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FOREWORD

By Christine VanPool

On December 13, 2022, I had a Facebook message from P. D. Newman, someone I did not know, stating, “Good morning. I am just discovering your research via the amazing George Lankford. Thank you for your important contributions.” A smile broke across my face as I remembered hanging out with the amazing George Lankford years before at the Santa Fe Institute as we were called to discuss Amerindian cosmology and societies. Professor Emeritus Lankford is a well-known folklorist and a wonderful person. Anyone familiar with George was immediately high on my list! I responded to this new Facebook connection and began a fascinating discussion with P. D. as he shared his creative and insightful thoughts about Southeastern archaeology. Of special interest to me was P. D.’s suggestion that Mississippian people developed a hallucinogenic recipe that was chemically similar to the famous ayahuasca brew of South America. There are different plant recipes for ayahuasca, but at least two powerful alkaloids must be present: harmine (derived from Banisteriopsis spp.) and N,N-dimethyltryptamine (DMT or N,N-DMT) (from Anadenanthera spp. or Psychotria viridis)(VanPool 2019). Given my own archaeological work on entheogens and shamanism, I was intrigued by this suggestion! With as much energy and excitement as I could muster, I encouraged P. D. to pursue this idea. He explained to me how, in his Missihuasca hypothesis, Mississippian shamans could utilize hallucinogenic tobacco (Nicotiana rustica, with its harmine alkaloids, for example) alongside honey locust (Gleditsia triacanthos, with its N,N-DMT alkaloids) as well as other significant plants detailed in this book to produce a powerful plant medicine similar to those used by other cultures throughout the Americas and indeed around the world.

Academic archaeologists are a cantankerous lot. Sometimes I think we argue just to argue. (I’m pretty sure this is from working in the sun all day and then drinking a beer after work. Having a good, vigorous discussion is one of our favorite ways to keep ourselves entertained!) A topic that has been debated for at least three generations of archaeologists is the use and meaning of the term shaman. Some think it is a great term, others think it is useless outside of egalitarian hunting and gathering societies, and still others think it is completely impractical for archaeologists studying the past through rock, pots, and the other remnants of human behavior. I am not going to be able to settle this debate here, but my own view is that the archaeological record provides great insights into past religions. We often can identify religious and cosmological systems in which certain individuals act as intermediaries between their people and the spirits. These people are shamans, in my mind and in comparison to the ethnographic record.

Cross-culturally, shamans conduct rituals for a variety of reasons. While many scholars have focused on the medicinal/healing aspect of shamanism, shamans do more than heal individuals and communities. They perform rituals to predict and manipulate weather, predict the future, find lost animals and objects for clients, and find lost souls and return them to their owners (and yes, if you are wondering, soul loss is a form of sickness). They also explain songs and cultural stories to their people, for they are the knowledge and wisdom keepers of their tribes. Further, the archaeological and ethnographic records indicate that shamans conducted rituals to go into altered states of consciousness (ASC). To induce ASC, shamanic rituals often included fasting, chanting, clapping, dancing, drumming, and/or rattling. Entheogens are not necessary, but they are commonly used because particular plants produce specific experiences that are desired to achieve specific goals.

The differences in plant medicines give each entheogen its own “personality.” Shamans worldwide tie these differences to each plant having its own spirits that can help the shamans and their clients. Some plants are cherished for their healing properties, while others are respected for their visionary capabilities. Elsewhere I have discussed sacred tobacco (Nicotiana rustica) and how it cleanses and protects people and ritual areas (VanPool and VanPool 2007). It is a powerful smudging agent, but it does so much more. When ritually consumed it allows one’s soul to take flight as bird/human anthropomorph, making it an effective conduit to travel to the spirit world. Dangerous Datura spp., on the other hand, can be tricky, but they open the shaman’s mind, allowing one to talk to deceased people. As a result, it is commonly used for ancestor worship (VanPool 2009).

I am not alone in thinking about how particular plants are used for specific purposes. Richard Evans Schultes and colleagues (1998) provide detailed discussions of many plant medicines and their uses and impacts. These and other discussions are tremendously useful, perhaps even essential, to understanding many past and present religious systems, but I have come to wonder if they may be incomplete. Except for ayahuasca and a few other brews, we typically do not consider “cocktail recipes” for plant medicines. Ethnographic examples and common sense, however, indicate that plant medicines can be and are mixed in various ways to produce desired effects. This is one of the key insights that P. D. brought to my attention, and one of the most important contributions he presents here in this book.

P. D. Newman carefully considers historic documents and archaeological evidence and compares these to his intimate and experiential knowledge of plants. In doing so, he adds another layer to Mississippian archaeology from a vantage point beyond just the archaeological record. He contends that ancient Mississippian shamans used what he calls Missihuasca (a combination of the words Mississippian and ayahuasca) plants to enable them to safely travel to the spirit world to better understand afterlife journeys. The ethnographic record indicates that death journeys weighed heavily on the minds of Native Americans in the Eastern Woodlands and on the Plains (Carr 2022), but we have not really considered how this might be reflected in ancient rituals. P. D.’s work here provides a nuanced understanding of how the plant medicines in the region might have been linked to these beliefs and in doing so expands on the insights provided in George Lankford’s (2006) “The Path of Souls” and other soul travels (Carr 2022). Missihuasca as a conduit for cosmological traveling allowed Mississippian shamans to report to their people what to expect and how to navigate their bodily deaths as they faced the afterlife.

One of the dangers with “interpretive” studies is that we can lose sight of the empirical record and what we can actually “know.” Going too far down an interpretive road without holding to some means of evaluating our ideas against the archaeological record can lead to odd conclusions, perhaps even culminating in theories about lost continents like Atlantis or extraterrestrial visitors. Having grown up near Roswell, New Mexico, I love a good alien story as much as the next person, but I prefer they stay out of my archaeological explanations! P. D. is an empiricist and does not fall into this trap. His attention to detail is clear from the following book, and all of his ideas can be evaluated by scientists. I sincerely look forward to seeing P. D.’s ideas being carefully considered, and I hope to do some of this work myself.

Not everyone agrees with my analytical definition of shamanism or my assessment of shamanic rituals. I stress in all my classes at the University of Missouri that, when possible, it is best to use the specific cultural terms for religious practitioners and place them in their own cultural contexts. Some ayahuasca shamans, for example, call themselves vegetalistas—little plant learners. If I am writing about Peruvian shamans, I will use their preferred term and link them to their cosmological frameworks that give their experiences meaning. Yet, we do not know what terms might have been used in the past, and it is through archaeological study that we understand the past. Thus, I find little objection to and much to be gained from the sorts of analyses P. D. presents here. We cannot learn about the past without thinking about the past, and we cannot think about the past without having conceptual models to evaluate. I am certain that debating and evaluating P. D.’s model will clarify and sharpen our thinking. I hope you find P. D. Newman’s ideas as tantalizing as I do.

CHRISTINE VANPOOL
COLUMBIA, MISSOURI

CHRISTINE S. VANPOOL earned her B.S. in anthropology at Eastern New Mexico University and her M.A. and Ph.D. in anthropology from the University of New Mexico. She is an associate professor of anthropology at the University of Missouri–Columbia. Her research focuses on the anthropology of religion, especially shamanism among Native Americans. Many of her analyses use shamanic art to examine the cognitive structure of religious practices across the New World, especially the North American Southwest and Mesoamerica. She has published over 60 peer-reviewed articles and books. Her works include “Ancient Medicinal Plants of South America” (2019, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences), Signs of the Casas Grandes Shamans (2007, University of Utah Press), and An Anthropological Study of Spirits (2023, Springer). She is also the coauthor of Signs of the Casas Grandes Shamans.
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PREFACE

FINDING THE PATH OF SOULS

In the fall of 2022, having just finished writing my book Theurgy: Theory and Practice: The Mysteries of the Ascent to the Divine, I was invited to speak on the research presented in my previous work, Angels in Vermilion: The Philosophers’ Stone from Dee to DMT, at a conference organized by the Tyringham Initiative and held at beautiful Broughton Hall Estate, located in the town of Skipton in North Yorkshire, England. Between presentations, while privately discussing my theurgy manuscript with one of the lecturers, Brian Muraresku, I was overheard by Dennis McKenna and Graham Hancock, conversing nearby, who asked if I was talking about something that I’d never heard of before: the Path of Souls. The Path of Souls is a Native American model of the afterlife journey that was shared by a number of Indigenous tribes throughout the Southeast during the Mississippian Period. Before the weekend was over, I had placed an order for a book on the subject, appropriately titled Path of Souls: The Native American Death Journey, by a fellow Memphian named Gregory Little. Inexplicably, the similarities between two metaphysical maps—from the perceived presence of a pair of portals secreted away in certain clusters of stars to the prevalent belief that the arch of the Milky Way was a heavenly highway leading to the Land of the Dead—were both stunning and undeniable. Over the next six months, in addition to Little’s informative treatise, I digested virtually everything I could find on the subject of the Mississippian Ideological Interaction Sphere (MIIS)—especially anything published by members of the San Marcos School of Interpretation, which was born out of the Mississippian Iconographic Conference (MIC). Held annually or biannually at Texas State University since 1992, the MIC is hosted by the brilliant and passionate American anthropologist F. Kent Reilly III, and seeks to understand the function and meaning of the mysterious art and iconography of the MIIS. As I worked through seminal books like Hero, Hawk, and Open Hand: American Indian Art of the Ancient Midwest and South; Ancient Objects and Sacred Realms: Interpretations of Mississippian Iconography; and Visualizing the Sacred: Cosmic Visions, Regionalism, and the Art of the Mississippian World, it became increasingly evident that the Path of Souls paradigm wasn’t envisaged as simply a journey to be taken by the soul after death. In reality, it was also a ritualized model of “shamanic” initiation intended to instill members of certain medicine sodalities with a firsthand knowledge of both supernatural entities and the Land of the Dead. That is, it was a virtual preparation for what was believed to be an inevitable reality for anyone who would dare to launch his soul directly into the heart of this mystery. The present book constitutes a meager sketch of those same initiatory modes of preparation.

P. D. NEWMAN
TUPELO, MISSISSIPPI


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Contrary to a comment made by one of my favorite English Perennialists, no man constitutes an island universe. And this man is no exception. There are a number of important people whom I’d like to acknowledge for the hand they’ve had in the publication of this special book. First and foremost, I’d like to thank my amazing wife, Rebecca, for always supporting the trajectory of my work. I admit, it’s gotten pretty fringe on more than one occasion—but you were there for it every time. I’d also like to salute my youngest son and indispensable research assistant, Bacchus, for consistently being ready to go on whatever adventure Papa might have in mind. You’re a great sidekick. I’m especially grateful to my parents, Steve and Susan. You two have always motivated me to follow my curiosity, no matter where it may lead me. For always being trusty soundboards, I want to honor my dear friends, Lazarus Hawkins, Jaime Lamb, Kelly Ervin, Justin Ross, Tom Hatsis, and Khalil Reda. My favorite brother has also been indispensable in this regard (I love you, Michael). Without y’all, I’d just be talking to myself. I’m thankful, too, for the friendly encouragement and advice I received from three of my own personal inspirations—Eric Singleton, David Dye, and Chris VanPool. I appreciate you all for your good counsel and sound advice. Even though we’ve never met, I’d also like to recognize Robert Hall, George Lankford, Jim Brown, and Kent Reilly. Were it not for the ingenuity shown by you four exceptional men, I would not have had a book to write. Gratitude must also be expressed for the memory of Keewaydinoquay Pakawakuk Peschel. It is only on account of her courage and fortitude that the world has not forgotten the sacred name of Miskwedo. Thank you also to Anjie Rivero for the stunning, evocative artwork. It really makes the book “pop.” Penultimately, I am grateful to the one and only Greg Little. It was your remarkable treatise on the Path of Souls that really opened my eyes to the whole MIIS phenomenon in the first place. Finally, and most importantly, I wish to pay my ultimate respects to the Native communities of Southeastern North America. To quote Sioux adoptee Frithjof Schuon: “What one can give to the Indians is strengthening light and what one can receive from them is luminous strength.”


[image: ]

“Our brother! Soon you will be there in the Land of Souls. You will see your ancestors and your brothers and sisters. Already they are preparing a reception for your arrival. The men are hunting and fishing; the women are setting up your lodge and making clothes for you. When you arrive everything will be ready; and the spirits will celebrate the Festival of a New Arrival. And then you, too, will await the arrival of your wife and children.

“But before you arrive in the Land of Souls you must walk the Path of Souls. You must be careful. The trials that you endured on this Path of Life are over—but you will encounter new ones on every hill and at every bend along the Path of Souls. You are being tested. Be strong. Do not weaken.

“Listen, our brother! The tests that you will meet on the way are different from the ones that you suffered on earth. Here, they are direct and easily recognized. Although they were sometimes sudden, they were easily repelled. But the tests that you will face on the Path of Souls are not so plain. They are subtle, disguised in innocence. They are much more dangerous than any that you may have encountered in this life.

“Remember. Walk alone; eat by yourself; sleep with no one. Do this, even though there are hardships. You will be hungry and you will be cold. You will be lonely and you will be tired. You will be thirsty and you will be afraid. Your spirit will be weak. And when it is weak, the tests will appear.

“They will seem harmless. There may be a feast in a village to which you will be invited. Do not go: it is the Feast of Death. There may be a night camp in which people are preparing for sleep. Do not stop: it is the Sleep of Death. If you come upon a campfire, do not warm yourself: it is the Fire of Death. If you see a brook, do not drink of it: it is the Water of Death. Should you come upon someone lying in the ground, leave him: it is the Agony of Death. Whatever you see or hear—pass it by.

“Our brother! Be on guard! Have a safe journey!”

BASIL JOHNSTON, OJIBWAY CEREMONIES
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MEET THE MIIS-SISSIPPIANS

The Mississippian Ideological Interaction Sphere (MIIS) refers to a mysterious complex of mythological, ceremonial, and iconographic motifs shared by people in a number of different regions in Southeastern North America from approximately 800 CE to 1600 CE. Successors to the Hopewell culture, the Mississippians were responsible for creating, maintaining, and embellishing many of the enigmatic platform mounds and earthworks constructed in and around the Mississippi Valley—the awe-inspiring remains of which are exhibited to this day throughout the Southeastern landscape of North America.1 Beginning around 1200 BP, the Mississippian culture first emerged from the middle Mississippi River Valley, exhibiting vibrant and creative lifeways that persisted right up to the seventeenth century CE. The Natives of this period and place are perhaps best known for their textile, artistic, and agrarian innovations, such as, for instance, their remarkably durable shell-tempered pottery, their cold-hammered, paper-thin copper repoussé plates, their expertly carved whelk shell gorgets and cups, and a groundbreaking horticultural technique that grew out of their almost universal incorporation of maize—known as the three sisters method of planting. Other acceptable names for this fascinating and resourceful demographic include the Mississippian Art and Ceremonial Complex (MACC), the somewhat outdated Southeastern Ceremonial Complex (SECC),2 and the admittedly inappropriate Southern Death Cult. None of these titles, however, live up to the beauty, grandeur, and sheer mystique of which many of the Mississippian sites and artifacts are possessed.

The first time I laid eyes upon one of these impressive structures, I was in northern Mississippi, driving up the Natchez Trace Parkway (the famous route along which a young, pregnant Shoshone interpreter would guide two Freemasons from the Corps of Discovery following the Louisiana Purchase) toward Nashville, Tennessee, when a curious sight caught my eye: four acute yet miniature Tor-like hills, all bulging out from the luscious landscape like some uniform series of grassy Benben stones. I say miniature, but that’s only in comparison with the Torr—in truth, many of these monuments are positively gargantuan. Parking my ’94 Ford Tempo next to the display kiosk maintained by the National Park Service, I exited the vehicle and made the first of what would become a great many fascinated and entranced treks out onto the hot, humid, holy grounds of what I now know to call the “Pharr Mounds.”

The Pharr Mounds constitute one of eleven or twelve major mound sites still located in the Hospitality State. While it was the preceding Hopewell culture who erected those earthworks during the Middle Woodland period, in addition to creating a number of their own impressive structures, the Mississippian peoples both maintained and often altered many of the mounds left behind by their prolific predecessors. Some Mississippian mounds faithfully adhere to their Woodland, Formative, and Archaic prototypes. More often, though, the Hopewells’ successors favored platform pyramid-style—and later, circular platform—mounds. Many of the latter were erected directly atop preexisting mounds, grafted on in a “sidecar” fashion. Two excellent examples of megalithic Mississippian mound sites still found in the Hospitality State include the enormous Emerald (not to be confused with the Emerald Acropolis, to which we’ll return below) and Winterville Mounds—both located in the southern half of Mississippi. Other notable sites utilized by the same post-Hopewellian culture but found outside of the Twentieth State include the gargantuan Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site found in Collinsville, Illinois, the spectacular Spiro Mounds Archaeological Center of Oklahoma, the equally extravagant Etowah Indian Mounds State Historic Site erected in Cartersville, Georgia, and the monumental Moundville Archaeological Park in Alabama.

In addition to the more familiar heap-style mounds, such as the phenomenal Pharr Mounds described above, many ceremonial sites of the Mississippi Valley—including the impressive “Mound I” of the Owl Creek Mounds near Houston, Mississippi—are stylized rather as terrene trapezoids, giving off the distinct visual impression of truncated earthen pyramids. Most Southerners are accustomed to seeing them, although against the rustic, meridional countryside these megalithic structures seem to the traveling tourist wholly out of place, as though they’d be more at home a bit farther toward the austral, in Mexico or South America—or perhaps even in Egypt, which can scarcely be conjured independently of the inevitable invocation of the Great Pyramid at Giza. Nevertheless, as an ironic aside, it is worth noting that the base of the famous Monk’s Mound at Cahokia is roughly the same size as that of the Great Pyramid—and larger even than the Mexican Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan. Moreover, in the vicinities of several of these sacred sites, on top of the oft-found incinerated and intact skeletal remains of what are believed to have been village elites and even the occasional human sacrifice, were found ancient artifacts bearing a number of caringly carved and painted abstract, anthropomorphic, and zoomorphic symbols. These include fire-breathing skulls, hands with “eyes” in their palms, winged serpents and serpents having antlers, aquatic panthers (also having antlers), and giant raptors—all pertaining to what the San Marcos School of archaeological interpretation believes to be an early Native American model for the after-death journey, known colloquially as the “Path of Souls.”3 But it is my contention that the manipulation of this potent and productive iconography transcends the domain of the merely mortuary and merges with the mystical and magical modes of endemic medicine known as shamanism. In the following chapters, I will argue that this postmortem rite of passage in fact doubles as an elaborate initiatory system, dramatically ritualized and centered around a number of powerful visionary concoctions.

Central to the MIIS was this puzzling set of iconographic symbols, many of which were shared with the preceding Hopewell, Adena, and Poverty Point cultures—the hand and the raptor, for instance, were known to the Hopewell. Conversely, a number of these images appear to be completely unknown to those archaic cultures that arrived before the MIIS. Executed in a number of regional stylistic variations, the set of symbols comprising the Path of Souls cycle functioned in a manner analogous to that of books of the dead in other cultures.4 According to American anthropologist F. Kent Reilly III,

Hemphill engraved pottery excavated at Moundville shows signs of use, which strongly suggests that these vessels were not solely intended as grave goods. Perhaps containing sacred medicine, they were used in a variety of rituals that emphasized the ideology of the Path of Souls. Indeed, at Moundville Hemphill pottery with its engraved motifs may have functioned as an analog to the Book of the Dead in other cultures. In this hypothesis, each Hemphill vessel contained powerful medicine that would assist the soul of the deceased on the path to overcome the tribulations that the supernatural entity engraved on the bottle represents.5

Mississippian iconography differed, however, from standard mortuary texts in that some Path of Souls artifacts—namely, the pipes, pots, and drinking vessels—were both practical and virtually interactive. Indeed, by virtue of their consecrated contents, these pieces were possessed of the power to invoke the supernatural depicted on the pot or pipe, projecting their smoker(s) and drinker(s) directly into these particular powers’ precincts—those domains being various important points plotted along the Path of Souls.6 Reilly continues,

[The] placement of the Great Serpent imagery on specific vessel forms (often bottles in the [Lower Mississippi Valley]) assuredly functioned to manifest a supernatural power that otherwise could not be seen. Imagery could, for example, have identified a vessel as containing special substances, sacred contents, or perhaps ritual “medicine” used in ceremonies in which the Great Serpent acted as the major supernatural. These symbols would have triggered memory on a cosmic scale, much as on a more pedestrian level the “Rx” symbol and instructions on the label of a prescribed medication alert a patient today to the contents of a small orange plastic bottle. The image of the Great Serpent on a pottery vessel very well may have identified the medicine it contained, while linking it with specific rituals that this supernatural controlled.7

The specific rituals to which each of the shell cups are linked were both initiatory and graded, meaning that the cup in one’s possession, with its particular iconography, also served as a badge of attainment—an indication to other members of the society of one’s rank and degree within the medicine sodality. A Creek legend concerning a young boy’s initiatory descent to the cave of the Tie-snakes, located in the Below World—no doubt reflective of an actual Indigenous male rite of passage—confirms this correlation. An entry titled, “Journey to the Underwater Lodge,” an important tale in American folklorist George E. Lankford’s book Native American Legends of the Southeast, begins: “A chief sent his son with a message to another chief, and delivered to him a vessel as the emblem of his authority.”8 The drinking cup served as the chief’s badge of attainment. The folklorist appropriately comments on this Creek charter, saying that,

Archaeologists may find intriguing this reference to a custom of sending
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