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What People Are Saying About

Maria Lionza

Elhoim Leafar’s María Lionza: Folklore & Rituals of the Queen of Witches, Faeries, and Animas is a powerful and captivating look into Venezuelan spiritual practices. Leafar’s way of carefully bringing together history, culture, and the impact of syncretism encourages a reader to be a respectful witness to what has been hidden or erased. For me, this book felt like a call to devotion, a call to honoring complexity and sacred stories that will outlast us all. María Lionza rejects conformity, embraces nature, and honors queerness, a balm for the present and a prayer for the future.

Irisanya Moon, author of several books, including Aphrodite: Encountering the Goddess of Love & Beauty & Initiation and Pantheon: The Greeks.

If you are drawn to Maria Lionza, you will cherish this book. It will introduce you to her veneration and her living essence. It is both transcendent and practical, ineffable and accessible. And it is forged of pure devotion – you can feel Elhoim’s love for his goddess in every word.

Tess Whitehurst, author of The Wild Witch Oracle and The Tarot of Secrets.

A beautiful and erudite exploration into the rich cultural and spiritual traditions of Venezuela, Elhoim offers a guiding hand to the reader to explore the Queen of Witches and her sacred mysteries. Passionately written, Pagan Portals – María Lionza is an invaluable compendium detailing the history, stories and legacy of this enigmatic Goddess, alongside accessible elements to aid connection. If you’re seeking to expand your knowledge and delve deeper into devotional practice that’s both respectful and authentic, this is the book for you.

Brett Hollyhead, author of Pagan Portals – Sabrina: Discovering the Goddess of the River Severn.
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Queen María Lionza is a central and revered figure in the diverse landscape of Venezuelan spirituality and is often regarded as a foundational figure for many spiritist practitioners. Her recognition as a spiritual deity may vary across different belief systems, particularly among some Catholic and Evangelical communities with differing perspectives. However, María Lionza, alongside El Negro Felipe (The Black Phillip) and Cacique Guaicaipuro (Chief Guaicaipuro), forms a significant trilogy within Venezuelan spiritism. This trilogy, deeply embedded in the Venezuelan cultural consciousness, carries the weight of tradition, and its influence has been felt across generations.





A Message on Cultures and Your Journey

Hey, dear reader, welcome to this personal exploration of one of South America’s most beautiful spiritual traditions. As someone born and raised in Venezuela, the land where the story of María Lionza unfolds, I feel a profound connection to this rich cultural heritage.

I need to acknowledge the complexities of engaging with cultural practices that are not our own. Now, please bear with me just for a minute on cultural appropriation, a serious issue that can erase authentic voices and cause tangible harm by taking opportunities away from the originators of a culture. I hold this issue with deep concern.

My intention in sharing this book is not to invite appropriation. Instead, it is born from a desire to inform, to foster understanding, and to offer a glimpse into a world that has shaped the spiritual landscape of Venezuela and beyond. Whether you have picked up this book out of simple curiosity, for academic research, or with a genuine interest in the practices surrounding our native spirit, María Lionza, I welcome you with an open heart.

The path of spirituality is deeply personal and unique to each individual. The call of a deity is a sacred and intimate experience between that individual and the divine. It is not my place, nor the place of any single person, to judge or determine the validity of such a calling. Whatever its origin or intention, your journey is yours alone to navigate.

As you delve into the stories, the rituals, and the cultural context surrounding María Lionza, I encourage you to do so with an open mind. If, through these pages, you feel a resonance, a pull, or what you interpret as a call, know that this is a deeply personal experience. Whether or not you explore that further is a matter for your heart and spirit to decide.

My role here is to share the knowledge and the stories passed down through generations, offering a window into a tradition that holds profound meaning for many. I hope your exploration is filled with understanding, respect, and a genuine appreciation for the diverse tapestry of human spirituality. Remember, respect and understanding are the guiding lights in this journey.





Introduction
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In the rich tapestry of Venezuelan spiritual practices, María Lionza holds a unique and significant position within the spiritual hierarchy, often considered second to the Holy Trinity and the Virgin Mary. This placement reflects the region’s fascinating syncretism of religious beliefs, blending indigenous, African, and European influences.

María Lionza is often seen as embodying aspects similar to the goddesses Venus and Gaia in other cultures, representing peace, love, and harmony. She is consistently linked to the elemental powers of water and thunder and the mystique of perfumes, forests, and mountains, symbolizing the universal enigma of femininity, affection, and various facets of the natural world.

The sculptor Alejandro Colina, famously depicted her as a muscular, nude woman riding a tapir (a male tapir, an animal revered by indigenous communities). Her hands are outstretched in the sculpture, and she holds a female pelvic bone, a symbol of fertility. Snakes are crushed beneath the tapir’s feet, representing envy and selfishness, but also representing her posture as a wild goddess over mortals and fear. Each element of this depiction carries deep symbolism, inviting further exploration and understanding.

During Marcos Pérez Jiménez’s government, this sculpture of María Lionza on her tapir was erected in Caracas, along the Autopista del Este, near the Central University of Venezuela. This location was chosen to symbolize the integration of spiritual beliefs into the fabric of Venezuelan society, as the university is a hub of intellectual and cultural activity.

Regarding cultural identity, María Lionza is often called the mother of the mestizo (mixed) race in Venezuela, representing the union of indigenous and Spanish heritage. Her figure transcends the historical conflicts and mistreatment associated with this mixing, embodying a powerful sense of reconciliation and the harmonious blending of two distinct worlds, inspiring hope for unity and understanding.

Much like other Latin American nations, Venezuelan culture is a colorful tapestry woven from the contributions of Black, indigenous, and Spanish populations. Within the Venezuelan spiritual courts, which are a unique aspect of the country’s spiritual practices, María Lionza stands as the central figure in a powerful trilogy, alongside the Great Cacique Guaicaipuro, a leader of the indigenous resistance against the Spanish, and Negro Felipe, a significant fighter in the Venezuelan Wars of Independence.

“Maria Lionza represents the union of the three races, the indigenous, the black, and the white, which unites us as a nation. The indigenous social and political structure of what is now Venezuela was very different from that of the Mexican pre-colonial times.”

Elizabet Pazos. “Maria Lionza: Deidad Aborigen Entre Chamanes y Curas”.

The most prominent day of celebration for this cult is October 12th. However, the influence of María Lionza, the “three powers” (María Lionza, Guaicaipuro, and Negro Felipe), and the associated spiritual practices extend throughout Venezuela and even internationally, particularly in Colombia and in countries with Venezuelan diaspora communities. Holy Week is another significant time, marked by increased pilgrimages.

The observances on October 12th


	Indigenous influences are significant and evident in the vocabulary used (such as the importance of tobacco) and in many ritualistic elements, including reverence for nature.

	African influences: The religion of Santería, originating from the Yoruba people, has integrated with the spiritualism of María Lionza and is acknowledged within its spiritual hierarchy. The “African Court” represents Santería within Venezuelan spiritualism. While Santería maintains its distinct practices, it often intertwines with the broader María Lionza tradition.

	The European influence on the María Lionza cult primarily manifests through its syncretism with Catholicism. It’s common for individuals to identify as both Catholic and a believer in María Lionza. Her cult acknowledges the supremacy of the Holy Trinity, the Virgin Mary, and the angelic realms, with María Lionza holding a high rank within this framework.
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