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What happened to the African Python Worship in Haitian Voodoo? Did the Sacred Python Disappear, Degenerate, or Generate a New Form?
Name of the Author: Riitta Parvia
Abstract
Haitian voodoo is a syncretistic religion based on African, Catholic, and some Awarak Indian elements. It is a complex system of varying beliefs. The names of the spirits and their numbers vary according to the tradition and the ideas of the believers. Also the aims and forms of the voodoo practises vary greatly depending on the district, setting and the specialities of the individual ritual leaders. Some ideas of the African python worship seem to survive in the Haitian voodoo, such is the idea of the powerful snake spirit called Damballah or Damballa Wedo.
Early ethnographic accounts of voodoo rituals may convey a rather chaotic picture of what went on in a ritual. When compared to old descriptions the voodoo rituals of a later date appear as much more formalized events.
The focus of this paper is on two different ritual voodoo patterns, one chaotic and the other more formalistic and the snake behaviours connected with them. The aim is to view creative problem solving and change as generated through ritual chaos and form. The early ritual account was described by J.M. Herskovits in 1937. The more recent account is based on own experience of voodoo as a babtized member of a voodoo cult. The perspective is that of a dancer and dance therapist.  
Haitian voodoo, a syncretistic religion, developed mainly out of various African religious beliefs, which Africans, who were brought to Haiti as slaves continued to practise in Haiti. These beliefs blended with some Caribbean Awarak Indian elements, which co-existed and fused with Catholicism. Haitians are baptized Catholics, but many of them venerate their traditional spirits as well. The Haitian spirit pantheon consists of spirits whose numbers, names and characters vary. The aims of voodoo rituals vary too, depending on the district, tradition and beliefs of the devotees (Herskovits 1937).
Voodoo’s African past, the worship of python. Slaves were taken from many locations, but most of those brought to Haiti were Fon people from Dahome and Yorubas from Nigeria. Among the slaves were ritual specialists who continued to practise their rituals in Haiti. One such ritual practise was the python worship. The West-African python was a sacred animal that no-one was allowed to harm. Pythons were kept in large numbers in sacred places, where they were fed and worshipped. The python worship, according to Hambly, is fundamentally a fertility cult; the beliefs are concerned with reincarnation, conception and fecundity (Hambly 1929).
Damballa or Damballa Wedo, the serpent-god, refers to a category of deities called Da in Dahomey. Herskovis understands Da as the principle of movement, energy, or life itself (Hertskovits 1937). In the Haitian voodoo Damballa became the most powerful spirit. Damballa is a benevolent spirit, his nature is motion, and his attributes are snake, rainbow, water and waves (Metraux 1972). Damballa expresses his power through the movements and dance of the voodoo devotees.
A brief account of a voodoo ritual in the valley of Mirebalais.

The family who gave the ritual had suffered many misfortunes and was in urgent need to solve their problems. Their voodoo priests, or houngans, informed them that the family spirits, or loas, demanded a ritual. It was the first time this family gave a big ritual. The houngan who conducted the ritual said that spirits were to be called: troublesome spirits would be sent away and friendly ones would be fed.
The ritual was conducted outdoors in a clearing where an altar, a table was placed for the occasion. On the altar ritual items were displayed, a crusifix, holy water, white candles, a lamp of palm oil, food, refreshments and coffee. A white banner was hung in a tree behind the altar. Two other tables were placed to some distance from the first one. A fire was lit. The sacrificial animals and fowls were tethered to nearby trees.
The family of 25 persons was gathered in front of the altar. The ritual began by an officiant who standing in front of the altar started to chant prayers. The family was kneeling for the Catholic prayers and repeating the phrases of the chanting. The houngan sat quietly by. Two women, ritual assistants or hunsi, dressed in white, were waving red and white banners. During the chanting each member of the family was called forth to give coins as payment for the officiant.

As the rhythm of the chanting became more African the houngan took over to conduct the ritual. The houngan repeated a phrase which marked the climaxes of the ritual. The family repeated the phrase. The houngan then ordered each family member to address himself to the loas and tell about his troubles and what favours he expected. Symbolic procedures followed, candles were placed in certain spots, the family was lined up in front of the altar while the houngan drew veves, ritual compositions on the ground. When completed the houngan summoned in song the family to watch the preparation of the animals for the sacrifice. While doing this he became possessed by the spirit Simbi, who set the fee for the conducting of the ritual. The fee caused the family to exclaim loud pleas of poverty. Speaking through the hungang the loa and the family agreed about a sum. The houngan now sang a long invocation and invited all loas to come. 

Heavy tropical rains started to poor down. The ritual proceedings continued. As the singing becamer louder and more rhythmical, the family members started to get possessed. Some of the possessed run about, jumped into the fire, stamped on the embers, others were reeling, waving their arms, while still others were rolling on the ground that now was muddy. Others were moving tensely beween the tables, mudbespattered. The singing was aided by the bell and the whistle of the houngan.
The houngan now calmed down the possessed, and summoned the family before the altar with their offerings. Each creature was prepared, washed, perfumed, powdered, and ritually slaughtered, the fowls first. At this point two persons were still possessed, a man and a woman. The man was possessed by Gede, a gossip. People were more interested in the family scandals that were revealed than in the offerings and singing. This caused the slaughterer to become angry. 
A calabash containing the blood of the killed animals was placed on the altar, the carcasses were gathered in a pile by the altar. The houngan performed symbolic actions singing, while coins were collected to the slaughterer. The women then picked up a chicken each to clean it for cooking. The posessed man continued talking, demanding rum and gifts.
After the food was cooked, the troublesome loas were called forth, and as each entered the head of a devotee, the loa fought with the houngan refusing to leave. The houngan fought simultaneously with several strong and stabborn loas.

After he had managed to drive the loas away and to calm down the situation he performed rites that secured that the evil loas would not return to trouble the living. 
The next day the heavy rain continued to poor down. The ritual was started in the afternoon by a stream. After the houngan had finished drawing veves he spun some women around to induce possession on them. The loa Damballa Siligwe entered a girl who threw herself into the stream threshing about as a serpent. Another girl came running possessed by Damballa. Now the loa entered in numbers, white dresses got spoiled when the possessed people rolled on the muddy ground. A woman possessed by Damballa climbed into a calabash tree. Shaking the tree she punctuated her shouted demands. She climbed higher and higher.The houngan pleaded her to come down. He wanted the assembly to move into the family house on the hill. But this woman persisted with much violence, shouting all the wrongdoings the family had done and which had provoked the anger of the loas. Only after the family had gathered around the tree and all her demands for the family were fulfilled, she very slowly started to descend while the heavy rain kept pouring down. A woman and the man who earlier was possessed by Gede became now possessed by Damballa. The woman was laughing. The man threw himself into the river and rolled like a snake. Later he strode, shouting, into the near-by fire and stamped on it. Still another woman became possessed by Damballa and rolled in the mud while another possessed woman started to beat the ground, “Damballa” then began to beat the rhythm on the thighs and the buttocks of the other posessed woman. Both were induced to come to their feet and go and change their clothes.
After the sacrificial food was prepared and served the desired loas were invited to enter. Several people got possessed by the loas who were coming to partake in the offerings. The food was placed inside the house for the loas to eat. The door was closed. The family sat in silence for several hours. Finally the houngan knocked at the door and opened it asking if the loas had eaten. Then he called the family to eat what was left. By noon everything was consumed and the ritual was ended (Herskovits 1937).
A brief account of a more recent voodoo ritual in Brooklyn, N.Y.

The ritual was conducted during the 70s in Brooklyn in the Haitian neighbourhood. The setting for the ritual was a big, old, aristocratic looking apartment in a two floor brick building in Eastern Parkway. The ritual space consisted of two spacy rooms which had a large opening between them. 
While the members of the voodoo society entered the apartment the houngan was drawing veves on the floor in front of the altar in the innermost room. On the altar several ritual, symbolic items were placed, such as religious pictures, candles, snacks, fruits, food stuffs, holy waters and perfumes. The houngan was immersed in his task and payed no attention to anyone. The participants exchanged greetings, and sitting down they talked quietly. Most of the guests were dressed in white. Their presence conveyed a strong feeling of dignity and inner balance. The sentiment was that of a peaceful anticipation.

The ritual was a babtizm ritual. It started with a quiet singing of prayers led by the houngan’s ritual assistant, a man. As the singing grew louder and the drums joined in the ritual was taken over by the houngan. The ritual proceeded through invocations for the loas that were venerated.  The houngan conducted symbolic actions while surrounded by his two assistants, both men, and those of the participants who actively were involved in the ritual proceedings. Other participants kept themselves in the room adjacent to the main ritual space. Occasionally they were invited to join the main group to form ritual processions or dance rounds and to be sprincled by the holy waters and perfumes. 
Only the houngan and his ritual assistants got possessed during this ritual. At one point the three men were possessed simultaneously. In the middle of the crowd they waved their ritual machetes that were decorated by red silk ribbons. Then the houngan pointed his machete straight towards his diaphragm. By doing this he caused the strong steel blade of the eighteen inches long knife to bend, but without causing any harm to himself.
The ritual proceeded through 21 clearly delineated sequences that had their distinct forms; every sequence was gradually built up growing in intensity and then slowed down, after which there was an interval, until the next wave started to build up its energy again. The ritual ended at about four or five in the morning when a meal was served.

Reflection. The method which the ritual leader as a creative facilitator may choose seems to be determined by the purpose of the ritual. The form which the ritual may take seems to be influenced by the physical setting of the ritual. 
An outdoor space invites to an open, ongoing event, while an apartment in a city calls for a more time-limited and closed event.

Both rituals described here had their definite structure, and a given frame that people tacitly agreed upon. Everyone knew what s/he was going to, what responsibilities to share and what sentiments to create. The structure of the early ritual was more loosely defined than that of the later one. When the loosely defined ritual process started to turn chaotic and ritual sections overlap with each other it was no easy task to follow the course of the events or delineate the ritual sequences. The long lasting heavy rains and seemingly unexpected possession behaviours shook the ritual frame. The houngan himself got possessed only once, it was when the price of the ritual was negotiated. The houngan induced people to get possessed; his task was to interact with the spirits. He used the chaotic situations skilfully to work out the changes that the ritual was staged for. This relates strongly to my dance therapy sessions; when a client shakes the therapeutic frame can a process get started that leads to the changes that therapy is about (Parva 2005). Creativity may not flourish in strongly structured and controlled circumstances in dance therapy or in a ritual.
No particular problems were expressed or solved in the later, well structured ritual. The leaders allowed themselves to get possessed according to the ritual’s frame.

No-one else among the assembly showed any possession behaviours. 
The snake behaviours seem to appear in basically two forms; those of the early ritual that imitate snake movements; the possessed individuals wriggled on the ground or climbed a tree. The snake behaviour of the later ritual had a stylized dance form that is called yenvalou. In the earlier case the individuals expressed their feelings through a spirit medium. In the later case the dancers expressed the spirit of the ritual through a stylized dance form. The difference between the two forms of expression seems to be that of feeling shown (self-expression) and feeling represented (the dance expression), symptom and symbol; the term basic abstractionism seems to apply here (Langer 1978).
When dancing yenvalou the dancer centres him/herself, bends down, lowers his/her back, places his/her hands on his/her thighs and steps forward. On each basic dance step two waves are created; a wave starts from the body’s movement centre in the pelvis, proceeds through the spine and ends in the head. The wave is produced by the dancer contracting and releasing his/her stomach muscles. Yenvalou movements are described in Labanotation by Burroughs (Burroughs 1995). The dance is done slowly with a dignified quality; the dancer’s low posture is combined with a slightly hightened use of his/her energy. About the significance of the energy use in dancing see Judy Van Zile (Zile 1977). No uncontrolled breathing or hyperventilation is involved here. While the centred dance movements deepen the breathing of the dancer they also require deepened breathing. The dance expression of the snake movement is seen here as the breathing wave itself. As the breating wave proceeds through the body it has a revitalizing and integrating effect on the dancer (Parvia 2004). 
The compulsive overbreathing of the possessed individuals, who lose the mastery over their body and mind, has a disintegrating effect on the individual. The pathology was the concern of Metraux (Metraux 1972). As the natural flow of the breathing gets broken, the balance between oxygen and carbondioxid in the blood gets disturbed, and tetany cramps and loss of consciousness may result. The broken individual breathing pattern seems to be repeated in the all-over pattern of the first ritual. The houngan worked through a ritual frame that called for chaos; he used the seeming chaos to induce therapeutic changes for the individual members of the family as he let the family solve its problems and to heal itself.

The houngan of the latter case worked through a ritual frame within which clearly distinguishable wave-like sequences were created; each sequence was gradually  built up, slowed down, after which it fell into a rest, until the wave started to build up its energy anew. The integrating and revitalizing, individual breathing pattern seemed to be repeated in the pattern of the ritual as a whole. This seems to be the pattern of a child birth process. At dawn when everyone felt renewed the ritual process was completed. The devotees felt they were re-born. “The snake had shed its skin.”
To conclude. The originally African worship of actual, living python snakes died out in Haiti during the nineteenth century (Metraux 1972); the god of fertility (Hambly 1929) then disappeared. The sacred python survived in a degenerated form as a hyperventilation syndrome, as the mechanism of spirit possession in relation to ritual dancing is described by Ivy Baxter and Edward Seaga (Baxter 1970, Seaga 1969). In today’s modernized society the voodoo spirits act again differently (Metraux 1972); the python has generated an abstract, more refined form of spiritual expression, of transformation, of renew al and – rebirth.
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