Four Witoto Riddle Songs 
By Jürg Gasché, Instituto de Investigaciones de la Amazonía Peruana (IIAP), Iquitos, Peru.
 Translation from the Spanish by Dr Harry Walker.
I am pleased to dedicate to our esteemed colleague, in this tribute, a few pages extracted from my field notes containing transcriptions, translations, linguistic notes and ethnographic commentaries on a class of songs intended to challenge the cognitive, rhetorical, speculative and moral capacities of a “festival owner” among the Amazonian Witoto: the “riddle-songs”. These are accompanied by an introduction situating them within the ritual context of Witoto society, which has been my interlocutor and field of learning for over thirty years. I limit myself to a strictly ethnographic study, without entering into broader scientific debates concerning the discursive genre of the riddles and their rhetorical properties, in the hope that the material itself will gratify a reader sensitive to the wealth of metaphoric and metonymic associations revealed by an Amerindian or Amazonian thought which is neither literary nor esoteric, but realist, competitive, and effective in material and discursive ceremonial exchanges. 
The Witoto of the Colombian and Peruvian Amazon possess a class of sung dances known as eeikɨ, a term the Witoto themselves translate as “riddle” or “enigma” (Spanish adivinanza). By means of this type of song, the invited dancers invite the “festival owners” (rafue naanɨ) – men belonging to the patrilineage of the head of the hosts, and their associates – to approach the circle and guess what the words of the song allude to. The youngest men generally make the first attempts to find a solution. Each time they fail, the leader of the singing dancers repeats the song with his companions providing the chorus, sometimes adding a few words to indicate the road to the solution. But ultimately the challenge is posed to the festival owner himself, whose knowledge is put on trial and who must prove himself to be a “true father”, in possession of the knowledge appropriate to his role as festival owner. Throughout the preparation and celebration of the festival, he represents the Father-Creator, the Father of all humankind, represented in turn by all the festival’s participants, who are called urukɨ  - a collective noun related to urue, “child”. The German ethnographer Konrad Theodor Preuss, who was collecting Witoto mythology in 1914, also penned a commentary on the uuikɨ festival, “Festival of the Ball”, in which riddles were sung. His informant relates the following concerning the festival’s function and its riddles: 

“For us the ball is something sacred, it’s part of our soul, even though it looks like a simple game. The ball was given to us in the beginning [by the father creator]. We live thanks to it. If it didn’t exist, the people would be sad. Thanks to it we are happy. During the festival we sing (put forward, pose) the eeikɨ songs. They’re very long. We get our children to dance just like the Father taught us to dance in the beginning. That’s why the eeikɨ songs are sung during the uuikɨ festival. The person who offers the festival is acclaimed among the people. If all that were forgotten, the people would be sad… When they bring Amazon tree-grapes (Pourouma cecropiaefolia) they ask where the fruit originated from and sing eeikɨ songs. The people come to ask the chief about history, in order to know it… If he doesn’t manage to decipher the riddle, the people make fun of him and say, “He doesn’t know”. “How come he doesn’t know the origin of football and yet nevertheless organized this event?”, we wonder. On the other hand, if he deciphers it, we believe him and we are happy.” … When the chief has deciphered the eeikɨ song, the group (of singers) disperses. “The song you presented has been deciphered.” – “The chief is a man of great knowledge, he knows history since the beginning, he knows a great deal. That’s why he organizes the uuikɨ ceremony. The owner of this maloca is very knowledgeable, that’s why only he understands the eeikɨ song, and doesn’t tire.” The eeikɨ are always sung at night… The festival is celebrated without any trouble, because at night the people dance and during the day they amuse themselves playing with the ball”. (Preuss 1994, II: 722-4, 731, 734, 378) 
By day, the guests of the uuikɨ festival play in the front yard of the maloca – the great multi-family house – with the rubber ball known as uuikɨ, trying to keep it in the air with their knees. This festival is part of one of the various “ceremonial careers” that distinguish Witoto men, and which are characterised by a rising then falling curve of ceremonial prestations and co-operations: extending from the moment a young festival owner succeeds his father and begins with a modest festival, until his festival of old age, when, again in a more modest festival, he transmits his name and career to his son and takes an old man’s name, passing by the point culminating in his maturity, when, thanks to his numerous sons and matrimonial alliances, he is capable of producing the greatest quantities of bitter manioc, sweet manioc, coca and tobacco, which are the principle goods used to pay for the ceremonial services (songs, musical instruments, masks, etc.) and the fruits, fish or meat brought by the many invited guests. The uuikɨ festival is celebrated when the festival owner is at the peak of his career. At its inception, however, the festivals he organises are called lluakɨ and are relatively small. Currently, the uuikɨ festival is no longer observed in practice. I know a young man who has inherited this career, but has not assumed its responsibilities. With his father, in 1974, I was able to record and annotate some ceremonial discourses from his career which he dictated, but I have never attended a ball festival. The lluakɨ festival, however, is among those which have been preserved to this day, due precisely to its modest requirements and ability to be celebrated by anyone who has horticultural production and wishes to share it for entertainment purposes. It is less prestigious, for having been given to the third and youngest son of the Creator; the dancing beam festival (lladiko) and the bamboo festival (sɨkɨi) are meanwhile attributed to the Father and older son, and to the second-born son respectively, and consequently carry with them greater prestige. They are characterised by great works of wood comprising dancing beam (lladiko), around 12 metres long, hollowed out for resonance and carved with the figures of an alligator and a woman’s face, and either two heavy monoxylous drums (juuaɨ, juuaraɨ), male and female, or two life-sized wooden statues (janaraɨ) also male and female, depending on the variations of the sɨkɨi career. The uuikɨ ball is the “lightest” feature of the career of the same name, and its manufacture demands a much smaller investment of work and cooperation than the aforementioned great wooden artefacts, whose elaboration involves a significant labour force in complex relations of ceremonial exchanges.
The more prestigious lladiko and sɨkɨi ceremonial careers are distinguished from the lluakɨ  and uuikɨ by the type of ceremonial exchange. In the former festivals, the guests bring fresh or smoked meat to the maloca where it is celebrated; in the lluakɨ and uuikɨ festivals, the guests bring the fruits that the festival owner has commissioned, accompanied by fish and, possibly – if they had the luck to find animals in the forest – smoked meat. For this reason, the lluakɨ festival is known as the “fruit festival” (fiesta or baile de frutos in Spanish). At all the events, the owner “pays” for the guests’ contributions with goods made from horticultural produce: manioc bread, boiled portions of manioc starch wrapped in palm leaves, peanuts (Arachis hypogaea), yams (Dioscorea sp.), pineapple (Ananas sativa). A thick broth made from sweet manioc (jaɨgabɨ), on the part of the women, and coca (jiibie) and tobacco paste (llera), on the part of the men, should be offered to the guests in abundance. All the goods offered by the festival owner have been prepared by the women and men of the maloca (the patrilineage and its wives) and by their affines, who together form the group of “workers” (nakollae, nakonɨ), to whom the festival owner redistributes the fruits, fish or meat received from the guests. 

In his work on Witoto mythology, K. Th. Preuss has published a series of riddle songs in the Witoto language, together with translations, and the Ethnographic Museum of Berlin preserves the wax cylinders on which he recorded this class of song attributed to the uuikɨ festival. According to Preuss’ informant, the clans in the northeast region of Witoto territory where he researched, who spoke the mɨka dialect, practiced a ceremonial exchange different to that observed among the clans who spoke the mɨnɨka and buue dialects: “So the people (the guests) come to play ball and eat meat” (Preuss 1994, II: 722). “The chief rewards the groups who have brought fruit with meat to eat” (ibid.: 738). In addition, among the fruits brought by the guests and mentioned by Preuss’ informant are manioc (Manihot esculenta) (also presented in the form of boiled portions wrapped in palm leaves: juarɨ), yams (Dioscorea sp.), Guinea arrowroot (Calathea allouia) – i.e., garden tubers – and sugarcane and plantains (Musa sp.), which were not presented to the festival owner in any of the lluakɨ festivals I have attended; rather, cooked manioc (in the form of either bread or boiled portions), yams and Guinea arrowroot were part of the payment with which the festival owner compensated the guests for the fruits received. 
The author of these lines has recorded, transcribed and translated riddles from the lluakɨ festival in 1969/70 and 1973/74 on the Igaraparaná River (Colombian Amazon), among Witoto who speak the mɨnɨka dialect, and again in 2005 and 2006 with Alfonso García, the headman of Pucaurquillo on the Ampiyacu river (Peruvian Amazon), who speaks the buue dialect. The riddles sung in chorus, of course, are lluakɨ and uuikɨ songs, i.e. from the initial phase and the mature phase of the same ceremonial career. Another genre of the riddle songs consists of the eeikɨ bɨtarakɨ, the “set” or “posed” riddles or those “about the placed fruit: brought and delivered”
, reserved for the celebration of uuikɨ and sung to challenge the festival owner by just two men, who receive a special payment from him. When Preuss’ informant, in his commentary on the uuikɨ festival, of which an extract was cited above, repeats several times that the guests come to ask about the origin (jenikɨ), the creation (komuillano) of each fruit they hand over, and that the festival owner then recounts, in his answer to this question, the history (bakakɨ) of their origin and creation, he is probably referring to the eeikɨ bɨtarakɨ genre, sung in duet, because after the ordinary eeikɨ - which I shall call the “simple eeikɨ”, and which are sung in chorus – I have never observed a response in the form of history. In addition, commenting on a simple eeikɨ, Preuss himself evokes a simple response: the uuikɨ ball (Preuss 1994, II: 745), while the comments of G. Petersen and E. Becerra (the Witoto collaborator) are to the same effect (ibid.). In the present study, I limit myself to the examination and interpretation of the simple eeikɨ, leaving aside the eeikɨ bɨtarakɨ for another opportunity. 
During my stay in Igaraparaná, I was able to attend two lluakɨ festivals, in which some of these songs – not all – were presented as a challenge to the knowledge of the festival owner, who responded with the appropriate solution. On the Ampiyacu river, I saw a lluakɨ festival in 2005, but in this instance the riddles were sung “just for the sake of singing”, with no challenge to the festival owner. This would evidence a tendency to abandon the competitive function of these songs due to the death of the older men in possession of ritual knowledge, and the failure to transmit this discursive knowledge to the younger generation. 

The songs that are sung and danced in the llluakɨ and uuikɨ festivals are of four genres, distinguished by their inventory of songs, melodies, dance steps and ritual paraphernalia. The guests who arrive at the festival from downstream sing muinakɨ songs and dance with a long stick (radosi, tooiraɨ) held in both hands; those who come from upstream, muruikɨ (ɨduikɨ, among the Witoto of the mɨka dialect studied by Preuss), shake in their hands a bunch of fern fronds (jokome) to the rhythm of the dance; those of the centre North of the forest, jaiokɨ, dance with a leaf of the Chambira palm, Astrocaryum chambira, (jaioforo, jaiotɨi), and those of the central South of the forest, jimokɨ, dress themselves in Chambira palm fibres (jimotɨi). Each genre uses a distinct Witoto dialect, with the exception of the jimokɨ, which are sung in an unknown and incomprehensible language attributed by the Witoto to the supposed ancient inhabitants of the region, the Jimuaɨ, whom they identify with the Yagua. In the first three genres there exists the sub-genre of the riddle songs. As for the jimokɨ, there is a degree of doubt, as documentation of this genre is limited. It is noteworthy that for today’s lluakɨ festivals, the owners are happy to invite ceremonial associates from upstream to chant muruikɨ and from downstream to chant muinakɨ. For the four groups to be invited, it would need to be a large festival with a greater investment of drink, food, tobacco paste and coca than usually occurs at present. 
The language of the songs differs from the everyday language through the use of specialised ritual terms and morphology, which as the Witoto say serve to “disguise” the meanings of the words, and yet which the most knowledgeable men can understand. In this paper the songs are presented in five ways. Firstly (a), I supply the transcription in the Witoto language; then (b) note the linguistic particularities of the ritual and dialect, offering their equivalents in the quotidian language and in the mɨnɨka dialect of the commentators. Thirdly (c), I present the literal translation, and fourthly (d) the interpretive translation, adding (between parentheses) the underlying ideas to which the song alludes and which must be deduced in order to arrive at the solution to the riddle. Finally (e), I add a detailed explanation situating the meaning of the song within the ecological, cultural and ritual universe of Witoto society. 
I.A. Muruikɨ eeikɨ
Sung by Marcelo Dɨaillaraɨ of the Aimenɨ (“Heron”) clan in the lluakɨ of Augusto Kuiru, Jitomagaro (“Sun”) clan. 

1 O o kollɨrɨ o o kollɨrɨ kollɨ kollɨ kollɨɨ jaai jaai jaaii

2 O o kollɨrɨ fuirɨjeko namakɨ billari kaɨmade

3
         jakojeko namakɨ billari kaɨmade

4
         afaijeko namakɨ billari kaɨmade

5. Words added to facilitate the solution: 

        monifue billari kaɨmade
Solution: Monifue kallakɨna abɨ mameda dukɨsaɨbitiiii!
I.B. Linguistic Notes

1. O o kollɨrɨ o o kollɨrɨ kollɨ kollɨ kollɨɨ jaai jaai jaaii: Amongst onomatopoeic words, this line integrates the name of the kollɨri bird, from which the onomatopoeic syllables kollɨ kollɨ kollɨ are derived. As will be seen in the examples below, onomatopoeia is found in all the songs and is used to put rhythm to the dance. My indigenous commentators explained: “It’s pure music”. 

2. fuirɨjeko = fuirɨfeko: fuirɨ-fe-ko: “downstream-side of–“semispheric form” nominal classifier, “maloca on the downstream side”, namakɨ “people”. 

3. jakojeko = afaijeko = afaifeko “maloca on the upstream side” 

4. afaijeko = afaifeko “maloca on the upstream side”

I.C. Literal Translation

1  O o kollɨrɨ  o o kollɨrɨ kollɨ kollɨ kollɨɨ jaai jaai jaaii
2 O o kollɨrɨ is content because the people from the downstream maloca are coming 
3 
is content because the people from the upstream maloca are coming
4
is content because the people from the upstream maloca are coming
5  Words added to facilitate the solution:  

Is content because the food is coming
Solution: Considering themselves as “sitaracuy” ants of the food, they have arrived. 

I.D. Interpretive Translation

1  O o kollɨrɨ (sings the kollɨrɨ bird, who eats grasshoppers)

2  O o kollɨrɨ (the bird) is pleased because the (fruits from) the downstream maloca are coming (ripening)

3  

(the bird) is pleased because those (“sitaracuy” ants) of the upstream maloca are coming (eating and scaring away the grasshoppers)

4

(the bird) is pleased because those (“sitaracuy” ants) of the upstream maloca are coming

5  Words added to facilitate the solution: 



(the bird and the “sitaracuy” ants) are pleased because the food is coming

Solution: Considering themselves as “sitaracuy” ants (who eat) food, they (the guests from upstream) have arrived (to dance and sing). 

I.E. Explanation

The song begins with an onomatopoeic line that imitates the kollɨrɨ bird as it sings for pleasure whilst eating grasshoppers. This line expressing the bird’s noisy happiness is later repeated with pleasure, energy and spirit as a refrain after each line. With the words “because those of the downstream/upstream maloca are coming”, the second and third lines allude to the reason for the bird’s happiness: “those from the downstream maloca” are the wild and cultivated fruits that always ripen downstream first, then gradually ripen in the upstream direction; “those from upstream” are the “sitaracuy” ants (Eciton sp.), which form a long, dense army, eating any fruits (e.g. umarí, Poraqueiba sericea, ungurahui/milpeso, Jessenia polycarpa, aguaje/canangucho, Mauritia flexuosa), grasshoppers, insects, or carcasses they find in their path. Coming from upstream, these ants arrive at where the fruits are gradually ripening from downstream, scaring away the grasshoppers as they go, such that the kollɨrɨ bird is easily able to find its food – which is why it is happy. In this way, the bird is associated with the grasshoppers, which are associated with the “sitaracuy” ants, which are in turn associated with the ripe fruit – in other words, with a component of the Witoto diet (monifue), and of course precisely that component which is celebrated by the lluakɨ festival. By saying “those from the upstream/downstream maloca”, the song humanizes and personalizes the sitaracuy and the fruits
, a common rhetorical device which enables the singers to also refer to themselves, since the muruikɨ songs are sung by the guests who arrive at the festival maloca from upstream. They are of course the “sitaracuy” ants, who come from upstream in search of food, as happy as the kollɨrɨ bird who takes advantage of the grasshoppers facilitated by these ants, and as the “sitaracuy” ants who eat ripe fruit. In coming to the festival where food and drink are abundant, the singers and dancers identify themselves with the “‘sitaracuy’ ants of subsistence”, as the festival owner puts it in his response to the riddle. 
Should the festival owner fail to find the correct answer after the first four lines have been repeated several times, the song’s leader might add the words of the fifth line, which indicate that “because food comes, (the bird or the ants) are pleased”
. The singer thereby directs the thoughts of the guesser towards the associations needed to find the solution. Food (of the ants) is the fruits that ripen from downstream, food (of the kollɨrɨ bird) is the grasshoppers scared away by the ants, food (fruits) is what the lluakɨ festival celebrates. The word monifue expresses the general concept of everything that feeds and nourishes the Witoto and was created or introduced by the Creator Father so that human beings may live. It refers to the material good that sustains human life, but, just as horticultural produce and forest fruits (and meat, in a broader sense) are the monifue of human beings, so too are grasshoppers the monifue of the kollɨrɨ bird, while forest fruits, grasshoppers, and meat are the monifue of the “sitaracuy” ants. The song equates the notion of “primordial existential good of the human being” with that of “primordial existential good of the animals”, not metaphorically but essentially: as living beings, we all have our food, but each species has its own, from which it derives satisfaction and pleasure. 
To this group of associations which enable the riddle’s solution to be found, it is fitting to add another idea that lies at the heart of the song and motivates the joy and satisfaction it expresses: the idea not only of happiness at having food, but also of enjoying its abundance. Both the hosts and the guests accumulate food in the Witoto festivals: garden produce among the former; among the latter, fruits associated with fish in the lluakɨ and uuikɨ festivals, and forest animals in the other ceremonial careers. The festivals celebrate the abundance of food as the fruits of horticultural labour and the gathering of fruits, fishing, or hunting. The verb kaɨmade refers to the feeling of satisfaction – or better, the joy and delight – resulting from the abundance of food enjoyed by the kollɨrɨ, the “sitaracuy” ants, and the dancers from upstream who sing and identify with them. As such, this riddle articulates one of the fundamental ideals that sustains Witoto ceremonial practices.    
II – III.A. Muruikɨ eeikɨ
Sung by Gabriel Faɨriratofe of the Aimenɨ (“Heron”) clan in the lluakɨ of Augusto Kuiru, Jitomagaro (“Sun”) Clan.

1  okuena daiarillɨ manibuima daiarillɨ naimaniri jai
2  gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri lleneji lleneji
3  gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri lleneji lleneji
4  ana ille amuillɨma kudillɨma noirillɨ naimaniri jai
5  gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri lleneji lleneji
6  gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri lleneji lleneji
7  Invitation to guess: Nɨɨ mookaidɨ?
8  Abelino Kuiru’s answer: Nɨɨ ua birui biuaina itɨno lloirojɨ juillana llotɨo.
9  Rejection of the answer: Na ikɨno, na ikɨno.
10  G. Faɨriratofe repeats the song: Fakaitɨkuesa kakarei!
11  Repetition of the song…

12  Invitation to guess: Jɨɨ, nɨɨ?
13  Abelino Kuiru’s answer: Fɨmona bailla gɨrɨrina llollodɨuuu!
14  G. Faɨriratofe repeats the song: Fakaitɨkuesa kakarei!
15  Repetition of the song… 

Song added to facilitate the solution: 

16  ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ lleneji lleneji
17  ana ille sotaraɨma illa jai-ii lleneji lleneji
18  ana ille enuka-kurina raine lleneji lleneji
19  ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ lleneji lleneji
20  Invitation to guess: Ja kue llogasa.
21  Abelino Kuiru finds the answer: Jidɨma jɨgɨ rɨidote llollodɨuuu!
22  Approval of the singers: Jɨi, jɨɨ!
23  Abelino Kuiru responds: Buuedɨ uruiaɨ kaimadotɨma..
II-III.B. Linguistic Notes

1. okuena...jai: “musical” words considered meaningless by the commentators; daiarillɨ = daiarilla “jump up and down repeatedly” in the buue dialect = tikarilla in the mɨnɨka dialect; a final -a often becomes -ɨ in the songs; manibuima = manibui “a species of bird”; the suffix -ma “masculine person” personifies the bird in the song: “Mr. Manibui”; naimani “this big river” in buue dialect, afemani in mɨnɨka dialect. This form of the demonstrative indicates that the song is sung in the buue dialect, whose speakers are geographically situated upstream of the speakers of the mɨnɨka dialect. For this reason, the songs in this dialect are sung by the dancers who arrive at the festival from upstream, even when in their everyday life they speak the mɨnɨka dialect. To know how to sing in a dialect other than that spoken on a daily basis is part of all the singers’ ritual knowledge. 

2.  gɨrɨiri: onomatopoeia related to the verb gɨrɨde “it thunders”, but which can evoke various kinds of noise; lleneji: musical word with a rhythmical function in many of the lluakɨ festival songs;

4.  amuillɨma = amuillɨkɨ “dragonfly”; the suffix -kɨ is replaced in the song with the personifying suffix -ma; kudillɨma = kudi + amuillɨma “plant from which red dye is obtained + personified dragonfly”, hence: “personified red dragonfly, Mr. Red-Dragonfly”; nooirillɨ = nooirilla “to bathe repeatedly” (see above);
16 ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ lleneji lleneji: my commentators were unable to attach any meaning to the word ñugamɨ; they claimed it is “pure music” which, like onomatopoeia, constitutes the “fat” (farede) of the songs – a Witoto expression evoking the oral pleasure derived by the singers from the pronunciation, singing and rhythms of these words. Of the same nature are the words lleneji (see above) and those found in the two following lines: 
17  …  jai-ii lleneji lleneji
18  … raine lleneji lleneji; enukakuri = enokakuri: this ritual term is usually employed to name both the wolf fish and the alligator; in one Witoto myth, the korango frog, standing on the banks, calls out to the alligator to carry him to the other side of the river: …. “Mr. Alligator my brother, come to carry me to the other side.”  The wolf fish and the alligator are both aquatic carnivores; enokakɨ is a leaf that is mixed with another species in order to produce a black dye; jidɨma, the name of the wolf fish in Witoto, contains the root ji- which means “black, dark”, as the wolf fish generally dwells peacefully in the shade of the banks of a stream; the name “sleepy” (dormilón), as it is called in Colombian Spanish, refers to its tendency to stay motionless in the darkness of the river banks. 

I.-III.C. Literal Translation

1  okuena jumps the bird Mr. Manibui jumps in the big river jai
2  gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri lleneji lleneji
3  gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri lleneji lleneji
4  Mr. Dragonfly Mr. Red-Dragonfly from below in the stream bathes in the big river jai
5  gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri lleneji lleneji
6  gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri lleneji lleneji
7  Invitation to guess: Where is our father?

8  Abelino Kuiru’s answer: You are announcing the fall of the little green peach palm fruits in this current season. 
9  Rejection of the answer: It is not, it is not.  

10  G. Faɨriratofe repeats the song: Well I will try, listen!

11  Repetition of the song…

12   Invitation to guess: Yes, where? 

13 Abelino Kuiru’s answer: You are announcing the noise of the summer wind. 

14  G. Faɨriratofe repeats the song: Well I’m going to try, listen! 

15  Repetition of the song…

Words added to facilitate the solution: 

16  ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ lleneji lleneji
17  beneath the river is the biter jai-ii lleneji lleneji 

18  beneath the river like “enukakuri” raine lleneji lleneji
19 ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ lleneji lleneji
20  Invitation to guess: Right then I’ve told. 

21  Abelino Kuiru finds the answer: You are announcing that the wolf fish is being stingy with its eggs. 

22  Approval of the singers: Yes! Yes!

23  Abelino Kuiru answers them: I am cherishing my children.  

II-III.D. Interpretive Translation

1  okuena jumps, the bird Mr. Manibui jumps (on the banks), in the big river (in the stream) jai
2  (the noise of the rising waters are heard): gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri lleneji lleneji
3 gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri lleneji lleneji
4  Mr. Dragonfly, Mr. Red Dragonfly of beneath the river bathes, in the big river (in the brook) jai
5  (the noise of the rising waters are heard): gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri lleneji lleneji
6  gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri lleneji lleneji

7  Invitation to guess: Where is our father (so he can come to guess and demonstrate his knowledge)?

8  Abelino Kuiru’s answer: You are announcing the fall of the little green peach palm fruits in this current season. 

9  Rejection of the answer: It is not, it is not. 

10  G. Faɨriratofe repeates the song: Well I will try (again), listen!

11  Repetition of the song

12  Invitation to guess: Yes, where (is the father)?

13  Abelino Kuiru’s answer: You are announcing the noise of this summer’s wind. 

14  G. Faɨriratofe repeats the song: Well I will try (again), listen!

15  Repetition of the song…

Song added to facilitate the solution: 

16  ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ lleneji lleneji
17  beneath the river is the biter jai-ii lleneji lleneji
18  beneath the river (is the biter) as “enuka-kuri” raine lleneji lleneji
19  ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ ñugamɨ lleneji lleneji
20  Invitation to guess: Alright I told!

21 Abelino Kuiri finds the solution: You are announcing that the wolf fish is being stingy with its eggs (he defends them biting the aggressor). 

22  Approval of the singers: Yes, yes!

23  Abelino Kuiru answers them: I am caressing my children (to give them pleasure and joy).
II-III.E. Explanation

We are dealing here with two riddle songs that point to the same solution: the wolf fish (Hoplias malabaricus), known as “fasaco” in the Peruvian Amazon and “dormilón” (“sleepy”) in the Colombian Amazon. Around the time of the first rise in water levels for the year, when it is still summer, this fish swims up smaller streams en masse – the song says “big river” to confuse the guesser – and jumps where there are snags, or submerged large woody debris, much as dragonflies also jump as they bathe themselves, splashing the water at the surface of the river with their curved tail, and as the little manibui bird jumps near the banks. The noise of the rising waters and of the wolf fish that swim upstream is imitated with the onomatopoeia gɨrɨiri gɨrɨiri. The older son of the festival owner accepts the challenge and attempts to guess, but is wrong twice. Importance is rightly attributed to the onomatopoeia as, firstly, it is associated with the noise of the green embryos of the peach palm (Bactris gasipaes), that fall to the ground as though aborted before those which will be able to be harvested begin to ripen, and then it is associated with the noise of the wind that blows in summer, the season in which the festival is celebrated and which produces the greatest variety and quantity of fruits. Abelino knows that the riddles refer to phenomena that characterise the fruits, their biological processes and their ecological and cultural functions, as well as seasonal weather conditions, but does not know the meanings of the ritual name enokakuri and fails to take into account the fact that the song speaks of the river (ille, imani), of the aquatic world – of the manibui bird that jumps in the riverbanks, of the dragonfly that “bathes itself” in the water – such that the noise should also be associated with an aquatic element: the rising water levels in the streams and the wolf fish as it swims upstream and jumps in the snags. In fact, the fish and the aquatic world are another domain to which the riddle songs often allude. 
In Witoto society, fish are associated with fruit since the origin myth of manioc and all edible fruits involves the “sating tree” (monilla amena) that bore all the fruits, but which the first men felled because it had grown too tall, making the fruits inaccessible. Upon felling the tree, the splinters became fish, and the tree itself, as it fell, transformed into the river system, with its larger rivers and smaller streams and tributaries. Another indication of this association between fruit and fish is the fact that, on the one hand, the owner of the lluakɨ and uuikɨ festivals specifies which species of fruit his guests should bring to the festival, where they will be “paid” with biscuits, manioc bread (taɨngojɨ, aɨrɨjɨ), or portions of manioc starch cooked in leaves (juarɨ), and on the other hand, the guests usually add some fish to their quota of fruits. 
As Abelino’s first two attempts failed, the singer added a second song to help him find the solution. The key word, in line 17, is sotaraɨma, the actor’s name of the verb sotade, which means “to attack” or “to bite”, referring, for example, to a snake or to a bitch defending her offspring. The “biter” here is, precisely, the wolf fish, a carnivorous fish that uses its teeth to attack those who approach during its time of spawning, having swum upstream towards the headwaters. “The wolf fish is being stingy, defending its eggs”, says Abelino correctly. In line 18, this fish is called by a “disguised” ritual name: enokakuri, which is not common knowledge, but is used in ritual discourses to refer to either the wolf fish or to the alligator.
In this ritual scene of the challenge posed by the riddle song and accepted by a member of the group of the festival owners – in this case, the oldest son of the owner himself – it remains for us to evoke some of the ceremonial gestures that accompany the exchange of words. When he decides to go to guess, Abelino rises from the “coca courtyard” (jiibibɨrɨ) in the periphery of the maloca, where his group of men are united around a pot of tobacco paste diluted with water (llerabɨ), and where he licks this liquid and “munches” coca powder. He then approaches the circle of dancers taking a small portion of tobacco paste (llera), and, in tribute to the song and the challenge, delivers it to the principle singer before announcing his proposed solution. Tobacco paste (mixed with vegetal salt, ɨaisaɨ) and coca powder are the masculine means of “ritual payment” in Witoto society. 
The leader of the song, Gabriel Faɨriratofe, goes in turn at the end of his performance to sit next to Abelino in the circle of the festival owners, in the coca courtyard, handing over to him a portion of coca powder wrapped in a length of cloth, explaining to him the meaning of all the words of the song. Abelino comments: “That’s how the people who know do it; they hand over the coca and hand over to the other the meaning of the song”. Transmission of knowledge is part of the ritual exchanges which take place during the festival. 
IV. A. Jaiokɨ eeikɨ

dictated by Calisto Kuiru

1  kuvukuvu kuvuji jai lleneji jojo jɨijɨ lleneji lleneji
2  uni aichue uni aichue naimani arɨfe ojere nabena jofo kue mɨrerillani jojo jɨjɨ 
lleneji
3  kuvukuvu kuvuji jai lleneji jojo jɨijɨ lleneji lleneji
IV.B. Linguistic Notes

1.  The first line, like the third, is purely onomatopoeic and musical. 

2.  aichue = aillue “large”; the pronunciation ch (voiceless palatal occlusive) instead of ll (voiced palatal occlusive) characterises the jaiokɨ dialect of the songs; mɨrerilla in the dialect of the song = mɨtaja in the mɨnɨka dialect: “to have in the mouth (without biting)”; the ending –ni or –ne is common in certain sung verbal styles, without having a defined grammatical value; ojere means “stand of oje”, a plant or tree that my commentators were unable to identify. What the Witoto always have in their mouths is coca powder, but my interpreter did not relate this line to the custom of “munching” coca. 
I.C. Literal translation

1  kuvukuvu kuvuji jai lleneji jojo jɨijɨ lleneji lleneji
2  Inside my mouth I have a leaf from the stand of oje on the upstream side of the large river over there

3  kuvukuvu kuvuji jai lleneji jojo jɨijɨ lleneji lleneji
IV. D. Interpretive translation

1  kuvukuvu kuvuji jai lleneji jojo jɨijɨ lleneji lleneji
2  Inside my mouth I have a leaf from the stand of oje (trees) over there on the upstream side (in the headwaters) of the large river over there

3  kuvukuvu kuvuji jai lleneji jojo jɨijɨ lleneji lleneji
IV. E. Explanation

This song, although very modest in size, allows us to clarify a new aspect of the riddles thanks to the commentaries received during the annotation and translation. My translator remembered that the deceased Kueredɨna Sánchez of the Aimenɨ (“Heron”) clan had sung this eeikɨ in a festival to which he brought smoked fish from a brook in which he had thrown barbasco poison. The solution “fishing with barbasco poison” refers to these, as kuvukuvu kuvuji evokes the noise the feet make as they stir up the clayey river bed in order to dissolve and mix the clay with the barbasco, already dispersed in the water, and improve its efficacy. The festival owner must have present in his memory just what fruits, fish, or game animal each dancer has brought to the festival and handed over to him, as the riddle frequently refers to some characteristic of the species donated by the singer. It is evident in this song that the onomatopoeia and the headwaters of the large river are the two spoken elements which, together with the little fish brought to the festival, should help the festival owners to find the answer to the riddle. The rest – “to have in the mouth the leaf from the stand of oje” – has no relevance in this respect. This song shows that the relationship between the formulation and the solution can be haphazard and circumstantial. There are riddles that have a time-honoured traditional answer, as in the examples I and II.-III., but there is also a certain creative freedom that permits a singer to associate the words of an already known song with the fruit, fish or animal that he has brought to the festival. In any case, on the eve of the dance the singer usually prepares three or four songs that he will sing consecutively, and at this time he decides which eeikɨ he will pose to the festival owner and which songs (that also could eventually be eeikɨ) he will sing “just for fun” (kaɨmataillena). 

This optional use of the songs demonstrates that the eeikɨ sub-genre does not possess formal properties which distinguish it from the lluakɨ songs that are sung merely for the pleasure of singing and dancing, without posing the challenge of the riddle. What makes a lluakɨ song into an eeikɨ is the fact that the singer utilizes its meaning to allude to some natural or cultural element, linked to the celebration of the lluakɨ festival in a broad sense, challenging the festival owner with this allusion to guess, or to explain. The eeikɨ sub-genre is therefore a pragmatic rather than a formal genre. It is perfectly possible that, on some other occasion, the part of the same short song that had no relevance in the situation analysed – “I have in my mouth a leaf from the oje stand” – could become relevant and allude to some other cultural fact, possibly related to coca, its consumption and its associations. For example, the variety of coca known as kudu jiibie, “’sambico’ fish coca”, associates what Witoto men always have in their mouths with the aquatic universe of the little “sambico” fish. This is my own speculation, unconfirmed by Witoto discourse, but inspired nevertheless by the operative categories of Witoto thought.   
In order to indicate to the festival owners that an eeikɨ is being sung, and as seen in the example II.-III., the singer uses the formula: “Where is our father (meaning: to come to guess and prove his knowledge as Father of humanity)? But there are more elaborate formulas, one of which I was able to record. It is a spell or curse for preventing the festival owner from finding the answer. After finishing the song, the singer who posed the riddle cries aloud:
A. Conjuring Formula
enunciated by Luciano Martínez of the Jeeiaɨ (“Opossum”) clan.

1  jisabai komekɨ naganomo jɨgɨdonoite
2  jisabai komekɨ ɨrɨ ɨrɨ duaɨde
3  okisa oñenito
B. Linguistic Notes

1  jisa “daughter”, but jisabai refers to the festival owner; komekɨ “heart”, for the Witoto the organ of thought and feeling; naganomo “in all places, everywhere”, jɨgɨdonoite = janaɨite “shall be in trouble”;

2  ɨrɨ ɨrɨ duaɨde was interpreted in two ways: as ɨrɨdonoite “shall become mixed up” and as ɨrɨ ɨrɨ doode, “said ‘ɨrɨ ɨrɨ’, said ‘mix up, mix up’”, in the mɨka dialect. 

3  okisa “careful, listen!”; oñenito = oñeitɨo “you shall not take it, you shall not grab it”. 

C. Literal translation

1  The heart of the festival owner will find itself in trouble everywhere
2  The heart of the festival owner will get mixed up
3  Careful, listen, you will not take it! 
D.  Interpretive translation

1  The heart of the festival owner has to be in trouble under all circumstances!

2   The heart of the festival owner has to become confused!

3  Careful, listen, you must not take (the bag of coca that I would give to he who finds the solution to my riddle)! 

E. Explanation

The future tense employed in the verbal forms of this formula has a desiderative value, respectively prohibitive (in the case of the negation): “It has to happen…, should happen…”. The singer conjures up bad luck, wishing that the heart or mind of the festival owner will not surmount the difficulties and will be left confused, and that the festival owner receives no recompense: namely the bag of coca that the singer should pay him for the solution to the riddle. Besides “disguising” the clues to the solution of the riddle with ritual terminology and morphology, and establishing only tenuous links with the onomatopoeia, the singer also uses this formula to conjure the failure of the guesser’s intellectual efforts, while at the same time inviting the festival owners to publicly meet the challenge.  

*** 
Riddles comprise a social game that is familiar to us and that we practise in a small group of friends or relatives. The one who poses the riddle establishes a personal relation with all members of the group who accept the challenge by listening to its formulation, striving to reflect and find the solution. Among the indigenous peoples of Amazonia, the Shipibo practise this social game in the same way, in a small group, as illustrated in the examples cited by B. Illius (1999:74-81). But to the extent that solutions to five of the six riddles comprise non-indigenous items (broom, mosquito net, outboard motor, wooden sugar cane press, money), and only one an item of Shipibo culture (the canoe), one could conclude that the Shipibo have adopted this game from mestizo society.  
The sung riddles of the Huitito, who share this ceremonial and pragmatic genre with their Ocaina, Nonuya, Muinanɨ and Bora neighbours, are part of a larger set of competitive social relations activated by the various festivals that unfold through the course of the ceremonial careers, giving rise to provocations, attacks, complaints, criticism and mockery, but also to tributes and praise, to joy, laughter and courtship. As mentioned above, the guests use the riddles to put to the test publicly – before all the groups participating in the festival (owners of the festival, workers, guests) – the knowledge of the owner of the festival and his group, the hosts of the festival. In the simple eeikɨ, this knowledge consists, more precisely, in the ability to associate certain sung words and onomatopoeia – not all – with fruit, fish, animals, including insects, meteorological phenomena, cultural elements and gestures. This capacity relies on the memory of the gift delivered by the singer (his fruit, his fish, his meat); remembering this gift can guide the chain of associations towards the right answer. 
In the first example, the speculative point of departure is the notion of monifue, “food”, which is the source of the satisfaction evoked (kaɨmade) and which the same singer can name if he wants to help his interlocutor. In the festival, “food” is always linked to “abundance”, a source of joy and happiness that exists not only among human beings – particularly the dancers that come from upstream to enjoy the festival – but also among other living beings such as the kollɨrɨ bird, which enjoys the abundance of grasshoppers produced by the massive march of “sitaracuy” ants (kallaɨ), which also eat the fruits that gradually ripen from downstream and that the lluakɨ festival celebrates, in its exchange of fruits for goods made from garden produce. 

In the second example, the evocation of a stream by a bird that frequents its banks, by the aquatic behaviour of the dragonfly, and – antiphrastically – by the “large river”, should guide the guesser’s associations, as he attempts to interpret the meaning of the onomatopoeia gɨrɨiri, towards the characteristic sounds of a stream’s rising waters and the wolf fish that swims upriver and jumps among the snags. The notion of “biter”, associated in the third example with the evocation of “down in the river” and with a ritual name that disguises its name in the everyday language, serves to pinpoint, beyond the sounds evoked in the previous song, the aggressive and carnivorous behaviour of the fish species contemplated by the riddle, thus channelling the possible solutions towards the single successful one.  
The fourth example presents the most tenuous link between the song and the solution. The onomatopoeia kuvukuvu kuvuji alone should prompt the associations needed to arrive at fishing with barbasco poison, or in other words, among the many possible interpretations, the noise of the feet in the water as they stir up the clay at the bottom of the stream to improve the efficiency of the barbasco. But in this case the singer’s gift – small smoked fish, indicators of fishing in a stream with barbasco – are available to orient the guesser’s search, on the condition that he remembers precisely what each dancer brought to his festival. That in itself seems to me quite a challenge, having witnessed the often massive influx of dancers at this kind of festival, each one of whom delivers their gift – usually wrapped in leaves – to the women of the host maloca. However, prior to the sung riddles the festival owner has been present during the “payment” made by the women to the owner of each gift, observing at that moment what each dancer has brought. Each payment is personal, and the owner of the festival identifies all the visitors with their gift. I have noticed that years later, a festival owner continues to remember what animal or fish a person brought to a festival celebrated at a given point in time. The ritual exchanges of the festivals give material support to personal social relations which, between the festival owner and each of his guests, are necessarily asymmetrical. The material substance of these mutual but asymmetrical obligations lays the foundations of “Witoto society” and is indelibly inscribed in the memory of the actors. In the same way, the sung riddles of a festival, and their correct or incorrect answers, lend a structure of lively competition to the relations between a festival owner and his invited opponents, and stay inscribed in the memory of the general public before whom the challenge was posed and assumed. Witoto commentators thus often remember who has sung which eeikɨ in the lluakɨ of which festival owner, who found which solution, or conversely “got angry” (ikɨrite) for not having guessed correctly – improper behaviour for a festival owner, who should always remain calm in the face of provocations and soothe heated tempers with his “cool”, pacifying words, converting the bad into the good through jokes, laughter and generous action. 

As we have seen, the riddles provide a challenge beyond the intellectual and rhetorical solution. The festival owner’s prestige is at stake, his ability to withstand a possible fiasco and to maintain good composure in adverse conditions. My commentators told me that in one lluakɨ on the Igaraparaná river, an eeikɨ was sung in the (today virtually extinct) Nonuya language, which the dance owner could not understand, nor did he have a translator available. Failing to receive the awaited answer, the singer tirelessly repeated his song but clearly in bad faith, a gesture intended to provoke the festival owner’s ire. He finally succeeded, which only served to increase the embarrassment of the festival participants due to the inability and weakness of the festival owner, and to awaken their malevolent criticism. 
Such humiliating behaviour on the part of an invited guest is nevertheless censured by a rule of good conduct laid down by the elders, who maintain that a guest should only pose riddles that circulate in the coca courtyards of malocas of the same region that are related amongst themselves through mutual visits and shared nocturnal conversations. One should not challenge a dance owner with riddles imported from another geographical region, where the wise words that circulate in the coca courtyards are different and have their own tradition
. But as in all societies, good conduct is a rule that is not always respected, and we have seen that the lluakɨ festival, with its possibilities for challenging the festival owner, opens up a space for the guest who arrives with hostile and aggressive feelings towards the festival owner – probably for some old grudge – in order to publicly humiliate him, thereby ruining the atmosphere of fun and joy if the owner is incapable of playfully defusing the situation with a joke or some other provocation on his part that makes the participants laugh. 
As a moral challenge in the management of social and ritual relationships, the riddles of the Witoto (and the Ocaina, Nonuya, Muinanɨ and Bora) are a “total” rhetorical fact that commits all the physical energy (voice, body, memory) and social energy (chorus and dance, viewers and listeners, competition and challenge, ritual exchange) that is summoned, organised, channelled, and ritually dissipated in the festival (rafue), which, for the Witoto – as for the Bora, Ocaina, Nonuya, Muinane, Resígaro and Andoke – makes their “society”, which precisely is not reducible to a local community. 
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� I am grateful to Dr Juan Álvaro Echeverri of the National University of Colombia for his reading and comments, which allowed me to adjust certain aspects of translation and interpretation.  This article was written under the auspices of the project “Documentation of the Languages of the People of the Centre”, realized as a team work between IIAP, the Ruhr University of Bochum, Germany, and the Max Planck Institute for Sociolinguistics in Nijmegen, Holland. The program is financed by the Volkswagen Foundation: DOBES Program (Documentation of Endangered Languages). I am particularly thankful to Dr Harry Walker for his efforts to translate the Spanish original into English as faithfully as possible.


� In interpreting his single example, Preuss (1921/23) translates the term bɨtarakɨ eeikɨ as “to place the fruits”. His translator and commentator, Gabriele Petersen (Preuss 1994, II:740), writes eeikɨ bɨtarakɨ (which I also heard on the Ampiyacu river), explaining: “Bɨtarakɨ is derived from the verb bɨtade, ‘one or two people dancing around on the spot”. The more common meaning of this verb, however, is “to place”, as she herself notes in her dictionary. Preuss interpreted bɨta-rakɨ as “to place fruit (rakɨ)”; for my part I am inclined to interpret bɨta-ra-kɨ as “to place-nominalising suffix-nominal classifier (anticipating eei-kɨ  in concordance with its classifier suffix -kɨ): “placement riddle”, such that the riddle is “raised”, referring to its placement, i.e., the fruit brought.  


� The forest is the maloca of the animals and its owner is the “mother of the forest, of the animals”, in accordance with the Witoto vision of the world, whereby human beings and nature’s beings inhabit a single society. 


� In Witoto, the verbal form of the 3rd person does not indicate number: it can be singular or plural, according to context. 


� I am grateful to my colleague Juan Álvaro Echeverri for this clarification. 
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