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Voices in the Forest 

 

(There is an eye in every language) 

 

 

The white ’SAAB’, model 900, 1989, has been transformed into an audio piece, with 

the title, ’Caimán, Nariz Blanca’, which refers to its morphological appearance. It 

functions as a place, a location, as a time capsule and as an exceptional audio 

experience. It provides an intimate space for contemplation on time and distance, 

while the acoustic dome of the car is filled with the native tongue, spoken by the 

Yãnomãmi people. It is a piece about space and time, about the awareness of dying 

and extinct languages, a reflection on linguistic diversity and a cultural critique of 

agony and resignation. It is a statement by the Yãnomãmi society for their poetics 

of  ’non-writing literature’.  

    

I have used the car often over the last twenty years and it has been driven 

throughout Europe. In this way it became an important tool for communication, 

my artistic work and part of my life. It also represents the ’history of its past,’ 

traveling between locations. Carefully restored and only altered with a newly 

installed surround sound system, it provides a hermetically sealed audio space to 

receive ethnographic field recordings, which were recorded in various settlements 

for a period of eighteen months during the years 1978, 1979 and 1980 while I lived 

among the Yãnomãmi people in the deep rain forests of the Upper Orinoco region 

and the Parima mountains between Venezuela and Brazil. The car can still be 

driven and all technical functions are alive and in excellent shape. The ’Saab,’ as 

such, does not only communicate its design and the grammar of its time, it 

communicates the decision to transform itself into a time capsule and an intriguing 

phonetic experience. 

 

There are various audio examples from different locations of daily life and ritual, 

recorded within the Yãnomãmi society. For instance, under the car’s acoustic dome 

one will witness the dramatic and very elaborate development of allude phrases 

throughout the loud out spoken exchange of the ’wayamou’, a nightly ritual among 

mail Yãnomãmi hosts and guests. The two participant's engaged position 

themselves opposite each other to start their emphatic dialogue. It only and always 

takes place when Yãnomãmi groups visit one another. It is Yãnomãmi custom to 

verbalize their cultural habits through the ’wayamou’ ritual. It functions as a 

peaceful practice to reinforce political relations among Yãnomãmi communities. It 

doesn’t necessarily communicate messages, but occasionally personal conflicts.  In 



addition, the relations between sexes and illness are communicated. This reciprocal 

dialogue between changing mail opponents during a whole night lasts until the 

demon ’tiriri’ passes by in the early morning with the appearance of light. 

 

A selection culled from 76 different takes runs on a continuous loop for a total of 

about 35 hours. A digital display in the front of the car informs the viewer about 

each take. One can experience the phonetic presence of various séances, the 

shamanistic practice of shamans ’shapori’ in several ’hekuramou’. The séances 

represent a ritual in which the shapori transforms into a ’hekura’, a supernatural 

being, after inhaling the hallucinogenic ’epena’ powder. They mediate between the 

human and the spiritual world, which represents also the world of illness and death. 

The shamans are hekura; they are initiated and experience exceptional moments. 

They are male and play a significant role in the daily practice of animism. We 

witness several examples of  ’herii’, songs of short melodies, simple intonations of 

one of the participants, to which all others respond in a chorus ’herimou’, or the 

’teshomomou’ ritual, a playful dance of presentation, in which the guests present 

themselves while they enter the ’shapono’ of their hosts. There is also the ’reahu’ 

ritual and its funeral ceremony with its grief and loud communal weeping while the 

ashes of a cremated relative are eaten in banana compote; the outcry of the 

mourners alongside playing and joyfully yelling children and the nightly 

conversations taking place from hammock to hammock above the fireplaces, are all 

lulled by the constant changing sounds of the surrounding rain forest. 

 

The content of the work is not only embedded in the formal grammar and its 

physical appearance, it is rather present through the human dialogue and exchange, 

which the piece provides. The gravity of the experience, shared for eighteen months 

without any contact to the outside world is present in these recordings. My constant 

physical presence in all the recordings is obvious, but this presence does not exist 

phonetically in any of the takes from the beginning to the end. The ’Saab’ is a 

substitute for my silent physical presence at the time of the recording process and at 

the same time it stands for my absence during its presentation. 

 

At the time I thought one couldn't reflect on one’s own cultural context without 

trying to understand another one, which is not yet twisted by western standards. It 

became necessary to climb the mountain to be able to look back into the valley, to 

see and understand the structure, which guided one for a long time. I believe that in 

the cultural diversity, in the chaos of exchange within languages lays a great chance 

of enlightenment - if we were able to overcome the polarization and could stop 

threatening one another.  

 



The thirty-year-old recordings represent the powerful liveliness of the rich 

Yãnomãmi language and their complex, impressive cultural customs. This work is 

dedicated with affection and appreciation to the ’shori’, my Yãnomãmi friends 

whom I admire in their sarcastic humor, but did not always understand the gravity 

of their daily practiced believe in animism.  

 

 

Lothar Baumgarten 

 

 

 

 


