo-

tions and the cognitive and rational faculties” (p. 222). This is exactly what DMT-like 

substance and rituals do.  

 Ritual promotes a strong feeling of participation in a group (see for example 

Winkelman, 2000). Daime sessions promote a strong “link” among participants, facilitat-

ing social bonds. As well, the production and action of neurotransmitters are 2-way 

events, both influencing and being influenced by the outside environment. However, 

what I want to emphasize here is that if serotonin facilitates social contacts, such contacts 
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would also improve serotonin’s production. It is not only the use of a substance that will 

change someone’s worldview of bodily condition: it is human contact itself! 

 According to House, Lnadis, and Umberson (1988),  

Social relationships and contacts, mediated through the amygdala, activate the an-
terior hypothalamic zone (stimulating release of human growth hormone) and in-
hibit the posterior hypothalamic zone (and hence secretion of adrenocorticotropic 
hormone, cortisol, catecholamines, and associated sympathetic autonomic activ-
ity). These mechanisms are consistent with the impact of social relationships on 
mortality from a wide range of causes and with studies of the adverse effects of 
lack of adequate social relationships on the development of human and animal in-
fants. (pp. 241-242) 

 

 Therefore, the use of Daime in a ritual setting would easily lead to a state of well-

ness. Sutter (1986) observed, “A holistic definition of wellness can be derived from . . . 

the simultaneous achievement of physiological homeostasis, psychological self-

actualization, and behavioral competence” (p. 285). The physiological homeostasis would 

be facilitated by the use of Ayahuasca, the psychological self-actualization by ritual, re-

sulting in behavioral competence.  

 Achterberg (1985) noted, “Since 1950, work has been reported showing that the 

brain, particularly the structures involved in emotion (the hypothalamus and the pituitary 

gland), could be artificially stimulated to increase or decrease the activity of the immune 

system” (p. 166). She continued, “When emotional growth ceases, malignancy, a new 

and deadly growth process, takes over. For some, it is a reversible consequence if energy 

is poured into a renewed creative effort” (Achterberg, 1985, p. 173). The achievement of 

social support through rituals gives direction and meaning to life, facilitating emotional 

growth. Daime has some side effects such as vomiting and diarrhea, and the chance of a 
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“bad trip” is always present. However, those infelicitous moments are immersed into a 

strong sense of meaningfulness, provided by the ritual.  

 Finally, I repeat here a quote from Pert (in Hooper and Teresi, 1986). According 

to her, she has “stopped seeing the brain as the end of the line. The brain is just a re-

ceiver, an amplifier, a little wet mini-receiver for collective reality” (p. 104).  

 

Ayahuasca in Brazil 
 

 The traditional use of Ayahuasca in Brazilian territory has undergone a very pecu-

liar transformation. Since the 1930s, three syncretic, Christian-based, and organized reli-

gious movements have evolved using this beverage as a sacrament. The first of these was 

the Santo Daime movement, founded during the 1930s by Raimundo Irineu Serra, called 

Mestre Irineu. The Barquinha movement emerged during the 1940s headed by Daniel 

Pereira de Mattos, known as Frei Daniel, and in 1960 the União do Vegetal movement, 

which was started by José Gabriel da Costa, the Mestre Gabriel.3 

 
Santo Daime 
 
 Santo Daime is by far the most studied religious movement of this group. It is 

comprised of two primary groups, the Alto Santo lineage and the Padrinho Sebastião 

lineage. It has spread to many countries, including Spain, Holland, Italy, France, Argen-

tina, Uruguay, Japan, Israel, the United States, and Canada.  

                                                 
3 More details can be found in English in Frenopoulo (2005); Groisman (2000), Groisman & Sell (1996); 
Krippner and Sulla (2000); MacRae (1998); Mercante (2004, 2006) and Soilbelman (1995). For texts in 
Portuguese see: Alverga (1984); Araújo (2005); Barbosa (2001); Bolsanelo (1995); Brissac (1999); Castilla 
(1995); Cemin (1998); Couto (1989); Cunha (1986); Da Silveira (2003); De Rose (2005); Dias Junior 
(1992); Figueirede et al. (1996); Fróes (1983); Goulart (1996, 2004); Groisman (1996; 1999); Guimarães 
(1992); Labate and Sena Araújo (2002); Labigalini, Jr. (1998); Luna (1995); MacRae, (1992); Magalhães 
(2002); Mercante (2002); Monteiro da Silva (1981; 1985; 2004); Mortimer (2000); Paskoali (2002); Pelaez 
(1994); and Sena Araújo (1999). 
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 Santo Daime combines Amazonian shamanistic elements and popular Christian-

ity. Mestre Irineu “received” the “doctrine” of Santo Daime in a vision, after seven days 

of isolation in the forest, eating only unsalted yucca, and drinking water and Ayahuasca. 

One spirit, first identified as the Rainha da Floresta (literally: queen of the forest), and 

later as the Virgem da Conceição (Virgin of Conception), told him during a vision how 

he would develop the ritual of Santo Daime.  

 The rituals in Santo Daime involve the singing of a sequence of songs called hi-

nos (hymns), which are said to be channeled by some of the outstanding members. 

Mestre Irineu channeled the first Hinário, a collection of hinos, and several others have 

since been “received”—as they call the process of channeling the hinos—by other per-

sons. The ritual circumstances may vary, but the most common ones are the Concentra-

ção (concentration sessions) and Bailados (a synchronized and repetitive dancing). 

 In general, Concentração take place on the 15th and 30th day of each month. The 

participants stay seated most of the time. A sequence of hinos is chosen by the Pa-

drinho—the leader of a Santo Daime center—to be sung, but a period of silence is also 

included. The session lasts from 4 to 6 hours. 

 The Bailados take place on festive days, such as the commemoration of a Catholic 

saints such as Saint Joseph, St. John, or The Virgin of Conception, as well as the holidays 

such as Christmas and New Year’s Eve, among others. This is a dancing ritual, and lasts 

12 hours, through the night.  

 The common space where the rituals take place is the Igreja (church), which can 

be rectangular or hexagonal. At the center of the Igreja is the mesa (table), and an altar 

set over a table where the cruzeiro (a 2-armed cross, called the Caravaca Cross) is posi-
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tioned. The mesa can be, like the Igreja, rectangular or shaped like a 6-pointed star. The 

most spiritually strong people of the community sit at the table. At its head sits the Pa-

drinho, the spiritual leader of the community. At his right side and behind him are the 

spaces reserved for women, and the left side and in front of him are spaces reserved for 

men.  

 Another important aspect of Santo Daime’s organization is that, in general, mem-

bers live in a community around the church, with most of the daimistas (what the Santo 

Daime members are called) housed on the land of the church. In Brazil, this situation var-

ies slightly according to the place where the church is located. If it is in a rural area, there 

are more people living in the community, but in an urban area, there is fewer living on its 

land. It is important to note that even though there are Santo Daime temples in several 

cities in Brazil, including cities as large as São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, rural areas are 

preferred by daimistas.  

 This preference has its roots in the origin of the religion, when Mestre Irineu con-

stituted the first temple in the rural area of Rio Branco, the capital of Acre State, south of 

the Brazilian Amazon. However, these roots were strongly reinforced by Sebastião Mota 

de Melo, who acquired some land in the middle of the forest, where he and his followers 

survived on rubber taping, small-scale agriculture, and the collection of Brazil nuts. Se-

bastião envisioned that a communal-based living structure would make his group 

stronger. Padrinho Sebastião founded the Mapiá village, the “Mecca” of his lineage, from 

where the Santo Daime gained the World (for more details see also Mortimer, 2000). 
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União do Vegetal (UDV) 
 
 União do Vegetal (UDV) also exists in several different countries. Ayahuasca is 

called Hoasca or Vegetal by UDV members, and their ceremonies, called sessões (ses-

sions, plural of sessão, session), normally occur on the first and third Saturday of the 

month. These sessions are sometimes open to nonmembers, but there are sessions desig-

nated for members only on different dates. The session is presided over by the mestre 

(master), and it is centered on conversations based upon a series of questions from the 

members and answers given by the mestre. Eventually, the mestre faz uma chamada 

(makes a call), which consists of singing special songs to call the força (the force). Some 

conventional music, not the special songs sung only at the sessions, played from a CD, 

may be played. These selections are chosen by the mestre, and come from a wide array 

sources.  

 The mestre sits under the arco, an arch upon which the words Estrela Divina Uni-

versal (Star Divine Universal) and UDV are read. This arch is positioned at the end of a 

table where some members sit.  

 The União do Vegetal is very hierarchical, and the teachings are given only orally 

during the sessions, according to the grau de memória (level of memory) or grau espiri-

tual (spiritual level) of each member (Gentil & Gentil, 2002). These are the factors de-

termining the ascension of a member through the UDV’s internal gradations. Grau de 

Memória explicitly means the “capacity to listen to, comprehend, and memorize” (Gentil 

& Gentil, 2002, p. 516) the teachings received under the effect of the Hoasca.  

 The “power of words” is highly esteemed by the UDV members. During the 

ceremonies, stories are sometimes told to the participants. These stories are considered 
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sacred, and they contain the essence of the spiritual teachings of the UDV. One of the 

myths tells the story of the biblical King Solomon, and how he was the first human being 

to brew the Hoasca.  

 The União do Vegetal is the most exclusive of the three religious movements, and 

participation at its ceremonies is permitted only by the mestre of each center.  

 
Barquinha 
 
 The Barquinha movement receives primary attention throughout this dissertation. 

Briefly, it is a syncretic religious system based upon a deeply devotional Christianity, 

with the inclusion of mediumistic practices.  

 There are five centers belonging to the Barquinha religious system in Rio Branco, 

the capital of Acre state, south of the Brazilian Amazon. The first, the Centro Espírita e 

Casa de Oração Jesus Fonte de Luz, was started in 1945 by Daniel Pereira de Mattos 

(known as Frei Daniel). The second, founded in 1962 by Maria Baiana and Mestre 

Juarez, an ex-member of the original Barquinha, is the Centro Espírita Fé, Luz, Amor e 

Caridade (known also as the Terreiro de Maria Baiana). In 1980, Antonio Geraldo da 

Silva left the original center and founded the Centro Espírita Daniel Pereira de Mattos. 

Francisca Campos do Nascimento (also called Madrinha Chica or Francisca Gabriel) 

also decided to leave the original center in 1991, and founded the Centro Espírita Obras 

de Caridade Príncipe Espadarte, the Center that is the primary focus of this dissertation. 

The last center, the Centro Espírita Santo Inácio de Loyola, was founded in 1994, by 

Antônio Inácio da Conceição (Sena Araújo, 1999). All of the centers share many charac-

teristics, and comprise the same religious movement, though the centers are ritualistically 

independent. 
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 I have come to feel that it is inadequate to simply classify the Barquinha as a re-

ligion. I have explored and for expediency used such expressions as “religious move-

ment” in referring to the Barquinha and Santo Daime but reveal the roots of why I feel 

this too must be updated. Some time ago, I gave a draft of a paper of mine to a member of 

Madrinha Francisca’s Barquinha to read. In that paper, I started by saying that there were 

three religions in Brazil using Ayahuasca as a sacrament (Mercante, 2004). That person 

told me that I was wrong, that, in fact, there are only two religions using Ayahuasca as a 

sacrament in Brazil, the Santo Daime and the UDV. He told me that if someone were to 

ask him his religion, he would say that he was daimista (meaning following the Santo 

Daime) and not barquinhista. He said that he drinks Daime and that the Barquinha was 

simply another lineage of the Santo Daime. According to him, Mestre Irineu gave au-

thorization to Daniel Pereira de Mattos to start his own spiritual work because Mestre 

Irineu knew that Daniel had another mission to accomplish. This is probably the only 

peaciful break in Santo Daime history.  

 He told me that the consensus among the old members of the Barquinha was to 

see themselves as daimistas, and that the differentiation of Barquinha and Santo Daime as 

two independent religions started to be made by newcomers from the south of Brazil. 

Those newcomers did not know the story of the Barquinha and witnessed a ritual that was 

very different from that of Santo Daime. For him, the Barquinha was an extension of 

Santo Daime doctrine, the difference being that in the Barquinha they are dealing with 

spiritual aspects, such as mediumship, that are not incorporated into Santo Daime rituals. 

Among the lineages of Santo Daime, mediumship began to be explored by members of 

the Padrinho Sebastião lineage some years ago (see, for example, Guimarães, 1992), but 
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it is still a taboo in Alto Santo. Other services of the Barquinha, such as the Doutrina de 

Almas (indoctrination of souls; see Chapter 7), are not performed by Santo Daime.  

 Another member mentioned that, when he was visiting a different center of the 

Barquinha, he was asked about his religion before going to a consultation with a spiritual 

guide. He answered that the Barquinha was his religion. The asking person then wrote in 

his notebook: espírita cristão daimista (Spiritualist Christian Daimista) and not barquin-

hista.  

 According to Marcos, a former member of Santo Daime and now an active mem-

ber of the Center, the Barquinha belongs to the “lineage of Saint Francis of Assisi, the 

line of charity, and of love, to heal the people and the brothers and sisters [of both relig-

ions] who are unbalanced. The Santo Daime belongs to the line of Saint John the Baptist, 

the line of justice, to correct the behavior of brothers and sisters.” 

 Daniel Pereira de Mattos, the founder of the Barquinha, first drank the beverage 

with Raimundo Irineu Serra, the founder of Santo Daime. When Daniel arrived at the 

Alto Santo church to participate in his first ritual, Mestre Irineu asked him why he was so 

late, because he had been expecting Daniel for a long time (Sena Araújo, 1999). Irineu 

was not talking about “being late” for that specific ritual but being late to approach the 

religion and the Daime. That event is understood by members of both religions as a proof 

that Irineu knew Daniel spiritually before he knew him physically, showing that their 

spiritual link is strong. Furthermore, the cultural contexts of both religions are very simi-

lar: both appeared in Acre and their members belonged, in the past, to almost the same 

social classes. 
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 The spirit of the deceased Padrinho Sebastião, who died in 1990, chose, in 1998, a 

member of Madrinha Francisca’s Barquinha to receive from him, through channeling, a 

Salmo, after which he transmitted two other Salmos, one of them to the Madrinha herself. 

The family of the Padrinho Sebastião came to the Center specifically to hear these Sal-

mos being sung during a ceremony, and they agreed that the Salmos were truly from the 

deceased Padrinho Sebastião. I have heard on several occasions, reports of visions with 

Mestre Irineu and Padrinho Sebastião at the Center.  

 The Barquinha as a religious system has been developed around the ideas of de-

votion and charity. Charity unfolds in two complementary levels: toward the incarnated 

humans, and toward the assistance to the almas, the disincarnated souls of deceased peo-

ple. Mediumship is the principal vehicle for practicing charity. These ideas are explored 

throughout the dissertation.  

 
New Uses of Ayahuasca 
 
 It is important to mention that new groups are frequently appearing, which blend 

symbols, music, and ritualistic structure borrowed from these three original movements. 

There are as well, many nonreligious uses of Ayahuasca in Brazil, although all of them 

are related to some kind of ceremony or therapy. Ayahuasca has been used by groups of 

actors, in Vedanta meditations (from the east Indian Vedic tradition), in therapy for 

homeless people, by musicians, by practioneers in body therapies, psychotherapies, and 

group therapies, by African-Brazilian religions, by the so-called “neoshamanism” move-

ment, and sometimes in combination with other psychoactive plants (see Labate, 2004). 

However, the study of these newer and various forms of employing Ayahuasca is only at 

its outset. 
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The Centro Espírita e Obras de Caridade Príncipe Espadarte4 
 

 Frei Daniel as I mentioned above, started the Centro Espírita e Culto de Oração 

Jesus Fonte de Luz, the first center of the Barquinha, in 1945. Before this time, Daniel 

was a bohemian, playing guitar at bars in Rio Branco. One night he fell down, drunk, on 

the banks of a river. There he had a vision of angels bringing him a blue book. After this 

event, he decided to stop drinking. However, Daniel became very sick with liver prob-

lems. Looking for help, he made a visit to Mestre Irineu, who gave him small increments 

of the Daime to drink—a spoonful daily—until Daniel was strong enough to drink a 

whole cup. Then, during spiritual work with Irineu, and under the effect of the Daime, 

Daniel again had the vision of angels giving him a blue book. Advised by Irineu, Daniel 

decided to create his own religious movement, using the Daime as a sacrament (Luna, 

1995; Sena Araújo, 1999). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4 I develop here a brief introduction of the Centro Espírita Casa de Oração Príncipe Espadarte center 
(Figures 8 and 9). The Barquinha’s history as a whole is developed in Chapter 3, and the Center’s history 
and actual profile are explored at length in Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8. 

Figure 9. 
Cruzeiro (first plane) and Igreja 

(in the back) at the Centro 
Espírita Obras de Caridade 

Principe Espadarte 

Figure 8. 
Padrinho Francisco and Madrinha 

Francisca. 
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 Madrinha Francisca, who worked with Frei Daniel and his successors at the Casa 

de Oração center for 39 years, first met Daniel in a very peculiar situation. Physicians 

diagnosed her, according to her words, as a terminal patient. She had tumors all over her 

body, and the physicians could not prescribe an effective treatment for her. She heard 

about Daniel and decided to engage a treatment with him. He said that she would be 

healed little by little. The entire process took seven years. After this success, she decided 

to join Daniel in his spiritual mission. Madrinha Francisca was one of the first mediums 

to work with Daniel, “receiving” the spirit called Príncipe Dom Simeão.  

 Dom Simeão receives this name when he is working through the Mistério da 

Terra (literally: mystery of land). In the Mistério do Céu (mystery of sky), he is called 

Soldado Guerreiro Príncipe da Paz (warrior soldier prince of peace), and in the Mistério 

do Mar (mystery of sea), his name is Príncipe Espadarte (prince swordfish; see also 

Luna, 1995). Mistérios, mystery, is the way the spiritual levels of existence are named in 

the Barquinha. They are the Terra (land), the Céu (sky), and the Águas (waters). Each 

Mistério has different characteristics, shared by its inhabitants. At the same time, some of 

the more illuminated beings have the ability of moving through more then one Mistério. 

In general, by doing so, they change their names as they change their characteristics. I 

explore this idea in more detail in Chapter 5. 

 The term Barquinha means “little boat,” because the tradition is considered to be 

a boat taking the “suffering spirits to the Light,” as well as bringing the “spirits from the 

Light” to help in the spiritual work. This entire religious system is based upon the idea of 

“charity, which leads us to the feet of God” (according to Pai Benedito of Senzala, a spirit 

working at the Center). Sena Araújo (1999) said that the metaphor of the boat has two 
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meanings: the religious mission that Daniel was called to initiate, and to which his fol-

lowers subscribe, and to the history lived by each individual—the sailors: “The journey 

inside the big journey” (p. 76). 

 The phenomenon of incorporation, which is the possession by mediums of spirits 

of Pretos-velhos, Caboclos, and the Encantados, is another central characteristic of the 

Barquinha. The Pretos-velhos and Caboclos are spirits who are very common in Brazilian 

syncretic religions such as Umbanda, which combines a devotion to those Brazilian spir-

its with the legacy of the African Orixás (see Boyer, 1999; Ortiz, 1988; Pordeus, 2000).  

 The Encantados are considered as human beings who moved to the spiritual level 

with the physical body, without dying5. Sena Araújo (1999) related that the Encantados 

are very wise spirits and are very important in the development of the spiritual works in 

the Barquinha. Madrinha Francisca’s center has the name of an Encantado, the Príncipe 

Espadarte.  

 In addition to all the spirits described above, there is also the active presence of 

spirits of Roman Catholic priests and bishops: the Center is a “Franciscan Mission,” and 

the believers are “warriors of Jesus Christ’s armies.” These armies are present and active 

during the rituals, helping the participants achieve a state of harmony, principally in the 

case of sickness. It is interesting to note that Saint Francis of Assisi used to say that he 

was at the head of a great army devoted to Jesus (Englebert, 1979). 

 The ritualistic calendar of the Barquinha can be divided in three parts: the 

Romarias (pilgrimage), the Festas (parties), and the ordinary rituals or Trabalhos 

                                                 
5 The Encantados appear in several religions in the North and the Northeast of Brazil (see also Ferreti, 
2000; Maués, 1994; and Maués & Villacorta, 2001). Among the Manchineri (Mercante 2000a), it is said 
that the Caboclinho do Mato was an Indian transformed into an Encantado after drinking too much Aya-
huasca. He is responsible for the care of the animals and for teaching whoever wants to work as a healer. 
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(works)6. The ordinary rituals are performed on every Wednesday, Saturday, and the 27th 

of each month, even when occurring during the Romarias and before the Festas. The 

Romarias are daily rituals performed for a certain number of days in honor of a specific 

Roman Catholic saint. There are Romarias for San Sebastian (January 1 to 20); Saint Jo-

seph (March 1 to 19); Our Lady (May 1 to 31); Our Lady of Glory (August 1 to 15); and 

finally Saint Francis of Assisi (September 1 to October 4). Also, there are daily rituals 

during Lent.  

 Each Festa is per-

formed in honor of a Ro-

man Catholic saint. These 

rituals are performed out-

side the church, on the 

Salão de Festas (ball-

room court; see Figure 

10), to the sound of 

drums, electric and acoustic guitars, and electric bass. There is too, always a Festa at the 

end of a Romaria. Each commemorated Catholic saint has a corresponding Orixá (the 

gods and goddesses whose origins trace to African religious traditions). This relationship 

was developed during the time of slavery. The slaves began to remake their ceremonies 

using images of Roman Catholic saints, instead of the habitual iron sculptures represent-

ing the Orixás, which were forbidden by the their owners. The slaves arranged their altars 

                                                 
6 The notion of Trabalho needs a clarification here. It is said at the Center that the services are trabalhos 
espirituais, that is, spiritual works. The Daime “works” into everybody’s consciousness. During the time 
the person is in the service, that person is “working.” Interestingly, the notion of work as something reli-
gious and spiritual comes from the Greeks, mainly with Hesiodo (Pordeus, 2000).  

Figure 10. 
Salão de Festas. 
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with the statues of the Roman Catholic saints on top and underneath had the iron sculp-

tures of the Orixás: this was the beginning of a syncretism that eventually correlated the 

Orixás to Roman Catholic saints (Krippner, 1999; Ortiz, 1988).  

 The rich schedule of the Festas throughout the year reveals their importance in the 

practice in the Barquinha, and their observation days are the same from year to year. Fol-

lowing is an annual calendar of the Festas and those Saints and Holidays honored: The 

Three Magi Kings (January, 6); San Sebastian/Oxossi (end of his Romaria, January 20); 

Our Lady of Candles/Iemanjá (February 2); Saint Lazarus/Omulu (February 11); 

Saint George/Ogum (April 23); Our Lady of Fatima and Pretos-velhos7 (May 13); 

Madrinha’s Francisca birthday (June 7); Saint Antony (June 13); Saint John Bap-

tist/Xangô (June 24); Saint Peter and Saint Paul (June 29); Santa Ana/Nanã Buruquê 

(July 31); Saint Cosme and Saint Damian/Erê (September 27); Frei Daniel’s death (Sep-

tember 8); All Saints Day (November 1); Day of the Dead (November 2); Prince Dom 

Simeão (November 23); Saint Barbara/Iansã (December 4); Our Lady of Concep-

tion/Oxum (December 8); Saint Luzia (December 13); Christmas (December 24)8; New 

Year’s Eve (December 31).  

 

                                                 
7 The Pretos-velhos are not considered Orixás. So, there is no correspondence between Our Lady of Fátima 
and the Preto-velhos, as there is, for example, between Saint George and Ogum. However, May 13 is the 
commemorative day of abolition of slavery in Brazil, and as I said above, the Pretos-velhos are the spirits 
of old black slaves (both men and women), turning May 13 into a very important date. 
8 According to the Brazilian tradition, Christmas commemoration begins on the night of December 24. 
Usually people have a meal at midnight, the supposed birthing time of Jesus. As such, the Barquinha is 
simply following the Brazilian custom.  
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Spontaneous Mental Imagery 
 
 Spontaneous visual imagery, called mirações9, experienced by the members of 

Santo Daime and the Barquinha, are transcendental moments for the participants and are 

accessed in the rituals promoted by the Brazilian Ayahuasca religions. They play a cen-

tral role in the development of the participants on these spiritual paths. The mirações can 

be defined as spontaneous mental imagery. The intent throughout this dissertation is to 

explore the relationship between the spontaneous mental imagery experienced by sick 

people under treatment in the healing rituals of the Barquinha, lead by the 

Madrinha Francisca Gabriel, and their healing processes. 

 According to conceptual universe of the Barquinha the miração is related to the 

visionary experience during a ritual. A miração may involve other perceptual modalities, 

such as sounds, tastes, or odors. However, even when an experienced miração is not lim-

ited to its visionary aspect, the visual elements are most often its most intense aspect. The 

miração is, in general, a very emotional experience, and the most anticipated one; it is the 

moment when people receive the teachings of spiritual beings, a source of knowledge and 

of self-transformation. The miração is the highest moment in the ecstatic experience. It 

has a powerful introspective aspect and sometimes bears with it the power of a revelation, 

occupying a vital place in rituals. It is the transcendence medium par excellence. 

 People at the Center are accustomed to say that a miração comes to the person, or 

is received; it cannot be evoked at will. They understand the miração as a spontaneous 

process, at least at its beginning. After the miração begins, the person can interact with 

                                                 
9 The word miração is related to the Spanish verb mirar, suggesting to gaze, to behold, to look, and to see, 
and not the Portuguese verb mirar, which can be also translated as to look at, to stare at, but mainly as to 
aim at. The suffix –ão denotes an action. This is probably a heritage from the Peruvian Ayahuasca tradi-
tion, much older than that of the Brazilian. Mirações is the plural of miração. 
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the process, but again, they cannot initiate it (see Shannon, 2002). In my personal experi-

ence, during the trance induced by the combined use of Ayahuasca and participation in a 

ritual, a person can enter into a dream-like state, the emergence of miração. The differ-

ence here with common dream is that, unlike a common dream, the person is able to 

move by his of her own will in the vision.10 That is not a complete freedom, because the 

miração can change without voluntary control, and those experiencing them can find 

themselves suddenly immersed in another realm or reality, one that was not apparently of 

their choosing. 

 However, beyond transcendence there is “deservedness,” or merit. The person 

needs to be ready to receive a miração. Readiness and deservedness are two related states. 

People prepare themselves in this regard principally with self-knowledge and spiritual 

work. However, before the people are fully ready, they can have small “samples” of 

mirações, such as vision of colors, sounds, and faces. One of my informants said that 

these are the moments when the spiritual world is “opening” to the person, but he or she 

does not have the correct level of understanding to follow the miração, and it vanishes. 

 The visual experiences also integrate various aspects of consciousness (Farthing, 

1992; Laughlin et al., 1990; Shannon, 1992; Taussig, 1987), and they seem to play the 

role of interconnection among perceptions, thoughts, and feelings (Alverga, 1984), prin-

cipally after the psychointegration of the whole nervous system promoted by Ayahuasca 

and ritual (Winkelman, 2000). Such visions can play an important role during processes 

of intense physical transformation, as do those ones experienced during episodes of sick-

ness and healing.  

                                                 
10 However, this difference would not be so sharp when lucid dreams are taken in consideration. See 
Krippner, Bogzaron, and De Carvalho (2002). 
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 I would like to add one more thought to the above-mentioned word “mental,” as 

employed in spontaneous mental imagery. Mental by no means indicates something that 

is exclusively intellectual or logical. Mental means that the people experiencing a mira-

ção, whether or not it is visual, experience it in the mind even when the experience is 

deeply rooted at the level of the body.  

 I have found some useful tools in Rudolf Steiner’s (1968, 1986) ideas concerning 

this topic. According to him, thought is, at the same time, both the thread that connects 

meaning among raw experiences, and another experience in itself. This means that 

thought is not something produced by our mind as that thread but that emerges from the 

experience as another experience explaining a group of experiences. Steiner (1968) noted 

that “the form in which thought enters into manifestation is the same as that of the rest of 

the experience” (p. 31). 

 However, although thoughts manifest themselves as another experience, Steiner 

distinguished two realms of this reality, the sphere of experience and the sphere of 

thought (Steiner, 1968, p. 63). It is with knowledge that this duality is perceptually 

brought back into unity. Knowledge is achieved by thinking. Though in this model peo-

ple do not think thoughts. Rather, people perceive thoughts using the mind. According to 

Steiner (1968), “Our mind is not to be conceived as a receptacle for the ideal world, con-

taining the thoughts within itself, but as a organ which perceives the thoughts” (p. 64). 

 Thinking, then, would be a subjective force allowing perceived thoughts to move 

inside the perceiver’s mind. According to Steiner (1986), “Observation calls forth think-

ing, and this latter first shows me the way to join the single experience to another” (p. 

48). Experience emerges within the person’s consciousness, no matter whether the sub-
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ject is manifest in the physical or in what people in the Barquinha call the astral (spiri-

tual) plane of existence. (The parameter here is the person, but a person who is not re-

stricted by the skin: a person experiencing a miração would describe the process using 

expressions like “I was there watching this and that happen”).  

 Shanon (2002) was aligned with Steiner’s ideas when he observed that cognition 

takes place in the “interface between the cognitive agent and the environment” (p. 306). 

Shanon’s concept of “cognition” would be equivalent to that of Steiner’s “thoughts.” 

However, Steiner’s “thinking” is the movement within the cognitive agents’ conscious-

ness that apprehends those thoughts in a reflexive way. 

 

The Spiritual Space 
 
 One idea repeated itself consistently during my residence in the Barquinha: for the 

people there, spirituality was not something immaterial or evanescent; it was something con-

crete, solid, and 3-dimensional, although it did not exist in the same dimension as physical 

objects. It interacts, via mediums and miração, with the physical plane. For them, the spiritual 

dimension occupies a space. This idea was not something explicit or manifest but was present 

in their very way of living and believing.  

 The images used in their songs, in their description of mirações, and during the rituals 

are not just metaphors but memories of experienced events. “I was there” is a common ex-

pression when someone is describing a miração, as well as other sentences like “I flew,” “I 

swam,” “I walked.” These words imply movement through a nonphysical space. Distance is 

present in the spiritual space.  
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 The spiritual space is an immaterial, multidimensional, and original place where 

powerful forces are at play generating dispositions, intentions, and meanings, as well as sen-

sorial, emotional, and mental impressions.  

 The spiritual space is not one identified with the psychological or the physical side of 

life. However, the physical and psychological planes are contained within the spiritual space. 

The spiritual space comprises many dimensions, and the unfolding of those dimensions hap-

pens in accordance with the breadth of the awareness of the observer/participant in the spiri-

tual space. The exploration of that space would be the process of spiritual development itself, 

and each dimension of life is contained in the spiritual space.  

 The physical space would be the manifest result of the relationships established 

among the many forces present at the spiritual space, and that is why I say that the spiritual 

space is original. For some time I struggled with the use of the words “emergent” or “origi-

nal.” My first option was emergent (see Varella, Thompson, & Rosch, 1993), in the sense 

that the spiritual space would emerge out of relationships between individual and society, 

between individuals, between the individual and the universe, and between society and the 

universe. Relationships among those elements would create the spiritual space, even if the 

spiritual space latter enfolded and involved the very elements that created it. Here, spiritual 

space would have a very close relationship with the concept of culture (see Langdon, 1996).  

 However, my experience in the Barquinha showed me that the spiritual space is tran-

scendent (in the Kantian meaning of this word, i.e., it will have an a priori characteristic. see 

Kant, 1929). Culture, then, would be included in the spiritual space. Spirituality and culture 

have been essentially linked since the beginning of anthropology (see for example Durkheim, 

1989). The French founding father of social science indicates that social morphology would 
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dominate religion. However, Bastide (2001a) assumed in his book O Candomblé da Bahia 

precisely the opposite, that social morphology would follow the mystic and spiritual aspects 

of religion. 

 Cultures acts as a lens, focusing the attention of the participants on certain areas 

of the spiritual space, and thus, influencing the shape of ritual. However, the spiritual 

space is not be limited solely to that perceived area. Culture would be changed precisely 

by the perception of previously imperceptible or unconscious areas of the spiritual 

space11.  

 The role of mediator between spiritual space, culture, and the individual is per-

formed by the mirações. Mirações are, therefore, the result of a combination, in the indi-

vidual’s consciousness, of ritual, ingestion of Ayahuasca, processes of self-trans-

formation/knowledge/exploration, and elements of the spiritual space. The miração can 

be influenced by culture, but what is seen during a miração would not be in an absolute 

way shaped by culture. Culture, as I said above, acts as lens, both directing the gaze to-

ward certain events in the spiritual space and shaping the way in which a force a priori to 

an event or entity is perceived, but culture is not the generator of that force. That force 

resides within and emerge from the spiritual space. Thus, a Caboclo is regarded as a Na-

tive American, but the forces behind the manifested Caboclo are not created—although 

they are focused—by culture. Culture would have a strong influence on the way people 

describe what they experience in a miração, but many aspects of a miração are not men-

tioned during its description because people do not have words to describe them. These 

elements are there in the spiritual space, they show up in the miração, they are felt, they 

                                                 
11 I am not making the naïve assumption here that only the spiritual space would have the power to change 
culture.  

____________________________________________________________________www.neip.info



 

 

37

influence people’s lives, and they are shared by those having similar experiences, al-

though in a nonverbal way. People are always in the process of becoming conscious of 

this space. In this spiritual space the relationships between cause and effect are not 

aligned in a direct and strict way: for example, an event happening in the spiritual space 

can generate a consequence in the physical plane only after a long time, which makes 

very difficult for the person experiencing that consequence to trace back its causes. At the 

same time, a spiritual event can have different impacts over different people. 

 The idea of the existence of a “spiritual space” is developed in Chapter 5.  

 

Notes on Terminology 
 
 I would like to add some notes here about the terminology that I have adopted for this 

dissertation. From this point forward, I in most cases refer to the Centro Espírita Obras de 

Caridade Príncipe Espadarte simply as “the Center,” with a capital C. Also, when I mention 

the Barquinha, I am talking about the religious movement as a whole, not referring to any of 

its many centers.  

 I am making an explicit choice to keep all the proper names, names of places, and 

important concepts like miração, peia, romaria, and some others, as well as name of places 

within the area of the Center, like Salão de Baile, Congá, Igreja, and so on, in Portuguese. At 

the first mention of one of these important words, I give a translation to English. These trans-

lations are naturally approximate, and as I believe that any translation cannot be adequately 

precise, as well as for sake of style I am keeping these terms in Portuguese throughout the 

text. These words appear italicized only on their first appearance in the text.  

 As a further note, in Portuguese, the use of masculine plural forms, when talking 

about a group of people composed by members of both genders, is normal. Thus, when a 
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Preto-velho says, “Jesus came for the salvation of all his sons,” all of the “daughters” are in-

cluded in that group. At the same time, words such as person are feminine. Thus, in some 

narratives the interviewee can say, “When a person has a miração she is seeing the astral.” In 

that case, I will not write, “He or she is seeing the astral.” I maintain this rule when translat-

ing the narratives, hoping that readers understand that the bias is toward both the masculine 

and the feminine, with neither being dominant. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 
 
My own firm belief is that there is no alternative to studying phenomenology from within. 

The experiences that Ayahuasca induces are extraordinary in the full sense of that term 
and many are ineffable. There is no way to really appreciate what they are 

without experiencing them firsthand 
 . . . Moreover, for a serious study of the Ayahuasca experience a cursory, 

explorative exposure to the brew is not sufficient. 
The spectrum of phenomena pertaining to the Ayahuasca experience 

is extremely broad and there is simply no way 
these can be captured in a small number of probes 

 . . . What happens to one under the Ayahuasca intoxication 
is determined not only by the brew itself but also by one’s attitude 

and stance, and these, in turn, change over the course of time. 
In sum, then, any serious study of Ayahuasca requires not only 

firsthand experience, but also substantive, 
long-term familiarity—indeed, training. 

(Shanon, 2002, p. 32) 
 

Methodology 
 
 The participant observation, with its origins in Malinowski’s work, differentiates 

anthropology from the other social sciences (Ellen, 1993). An extensive participation in 

the life of the studied people, learning and using the native language, in other words a 

complete immersion into the life of these people, generates a knowledge very different 

from that generated by other ways of observing the society. Malinowski, by utilizing this 

methodological approach, brought about a theoretical change in the discipline. 

 Malinowski (1978) wrote about three basic methodological points: (1) precise ob-

jectives and theoretical knowledge, (2) working conditions (living among the natives), 

and (3) specific techniques for collecting and registering data and evidence. These are 

still essential aspects of ethnographic investigation today. 
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 Living full-time among the natives was Malinowski’s contribution to the basic 

technique adopted by anthropologists. His intent was to drink directly from the source, 

avoiding secondary channels, such as Western missionaries or paid informants for exam-

ple. This was the methodological way for achieving more clear and precise data. Accord-

ing to Malinowski (1978), trying not to be a stranger is essential for whoever wants to 

observe the reality of daily life, rather than theatrical performances specially constructed 

to enchant curious people. For Malinowski, it was essential to go deeply into the moral 

universe of the natives, into their sense of right and wrong, and their sense of good and 

bad, trying to understand their universe.  

 Theory played a fundamental role for Malinowski, but he felt that the anthropolo-

gist should avoid going into the field expecting to find specifically this or that. For Mali-

nowski, the theoretical studies that the anthropologist had done before fieldwork should 

form a base for raising new questions, when juxtaposing these studies with the field ob-

servations. To perceive the totality of the native culture was his main goal, integrating its 

parts into a general picture. The last step in the systemic collection of cultural data for 

Malinowski is the gathering, using native explanations, of the motives, feelings, and rea-

sons that lie behind their acts. These observations form a social skeleton, in the sense that 

these data would be conditioned by culture. However, the objective is to observe socially 

significant behaviors, not isolated individual acts. Malinowski was trying to discover the 

role of social feelings in daily life, making evident the influence of culture on social be-

havior.  

 The careful, nonjudgmental description of native life is very evident, principally 

concerning the practice of research and not the theory thereof. Malinowski took into ac-
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count native magic, feelings, and considerations of their techniques in showing, with a 

minimum of distortions, a picture about the studied people. He was also very careful not 

to translate into Western terms the native concepts, again attempting to avoid distortions 

or any sense of deprecation of native habit and technique. 

 With Malinowski’s methodology, ethnography became a precise work, the result 

of the dynamic combination of the anthropologist complete immersion among the na-

tives, their personal lives (the feelings related to situations such as being a long time far 

from home, the discomfort), and the theory previously learned.  

 Malinowski’s data fostered a new paradigm in which the society is revealed as not 

given but constructed. Participation, more than mere observation, was stimulated in the 

data collection. The scientist no longer observes things but interprets meanings, and as 

such, participation became essential in this search for meanings. Malinowski’s technique 

promoted the development of new and more precise methods and techniques.  

 Cardoso de Oliveira (1998) wrote that this is the initial point of the appearance of 

a hermeneutic proposal that seeks to permit the expression of the researcher’s subjectiv-

ity, but above all placing on a conscious level the influence of this subjectivity. Anthro-

pologically, our own culture frames what we perceive. So, the Cartesian method used by 

Durkheim (Rodrigues, 1981) became not obsolete but rather incomplete because it ig-

nored its own weak side. The new paradigm of intersubjectivity is a source of data and 

knowledge.  

 There is now a dialog occurring between explanation (when it is used as a 

method) and comprehension (when the process of intersubjectivity becomes more evi-
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dent). Observer and observed complement each other and generate knowledge. Compre-

hension gives access to meaning and generates hypothesis filled by explanation.  

 Geertz (1995) concentrated his analysis on the development of American anthro-

pology. This school had as one of its founders Boas, who was responsible for significant 

methodological innovations. Boas (1920) proposed that the internal forces of the society 

itself could explain the cultural changes experienced by a society over time. Before him 

(excluding Durkheim and Mauss), these forces were perceived as having their sources 

only from the phenomena of cultural diffusion and evolution. He also emphasized the in-

dividual action that influences these social changes. He prepared the ground for the 

growth of the Interpretativist American School. The method developed by Boas basically 

influenced the analysis, though not specifically the collection of data, emphasizing 

strongly native reports and narratives as a source of information—principally in their own 

language—about their culture. 

 Boas’s method had the emic categories as its primary focus. A simple interpreta-

tion made by anthropologists about their “objects” would never, according to Boas, lead 

to good results. The first step for a successful research, according to him, begins with an 

efficient collection of data and emic categories. This was a method opposite to that of the 

French (with Durkheim and Mauss as main figures) and evolutionist schools. Both of 

those schools understood the “object” as an inanimate being, almost prehuman (consider-

ing the native and “primitive” people), who could not perceive, rationalize, and compre-

hend any of their actions. Boas was the first one to break with this posture, beginning a 

new school of anthropology.  
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 Going back to the American academic context, symbolic anthropology—a criti-

cism of all of anthropology—emerged in the writings of researchers such as Vic-

tor Turner and Mary Douglas. This was an attempt to turn anthropology into a hermeneu-

tic enterprise, searching for how meanings were made and their influence over human 

behavior. This school recognizes also the impossibility of abandoning the anthropolo-

gist’s own cultural background when studying the “other.” However, theorizing about the 

“other” continues to be a colonialist act. The search for meanings, even using native 

thoughts, puts in evidence the roots of their representations, the basis of their actions, and 

the easiest way for domination to occur (Clifford, 1988; Marcus & Fischer, 1986).  

 Ellen (1993) stated that the ethnographic production is immersed in the political 

and social conditions of research, as well as in its historical development. Some knowl-

edge of the organization and the structure of the process through which the research ap-

pears is necessary, as well as of the anthropologist’s subjective experiences during the 

fieldwork. This has recently come to be considered extremely important for understand-

ing the produced material. Researchers must be aware that they are not machines produc-

ing and gathering data but human beings trying to learn, comprehend, and transmit 

knowledge, using the elaboration of an answer to the relationship between the “I” and the 

“other.” This is the ethnographic text in which all of the final data are manipulated and 

ordered, when all the experiences are “formatted” and “compacted,” becoming accessi-

ble.  

 Concerning the meeting between the “I” (the anthropologist) and the “other” (the 

researched), there is another important point to consider. When anthropologists use 

methods such as the “dense description” (Geertz, 1995) or the “participant observation” 
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(Malinowski, 1978), they take into account the significant and supposedly unbreakable 

philosophical barrier between both these extremes positions: “I” and “other.” These theo-

retical and methodological definitions can have made us feel, while working with some-

one else, like eternal strangers.  

 

The Experiential Observation 
 

How much can we know about consciousness  
from direct experience— 

that is, how much can we discover by looking at  
our own mind through ‘introspection’? 

  . . . Introspection frequently fails as an accurate data source  
precisely because the scientist is unskilled as a contemplative 

(Laughlin et al. 1990, pp. 21, 24) 
 
 Young and Goulet (1994) presented that participant observation would be a 

doorway to the culture under study and only the beginning of the experiential observa-

tion. Better than adopting the position of an objective (even participative) observer, the 

researcher who experiences the culture under focus would have a better comprehension 

of it. Researchers who observe the studied culture experientially—principally by being 

initiated into local mystical traditions—try to situate themselves in this culture, giving the 

researcher the chance to try, at least for some time, to see reality through the eyes of 

those being researched (D. E. Young, personal communication, 05/15/2000). The result is 

a more realistic ethnography.  

 Both the “dense description” proposed by Geertz and the classical “participant 

observation” fit very well as methodologies when the differences between the cultures of 

the researcher and researched are well marked. How does one separate both worlds when 
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the dividing line is not so distinct; for example, when anthropologists work in their own 

cultures or when they have already been initiated in the native traditions?  

 As we consider the research with Ayahuasca, we find that is precisely the case of 

many researchers: many of them are, or were formerly affiliated to an Ayahuasca tradi-

tion (see for example Couto, 1989; De Rose, 2005, and Labate, 2004). Only a correct 

ethical posture, assuming openly the fact that the researchers know their object of study 

from the inside, could constitute a safe practice concerning the production of a trustwor-

thy and useful research. 

 Groisman (2004), who worked with Santo Daime groups in the Netherlands, indi-

cated that ethnographic data are the result of a deep political, social, and psychological 

interaction of the researcher with the participants in the research. Like most of the Brazil-

ian Ayahuasca researchers, Groisman decided to include the use of the psychoactive sub-

stances (in his case both Daime and Cannabis sativa) as a way to establish a better inte-

gration into his participants’ lives (see also Soilbelman, 1995).  

 This, in fact, is not new. Silva (2000; see also Segato, 1995) discussed at length 

the initiation of anthropologists working with African religions in Brazil. Many of them 

were initiated before, and many during, the research period. The only difference is that 

many of those anthropologists do not discuss it openly in their writings, though some-

times in a separate paper after the thesis or dissertation is complete (Silva, 2000). The 

fact is that these anthropologists are talking from the “inside” about this or that temple of 

Candomblé or Umbanda, even if they do not admit it openly. Silva (2000) proposed that 

the experience of the initiated anthropologist should be more evident for the reader, and 

that these experiences should be, as Young and Goulet (1994) proposed, an object of re-
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flection. These observations can easily be extended to imply the researchers working with 

Ayahuasca. 

 Laughlin et al. (1990) asked a crucial question: “How much can we know about 

consciousness from direct experience—that is, how much can we discover by looking at 

our own mind through ‘introspection’?” (p. 21). They also gave the answer: “Introspec-

tion frequently fails as an accurate data source precisely because the scientist is unskilled 

as a contemplative” (p. 24). Experiential observation can produce valid information only 

if the researcher has had some training in the spiritual tradition being researched. Also, 

according to Peters (1981), 

The experiential [observation] method demands a combination of talents—scholar 
as well as disciple. The experiential method is not exclusively ‘emic’ or ‘etic’ but 
synthesizes elements of both. . . . Yet, it differs from other approaches in that it is 
always participatory and introspective, utilizing the experiences and self observa-
tions of the ethnographer as viable tools of research. (p. 39) 
 

 Blacking (1995b) had a similar thought concerning the study of possession and 

altered states of consciousness. According to him, 

Above all, it would be encouraging if spirit possession and altered states of con-
sciousness in general were more widely accepted not as signs of pathological or 
rare condition, but as part of the common heritage of the human species. Also we 
ought, perhaps, to insist that all who claim to write authoritatively on the charac-
ter and consequences of such states in others have themselves been conscious of 
having similar, if not the same, experiences. (p. 175) 
 

 Jules-Rossete (1975) developed a research project among the participants of the 

Apostolic Church of John Maranke, in Nigeria. She was able to have the experience of 

doing fieldwork as an outsider and as a converted person. She said that the “conversion 

experience enabled me to share in the vision and realities of Apostolic ceremony” (p.15) 

and that her “membership provided a vehicle for description” (p. 15). According to her, 
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The difference between the scenes that I had witnessed as an outsider and the in-
struction received as a member was the very sense of spiritual purpose with which 
I was able to unravel them, not my learning of more intricate labels for them. 
Apostles did not withhold essential secret information from me during the learn-
ing process. My own perspective had initially blinded me to what they saw as the 
meaning of events. What I could not grasp as possible or practical as an outsider 
could only remain obscure. (pp. 249-250) 
 

 Maquet (1975), working with meditation practices in Sri Lanka, reported that the 

experiential approach means not only the participation in the meditation sessions for col-

lecting data, but also “a personal commitment” (p. 181). Thus, he chose to participate for 

one month at a meditation retreat. After an initial period of frustration with the results 

obtained with the techniques indicated by his master, he decided to ask the master when 

he would have some results or when he would begin to meditate on the “Noble Truths.” 

The master just told him to keep meditating and that he would gain intuitive knowledge 

from direct perception of the discussed concepts. More specifically, the master told him 

that “meditation is not a discursive reasoning” (p. 191). This posture gave him the 

chance, first of understanding, and then only later discussing and writing about some of 

the root aspects of Buddhism.  

 

Experience and Narrative 
 
 Anthropologists use etic terms when they create concepts to talk about a re-

searched culture and emic concepts are those created and used by the “natives” to talk 

about and describe themselves. Braud and Anderson (1998, p. 6) stated the difference be-

tween emic and etic on another (and complementary) level. These authors used the idea 

of emic as the “inner descriptions . . . [the] private, first-person experiences and experien-

tial accounts,” and etic as the “outer description . . . [the] third-person accounts of what is 
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publicly observable.” The anthropologist is the living bridge between both levels of un-

derstanding, making the connection(s) between the inner descriptions and the publicly 

observable. 

 The previous assertion flows in two directions. The first is concerned only with 

the subject of research. Following this first direction, the anthropologist studies the match 

between the inner world of the participant and the outside world, observing (and here the 

anthropologist can only observe) how subjectivity and culture are connected. The re-

searchers’ job as such is to communicate their thoughts about their observations.  

 The second direction is concerned with the researcher’s inner world and how (and 

also when, why, and if) it is connected with the researched inner world. This connection 

is obtained by having the researched act as the observer of the researcher’s publicly ob-

servable actions and words (and here we have the observable result of thoughts and feel-

ings). This is, in fact, a very common position. Human beings normally observe the other 

beings around them. Not only do they observe, but they also think, analyze, and feel. 

These practices are at the core of living culturally in society. The major difference here is 

that the researcher asks the participant’s opinion about the researcher’s subjective experi-

ences. This practice is well documented in Young and Goulet’s (1994) book. This sharing 

of experiences promotes confidence on the part of the participants, especially as they un-

derstand that the researcher is taking them seriously.  

 Levy and Hollan (1998) spoke of two levels of interviews: the first considers the 

participant as informant, as a good and qualified (expert) witness “about some commu-

nity procedure” (p. 336). In the above terms, informants become an etic describer of their 

own cultures. The second level regards participants as the center of the interview, as an 
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object of study in themselves. This second level includes questions such as how did you 

feel when X happens? Tell me about your experience during X; does X change your life? 

And if so, then in which ways? How do you feel and think about it now? These are the 

bases for constructing an emic research. Using both levels of inquiry, one can study two 

complementary worlds: the inner experience of participants and their personal percep-

tions of the outside world.  

 Anthropology has developed a long discussion concerning the connections be-

tween experience and its expression (Bruner, 1986). Bruner made clear that experience 

structures, and is structured by, its expression in a dialogical way. However, he distin-

guished between reality, experience, and expressions. According to him, “The critical 

distinction here is between reality (what is really out there, whatever that may be), ex-

perience (how that reality presents itself to consciousness), and expressions (how indi-

vidual experience is framed and articulated)” (p. 6). He continued by saying that “There 

are inevitable gaps between reality, experience, and expressions, and the tension among 

them constitutes a key problematic in the anthropology of experience” (p. 7). 

 The problem resides in the definition of reality. Reality is not only what we have 

out there. Reality is as well what we have in here. Both experience and expression are 

essential parts of reality. What we live and how we describe this living fact cannot be 

taken separately from reality. Also, expression can be (or can become or generate) an-

other experience. As Rosaldo (1989) said, “Narratives, once acted out, ‘make’ events and 

‘make’ history. They contribute to the reality of their participants” (p. 129). 
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 Langdon (2002) said that narratives occupy a very important place in the interpre-

tation and transmission of experience. Langdon (2002) also said that narratives about ex-

periences with Ayahuasca form a cornerstone of a transdisciplinary study of Ayahuasca.  

 According to Bakhtin (1979), 

The text, written or oral, is the primary datum of all to these disciplines [linguis-
tics, philology, literary studies] and generally of human and philological sciences 
(including theological-philosophical at its origin). The text is the immediate real-
ity (reality of thought and of experience). (as cited in Todorov, 1984, p. 17) 

 
 The text, as an expression, becomes part both of the experience and of reality. 

Any apparent true and absolute separation between the experience and its expression 

thereof vanishes. Bakthin (1979, in Todorov, 1984, p. 18) continues this line of reason-

ing, saying that: 

The human act is a text in potentia. The spirit, mine as well as the other’s, is not a 
given, like a thing (like the immediate object of the natural sciences); rather, it 
comes through expression in signs, a realization through “texts,” which is of equal 
value to the self and to the other. (p. 284) 

 
 People access, by expressing themselves, at the same time, the other and their 

own self and the contact with the other can become the best way for knowing the self. 

Then, where is the great barrier between the other and me? Is the world of experience 

really closed? The expression of experience is an element of the very essence of the ac-

quisition of consciousness about that experience. 

 This is exactly the position of Good (1994). According to him,  

We can inquire directly and explicitly, but we often learn most about experience 
through stories people tell about things that have happened to them or around 
them. Narrative is a form in which experience is represented and recounted, in 
which events are described along with the experiences associated with them and 
the significance that lends them their sense for the persons involved. But experi-
ence always far exceeds its description or narrativization. New questions will al-
ways elicit new reflections on subjective experiences and any of us can always 
describe an event from a slightly different perspective, recasting the story to re-
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veal new dimensions of the experience. Much experience is given little signifi-
cance: much of what we do and experience is not worth telling a story about, and 
only with close questioning are we able to recall fleeting aspects of our experi-
ence. In addition, experience is sensual and affective to the core and exceeds ob-
jectification in symbolic forms. (p. 139) 

 
 Good thus built a criticism on the phenomenologically Boasian-oriented argument 

that experience is essentially cultural, that language, symbols, and sociocultural practices 

organize the whole world. Boasian anthropology begins with culture—through the de-

scription of cultural or symbolic forms of culture—and only after that does it proceed to 

experience. Good (1994) pointed in the opposite direction: experience for him goes be-

yond culture. Much of the experience, according to him, is not framed by culture, and it is 

precisely during those unframed experiences that culture changes. For Good, narrative 

reveals both the culturally framed and the unframed aspects of experience.  

 Good (1994) forged a criticism on his own idea of “semantic network analysis,” a 

process centered on the analysis of illness as a “network of perspectives and a product of 

interconnections, as a form of synthesis that condenses multiple and often conflicting so-

cial and semantic domains to produce ‘the meaning’ of a complaint or an illness” 

(p. 172). He said that this process of finding a core symbol that synthesizes all of the 

meanings around sickness is not “mistaken” but partial and limited. Thus, according to 

him, “While core symbols in a medical lexicon may indeed condense or hold in tension a 

powerful network of meanings, the process of synthesis is not only semiotic, but social, 

dialogical, imaginative, and political” (p. 173). However, he indicated that his idea of ill-

ness as something attached to a semantic network changed the perception of illness from 

a “more or less accurate representation of disordered biology” (p. 174) to the understand-

ing of sickness as the product of the interconnections of many different factors. Narrative 
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helps the sick person to synthesize the whole process of sickness and the researcher to 

analyze that process.  

 Personal reports (narratives) are situated at the core of experiential observation. 

The “native point of view” is taken as seriously as possible, and narratives become the 

trail the researcher will follow to access the “native” reality and consciousness. Concern-

ing specifically the Center’s universe, narratives about the experienced mirações will be 

the field where consciousness, spontaneous mental imagery, bodily changes, and experi-

ences will meet.  

 
Going Up, Coming Down: The Directions of Consciousness Theories 
 

To understand the role of the shaman, 
and to know anything of his genius in using plants, 

one must be prepared to accept the possibility  
that when he tells of moving into realms of the spirit, 

he is not speaking in metaphor. 
(Davis, 2001, p. 69) 

 
 Consciousness is a central aspect of this dissertation. I work extensively with this 

process in Chapter 11. However, I would like to delimit at this point the area of action of 

this idea of consciousness throughout the dissertation, principally because I believe that 

the core concept of altered states of consciousness (Tart, 1969) is not useful for under-

standing the Center’s universe.  

 Tart’s (1969) definition of altered states of consciousness is considered seminal 

throughout the whole field of psychoactive substances. According to him, “An altered 

state of consciousness for a given individual is one in which he clearly feels a qualitative 

shift in his pattern of mental functioning, that is, he feels not just a quantitative shift  . . . 
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but also that some quality or qualities of his mental process are different” (pp. 1-2; em-

phasis original). 

 In a broad sense, Ludwig (1969) stated as characteristics of the altered states of 

consciousness, “alterations in thinking, disturbed time sense, loss of control, change in 

emotional expression, body image change, perceptual distortions, change in meaning and 

significance, sense of ineffable, feelings of rejuvenation, hypersuggestibility” (pp. 13-14).  

 According to Farthing (1992),  

An altered state of consciousness (ASC) may be defined as a temporary change in 
the overall pattern of subjective experience, such that the individual believes that 
his or her mental functioning is distinctly different from certain general norms for 
his or her normal waking state of consciousness. (p. 205) 

 
 Farthing did not depart significantly from Tart’s (1969) definition, but he ex-

panded it on two points: first by including the experiential factor (in addition to Tart’s 

“pattern of mental functioning”). Tart stated that the mental process during an altered 

state of consciousness is different, although he did not say from what. Then, second, Far-

thing completed Tart’s thought by concluding that a normal state of consciousness is de-

pendent on cultural factors, being produced by general social norms.  

 Both Ludwig’s collection of characteristics and the definitions of Tart (1969) and 

Farthing (1992) enhance the link between culture and the categorization of states of con-

sciousness, and at the same time, they state two categories of states of consciousness: al-

tered and normal.  

 According to Farthing (1992), ordinary states of consciousness are: 

periods when you are awake, not asleep, and you have not done anything to pro-
duce an altered state in the usual sense. . . . The essence of a state of conscious-
ness is the individual’s patterns of subjective experiences, not his or her overt be-
havior or physiological responses. (p. 206) 
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 There are some important elements I would like to highlight in Farthing’s (1992) 

definition. First, to be in an ordinary state of consciousness, one must “have not done 

anything to produce an altered state.” He completed the thought with a cultural delimita-

tion: “in the usual sense.” Culture is an abstract social concept and becomes more so 

when the focus of study is a complex society. The researcher delimits the culture of a 

group and a person within that group can be member of different groups with different 

cultures.  

 Physiological measurements are sometimes used as arguments in evidence of the 

existence of ordinary (referred to as basal) and altered states of consciousness and used to 

distinguish them. However, this is still an arbitrary separation, as the measurements come 

only after defining what is normal. 

 Tart (1969) said that to keep a normal or ordinary state of consciousness, it is nec-

essary to have several external stimuli, and in the absence of one of them, it is possible to 

experience an altered state. He said that we can experience an altered state only by dis-

turbing the normal one.  

A normal state of consciousness can be considered a resultant of living in a par-
ticular environment, both physical and psychosocial. Thus the normal state of 
consciousness for any individual is one that has adaptive value within his particu-
lar culture and environment. (p. 2) 

 
 So, as Farthing (1992, p. 206) explicitly said, the normal state is a “convenient 

fiction.” I can further this by saying that the differentiation between an “altered” and an 

“ordinary” state of consciousness is also a convenient fiction. However, we have here a 

fact: people experience during their life different levels of existence.  

 William James (1902/1929, quoted in Combs & Krippner, 1998, p. 8) said that  
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Our normal consciousness . . . is but one special type of consciousness, whilst all 
about it, parted from it by the filmiest of screens, there lie potential forms of con-
sciousness entirely different. We may go through life without suspecting their ex-
istence; but apply the requisite stimulus, and at a touch they are all there in all 
their completeness. (p. 328) 

 
 Metzner’s (1989) definition of a state of consciousness is “the system, context, or 

field within which the different aspects of the mind, the contents of consciousness, in-

cluding thoughts, feelings, sensations, perceptions, images, memories, and so forth, func-

tion in patterned interrelationships” (p 331, emphasis original). Combs and Krippner 

(1998) proposed a very similar definition. However, Metzner equated “mind” and “con-

sciousness,” whereas Combs and Krippner (1998) opted for a psychological basis of con-

sciousness: 

States of consciousness can be understood as unique configurations of psycho-
logical functions such as thought, memory, emotion, body image, perception, and 
so on  . . . These functions are in reality processes which interact in a mutually 
supportive fashion, so that each state of consciousness is a whole, self-organizing, 
event, (pp. 3-4) 

 
 There is also another argument against the use of term “altered” to refer to a 

other-than-normal state of consciousness. It regards the legal prohibition of the use of 

psychoactive substances. If we agree that these substances produce an alteration of con-

sciousness, we endorse a particular normal state. This result in creating preconceptions 

about the use of these substances, principally because the normal state is supported cul-

turally: this is the normal, the common, and finally, the correct state of consciousness. To 

alter consciousness, according to that way of thinking, would be to act wrongly.  

 There is an important clue here: this is a comparative task. Different states of 

what I call consciousness sustain each other. In the view of many (if not all) religions, the 

transition back and forth between these states of consciousness helps to improve life as a 
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whole. Someone can meditate, go to church to pray, or participate in a shamanistic or Af-

rican-Brazilian ritual to experience the “other side of life,” or the “real world,” known by 

many names throughout the world. It is there, at this “other side,” that the person will re-

ceive the lessons and teachings from gods, spirits, and other super (or infra) natural be-

ings. This knowledge must be applied at the daily personal level to be effective. In other 

words, after such experience, consciousness must be redirected to the physical level, so 

the person can learn how to use the subtle knowledge of the spiritual side. 

 According to Laughlin et al. (1990), “Reality is simultaneously composed of 

many levels, none of which is fundamental, and those levels are born of the analytical 

mind trying to make sense of an essentially undifferentiated field of systemically related 

processes” (p. 17, emphasis original). Reality, the field or system in which life is takes 

place, is a whole in itself. Knowledge about life as a whole is a process, which needs time 

to be fully completed, and it is completed through experience. Laughlin et al. (1990) 

avoided talking about “states” of consciousness. In fact, they preferred to talk about 

phases of experience. 

 According to Laughlin et al. (1990), “In a sense, consciousness does not evolve. 

. . . The crux of the matter may be put in two ways: (1) it is not consciousness, but rather 

the nervous system that has evolved; and (2) it is not consciousness per se, but rather the 

intentional organization of consciousness that has evolved” (p. 121). As such, conscious-

ness could not be “altered.” Perception and experience might be altered through a process 

of expansion of consciousness. During a trance—no matter how it is caused—the percep-

tion of the internal and external world is changed, but we are still becoming conscious of 

some of those perceptions. The process of being aware could change but not conscious-
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ness itself. People cannot be conscious in a different way: either they are conscious of 

something or not, even when experiencing pure consciousness without any content.  

 There is another (and less evident) side of the altered consciousness problem that 

I explore here. The concept of alteration of consciousness is rooted in a materialistic un-

derstanding of consciousness, even when cultural factors are seriously considered. The 

alteration of consciousness is regarded as a process giving access to more subtle levels of 

existence, and almost all of the theories concerning how these processes of alteration oc-

cur emphasize a physiological change in the nervous system brought about using differ-

ent techniques, such as ritually ingesting psychoactive substances, meditation, breathing, 

concentration, among numerous others.  

 The natural implicit question here is, “What is the source of consciousness?” 

Clearly, I have no intent here to give a complete and exhaustive answer to this question. 

Instead, I describe what I am calling “upward vector” and “downward vector.” The up-

ward vector is a materialistic point of view of studying consciousness. It includes bio-

logical researchers (such as Baars, 1997, and Laughlin et al., 1990), mentalists but not 

dualists (for example, Farthing, 1992; Hunt, 1995), and dualists (see Eccles, 1989; and 

also Popper and Eccles, 1985). Their basic assumption is that consciousness is a result of 

brain activity. They diverge when they attempt to discuss the properties of consciousness, 

principally whether it can or cannot “come back” to the brain, modifying both it and the 

nervous system. 

 Upward-vector theorists are beginning to study and discuss more subtle levels of 

reality (such as spirituality) that are not even considered by more conservative and/or bio-

logical researchers, though even these subtle levels are also regarded as having theirs 
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sources in the human brain. The “upward” hypothetically could expand their theoretical 

exercises and explain God.  

 The upward position is very cautious, in the sense that it is easier to work with 

something that can (at least in theory) be better controlled—the physical nervous sys-

tem—than trying to descend into metaphysical thought concerning, for example, life after 

death or consciousness without a body. This cautiousness, however, can result in un-

friendly attitudes and blindness concerning new perspectives about the world. 

 In fact, there is one phenomenon that cannot easily fit into the upward theory: the 

kind of mediumistic activity in which the medium purportedly receives complete infor-

mation about a dead person without previously having known anything about him or her 

(see for example the Doutrinação de Almas ceremony, Chapter 7). In this kind of medi-

umistic phenomenon, the medium embodies the consciousness of the dead person and 

can relate facts about that person’s existence before death. The medium receives another 

consciousness into his. There is another person talking through a body that he or she does 

not conventionally own. This is the only field I know of where there is a good chance of 

working scientifically with the hypothesis that consciousness could survive without a 

brain.  

 Wautischer (1989), working with the possible inclusion of trance in epistemology, 

explicitly said that “divinatory knowledge is a challenge to the materialistic world-view 

of the humanities, a challenge that is not expressed in the opposition of religion versus 

science, but rather in the opposition of an energetic-wave world view, as opposed to a 

micro-physical world view” (p. 37). 
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 Stephen (1989) concluded that the concept of altered states of consciousness “ob-

scures two important processes: the imaginative construction produced by the person ex-

periencing a possession or trance and the self-alien aspect of this experience” (p. 47). She 

continued by saying, “Altered consciousness implies, by contrast, a single, continuous 

self experiencing varying modes of consciousness, and hides the fact that some agency 

other than the conscious self produces the visionary narrative” (p. 48).  

 I chose to adopt a theoretical position that I call the downward vector—downward 

due to perceiving that consciousness comes from more subtle levels of existence down to 

the physical level, the body. These names, downward and upward, emerge from a com-

mon cultural perception of those subtle levels as something “out” and “above” the body. 

It would too be possible to use the terms “outward” and “inward” vector instead. This is 

simply a convention. Part of this perspective is what Niinluoto (1994, p. 38) called 

“emergent idealism,” the concept that the material body is a product of a subtle entity 

such as the mind, spirit or consciousness.  

 As Laughlin et al. (1990)—explicit “upward”—assumed,  

In a very real sense, there is no “brain,” no “behavior,” and no “experience.” 
Rather, there are but three ways of conceptually breaking up views of the scope, 
assuring that we assume the broadest possible field of perception from which to 
draw our information. In science, as in everyday life, there is only perceptual and 
intentional activity relative to the world. (p. 14) 

 
 This is not a dualistic frame for consciousness here, and lengths have been taken 

to avoid a Platonic concept, the Realm of Ideas, because Plato’s (see for example The 

Republic) thought is dualistic. According to him, reality exists only in the realm of Ideas. 

For him, the physical level is an illusion, the distorted reflection of this superior level. It 
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does appear more clearly though that the physical level is not a reflection of reality; it is 

also reality. 

 The process of becoming conscious emerges in experience. According to Laugh-

lin et al. (1990), “Experience (in whatever phase of consciousness it arises) is considered 

as symptomatic of changes of problems existing outside the range of consciousness. . . . 

Conversely, a sensorial system may produce a non-sensorial effect upon some other so-

matic system” (p. 193). 

 It is very common to read that “mind [and consciousness] is how the brain experi-

ences its own functioning” (Laughlin et al., 1990, p. 13). This is the upward law. At the 

same time, the downward model would say that “the brain is how consciousness experi-

ences the body.”  

 Finally, according to Stephen, (1989),  

When I have a dream, I tell myself it is a purely mental event having no reality 
outside my own mind. But the nature of the phenomena is such that it appears to 
be an external reality I had no part in creating. Only my culture, not my experi-
ence, insists that this view is false. (p. 43). 

 

Methods 
 

If one demands of a “strictly objective science” 
that it takes its content only from observation, 

one must demand at the same time that it renounce all thinking. 
Because thinking by its very nature goes beyond what is observed. 

(Steiner, 1986, p. 48) 
 
 The ethnographic method, using experiential participation, is the basis for this re-

search, more specifically for the research concerning the history of the Center, the de-

scription of ceremonies, and healing techniques. 
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 On the other hand, the study of the relationship between spontaneous mental im-

agery, sickness and possible recovery processes is based upon narrative analysis. I had 

the opportunity to interview 8 people under treatment at the Center, but only with 2 of 

them was I able to follow their treatment fully and completely. When it could be ar-

ranged, the participants were asked to link the mirações with the procuresses of being 

sick and of possible recovering.  

 The interviews, reports, and narratives were digitally recorded and were tran-

scribed by me to files on a computer. I am the only person with access both to the re-

corded material and to the computer files. 

 

Techniques 
 
(1) Participation during 10 months (January to October of 2004), in the Madrinha 

Francisca Gabriel Barquinha’s full calendar of activities, with special focus on the 

healing rituals, using the ethnographic method, through experiential observation; 

(2) A detailed diary was kept during that time; 

(3) A study of 9 cases of people participating in the Madrinha Francisca Gabriel Bar-

quinha’s healing rituals; 

(4) Collection of reports and narratives of entidades (spiritual guides incorporated by 

mediums) concerning the ritual process, spontaneous mental imagery, healing proc-

ess, sickness, and the Madrinha Francisca Gabriel Barquinha’s symbolic universe; 

(5) Conduct of open interviews with members, clients, and visitors of the Madrinha 

Francisca Gabriel Barquinha’s about its healing system; 
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(6) Collection of reports and narratives regarding spontaneous mental imagery experi-

enced during the rituals by select patients; 

(7) Development of a questionnaire for all the interviews (see Appendix), which was 

used to initiate conversations with the participants. All the participants in the study 

answered this questionnaire; 

(8) Study of the contents of audiotapes, recorded by members of the Center containing 

lectures made by spiritual entities during the years between 1997 and 2003, inclusive; 

and 

(9) Use of interviews made in previous fieldwork developed by myself during the years 

1999 and 2000. 

 

Limitations and Delimitations:Some Words Concerning Methods and Techniques 
 
 I chose to work with experiential observation, so I kept a diary to record my own 

experiences concerning the entire period of fieldwork, including the description of pow-

erful mirações that I experienced. These experiences appear variously throughout this 

dissertation. Here I concentrate my effort on the evaluation of the method itself.  

 When I left the United States to engage the fieldwork in Acre, I had some scant 

and lightly informed ideas about the Center: simply that it was a Christian-based religion 

very strongly influenced by a devotion to the Orixás (Yorubá deities “imported” during 

slavery). This, though, was all I knew of it at the time. I had developed contacts with 

some people at the Center, but these contacts proved, after I finally arrived at Rio Branco, 

to be very superficial, at least in comparison to communication within the Center.  
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 Leaving Brazil to initiate my studies at Saybrook in 2001 was very risky. As I 

would be a long time away from Rio Branco, the people there would slowly simply forget 

who I was and already my most recent visit to Rio Branco had been in 1999. I partici-

pated in ceremonies with the (very small) group of Center members at Niterói in 2001 for 

three months. When I returned at the end of 2003 (on December 27) I shared a long con-

versation with both of the Pretos-velhos, with whom I had had contact previously (Vó 

Maria Clara and Vô Leôncio, incorporated by Cléia and Carlos Renato, respectively). 

Both of them offered advice concerning my arriving at the matrix of the Center at Rio 

Branco. They told me to be very patient and to observe carefully, everyone and every-

thing before I began any kind of research. They expressed that people at the Center were 

very apprehensive about my research, both because they had little knowledge of how I 

intended to proceed and because they did not know what I was going to do with the mate-

rial I would collect there.  

 With this instruction, by the time I left Niterói for Rio Branco, I was already be-

coming aware of the challenges that I would find there. As stated, there they were, wait-

ing for me. The people at the Center when I first arrived were assuming they would have 

the same kind of problems with me as they had encountered with another researcher who 

had been in touch with them for some time prior to my visit. They initially found it diffi-

cult to trust me.  

 The very receptive behavior that I had experienced during the first visits was not 

absent but was more, shall I say, diluted. People were becoming aware that they would 

have someone there paying attention to all the details of their lives, and they did not like 

that very much. So I waited until the end of January (of 2004) to ask the Madrinha to sign 
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my research authorization, though I had already begun taking notes during that time and 

thinking about interviewing certain people, principally those under treatment.  

 I realized during my first conversations with the Madrinha that there was a stan-

dard speech ready to offer to researchers. For example, when I asked her about some top-

ics such as her history at the Barquinha, she told me the same story she had told in 1999 

during my first visit and the same narrative she had given Luna (1995). I understood that 

it would be not a simple task to encourage her to talk in detail about many topics. In fact, 

not during any of the fieldwork did I record any conversation with the Madrinha.  

 Yet at the same time, I was entering the Center’s universe more deeply, which 

frightened me first because I was beginning to realize that this universe I had entered was 

more complex than I had imagined and second because it was becoming apparent that I 

would have to face myself deeply, and I was not sure I was ready for this.  

 The process of drinking Daime is very demanding. It is like diving into a bottom-

less pool. Every time you think you have reached the bottom, you realize (during the next 

ceremony) that you can go deeper. The challenge is that sometimes you may want to re-

turn to the surface, but then you discoverer that there is no actual way to. It is a forward 

and deepening movement. 

 There was another challenge that I had initially considered would be only minor 

when I was writing the research proposal: I was very attracted by the African side of the 

Center, but I was not sure whether I could remain open to its Christian side. I had grown 

up with both a Roman Catholic influence, coming from my father, and a spiritist influ-

ence coming, from my mother. By the time I was in my 20s, I had developed a distaste 

for Christianity as it had been presented to me, principally Roman Catholicism. Yet there 
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I was, surrounded by images of Catholic saints and of Jesus crucified (also an image of 

Him laying down in an almost life-size statue, representing Him in his tomb). I resisted 

notably in the beginning, but as I will describe later, I succumbed, not without a lot of 

internal conflict, to a kind of Christianity that is still at this point forming inside of me.  

 I was initially thinking about becoming a fardado (member) as soon as possible, 

and with this in mind I went to speak with the Madrinha. Her answer was the typical an-

swer that she gives to most of the people who decide to follow the Barquinha path: 

“Drink more Daime, my son, and later we will speak about that again.” I was ready to do 

it by the end of the Romaria to Saint Sebastian, but I decided to wait.  

 That turned out to be a wise decision. My inner dialogue was immersed in con-

flicts: Could I manage the strong emphasis on Christianity? Could I mantain a rigorous 

and solid anthropological study as a fardado? Would I really be able to enter their world? 

Was I ready to become a fardado? Every time I saw someone fardando (ritually becom-

ing a fardado) I was certain that I was not ready.  

 I did make this step, overcoming my hesitations. By the end of the Romaria to the 

Virgin Mary (May 30, 2004), I was a “soldier of the Barquinha in the army of Jesus.” Yet 

still I was unsure whether I had done the right thing. 

 As I have already said, I will not describe my inner experiences in this section. 

Even having, by the end of fieldwork, very few of what I would classify as experiences 

that were powerful or important enough to be described in this dissertation, the fact that I 

became a fardado, assisted me to break down my own preconceptions and fears that 

could have blinded me toward the absolutely new universe I was entering. That I was sin-

cerely moving to immerse myself in the Center’s world was very useful in the sense that 
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it gave me a new perspective to which to cling, and that perspective influenced the way I 

have written this dissertation. The experiential observation was a valid option, and it is 

valid too that it is very difficult to thoroughly study Ayahuasca without drinking it.  

 It was only by the end of the Romaria for Saint Francis (October 4, 2004, the ac-

tual end of my fieldwork) that I felt that I was ready to begin active fieldwork. I spent, as 

is noted here, significant time ridding myself of all preconceptions and a rigidly framed 

worldview that required dissolution to allow me to enter completely into the Center’s 

world. In fact, at points, I had begun to doubt whether I would ever be able to make the 

shifts necessary to enter completely into that world. 

 When I began this research, I had imagined how I would be accepted and per-

ceived as a member of the Center. My intent was to minimize the image of the anthro-

pologist trying to obtain information and develop an image of the brother becoming initi-

ated. It is not surprising to me now that nothing like this happened.  

 In my pursuit of data, there were several tasks that I performed that were con-

stantly classifying me as the researcher and not as a common brother. Some of the more 

obvious examples are that I was always interviewing people and recording their re-

sponses; I was always asking the most obvious things, things that no brother or sister 

would ask, such as: “Why do you burn a candle over that rock?” or “Why are you draw-

ing a cross on that ponto-riscado (see Chapter 6)?”  

 Perhaps the most important consideration in gauging the limitations of my merger 

into the greater community was that most of the people there were simply living their 

lives, and the Center was an integrated part of this living. They had their jobs, they had 

their family, they had their friends, and so on. My job was to study the church! I did not 
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have the experience of going to work early in the morning after staying awake the whole 

night in a Festa in the church. I did not have the chance to investigate important questions 

such as, “How do they integrate their experience? Are they not tired?” I as well was miss-

ing primary aspects of the daily emotional and social experience of members of the Cen-

ter, and my experience of the integrated Center/Home experience was very different from 

theirs. My wife and son were in the United States, and the rest of my family in Rio de 

Janeiro. I had no relatives in Rio Branco. Outside of the Center, I had no friends. The life 

I was experiencing was constantly limited to the Center.  

 A third major point was that I was at the Center for a limited time, a time after 

which I had no idea about when I would return. I remember one day when the Madrinha 

asked me precisely:  

Madrinha: “When will you come here again?” 
Marcelo: “I do not know, I’m not sure.” 
Madrinha: “Now you will be a fardado, you cannot disappear. If you’re thinking 

not to return here again, do not become a fardado.” 
Marcelo: “Madrinha, I am becoming a fardado also because I chose the Bar-

quinha as my spiritual path, and not only because of the research; of 
course I will come back here.” 

Madrinha: “And you have to bring your wife here, she has to know the place 
where you used to go!” 

 
 I found it difficult to demonstrate to them that I was choosing the Barquinha as 

my spiritual path and not only because of the research. However, in their eyes it appeared 

that the research always seemed to be my first objective, and many people thought that I 

was becoming a fardado only to make this end easier. 

 I never entertained the illusion that I would simply “become invisible” as a re-

searcher by becoming a fardado. Though I did have the illusion that I could minimize that 

image, and also that I would be able to see the Center from the inside. In the end, I found 
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myself inquiring about what this “inside” meant. If I had been born in Rio Branco, would 

I have been considered an insider? Would I have had to live at the Center since I was a 

child? In fact, the main question was: How long it would take for me to be able to see the 

Center from the inside? In other words, how deep inside could I go during my fieldwork? 

Regardless the answer for these questions, of one thing I was sure: ten months were not 

enough to go very far in the scope of the Center, I knew that I was only scratching the 

surface. 

 After 10 months, I could see an entirely new universe unveiling in front of me. I 

was just beginning to be aware of the Barquinha’s complexity of symbols, meanings, 

teachings, and beings.  

 At the same time, another group of questions was arising inside me: If I had not 

become a fardado, would I be able to perceive that complexity? How far would I be able 

to go just watching from the outside? By the end of the fieldwork, people trusted me 

more; I was not only the researcher, I was the brother, too. How much would people 

speak about with me if I were not a fardado?  

 Despite all the questions and reflections, I am sure of one thing: I know that by 

becoming a fardado I was able to break my own pre-established worldview. Even if it 

offered only a glimpse of the Center member’s worldview, the process of becoming a 

fardado opened the Center’s universe to me and helped me break through the resistances 

that I had developed concerning many topics of that universe. It is clear to me as well that 

I would have been unable to formulate many of the above questions if I had not decided 

to have the experience of becoming a fardado.  
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 I find a very similar reflection in Jules-Rosette (1975). For her, the first effect of 

conversion (it is important to mention here that mine was not a conversion in the strict 

sense) was the chance of, first of all, having access to, and then being able to perceive, 

the many pieces from which her self was composed. With this, she then engaged in a 

process of exploration of that self, offering the possibility of unifying it through the inter-

pretation of “dogma and ceremony, through thought and action” (p. 249). However, the 

most important aspect of conversion for her was that  

The difference between the scenes that I had witnessed as an outsider and the in-
struction received as a member was the very sense of spiritual purpose with which 
I was able to unravel them, not my learning of more intricate labels for them. 
Apostles did not withhold essential secret information from me during the learn-
ing process. My own perspective had initially blinded me to what they saw as the 
meaning of events. What I could not grasp as possible or practical as an outsider 
could only remain obscure. Nor was the conversion to religion so different from 
the affirmations of science to which I clung. In each case, a set of unifying themes 
performed a fundamental transformation, shaping reality for me. Making the in-
ferences of science and religion involved return to reaffirm theses themes as real-
ity principles. (pp. 249-250) 

 
 In the following chapters, I keep the reader informed about my own experiences 

during the fieldwork. Also, I make clear the moments when these experiences influence 

the flow of my thoughts during the writing of the dissertation.  

 After my first visit to the Center in 1999, and considering the long and deep con-

versations that I shared with spiritual entities incorporated in their mediums, I decided to 

include these spiritual entities as possible participants in the research. The spirits of the 

Encantos, the Caboclos, and principally of the Pretos-velhos are the true healers at the 

Center. The mediums are by tradition not supposed to cause any interference in the heal-

ing process. I assumed throughout this dissertation, as a methodological tool, the Center’s 
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perspective concerning these beings12. The relationship between medium and spiritual 

entity have these characteristics: (1) medium and spiritual entity have an independent ex-

istence, (2) spiritual entities choose to work with their mediums, (3) spiritual entities can 

influence the medium’s life, and (4) medium and spiritual entity are two completely dif-

ferent identities using the same physical body. Also, spiritual entities are responsible for 

the instruction of the members, transmitting knowledge, the source of which is in the 

spiritual level of existence. The spiritual entities are the main pillars of the Barquinha.  

 Having all these considerations in mind, I made a decision to interview these 

spiritual entities when and as they were incorporated in the medium. In the following 

chapters, more information is given regarding these spiritual entities and their qualities, 

but here it is important to make clear the distinction that what was being interviewed was 

not the mediums during their trance, but again, the spiritual entities. The interface be-

tween mediums and spiritual entities is extremely flexible, and there is no easy way to 

delineate those limits.  

 The interviews with both incarnated (people) and disincarnated (spiritual entities) 

participants, were conducted following a semi-open structure within which I had devel-

oped some guidelines (see questionnaire in the Appendix). Concerning the reports about 

the experience of the mirações (it is important to mention that I did not ask the spiritual 

entities about the experiences of mirações), the main guiding question was: “What did 

you see last night?” furthered by “What was your experience during the miração?”  

 A book is kept at the Center with the register of every patient treated at the Cen-

ter. I was offered access to that book and could know, before I spoke with the chosen pa-

                                                 
12 Frenopoulo (2005) also assumed that same perspective concerning the spirits in the Barquinha: “I take 
for granted the possibility that they may exist exactly as informants conceive of them” (p. 16). 
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tients, what kind of problem they had. There was a second part to this open interview, 

which obtained information about the treatment and its possible links with the mirações.  

 However, I avoided talking openly about the main topic of the research when I 

first approached the participants, the link between mirações and healing. This would have 

generated expectancy in them, and it would have influenced their reports about the mira-

ções. They might have begun to experience mirações obviously related to the process of 

healing. I asked about the mirações and about the healing/sickness process, but I told the 

community (except the Madrinha and a few other central people) that I was studying only 

the mirações. Only later, after I had finished collecting the reports about the mirações 

from the participants, did I ask for the opinions of the participants concerning the links 

between the mirações and the sickness and possible recovery processes.  

 The fact that this dissertation is written in English immediately causes a bias over 

which I have only limited control, though I have taken all steps to minimize this. Most of 

the interviews and narratives were recorded in Portuguese, the native language of people 

at the Center (and also mine). For the purpose of writing this dissertation, I translated the 

interviews myself, which were then edited by a professional editor and checked again by 

myself. Nevertheless, this slight abstraction is enough for the narratives to be susceptible 

to having their essence diluted: whoever reads these narratives is reading secondhand ma-

terial. It is for this reason that I decided not to develop an overly dense analysis of these 

narratives. Also, I use, most of the time, the anthropological present as a verb tense for 

narratives, describing people and events as they were during fieldwork. 
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 There is finally one more main area concerning the adopted methods and tech-

niques, which must be clarified concerning the processes of taking photographs and mak-

ing notes during the ceremonies.  

 People at the Center are very sensitive to photographs, filming, audio recording, 

and videotaping, and there are some notable points that aid us in understanding this sensi-

tivity.  

 The people in the Center have become increasingly concerned about what re-

searchers will do with the material that they collect during their visits. Where will these 

pictures be shown? Where will their voices be heard? Who will hear them? Who will see 

them? Most principally: How will they be heard and seen? Some abuses had been com-

mitted in the past. I will not give here the details about these instances, but it can be un-

derstood that currently the people at the Center do everything they can to control any at-

tempt to record anything there and try to determine the intention behind the act.  

 This circumstance was the terrain that I encountered when I arrived at the Center. 

Slowly, I developed enough trust with the community for them to allow me to take the 

pictures that I present in this dissertation. All of the pictures were shown to the people 

depicted, not only to Madrinha Francisca, and permission was asked to use their images. 

What has happened in the past is that the researchers ask the Madrinha to take pictures, 

naturally saying that the pictures will be used in a paper or a dissertation, but then they 

forget to ask the subjects of those pictures whether they want to have their image exposed 

by the researcher. The need for sensitivity to the participants seems very obvious, but as I 

said above, that was not the case in the behavior of researchers in the past. 
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 No photographs were taken before obtaining the authorization of 

Madrinha Francisca, and after I had the first pictures developed, I began to give copies of 

them to a member of the community responsible for the maintenance of a collection of 

material from and about the church. Many of those pictures were requested by members 

of the community: by the end of the fieldwork, people were coming to me asking me to 

take their picture or I was requested to take pictures of an event.  

 Throughout the many years of my experience drinking Ayahuasca, I had devel-

oped and maintained the habit of taking notes during Ayahuasca ceremonies. This is a 

very demanding situation and not very easy to perform. I have seen other people doing it, 

but this practice of note taking is not something common. Even if a person is very famil-

iar with the experience, there comes a time during the ceremony when the effect of the 

Daime is very intense, and it is impossible to take any coherent notes; the thoughts are 

simply much faster than the hands.  

 However, this aside, I made many notes during the ceremonies. I experienced 

many insights and ideas under the effect of the Daime, insights and ideas that proved to 

be useful tracks to follow later. One of the main ideas guiding this dissertation—the idea 

of spiritual space—is a good example of an insight I experience during a ceremony.  

 I did all that I could not to disturb other people when I was writing in a notebook 

that was always at hand. Mostly this was not a problem at all because people were con-

centrating on the music and/or whatever was going on within their minds and bodies. 

Sometimes I had someone looking over my shoulders or asking me what I was writing, 

but their attitude was much more strongly motivated by the strange situation of having 

someone writing during the ceremony than by any attempt to control what I was writing 
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or protect the ceremony. My efforts in this were successful, as no person came to me 

claiming that I was disturbing the service.  

 Finally, it is very important to mention that, beside the authorization to work at 

the Center signed by Madrinha Francisca, I asked no other person to sign any document. 

In accord with Saybrook Institutional Review Board determination, it is customary to ask 

all of the interviewed people to sign a document stating that the interviewee was aware 

that the recorded interview would be used in a dissertation. In the context, particularly the 

sensitivity of the situation, the request of signatures felt to me to be an aggressive action, 

something very formal, substitutable, which could have possibly compromised the al-

ready tenuous perception of me by the community. With much consideration, I deter-

mined that the best way to accommodate the situation was to explain to those people 

about the research and how I would use their interviews, and I always asked whether they 

would agree with that. This includes the interviews with Pretos-velhos, when I explained 

first to the medium, and then to the spiritual entity, the purpose of the interview. Also, to 

take all levels of an unusual situation into account, I always asked the permission of the 

spiritual entity before recording anything, even if the medium had agreed with me be-

forehand. This appeared to be the most polite attitude, in accord with the member’s 

worldview, and brought myself as a researcher to a more open field of perception, usher-

ing me to forego my biases. After I had held my first interviews, I decided to record this 

agreement conversation, but this was not a rigid rule.  

 In the next chapter, I introduce an historical overview, both of Acre State—the 

last one to be incorporated to the Brazilian territory—and of the Barquinha itself. Acre is 

a state with a high concentration of Indigenous people. The various Indigenous groups 
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have many differences amongst themselves, but they notably share one characteristic: 

they all drink Ayahuasca. The intense contact between those Indigenous people and the 

Brazilians during and after the rubber-boom of the 19th century was the cornerstone for 

the later appearance of the Barquinha.  
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CHAPTER 3 

HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL BACKGROUND 

 

Acre 

 
History 
 
 When visiting, for the second time, the land that later would be named Haiti, Co-

lumbus was presented with a very strange resin of a tree: rubber, known by the natives of 

Central and South America for millennia (Tocantins, 2001, p. 117). In 1745, a French 

scientist by the name of La Condamine announced to the French Academy the discovery 

of, 

cautchu resin, in Quito province. The Quito cautchu is as resistant as the resin 
from the trees at the margins of the Marañon. When it is fresh one can give to it 
the form one desires. It is impermeable, but what is most remarkable is its elastic-
ity. People make bottles that are not fragile, boots, balls. The Portuguese at the 
Brazilian province of Pará learned to make syringes that have no embolus. (To-
cantins, 2001, p. 116)  

 
 Rubber has had many modern uses, principally after both Thomas Hancock, in 

England, and Charles Goodyear, in the United States, independently developed the proc-

ess of vulcanization, resulting in an increase in the rubber price (Tocantins, 2001). Brazil 

began to sell rubber-shoes to the United States in 1820. In 1823, a pair of those shoes 

were sold in Boston for five dollars, and the newspaper announced that 25,000 pairs were 

sold that city alone (Tocantins, 2001, p. 120). The Brazilian State of Pará, between 1836 

and 1856, exported 4,534,772 pairs of rubber-shoes, and 20,669,482 pounds (10,600 

tons) of rubber. By that time, the world market for rubber included cities such as Ant-

werp, Boston, Bremen, Hamburg, Lisbon, Liverpool, London, New York, and Salem 
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(MA; Tocantins, 2001, p. 122). In 1867 Brazil exported 5,826 tons of rubber to the 

United States alone (Tocantins, 2001).  

 Carriages, in their original construction with wooden wheels, were very jarring 

for passengers; beginning in 1845, there were attempts to create rubber tires to increase 

comfort. Finally, in 1888, John Boyd Dunlop successfully created and patented the first 

tire made with a double layer of rubber, with the internal one filled of air. At the end of 

the 19th century with the appearance of cars, the market for rubber expanded exponen-

tially (Tocantins, 2001). By 1895, the United States had 150,000 people working in rub-

ber-related industries. That year, 18,646 tons of rubber was produced, at a value of more 

than $ 75,000,000.00 (Tocantins, 2001, pp. 166-167). 

 During that period, the Amazon was the primary source of rubber, due to its 

abundance of rubber trees. Rubber has been exploited for at least 200 years throughout 

the entire Amazon and for at least 100 years in Acre area (Gonçalves, 1991). Due to this 

growth of industry, even the deepest areas of the Amazonian forest began to be pros-

pected. The natives, the índios, were suddenly faced with the correrias, a tactic devel-

oped by those who were in the business of capturing natives. They were being captured 

for use as slaves or simply to punish them, as was common in that time. During a corre-

ria, a village was invaded on one side, forcing the inhabitants to flee through another side, 

where a group of white and other natives, enemies of those under attack, were waiting for 

the purpose of capturing them (Gonçalves, 1991; Mercante, 2000; Taussig, 1987).  

 To explore the Acre area, which was rich in rubber trees, two routes were used: 

one which passed from Peru to Brazil and another from the Brazilian state of Amazonas 

to Bolivia and Peru. Both routes were used by rubber-tappers (Gonçalves, 1991). Acre, 
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where those routes ended, was an area of many conflicts: whites (from Peru and Bolivia) 

against whites (from Brazil); whites against natives; natives against natives. Prior to the 

rubber boom, this area had been largely ignored. After the boom, Brazil, Bolivia and Peru 

were fighting for the trees.  

 People from many Brazilian states: Ceará, Paraíba, Alagoas, Piauí, Sergipe, Ma-

ranhão, Pernambuco, (areas in the Northeast13 region of Brazil), as well as Pará and 

Amazonas (in the North region), began occupying Acre while it was still controlled by 

Peru and Bolivia. In 1852, the first house was registered at the Purus River, belonging to 

Manoel Nicolau de Melo of Pernambuco. In 1857, 40 families from Maranhão and Ceará, 

in response to an 1854 drought, situated themselves close to the mouth of the Purus (Reis, 

1954, as cited in Tocantins, 2001, p. 175). After 1877, this migration away from North-

east Brazil accelerated. Pantoja (2004) indicated the drought as a primary reason for this 

migration, in addition to crisis within the cotton and cattle industry. According to Pantoja 

(2004) between 25,000 and 50,000 people migrated to the Amazon between the years of 

1880 and 1910 to become rubber-tappers.  

 Of those groups, the migrant from the Northeast faced an entirely new environ-

ment. They were not accustomed to the tropical forest, and adaptation was extremely dif-

ficult (see Oliveira, 2002; Pantoja, 2004). They were subjected to quasi-slavery, being 

fixed to the land by a system of credits to the patrão, the owner of the seringal—a natu-

rally occurring area of densely growing rubber trees. The patrão forbade them to grow 

any kind of crop or even to hunt, with the intent to limit their focus to tapping the rubber 

trees. In a similar measure, women were forbidden in the area. Many of the rubber-

tappers, when they came to the Amazon, left their families in the Northeast. Often it oc-
                                                 
13 Brazil is divided in five administrative regions: North, Northeast, Southeast, South, and Central-west. 
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curred that they returned home indebted to the patrão, as the price of the rubber had not 

been enough to buy all the goods they needed for basic survival, and which could only be 

purchased at the store owned by the patrão.  

 Tocantins (2001) said that the first cycle of exploration of the Purus, Acre, and 

Juruá rivers was concluded in 1866. In that same year, the British naturalist Wil-

liam Chandless, working at the Purus River relates that the area was occupied by many 

people with Portuguese names (which indicated Brazilians). In 1877, there were 10,000 

people living at the seringal Flor de Ouro, 360km from the mouth of the Acre River. That 

seringal was producing, by that time, 500 tons of rubber per year (Tocantins, 2001, p. 

177).  

 It is important to note that this whole area was part of Peru or part of Boliva. Only 

after many conflicts, both diplomatic and armed, was the state of Acre officially incorpo-

rated as Brazilian territory, after agreements were signed with Bolivia (1903) and Peru 

(1907). Tocantins (2001, p. 31) cited that neither Peru nor Bolivia had its people living on 

the litigated area, a territory mainly occupied by natives and Brazilians.  

 The rubber dream in the Amazon was short-lived though. According to Wagley 

(1988, p. 70), some years before 1912, Henry Wickham Steed “stole” seeds of Hevea 

braziliensis for the Kew Gardens, in London. From those seedlings were born the large 

rubber plantations in Ceylon and Malaysia. In these Eastern plantations, a more produc-

tive variety of Hevea was developed and a larger and cheaper labor force was available. 

In 1910, the Eastern plantation produced only 9% of the world production of rubber; 

however, by 1913, it had equaled the Amazonian production both in quantity and in 
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price. In the years that would follow, the trend continued, and they began to produce a 

cheaper rubber and in larger quantities (Wagley, 1988).  

 After 1912, the entire economic structure in the Amazon began to deteriorate. 

Many of the stores in Belém and Manaus bankrupted, and the cities, well developed with 

a European lifestyle, rapidly became more impoverished. The rural merchants were also 

affected, as well as the patrões (plural form of patrão). The rubber-tappers received au-

thorization to leave the seringais, and thus began returning to the states from which they 

had come. Those who remained began to export brazil nuts, which brought a better price 

in the international market. Many of the small cities had their population diminished and 

houses were abandoned, as well as fields and rubber roads. Little by little, the Amazon 

valley became isolated (Wagley, 1988). By 1925, Acre had an area of 140,800km2, 454 

seringais, and a population of only 30,000 people (Gonçalves, 1991, p. 36). 

 
Early Christianity 
 
 The following information was retrieved mostly from Oliveira (2002), who de-

veloped a very interesting research concerning the emergence and dispersion of the 

Christianity in Acre. My intent here is to inform the reader about the two different kinds 

of Christianity found in Acre during the first half of the 20th century—the popular and 

the Roman Catholic—and their influences on the emergence of the Barquinha. 

 Until 1890, Brazilian Christianity had been characterized primarily by lay organi-

zations lead by charismatic leaders and by various brotherhoods (see Wagley, 1988). The 

traditional religious orders (Jesuits, Franciscans, Benedictines, Carmelites) were facing 

many internal problems, and the chief of the Brazilian Church was not the Pope but the 

Brazilian Emperor. This environment allowed different traditions to be interwoven easily 
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in an open and frank syncretism of Christian, Indigenous, and African, practices, beliefs, 

and deities.  

 The lay brotherhoods, until 1890, had built and administrated the churches, pro-

moted the festas and festivities of those churches, honored their saints, paid the priests, 

and led the prayers and novenas. At the same time, many of the leaders of the brother-

hoods were linked to liberal thought movements such as the Masons.  

 According to Oliveira (2002), that era was the time when pilgrimages began to 

occur in Brazil, principally to holy places sanctified by hermits or pious men. The crea-

tion of capelinhas de estrada (literally: road-chapels) was very common where local peo-

ple would gather for prayers and festas to honor their saints. The “priest” was a layper-

son, holding however the entire confidence of the local people, living close to and taking 

care of the chapel. That lay priest was also responsible for performing marriages, bap-

tisms, confession, and other ceremonies. Oliveira classifies the “road-chapels” as the root 

of a movement of resistance against the “Romanization” of Brazilian Christianity.  

 Interestingly, MacRae (1991) indicated the existence of two different places for 

religious festivities: the capela (chapel) and the ramada. The ramada is where the festa 

takes place after the prayers in the capela. However, in some instances, both the capela 

and the ramada can be combined. In those cases, a curtain covers the altar: the curtain 

remained open during the prayers, and closed during the festa. At the Barquinha, a cur-

tain also separates the altar from the main room within the church, remaining open during 

the service.  

 The so-called “Reformer Bishops” started a strong movement to transform the 

aforementioned traditions, which might be dubbed “folk-Catholicism.” Their first acts 
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included bringing from Europe new orders, such as French Capuchins, Redentorists, Do-

minicans, and Jesuits, among others, as well as establishing seminaries for the formation 

of future priests. Oliveira (2002) called this movement the “Romanization” of Brazilian 

Catholicism. Finally, on January 7, 1890, the State and Church separated, bringing more 

power to the Reformers and to the Romanization movement.  

 The Bishops were trying to substitute the rosary (conducted by the lay priests) 

with the mass (conducted by the seminary-trained priests): they had imposed a movement 

for reducing the power of the brotherhoods and charismatic leaders. The lay people were 

being moved to the position of “listening, and no longer of directing” (Oliveira, 2002, 

p. 24). Pilgrimages began to be extremely restricted, as priests chosen by the bishops 

were in charge of promoting the pilgrimages, which they did only exceptionally. The 

common people were no longer in charge of their own religion and spirituality.  

 The Italian religious order Servos de Maria was representing the reform move-

ment in Acre. However, according to Oliveira (2002), the order did not interfere with the 

spontaneous manifestations of the Acrean religiosity. This religiosity had been brought 

with the Northeastern migrants, and it was based upon the pilgrimage, the novena, and 

the rosary.  

 A bishop linked to the Servos de Maria was in charge of traveling throughout the 

seringais with the duty of performing marriages, communion, baptisms, and confessions. 

There were many restrictions on the giving of the sacraments: marriages were performed 

only if the couple was baptized, and for the baptism, both parents and godparents must 

have been baptized and married (Oliveira, 2002). Nevertheless, when the bishop had 

gone, it would be a long time before he returned. The community, then, instead of being 
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immobilized by the absence of the priest, tended to revert to their system of organizing 

their religious life by themselves.  

 It is interesting to note that in modern times, on November 15, 1971, a priest of 

the Servos de Maria order visited the Casa de Oração during a ceremony. Later, this 

priest, named Pacífico described the Missão (literally: mission) to his superiors, and sur-

prisingly declared that Daniel was a prophet, and that the mission was an important cen-

ter for helping the people in need (Oliveira, 2002). This declaration was a sign that a huge 

change on the position of the Brazilian Roman Catholic Church was happening. They de-

cided to work with the people, following a decision taken at the Vatican II Council (1962-

1965; see Ortiz, 1988), helping them through social actions. Finally, on October 4, 1972 

the Bishop of Rio Branco visited the Casa de Oração (Oliveira, 2002).  

 However, the preconception of the Barquinha was still alive. Various local priests 

refused to baptize the sons and daughters of the Barquinha’s members, and the president 

of the center (Manoel Araújo) decided to perform the baptisms himself. The bishop was 

informed of this, but he did not actively retaliate against it.  

 A very simple act that can be witnessed at the Center, which reinforces the inde-

pendence that the Barquinha has achieved, is the blessing of water and candles used later 

in other ceremonies. Cravalho (1993) described a village near the mouth of the Amazon 

River where the people wait until the priest comes: during the celebration of the mass the 

villagers have water and candles blessed by the priest. At the Center, they themselves 

perform themselves this act of preparing holy water and consecrated candles. These ma-

terials are put on the altar during ceremonies when a Missionário (see Chapter6) comes to 

perform the consecration of the church (see Chapter 7). 
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 The fact is that a complete Romanization of Amazonian Catholicism has been 

shown to be an unrealizable utopia. Galvão (1955) pointed to the fact that the fusion of 

religious and cultural elements from Christianity and Indigenous belief systems was not 

subject only to the contact between both systems but was under the influence of the 

Amazonian environment itself. The local religious and cultural systems were strongly 

influenced by the adoption of new techniques for exploring that environment. According 

to Galvão (1955),  

Compared to the religious manifestations of the South American people under the 
Spanish influence, we cannot observe within the [Brazilian] “caboclo religion” an 
intimate integration between Catholic and indigenous practices. In the Amazon 
valley [again, considering only the Brazilian part] the “pajé” [kind of mestizo 
shaman] is a good Catholic, but he does not mix his practices with those of the 
Church. The “pajelança” [the practices of a pajé] and the cult to the saints are dis-
tinct, and can be used in different situations. . . . Even if Catholic and indigenous 
religious beliefs and institutions are focusing on different objectives, they com-
plement each other as parts of the same religious system. (pp. 6-7) 

 
 Parker (1985) partially agreed with Galvão (1955). According to Parker (1985), 

before the rubber boom,  

The admixture of Amerindian, Portuguese, and African populations was not one 
of equal measures and the product, caboclo culture, did not, and does not, consti-
tute a balanced mixture of the three “ingredients.” The rainforest-riverine envi-
ronment of Amazonia was the crucible within which the Portuguese and African 
factors were subordinate to the logic of Amerindian adaptive strategies. (p. xxi) 

 
 The Santo Daime is a good example of the subordination of the Northeastern mi-

grant to the Amerindian adaptive strategies. Cemin (1998, p. 84) indicated that the Santo 

Daime is the result of the submission of the “Northeastern religious culture” (according 

to Cemin, the “elements of beliefs and practices relative to the Northeasterns who had 

migrated to Acre since the end of the 19th century,” p. 84), to the “culture of the forest” 
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(in one primary respect, the “indigenous knowledge about the intake of Ayahuasca,” p. 

84). 

 On the other hand, Parker (1985) said that after the concentration of nordestinos 

(people from the Northeast) became larger, the environment no longer had the same 

weight of influence as before. Due their larger number, the nordestinos were able to sus-

tain their original culture and techniques with more strength and for more time. The Bar-

quinha is a good example of this different manifestation of the intercultural relationship: 

in the Barquinha the culture of the forest submitted itself to the Northeastern culture.  

 

Actual Social and Economic Parameters 
 

 The following information was re-

trieved from a report elaborated by the Bra-

zilian Institute of Geography (IBGE) after 

the Census made in the year of 2000 (see 

IBGE, 2002). The state of Acre has 557,526 

residents, and 253,059 of those live in Rio 

Branco (see Figure 11). Rio Branco has 

226,298 of its residents living in its urban area, and 26,761 live in rural areas.  

 The literacy index is relatively high: 87.1% (168,224) of the 193,088 residents 

who are at least 10 years old know at least how to sign their names. That same index for 

the whole Acre is 76.9%. Rio Branco has 49 registered favelas14, with 5353 houses on 

those.Tables 1-4 provide additional demographic information. 

                                                 
14 Favelas are concentration of very poor people living together, without even the minimal conditions of 
sanitation, energy, water. 

Figure 11. 
Rio Branco: View of the Acre River. 
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Table 1. Average Income per Household per Month  
Area Income 

Brazil R$ 769.00 
Acre R$ 526.00 
Rio Branco R$ 680.00 
 

Table 2. Average Years Spent in School 
 Total Male Female 

Year 1991 2000 1991 2000 1991 2000 
Brazil 4.7 5.7 4.8 5.7 4.3 5.5 
Acre 3.5 4.4 3.4 4.2 4.0 5.1 
Rio Branco 5.0 5.8 5.1 5.7 4.8 5.8 
 

Table 3. Available Beds in Hospitals (2002) 

 Total Public Private 
Brazil 471.171 146.319 324.852
Acre 1.602 1.145 457
Rio Branco 935 566 369
 

Table 4. Number of Graduated (College and Higher) Health Professionals (2002) 
 Total Doctors Dentists 

Brazil 729.746 466.111 56.995
Acre 1.658 822 154
Rio Branco 1.293 631 99
 
 
 
Barquinha 
 
 This section addresses two interwoven histories: the Barquinha as a religious 

movement and the Centro Espírita Obras de Caridade Príncipe Espadarte as a manifesta-

tion of that movement. The former has a longer history, naturally: the Barquinha has 60 
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years of registered activity. The Center, in comparison, is in its 15th year (in 2006) of ex-

istence.  

 The bulk of the material used here for composing a historical background for the 

Barquinha was obtained from the increasing available anthropological literature on it.15 

However, information concerning the Center is very scarce. A good source of informa-

tion for this is the work of Goulart (2004), and, though more limited, Luna (1995).  

 The founder of the Barquinha, Daniel Pereira de Mattos, was born in the city of 

Vargem Grande (Maranhão State), on the July 13, 1888.16 The son of slaves, he came to 

Rio Branco for the first time in 1905 as a sailor in the Brazilian Navy (Oliveira, 2002; 

Sena Araújo, 1999). His boat left for an training voyage to Europe and Jerusalem. He 

would return to Rio Branco on April 7, 1907 (Oliveira, 2002), after finishing his duties 

with the Navy, probably as a Sergeant (Sena Araújo, 1999).  

 Daniel was a musician, playing violin (probably the rabeca, a kind of fiddle very 

popular in rural areas in Brazil), trumpet, guitar, and clarinet. Daniel worked also as tai-

lor, carpenter, and shoemaker. From all this though, it was as a barber that Daniel estab-

lished himself in Rio Branco. He owned a barbershop in the Papoco neighborhood, a very 

Bohemian area, where Daniel was also well known for his musical gifts and animating 

the nightlife among the local prostitutes and their clients (Sena Araújo, 1999). In the en-

vironment of the Papoco, the over-consumption of alcohol finally made him sick, result-

ing in liver problems (Sena Araújo, 1999), and prompted him to make an about-face with 

                                                 
15 About the Centro Espírita Daniel Pereira de Mattos (the Barquinha do Antônio Geraldo) see: Figueirede 
et al., (1996), Paskoali (2002); about the Centro Espírita e Culto de Oração Casa de Jesus Fonte de Luz (the 
name the Capelinha received after the death of Mestre Daniel, known nowadays as the Barquinha do 
Manoel Araújo—the oldest Barquinha) see: Oliveira (2002), Sena Araújo (1999). 
16 Slavery was abolished in Brazil on May 13, 1888. 
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his life. As was mentioned in the Introduction, Daniel experienced his first revelation 

while he was lying down intoxicated on the banks of the Acre River. 

 Mestre Irineu, the founder of Santo Daime, was Daniel’s customer at the barber-

shop. Many authors discuss the possibility that Daniel and Irineu had been friends since 

their times in Maranhão State (Goulart, 2004; Oliveira, 2002; Sena Araújo, 1999). Re-

gardless, the fact is that they were friends in Rio Branco. When Irineu knew that Daniel 

was very sick, he invited Daniel to stay in the Alto Santo17 with him for a treatment. 

Daniel drank Daime for the first time in 1936 (Sena Araújo, 1999) or 1937 (Oliveira, 

2002). When Daniel regained his health, he stopped the treatment, again returning to his 

bohemian life. In due time, he got sick again, and once more was brought to the Alto 

Santo for treatment.  

 During one ceremony with Daime, Daniel again experienced the same vision as 

his first, with the angels bringing him a blue book18. Some time after this Irineu told 

Daniel to start his own mission. Daniel moved to the land of Manuel Julião de Souza in 

Vila Ivonete neighborhood, and there he built his “road-chapel,” the Capelinha. The land 

was officially owned by the Casa de Oração Jesus Fonte de Luz19 during the 1970s 

(Oliveira, 2002). For the sacrament, Irineu provided Daniel with Daime until the time 

when he was able to prepare it himself.  

 Daniel began living more the life of a hermit, alone, in a very simple hut im-

mersed in the forest, where there was an old seringal. In modern times, this area is within 
                                                 
17 Alto Santo is the name of Irineu’s land. Goulart (2004) indicated that Daniel was the only person invited 
by Irineu to come to the Alto Santo to receive a treatment.  
18 Interestingly, Scholem (1969) presented the idea explored by some Kabbalistic sects of Judaism that the 
written form of the Jewish Torah is only an interpretation of another Torah, the oral one, of which only God 
knows the actual content. Those Kabbalists believe that there is a hidden (from the eyes of normal human 
beings) book, and that only the prophets have access to that book, according to God’s will (God decided to 
whom He will reveal His words).  
19 That name was adopted only after Daniel’s death (1958), in 1959. 

____________________________________________________________________www.neip.info



 

 

89

the urban area of Rio Branco. Daniel received hunters and other people who passed by 

his home. He became known as a rezador (literally: prayer, praying person), someone 

who “pray over” sick people. As time passed, increasing number of people were coming 

to see him, and Daniel began to give the Daime and play guitar for them (Oliveira, 2002; 

Sena Araújo, 1999). He subsisted on the goods brought to him in exchange for his ser-

vices. Slowly the community formed around him.  

 Daniel was married three times. His first wife left him due to his problems with 

alcohol and returned to Maranhão. He then remarried, divorcing some years later, but his 

second wife never accepted their separation. Later, when he was around 50 years old, he 

married a third time, this time to a 16-year-old woman. After his second divorce, the ini-

tial signs of a carcinoma appeared on his neck (Oliveira, 2002).  

 Some in the community say that the cancer appeared as the result of sorcery from 

his second wife; other people say that Daniel admitted that he made a mistake by getting 

married to a woman so young, and that this was the cause of his sickness (Sena Araújo, 

1999).  

 Regardless of all this, Daniel lived 12 years in his hut, never again returning to the 

city of Rio Branco. In July of 1958, Daniel started a penitence of 90 days and began to 

tell the people around him that at the end of that penitence he would travel. Many in the 

community assumed that he was planning a trip to Maranhão. Daniel died on the morning 

of September 8, 1958, at the age of 70, when he was cooking Daime (Sena Araújo, 1999).  

 Antônio Geraldo, one of the prominent members of the brotherhood, was ap-

pointed as his successor (see Goulart, 2004; Paskoali, 2002; and Sena Araújo, 1999, for 

more details). Antônio Geraldo introduced a number of elements into the Barquinha such 
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as the farda (literally: uniform, the uniform worn after the person becomes a fardado) 

and the bailado. Antônio Geraldo also created the denomination of Barquinha. The name 

Barquinha came to him after a miração in which he saw a little boat sailing on the sea 

(Goulart, 2004). In 1980, Manuel Hipólito de Araújo, also a member of the Barquinha 

since Daniel’s time, took Antonio Geraldo’s place as leader of the Barquinha. Antônio 

Geraldo had gone, after many years, to visit some relatives in the state of Rio Grande do 

Norte. When he returned to Rio Branco, Manuel Hipólito, who had been left in charge of 

the Casa de Oração center during Antônio Geraldo’s trip, did not allow Antônio Geraldo 

to reassume his position at the head of the center (see Goulart, 2004; Paskoali, 2002; 

Sena Araújo, 1999). Antônio Geraldo subsequently left the Casa de Oração and founded 

another center of the Barquinha, the Centro Espítira Daniel Pereira de Mattos.  

 Madrinha Francisca Gabriel, the actual leader of the Center, was born Francisca 

Pereira dos Santos on June 7, 1934 in Antimari, close to Boca do Acre, near the north-

eastern border of Acre and Amazonas States. When she was four years of age, her mother 

died. Some weeks later her brothers died and then her father passed away as well. Ac-

cording to Alcimar, they were all victims of malaria or yellow fever. Her godfather, Ma-

noel Balbino, a marreteiro—an owner of a boat that sells goods traveling through the riv-

ers—adopted her, staying with her until she was 10 or 11 years old. After this time 

Madrinha Francisca began working as babysitter, most likely moving out of her godfa-

ther’s house. She studied through the third grade of elementary school.  

 Madrinha Francisca was Catholic. She was a member of the Irmandade de Nossa 

Senhora das Dores (Fraternity of Our Lady of Pain). She said that this fraternity was cre-

ated by the local Catholic Church, having more practical than spiritual function, in that it 
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was responsible for organizing processions and pilgrimages. Another formative event 

during her childhood, was when her family visited Xapuri, a city around 100km west 

from Rio Branco, where they discovered a school directed by nuns. The scenario en-

chanted Madrinha Francisca, who asked to stay there. There was no vacancy for her at 

the time.  

 Padrinho Francisco (Francisco Campos do Nascimento) was born on July 3, 1914, 

in Brejo da Cruz, Rio Grande do Norte. In 1942, when he was 28 years old, he left 

Brejo da Cruz with his parents and 10 other siblings seeking respite from the drought. 

Padrinho Francisco spent some time working at Pará, at the mouth of the Amazon River, 

and afterwards went to Manaus (Amazonas State) to work in the production of fish flour, 

which was sent to the United States during the Second World War. His entire family ar-

rived at Acre in 1945. He, too, worked for some time as a rubber-taper in a seringal. 

 Padrinho Francisco met Madrinha Francisca in 1952. They were working at the 

same place, the house of the owner of a bakery in Rio Branco, and in 1953, they were 

married. Today Padrinho Francisco very rarely drinks Daime and no longer attends the 

services. He stays in his bedroom (behind the church) praying. He had turned 90 by the 

time that I was doing fieldwork, though he was very active and strong. He is still engaged 

as a rezador, and many people visit him, looking for his spiritual services and for help in 

minor health problems like headaches, wounds, or some other kind of minor pain or sick-

nesses. Padrinho Francisco’s main clients are children. One can very easily find him at 

the Salão de Festas by the end of the afternoon. People just walk in, ask for his blessing, 

sit down, engage in a conversation—Padrinho Francisco is a very good partner for long 

and interesting conversations—and ask him to pray over them. “Pray over,” is meant here 
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in the literal sense. Padrinho Francisco stands up, gets some leaves from jasmine or 

rainha (Psychotria viridis), and begins praying, touching the affected part of the body or 

the top of the head in case of children. He silently prays one Our Father, one Hail Mary, 

one Hail Holy Queen, and the Creed. Then, he offers his prayers to God and asks Him to 

heal the person. In our conversations, he mentioned that with “faith that the person will 

be fine.”  

 Padrinho Francisco met Daniel when he (the Padrinho) was hosted at the house of 

a friend. One night his friend went visiting Daniel, and Padrinho Francisco went along 

with him. He knew that Daniel was working with Daime, and in 1956 or 1957, when 

Madrinha Francisca got sick, he decided to take her to Daniel, after which Pa-

drinho Francisco became a member of the Barquinha. He alternated with Madrinha to go 

to the services, as they had many children (10), and someone needed to stay home to care 

for them.  

 Prior to her meeting with Daniel, Madrinha Francisca was very sick, and the doc-

tors had sent her home to die, as they could find neither the cause nor the cure for her 

problem (Goulart, 2004; Luna, 1995; Mercante, 2002). Her entire body was covered with 

wounds. Padrinho Francisco told her that he knew an espírita (spiritualist, that is, Daniel) 

living in Vila Ivonete, and that had the capacity to heal people. Then, Padrinho Francisco 

asked her whether she would agree to go to Vila Ivonete to see him (it is important to 

note that as a Catholic, the visit to a non-Catholic healer would go against Madrinha’s 

spiritual guidelines). Madrinha Francisca agreed to visit Daniel, primarily because she 

was desperate.  
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 She was the mother of three daughters by the time of her visit to Daniel, and the 

youngest one was seven months old. Madrinha had stopped nursing her because she 

thought that her problem could be contagious, and similarly, other people avoided any 

kind of contact with her.  

 When she arrived at Daniel’s the first time, she said that she felt very comforted. 

Daniel told her to sit down and gave her some water to drink (both gestures were highly 

appreciated by her, as other people were afraid of her, as mentioned above). Then, Daniel 

began talking with the present members of the Barquinha, saying that what the Madrinha 

had was not contagious, that no one needed to be afraid. Her sickness, according to 

Daniel, was um mal feito só para ela (literally: an evil made only for her). He also told 

her to continue nursing her daughter.  

 I asked Alcimar (Madrinha’s son) whether Padrinho Francisco had drunk Daime 

before their visit to Daniel.  

No. He [Padrinho Francisco] was seeking help for my mother. When she was 
pregnant with their third daughter, she came down with an sickness that medical 
science could not identify, which was becoming worse and worse. She gave birth; 
though by the seventh month she had stopped nursing, fearing that whatever she 
had could be contagious. My father had spent all of his money and had sold all the 
animals and crops. He could no longer work because he needed to take care of her 
and of his daughters. He asked her if she would agree to visit a spiritualist center. 
Though she was Catholic, she agreed that there was no other way, and that if this 
were coming from God it would be welcome. He said that he knew a man who 
was living at Vila Ivonete neighborhood who was a healer and that he was healing 
many people. My father came first and talked with Daniel, who asked if my father 
could bring her to him; otherwise he [Daniel] was willing to go to see her. My fa-
ther confirmed that she would come to Daniel. She arrived around 10 a.m., and 
Daniel asked her to sit down and gave water to her. Then, he told her to go to the 
[old] church, because a service was going on. He started talking with the brothers 
and sisters of the community, telling them that a person with a very ugly sickness 
had arrived and that they were not to be afraid of her, because that sickness was 
not contagious. He explained that her problem was spiritual, caused by someone 
that was not in their right mind, who was using black magic knowing not how to 
use it. Daniel said that my mother was sick because she was not prepared to han-
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dle that kind of energy. Daniel also told the brothers and sisters that her problem 
was worse because she was very depressed due to a lack of support from the peo-
ple around her that could otherwise have prayed with her, without being afraid of 
being contaminated by her sickness. This was the way she was received at 
Daniel’s house, by all the brothers and sisters, and from that day onward she be-
gan to get better. On the first day, Daniel told her to drink some Daime, and said 
that the medicine that he used at his house for healing people was the Santo 
Daime. She accepted. He told her to go home, to take a shower, to eat, and to 
nurse her daughter. And so she did. My sister, who was that baby, now is beside 
her working [at her spiritual mission]. After that, my mother had seven other chil-
dren. The six months the doctor told that she would live became 47 years. 

 
 She had asked God to be healed of that unknown sickness, and her main concern 

was for her daughters. Madrinha was an orphan, and as was said before, she lost her par-

ents when she was very young. She did not want even to think about the chance of her 

daughters having the same destiny. She said that if God would grant permission for her to 

be healed, she would follow the mission, the doctrine taught by Daniel. In her view, she 

has stated that the fact that she had started her own church does not mean that she had 

broken with the mission; in fact, she says that this was a necessary and natural move-

ment, and she was following precisely the spiritual guidance of Daniel to do it.  

 The best account of Madrinha’s story about her sickness was given to Figueirede 

et al. (1996, pp. 42-43):  

I was desperate. Then, Daniel asked me if I believed in Saint Francis of the 
Wounds. He repeated the question three times, and I answered the same thing: “I 
do.” Then, Daniel said:  
 
“Dona Chiquinha, in the same way you believe that Saint Francis of the Wounds 
exists, you can believe that you will be healed. But it will be slowly.” 
He said that the more Daime I could drink, the better. But, in the beginning Daniel 
gave me Daime in small amounts. He gave me a bottle with the instructions of 
taking a spoonful in the morning, another one at noon, and another at night. Also, 
he guided me to take a spoonful before going to the church for services. Daniel 
said that I was too weak to manage a large dose of Daime initially. 
 
I followed that regimen for many months. After some time, Daniel started to give 
a little bit more Daime. But, he gave me a glassful of Daime only one time. It was 
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in a 15th of August [I have no information about the year, but probably 1957 or 
1958]. He gave me the larger dose of Daime for me to go deeper within [the doc-
trine] and for me to know the mysteries [para eu me aprofundar e conhecer tam-
bém os mistérios], the spiritual entities with whom I was contracted to work along 
with. That is to say, the spiritual entities who belonged to me. 
 
He gave me that Daime, in order to give me the chance to receive a work, to re-
ceive a preparation at the bottom of the sea. Daniel said: 
 
“Dona Chiquinha, tonight you will receive your preparation at a rock at the bot-
tom of the ocean. You will go to the bottom of the sea; you will receive there all 
the preparations you have to receive. 
 
He said that there was a spiritual entity that was to wash my crown at the bottom 
of the sea. And in fact, I worked spiritually very intensely during this opportunity.  

 
 Her “preparation” (o preparo), in her own words, was a necessary step toward the 

acquisition of more firmness, faith, love, comprehension, calmness, patience, all of the 

qualities that she needed for the continuation of her spiritual life, principally having in 

mind the future engagement with the Barquinha. Her illness was the first step toward the 

position she occupies today as the head of the Center. Madrinha Francisca sees that ill-

ness as a tool, which God used for guiding her into her proper mission for this life. Daniel 

occupies the role of the person, as well as a tool in God’s hand, who gave her the chance 

to find that proper mission. She has a profound contract with Daniel: he was the one who 

gave her life back to her. Madrinha Francisca believes that “there is no evil that does not 

bring something good.” 

 Madrinha Francisca lived under Daniel’s spiritual guidance for only two years. 

During this time, she was prepared to become a medium for Daniel’s spirit after his 

death. Daniel had made a request to the Rainha do Mar (literally: Queen of the Sea) to 

send him someone for working as a medium. He recognized Madrinha Francisca as the 

person sent by the Rainha do Mar for this role. According to Padrinho Francisco, Daniel 
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promised Madrinha Francisca that he would ask to the Rainha do Mar to allow her (the 

Madrinha’s) spiritual guides to come closer to her. The first spiritual entity she received 

was the Bispo (literally: bishop) Dom Nelson, who could make the consecration of the 

church. Before she began working with the Bispo, the consecration was instead made 

spiritually during the singing of a Salmo. 

 One night, during the service, Daniel asked someone to fazer a chamada (liter-

ally: to make the call) of Dom Nelson, that is, to sing the music that would bring Dom 

Nelson to this world through Madrinha’s body, but something different happened: ac-

cording to Madrinha, Daniel had previously prepared an altar with two white candles 

over a white cloth and two cigars, made by Daniel with a very strong tobacco. After the 

call was made, to Madrinha’s surprise, she did not “receive” Dom Nelson but another 

spirit. This unexpected spiritual entity was unceasingly whistling, loudly. One person 

present at the ceremony said to Daniel that that spiritual entity was not Dom Nelson but 

the Príncipe Espadarte. Daniel said to that person that he knew this already and that he 

had been waiting for that spirit to manifest in Madrinha’s body. Daniel saluted the new 

spiritual guide and gave him one of the cigars to smoke. Then, he asked the future Dom 

Simeão—he was manifesting himself that time as the Prince Espadarte—to take care of a 

woman who was in need.  

 The presence of the cigars is notable here. Madrinha Francisca smokes tobacco, 

but she mentioned that that cigar was made with a different and stronger tobacco than her 

own. These cigars are likely a version of the tauari cigars smoked in pajelança20 in the 

                                                 
20 Maúes and Villacorta (2001, p. 11) defined pajelança as a “certain kind of shamanism when the sha-
man—the pajé—is possessed by spirits known as encantados or caruanas.” The borderline between the 
pajelança and the catimbó is very tenuous. Possession is also present at the catimbó, however, the mestre—
the master of the ritual—can be possessed by caboclos also. It is very important to note the presence of the 
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states of Pará and Maranhão (see Galvão, 1955; Maués & Villacorta, 2001). So, 

Frei Daniel himself first used tobacco spiritually in the Barquinha. This is a clue that 

Daniel likely had some kind of contact with the caboclo/African religions in his native 

state, probably Catimbó (see Assunção, 1999; Bastide, 2001b) or pajelança.  

 Galvão (1955), for example, cited that the local shamans (the pajés) would pre-

pare an altar called mesa, which they covered with a white cloth and where they placed 

their ritualistic paraphernalia, including tauari cigars. Assunção (1999) indicated the 

presence in Catimbó of the reinos encantados, the “enchanted kingdoms” where spiritual 

entities live. These enchanted kingdoms are divided in many cities, with rivers, moun-

tains, forests, and so on. The reinos encantados are one of the essential elements of the 

Barquinha’s cosmology (see Chapter 6). Another corollary between these two traditions 

is that in Catimbó, the person responsible for the organization of the ceremony and the 

owner of the place where the ritual takes place is known as mestre (literally: master), a 

title given to Daniel during his life.  

 Madrinha Francisca mentioned that Daniel had contact with the African religions 

in Maranhão. I could not obtain any details concerning which in particular, though she 

had said, “He came from Maranhão, right? Everybody there work with those things!” She 

completed the sentence saying that, however, within “the Light of the Daime there was 

everything, one need only to search for it,” which opens the possibility for believing that 

Daniel had received that knowledge from the Daime itself.  

                                                                                                                                                 
jurema in catimbó. Jurema is a drink prepared with the bark around the roots of many species but mainly 
Mimosa tenuiflora (ex hostilis), richer in DMT than the leaves of Psychotria viridis used to prepare Daime, 
and which also helps he or she who drinks it to have visions of the spiritual world (again, see Assunção, 
1999; Bastide, 2001a; Brandão & Rios, 2001). 
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