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In the late 1940s or 1950s, the indefatigable Paraguayan ethnographer León Cadogan 
(1899–1973) was allowed to record the sacred songs (or canticles) of the Mbyá-Guarani, 
who up till that time had kept them secret. In 1959, Cadogan published the book Ayvu 
Rapyta: Textos míticos de los Mbya-Guarani, which is still considered to be one of the 
most essential works on the Guarani people. Over the course of many years, the Brazilian 
poet Josely Vianna Baptista (b. 1957) studied the Mbyá language, visited the Mbyá 
people, spoke with their caciques and xamãs, and translated the first three songs into 
poetic Portuguese (Cadogan’s Spanish versions are literal). These three canticles are at 
the center of Baptista’s recent book, Roça Barroca [roça is a Portuguese word meaning 
land cleared for planting, small planting, garden patch, rural regions, farm, or furrow], 
which I am currently in the long process of translating. The first of the three canticles is 
published here, followed by two poems from the book. Both of the poems refer to 
migration, which has always been the Mbyá way of life, and which symbolizes the final 
journey to yvy marã’ey (land without evil), the Guarani paradise. The book itself is a 
complex work of ethnopoesis, historiography, linguistic research, and poetry. 

While my translation of the Mbyá text was made directly from the Portuguese, I made 
use of Baptista’s notes and glossary. Mybá-Guarani is an agglutinative language. I hope 
that my use of compound words gives the reader some sense of the Portuguese version of 
the canticle. At some point, the translation will be thoroughly revised in order to mirror 
more fully the Mbyá-Guarani texts. 

The Mbyá word ñe’eng has been translated as “the vital word”, but its meaning is both 
word and soul. For the Mbyá, the soul resides in the throat. Lying is almost inconceivable 
to them. In very recent history, many young Mbyá people have responded with suicide to 
the constant oppression they suffer, and the expropriation of their ancestral lands. They 
commit suicide by hanging. 

 

— Chris Daniels 

 

• • • • • 

 

The Primordial Rites of Colibri 

 

1.  Our first Father, most high and supreme, 

 blossomed all alone out of the dark 

 chaos of the beginning. 

 

2.  The celestial soles of his feet, 



 the brief arch of his seat, 

 blossomed, all alone, standing straight, 

 out of the dark chaos of the beginning. 

 

3.  The glow from his sky-eyes, 

 his divine ears, 

 his celestial palms raising his scepter, 

 his celestial hands with flowering buds 

 opened Ñamanduí, burgeoned 

 out of the dark chaos of the beginning. 

 

4.  Upon the brows of the god, 

 the flowers of his cockade, 

 — eyes of dew. 

 About and amid the corollas 

 of the sacred cockade, 

 Colibri, the very first bird, 

 hovered and flitted. 

 

5.  Our first Father 

 blossomed his divine body 

 surrounded by the primordial winds: 

 still without the glow of his earthly bed, 

 still without the glow 

 of his future Sky and Earth 

 — which were ever since the origin —, 

 his mouth covered with dew by Colibri; 

 Colibri gave him warm breath 

 with foods of the sky. 

 

6.  Our father Ñamandu, the first, 

 before he bloomed his sky, 

 was unseen in ancient darkness, 



 for the sun did not yet exist. 

 The light of his own heart revealed him; 

 his sun was knowledge held 

fast in his sky-being. 

 

7.  Ñamandu, our father first and true, 

 lived in the far south wind, 

 and where he lighted for to rest, 

 Owl warped the gloom: 

 Owl’s cries in the dark were auguries 

 of the shadowy bed. 

 

8.  Ñamandu, our first, true father, 

 before he blossomed his future sky, 

 before he blossomed his future Earth, 

 already existed in the shadowy south wind: 

 that first wind wherein dwelt our Father 

 always comes again 

 at winter’s end, 

 before winter awakes its shoots, 

 winter withers, 

 the tecoma flourishes, 

 the winds migrate to a new time: 

 and the young winds come, the Spring, 

 the Spring, reawakened. 

 



 

NOMAD MANSIONS 

 

voracious dry rot and termite 

gnaw the lath-made shack 

 

from stays hang sheaves of wheat, 

charms to fill barns: 

broad pans milled grain husks crumble 

and hammocks do sway their fray 

near the ground where a black stain 

bespeaks ancient fire 

 

all abandoned, and, the while, 

outside, the seeded orchard 

for those who cross now 

(empty bundles), one 

by one, the eleven thousand 

guapuruvus* 

 

                                           
* Guapuruvu. Schizolobium parahiba — Brazilian Fern Tree, Brazilian Fire-Tree, Tower 
Tree, Yellow Jacaranda  



 

 

BAROQUE SILLION* 

 

 Souls are visible in the form of shadows. 

 from the Guarani religion, via Schaden 

 

saw the first sun 

after winter 

unfold, plait upon 

plait, burgeons 

 

in each crack, 

each granule 

of the tract 

discover 

sprouts 

and shoots, 

green ocelli 

and other 

mimicries 

 

in the mold-, 

the mildew- 

packed vivarium, 

upon furrows- 

full of 

new leaf pleats 

— in each rut 

an echo of silence, 

very shadow 

                                           
* Portuguese roça barroca. Roça: cleared land (for planting); small planting; rural regions; 
furrow.  



a paroxysm 

of purples 

 

 


