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Animal Medicine
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“The animal kingdom, in its love and compassion to humans, is always willing to gift us with what we need the most when our souls are in need of teachings, guidance, and medicine. We, however, have lost so much of our connections to the ancient wisdom and the shamanic practices, making it quite difficult to translate the meaning of what is being transmitted. In Animal Medicine, the great curandera Erika Buenaflor has gifted us with her deep understanding of ancient shamanism and how we can rescue our sacred relationship with animals, temples, rituals, and ageless wisdom. This book is filled with teachings and practices from a rich culture, kept sacred by the curanderx of Mesoamerica. Animal Medicine is here to inspire us to discover and develop our own spiritual path, a path leading to the healing of our body, mind, and soul. Muchas gracias, Erika Buenaflor, for your curandera’s gifts to us all.”

VERA LOPEZ, COAUTHOR OF
SHAMANIC MYSTERIES OF PERU

“As a bruja, I want to thank Erika Buenaflor from the bottom of my heart for all the research, love, and dedication she put into this book. Animal Medicine is profound, groundbreaking, and perfect for students of all levels! I am fortunate to have experienced Erika’s magic in person. She is a loving and strong spirit, a conduit from times past, and her work is here to heal our future generations. I am so elated to give this book five stars for all the valuable secrets Erika shares with us. She is one of the most unique and approachable voices in the shamanic community.”

VALERIA RUELAS, THE MEXICAN 
WITCH AND AUTHOR OF COSMOPOLITAN 
LOVE POTIONS

“Filled with information and experiential exercises to give you a first-person perspective, this book is a delightful deep dive into Mesoamerican shamanic wisdom! Buenaflor’s work is not only valuable for exploring animal spirits from the curanderx perspective but will also augment the relationships with spirits you have already encountered on your shamanic path.”

EVELYN C. RYSDYK, AUTHOR OF 
SPIRIT WALKING, THE 
NORSE SHAMAN, AND 
THE NEPALESE SHAMANIC 
PATH (WITH BHOLA BANSTOLA)

“Erika Buenaflor has added significantly to our understanding of curanderismo with her three previous books dealing with cleansing rituals, soul retrieval, and sacred energy. Her new book, Animal Medicine, adds to an ever-expanding examination of curanderismo and shamanism, which cannot be complete without understanding the role that animal spirits play in the esoteric and mystical world of human experience.”

ANTONIO NOÉ ZAVALETA, 
PH.D., AUTHOR OF CURANDERO: 
HISPANIC ETHNO-PSYCHOTHERAPY & CURANDERISMO

“With Animal Medicine, Erika Buenaflor lays an offering at our feet of how to commune with nature and access our animal guides. This comprehensive text is a must-read for anyone looking to connect with ancient Mesoamerican traditions that help us understand our physical world, dreams, animal meanings, myth, and symbolic discourse.”

ANGÉLICA M. YAÑEZ, PH.D.,
EDITOR OF UNITED STATES 
HISTORY FROM A CHICANO PERSPECTIVE

“Erika Buenaflor has both researched and had in-depth experience to gather an incredible wealth of wisdom teachings on animal medicine to assist journeyers in their deep connection with animal spirits and allies. If you have a desire to understand how to work with animal medicine, this is definitely the book for you! The imagery is provocative and stirring to the psyche, opening the consciousness to the inner journey.”

LINDA STAR WOLF, 
PH.D., CREATOR OF VENUS 
RISING AND SHAMANIC BREATHWORK 
JOURNEYS AND AUTHOR OF SHAMANIC BREATHWORK

“Animal Medicine is a very heartfelt and authentically researched addition to the kingdoms of animal spirit literature and wisdom. Long live Itzamna!”

JAMES ENDREDY, AUTHOR OF
ADVANCED SHAMANISM 
AND SHAMANIC ALCHEMY
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Introduction to Ancient Mesoamerican and Curanderismo Animal Symbolism

The people of ancient Mesoamerica largely understood the fauna around them to be related to and manifestations of the sacred and the cosmos. Animals were thought to serve as messengers or agents for deities or other supernatural beings, connected people with a particular deity or sacred phenomenon, and provided omens. Lay people, fisherman, hunters, and farmers engaged in ritual animal invocations to ensure success in hunting and fishing, prevent animals from doing damage to their fields, and deter ants from certain areas and actions.1 Diviners, shamans, and healers interpreted the appearance and actions of animals in the physical world and in dreams to assess and determine numerous kinds of everyday situations.2

Animals were also prominent in the peoples’ myths and legends and served as models and metaphors for their social and natural worlds and symbolic discourse. In addition, they could be found in emblem glyphs of dynasties and may have served as designated guides that were transmitted from one ruler to another within the same dynastic line.3 Animals were also associated with astrological constellations in codices, stelae, and other cultural platforms and comprised many of the day signs*1 within their divinatory (260 days) calendar. The innate gifts and powers that animals were understood to embody, represent, and provide access to made them critical actors in the political, religious, and cultural life.

This book will delve into the symbolic discourse and ceremonial rites the ancient Mesoamerican peoples assigned to particular animals and explore the two most common ways we can connect with animals to gain access to their gifts and medicine. The first way is to develop a relationship with them in the physical and spiritual/dream realms and cultivate a symbolic method of communication with them. The second way is through shapeshifting, and this definitely encompasses the physical shapeshifting we see in popular horror movies.

In Mesoamerican curanderismo and shamanic traditions there are many ways to shapeshift into an animal, including etheric, astral, joining, bilocation, and physical shapeshifting. Etheric shapeshifting typically involves shifting into an animal through the subtle bodies—the etheric, the emotional, and the mental—that are closest to the physical body. Astral shapeshifting involves shifting through our astral body and is often identified as having an out-of-body experience, or OBE. Joining commonly involves projecting our consciousness into an animal, and bilocation occurs when a person’s animating soul energy splits, with one half shifting into an animal form (or some other form) and the other half remaining in the physical body. Physical shapeshifting is when the physical body transforms into an animal.

Despite the rather ubiquitous and diverse traditions of animal shapeshifting in ancient Mesoamerica, popular books on the subject are either unaware of or simply ignore these rich traditions despite the fact that contemporary ethnographies report that they still exist in indigenous towns throughout Mexico and Guatemala. On the academic front, while some of these practices were recorded by early sixteenth and seventeenth ethnographers, the analysis of them is sometimes guided by limited understanding of shapeshifting practices or dichotomizing tendencies that link particular practices with either nonmalicious or malicious practices without exploring their complex multivalent symbolism. Modern analysis also often ignores the possibility that these rites were understood as or operated in quantum fields, where many things can be happening at one time, especially if the practitioner has a high degree of mastery over their animating soul energies.

The complex development of mythological symbolic discourse concerning animals was polysemic, multilayered, ambiguous, and idiosyncratic. On one level it was imparted and on another, it was appropriated in a dialectical process whereby it became a subjective reality for the person who was utilizing, reciting, and often generating new meanings and expressions.

In the following chapters, I will compare and contrast various sources, including textual, illustrative, sculptural, and architectural authorities; burial sites and tombs and the sacred items found in these places; preand postcontact codices; and sixteenth-, seventeenth-, and eighteenth-century ethnohistorical records. When available, I will identify the geographical and time-bound origins of the sources, including their particular symbolic use of animals in certain rituals.

The codices of ancient Mesoamerica were objects that could enhance the vision of ritual practitioners and provide a more nuanced understanding of the myths often being performed in ritual through the illustrated costuming, colors, body postures, ritual instruments, iconography, and period of the day, and possibly even aid the shaman to foresee the future.4 I will examine these rituals not simply as practices whose symbolic meanings must be uncovered but rather, as ritual theoretician Catherine Bell encouraged, as actions that generate meanings in the specific context of other sets of meaningful actions and discourses.5 While I may separate and identify the geographical and time-bound origins of the symbolic discourse of the ancient Central Mexicans and the Maya in my descriptions, it is important to understand that this does not imply that the creation or exclusive possession of the discourse is limited to that region or period. As Mesoamerican scholar Alfredo López Austin asserts, “Common history and the particular histories of each Mesoamerican culture function[ed] dialectically to form a Mesoamerican vision rich in regional and local expression.”6

Ancient Mesoamerican people shared basic concepts about the human body and human life, a basic deity pantheon, principal iconographic symbols, and a core complex of mythical beliefs. As Mesoamerican scholar Oswaldo Chinchilla Mazariegos points out, “Mesoamerican myths are better understood as derived from a common core of ancient beliefs that diverged in multiple regional variants.”7

There are oftentimes mythological themes and meanings related to animals that are resilient and can be traced throughout many regions, cultures, and periods of ancient Mesoamerica.8 One likely reason for this is that the sacred gifts and meanings that animals were associated with typically reflected their physical attributes and natural habits and instincts. These included their methods for hunting/gathering food, mating, and grooming themselves as well as where they resided and ventured, how they moved, and whether they were nocturnal or diurnal.9

In ancient Mesoamerican mythologies, narrative and illustrative, animals were involved in the creation of the world—how it was made or discovered, how elements in nature were created, and how races or tribes originated and acquired maize and other foods.10 These mythologies also often explained how animals obtained various characteristics and propensities, and they communicated themes and meanings with regard to a particular animal’s sacred qualities, actions, deeds, and associations.

To ascertain this symbolic discourse, I will look at the shamanic interpretation of dreams and the appearance of animals in them, as well as the ritual use of animal-related medicinal and magical remedies. The uses of animals in cures were quite numerous, even more so than those of plants. Animals’ magical curing abilities were typically tied to their physical and behavioral characteristics and the myths they were associated with.11 The flexibility of small snakes and the many movable joints of centipedes, for example, were utilized in remedies to alleviate stiffness. The speed and dexterity of hares and rabbits made them good candidates for ailing extremities.12 There were also numerous invocations made to animals to plead for their help in banishing an illness from the body of the patient, and particular animals were sometimes considered both the omen and the cause of illness and were identified in these invocations as metaphors of the illness.13

When I am unfamiliar with the specific term the ancient Mesoamericans used to identify a practitioner, I use the term curanderx*2 to describe individuals among the precontact and colonial Mexica and Maya, who connected with animal medicine by creating or facilitating magical and medicinal animal concoctions, engaging in animal shapeshifting, or interpreting dreams, omens related to animals, or the meanings of their codices or the day signs of their calendars. I am not opposed to the use of the term shaman for these practitioners. I have used this term when I was unaware of the indigenous name of the practitioner’s specialty.

The term witchcraft rather than shamanism is typically used when describing the apparent misdeeds that were being accomplished with magic during shapeshifting practices or the misuse of soul animating energies. This encompasses the trend to identify the actions of the curanderx as witchcraft rather than shamanism, particularly in the interpretation of Classic Maya vase artwork. This imagery often revealed more insidious conduct, such as sending soul illnesses or absconding with soul pieces.

It is important to note that per the ethnographic records a good majority of ancient healing practitioners practiced magic, divination, seeing and journeying into nonordinary realms, and even physical shapeshifting, blurring the lines between brujeria (witchcraft) and shamanism. As a curandera, I routinely practice magic, divination, healing, and trance journeying, and so did my mentors. Consequently, I feel the term curanderx is more useful in describing these practitioners as it is more common and accepted that curanderx are skilled in diverse arts that are associated with both shamanism and witchcraft.

I limit the scope of my analysis to the Central Mexican Postclassic peoples and the Maya generally of the Classic and Postclassic periods largely due to my own background and training as a curandera. My four primary mentors were proficient in Yucatec Maya curanderismo traditions, beliefs, and practices. Two of them also associated themselves with Nahua traditions. My Maya mentors, Don Tomas and Don Fernando in particular, shared many stories and teachings concerning curanderx who could shapeshift into animals and their different types of shapeshifting practices. In my early mentorship periods, I had quite a few different types of shapeshifting experiences in my dreams and meditations, and I had a lot of questions for my mentors and conversations with them about animal shapeshifting practices. I recognize that clean lines of continuity between ancient and modern Mesoamerican traditions and beliefs do not exist. Nevertheless, enough of the ancient Mesoamerican worldviews survived over the centuries to permit suggestive analogies.14 These correlations are offered as suggestions rather than definitive conclusions about animal shapeshifting practices.

This book, like my other books, is intended to be a bridge between the academic and spiritual. I use the term spiritual to include nonreligious, pagan, religious, and heart-centered practices—basically any kind of tradition or practice that involves believing in some kind of divine power and the rites that arise or are related to those beliefs. Whether or not we have actual blood ties with ancient Mesoamerican indigenous traditions, some of us resonate with and feel intuitively drawn to this wisdom and apply its sacred essence to our spiritual practices and traditions.

Regardless of where we come from, anyone who is willing to do the diligent research and respects and acknowledges these traditions has the right to share this sacred information. I encourage us to lovingly and consciously decolonize our hearts and minds and focus more on conscious respect and reclamation of these traditions rather than their dogmatic control.

The species of animals covered in this book will primarily encompass the ones that were ubiquitous in the mythology of ancient Mesoamerica to discern the symbolic discourse concerning these animals. With regard to the Maya, because the majority of my research is centered in the Classic and Postclassic periods, the animals studied will predominantly entail those that inhabited the lowland tropical forests, where much of the Classic period unfolded, and the northern Yucatán and southern areas of Guatemala and Belize for the Postclassic period. For the ancient Central Mexican peoples, my research primarily focuses on the Postclassic period, so this will include animals from what is now Oaxaca, Guerrero, Puebla, Veracruz, Tlaxcala, Morelos, Aguascalientes, Queretaro, Hidalgo, Guanajuato, Durango, Zacatecas, San Luis Potosí, Mexico (state), and Mexico City.

The animals examined will include various types of vertebrates (fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and mammals) and invertebrates (insects, arachnids, mollusks, and worms). It will also include zoomorphic animals, or mythological animals that combined more than one animal and were often thought to have special powers.15 There was a general perception among the ancient Mesoamerican peoples that there were ranking orders within the classification of animals and, of course, among the animal kingdom, which was reflected in the mythological symbolic discourse that this book will explore.


ANIMAL SPIRIT GUIDES

Because there are so many terms involved when working with animal medicine, guides, and shapeshifting practices, I use the term animal spirit guide to encompass all of the diverse types of sacred relationships in which the animal acts as some kind of spiritual guide or coessence. An animal coessence is an animal with which we share a soul energy signature, typically since birth, and similar primal traits and inclinations.16 By being born on the same day, we acquire the same animating soul energy as that of an animal or species of animal, and we tend to have a particular affinity for one another. We can also increase our animating soul energy every time we connect with, or simply intend to connect with, our animal coessence. The animating soul energy we gain, of course, correlates with the type of connection we make or attempt to make with them.

It is important to mention that while an animal spirit guide may include an animal coessence, not every animal spirit guide will be a coessence. Generally, people have one animal coessence but can have up to two.

As I discuss in greater detail in Curanderismo Soul Retrieval, determining the identity of our animal coessence can be done through divination work, take place in dreams or vision quests, or be determined by a curanderx. Most importantly, our animal coessence will make us aware of its identity when we are ready to receive it and will appear to us three or four times at pivotal points in our lives.

It is possible that in some animal shapeshifting practices or relationships, the animal may not serve as a guide or coessence. If that is the case, then the practices discussed in this book may not be applicable, as they presume, on some level, a genuine and humble understanding that any and all animals can serve as a guide at some point in our lives. However, the animal spiritual connection, symbolism, and communication discussed here go beyond our relationships with an animal coessence and again can include any and all of our sacred relationships with animals.




BREAKDOWN OF THE BOOK

The first chapter in part 1 will discuss the pertinent gifts of the nonordinary realms—the Upperworld, Middleworld, and Underworld—and the animals and particular animal traits that were associated with them. I will then delve into how we can connect with animals and obtain sacred medicine in these nonordinary realms. I will also explore the different ways to induce a trance state and journey into a nonordinary realm and connect with an animal as well as critical keys to understanding the meaning of what we saw in those trance journeys. I will include as well a personal story of the medicine I obtained from the Upperworld by honoring a growing relationship with an Upperworld animal.

The second chapter will examine the three primary animating soul energies that were likely used in various degrees for shapeshifting purposes and explore how to garner them for our own practices. I will also delve into some of the different recorded animal shapeshifting practices of ancient Mesoamerica as well as those traditions my mentors discussed with me or I have personally experienced. In addition, I will describe ways to begin to develop shapeshifting skills and the many benefits of doing so and share how my husband’s shapeshifting experience helped to develop his spiritual awareness and release attachment to roles and identities.

The third chapter will explore ways to develop a communication system with an animal we feel some kind of spiritual connection to. It will include cultivating a communication system with animals through familiarizing ourselves with their habits and traits, understanding intuitive energy surges, journaling, developing intuition, and practicing shamanic dreamwork, automatic writing, and rituals. I will also share my client’s inspirational story of how she developed her symbolic communication with her animal spirit guide, trusted the message, and realized justice and resolution as a result.

Part 2 will explore the particular ancient Mesoamerican mythologies and ceremonial rites of seventy-six animals that were the most prevalent in their spiritual symbolic discourse. This section will be organized alphabetically and highlight the following information about the animals: the nonordinary realm they were associated with, their spiritual and shapeshifting medicine, and their symbolic meanings should we see them in a dream or trance journey or on the physical plane and feel they have a message for us.




GOALS OF THE BOOK

The principal aims of this book are twofold: (1) to collect and preserve this Mesoamerican indigenous ancient wisdom and provide accessible ways of drawing from it to enrich our lives in positive ways and (2) to extend the analysis of ancient Mesoamerican animal shapeshifting practices beyond the study of physical shapeshifting.

The diverse and fascinating relationships that ancient Mesoamerican peoples had with animals are generally very different from the relationships we tend to have with them in contemporary Western society. To be aware of an animal’s characteristics, medicine, messages, and energies, including how our own energies are affected by their presence, we must be present, aware, and mindful. When we engage life by being so, we can begin to experience the diverse richness it has to offer us. This book will explore ways for us to see and ideally experience nature and life in new exciting and ways, connect with animal medicine for guidance and healing, draw on an animal’s primal instincts in a healthy and empowering manner, become more in tune with and learn how to work with energies, especially animating soul energies, and much more.

For Latinx and Xicanx peoples, learning and reclaiming our indigenous traditions that have been taken from us by the complex processes of colonization is medicine in and of itself. Cultural reclamation can greatly inspire soul healing, retrieval, and revival. The symbolic discourse and offered methods discussed to develop our own symbolic modes of communication, understanding, and connection with animals are also intended to inspire us to discover, define, and develop our spirituality and spirituality-related practices for ourselves.

To truly decolonize our spiritual practices we need to allow ourselves to create a space to discover what feels right for us and question and be critical of anyone or anything that proscribes what our path should look like and entail. If and when we are called to learn and draw from our indigenous practices, we also need to define for ourselves what feels enlightening, uplifting, empowering, applicable, and relevant to us in our personal life—breathing our own unique sacred essence energies into these beautiful traditions. Regardless of culture, race, ethnicity, and traditions, learning these intuitive and heart-centered earth practices and developing a safe, fun, and exploratory space of creation can heal and revive our spirit on many levels.

I hope this book will also help to expand the study of ancient Mesoamerican animal shapeshifting practices to include the consideration of practices beyond physical shapeshifting along with the divergent ways animating soul energies may have come into play in these practices. For instance, there are many documented indications from seventeenth-century ethnographers that animal shapeshifting included bilocation. Approaching these diverse and dynamic practices with a narrow purview of simply looking at one type of physical shapeshifting practice to determine whether a shapeshifting took place can limit our understanding of these practices and the diverse and fascinating roles and actions the shapeshifters may have been playing.





PART ONE


Connecting to Animal Spirit Guides
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Historical Background, Meditative Exercises, and Trance Journeys
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1

Animal Contact and Medicine in the Nonordinary Realms

The ancient Mesoamericans commonly divided the world into two forms: a quadripartite form, which was horizontally organized into four cardinal spaces with a center in the middle, and a tripartite form, which was a vertical division of the nonordinary realms of Underworld, Middleworld, and Upperworld. Each nonordinary realm had its own division and ordering; sacred gifts, insight, challenges, and medicine; and deities, ancestors, supernatural beings, and animals that were associated with it (and sometime other realms as well).

An animal’s physical attributes, natural habits and instincts, the time of the day they were most active, and related mythologies determined which nonordinary realm(s) they would have passage to and dominion over. Mythological animals and animals that did not fit conventional patterns in nature were given special symbolic significance, could traverse in more than one nonordinary realm, and were believed to own other animals or forms of nature, such as trees, plants, and springs.1 A curanderx could connect with an animal associated with a specific nonordinary realm during a trance journey to deepen their connection with that animal or gain access to the realm. They journeyed into these realms via dreams, at natural and constructed sacred spaces—where the veils of reality were thin—through ritual performances and costuming, and through the use of sacred tools, such as breathwork, entheogens, bloodletting, trance dancing, and playing and listening to repetitive drumbeats.2 Wearing or including a sacred item of an animal—feathers, a piece of fur or skin, or their blood or teeth—or carrying an image of the animal strengthened the link and also provided a gateway into these realms.

The cardinal spaces were also sacred entities in their own right and had their own forms of divine wisdom, sacred gifts, patrons, deities, day signs, and year signs. Their symbols, meanings, and purposes, however, often varied among the ancient Mesoamericans.3 The types of animals and animal deities that presided over and were associated with the cardinal spaces and their divinatory day signs were significantly more disparate throughout ancient Mesoamerica than the animals in the nonordinary realms. There were also myriad factors that could alter the meanings and understandings of their animal day signs, such as the numbered coefficient*3 related to that day sign, the year bearer sign that influenced the day sign, and, of course, the curanderx’s own particular training in performing divination. The discussion of the animal day signs and their associated cardinal spaces will be fleshed out in the second part of the book dealing with the symbolic discourse and mythologies of the particular animal.

There were much more pervasive and resilient understandings throughout ancient Mesoamerica of the characteristics and attributes that connected an animal to a nonordinary realm and vice versa than to a cardinal space. Learning and connecting with animals in their symbolic habitat, the nonordinary spirit realms, is a very effective way of developing spiritual connections and symbolic communication systems with our animal spirit guides. Here, we can begin to transcend the limitations of traditional, typically linear forms of communication and flow with and continue to develop our intuition. This is particularly true if we allow ourselves to open up and tune in to see and understand their various skills, talents, and medicine and how they like to communicate and interact with us. Accessing the nonordinary realms with an animal spirit guide or by shapeshifting into an animal can also provide a more graceful, safe, and exciting journey into these realms and allow us to go deeper into our journey to access the medicine there and bring it into our everyday lives.


ACCESSING THE NONORDINARY REALMS THROUGH TRANCE STATES

We can access the nonordinary realms by inducing a trance state, also known as a shamanic state or altered state. The following sections provide some of the ways to do this.

Auditory Stimulation

Rhythmic, repetitive, auditory stimulation using a drum, rattle, singing bowl, or even nature sounds can cause changes in the central nervous system and create visual stimulation of color, pattern, and movement, which are ideal for trance states. Tibetan and crystal bowls, particularly, affect the electrical activity in many sensory and motor areas of the brain.

In the classes I teach on working with and connecting with animals, my husband will usually play the gongs and Tibetan and crystal bowls and sometimes have animal nature sounds in the background. I tend to use the rattle and drum. Drumbeats are of low frequency and transmit impulses along a variety of neural pathways to induce trance states.4 The drum also links the human heart with the heartbeat of the earth. The beats should be strong, monotonous, unvarying, and rapid. There should be no contrast in intensity or in the intervals between them.

At first, you may need to hear a recording or have someone playing the drum, rattle, or Tibetan bowl to induce a trance. But the more we practice and train our brains to go into trance states, the easier it becomes to induce them.

Shamanic Breathwork

Various types of shamanic breathwork exercises can induce particular trance states. Some can calm and quiet the monkey mind, while others can make us feel a restorative energy that enables us to journey into the nonordinary realms. The breathwork exercises I choose for particular journeys complement the intended journey.

Acupressure Points

Acupressure points are points in the body that are connected to its subtle energies. When pressed upon, they stimulate the body’s natural self-curative abilities by releasing muscular tension and promoting the circulation of blood. Certain acupressure points stimulate particular areas and correlating energetic systems, enabling us to enter specific nonordinary realms.

Mudras

Mudras are hand, body, or facial postures that act as catalysts for speeding up electromagnetic currents and affect the subtle bodies. Like acupressure points, they stimulate particular areas and correlating energetic systems that enable us to go into specific nonordinary realms. We will be working with facial and hand mudras.

Toning

There are certain sounds that are experiences of energy in their own right. The sounds and bijas (seed mantras) I suggest using do not represent things or concepts; rather, they are energetic frequencies that stimulate particular areas and correlating energetic systems that enable us to go into specific nonordinary realms.

Shamanic Dancing and Movement

To facilitate trance journeying, it is also very helpful to have a combination of physical and mental meditative activities that help move any stuck or tense energy in the body that may impede the journey. Mental activities include prayer and visualization. Physical exercises include shamanic dancing, yoga, balanced movement, qigong, tai chi, contemplative walks, and the primal releasing breathwork.5




ANIMALS OF THE UPPERWORLD

For the ancient Mesoamerican peoples, the Upperworld was typically linked with the sky and cosmos. It was where animating energy was stored and emitted. It was a space that could be observed for divinatory purposes to better understand the activities of the deities, ancestors, and supernatural beings and to discern when to perform certain rituals. The Upperworld was also where the idealized processes of rebirth and resurrection took place and where supernatural beings, nobles, brave warriors, and the virtuous resided.6

The Upperworld of the Central Mexican peoples was divided into thirteen ascending levels, although a few sources indicate a division of nine or twelve.7 Each level had and emitted different aspects of animating soul energies. Vatican Codex A provides a description of the various levels of the Upperworld. The lowest one was the one that was visible to all. It was the realm where the moon and clouds traveled. The second level was Citlalco, the place of the stars.8 The third level was the one in which Tonatiuh, the sun deity, resided.9 The fourth was Ihuicatl Hhuitztlan, the place where Venus (Citlalpol) could be seen. The fifth was the level of the comets, the smoking stars or meteors (citlalin popoca), an immediate source of tonalli.*4 The sixth and seventh levels were the levels of night and day, where only the colors green and blue could be seen, or alternatively black and blue. The eighth level was the place of storms. The ninth, tenth, and eleventh levels were the dwelling places of the gods. The twelfth and thirteenth comprised Omeyocan, the place of duality, the source of generation and life, the primordial dwelling place of their principal creator deity, Ometeotl.10

The Maya Upperworld was also divided into thirteen ascending levels that were associated with different planets, deities, comets, and the sun. Although the specific dynamics of these thirteen levels are not yet fully understood, the books of Chilam Balam*5 and their artwork provide insight on these thirteen levels. According to the Chilam Balam of Maní, the moon was in the first, the stars were in the second, Venus was in the third, the sun and Mercury were in the fourth, Mars was in the fifth, and Jupiter and Saturn were in the sixth. The Chilam Balam of Kaua placed Venus in the third and the sun in the fourth level.11 In artwork, the sun and moon were often depicted along a double-headed serpent that represented the ecliptic and traced the annual motion of the sun across the sky. Interestingly, many of these same planets, deities, and natural phenomena had nocturnal as well as diurnal aspects, wherein they journeyed into or transformed and became lords and residents of the Underworld at night.

The most idealized level, a paradisal realm identified by many Mesoamerican scholars as the Flower World, was deeply associated with the Upperworld. For the Central Mexican peoples, brave warriors, nobles, and supernatural beings resided in this realm they called Xochitlan (the land of flowers) or Tonatiuhilhuicac. Four years after their death, brave warriors and nobles would be reborn as hummingbirds and butterflies, rise with the dawning sun in the east, and spend a joyful eternity drinking the nectar of flowers.12 Hummingbirds were deeply linked with rebirth and the Flower World, likely due to their torporific ability to protect themselves from the cold by lowering their body temperature and slowing down their heart rate to just a few beats per minute, which made them appear as though they had died and later come back to life.13

According to Diego de Landa, a sixteenth-century missionary and ethnographer, the Yucatec Maya also believed in a paradisal Flower World realm, where the deceased who had been virtuous would be in peace forever with an abundance of food, delicious drinks, and a refreshing and shady tree called the yaxche (ceiba) tree.14 Mesoamerican scholar Karl Taube points out that this paradisal realm is likely the Flower World, which was ubiquitous in Maya art as both the dwelling place of ancestors and the mode in which ancestors and celestial gods ascended into the sky.15 The Maya often portrayed the Flower World as a pyramid with stairways flanked with plumed serpents and flowers, which likely served as a symbolic passage into this paradisal Upperworld realm.16

The mythological feathered serpent and animals that were diurnal and could fly, jump great distances, and reside high in trees were identified with the Upperworld and its sacred gifts and medicine. The feathered serpent was accorded dominion over the Upperworld and Middleworld and had powers that were adopted and mimicked in many ways by the ancient ruling hierarchy. The feathered serpent was also a powerful symbol of transformation. Both birds and serpents share a common evolutionary origin as eggs and become divergent creatures.17

Perhaps because of birds’ association with the Upperworld and the practice of observing phenomenon in the sky to divine into circumstances, curanderx often equated birds with being prophetic messengers.18 Jacinto de la Serna, seventeenth-century ethnographer in Central Mexico, noted that the practice of watching the way birds fly, listening to them sing, and speaking to them continued to be a common practice throughout the seventeenth century for divining meaning or foretelling the future.19 The Yucatec Mayan word mut means both “bird” and “augury,” another indication that birds are seen as prophetic messengers.

High-flying birds with daytime hunting habits, such as the hawk, eagle, and falcon, were typically identified as manifestations of the sun and were linked with the Upperworld and brave warriors.20 Birds with brightly colored feathers, such as hummingbirds, parrots, macaws, quetzal, lovely cotinga, and toucans were also often associated with the sun, the Upperworld, and precious elements, such as fire and water. Their bright feathers were believed to flash like fire in the bright sunlight and give off soul animating energy.21 Nobles, rulers, and high-ranking curanderx wore brightly colored feathers to connect them with precious elements and to signify their high social status.22

There were also some terrestrial animals that were given cosmological Upperworld aspects because of mythological beliefs. The water turtle, for example, was associated with creation, the earth, and the constellation Orion. Orion was believed to be a place of cosmic creation, and the Maya paddler deities were thought to set their hearthstones in the starry turtle of Orion’s belt.23 Peccaries, often associated with fertility and renewal, were also associated with Gemini, which was immediately adjacent to that same three-hearthstone turtle constellation.24

The Sacred Gifts of the Upperworld and Its Animals

The following are some of the sacred gifts of the Upperworld and the ways that you can experience them. Please keep in heart and mind that these nonordinary realms may offer you different types of medicine, divinatory insight, or information about your soul’s path. Listen to your intuition and use this list as a springboard to let you soar up into these realms and create your own path.


	Seek guidance from ancestors or other divine supernatural (earthly and cosmological) beings.

	Connect or retrieve soul pieces. Pieces of our soul that are in the

	Upperworld are residing there to obtain medicine for something that is too difficult to see the truth of, or someone or something we held on a pedestal and were let down by.

	Tap into the sacred energies of rebirth, resurrection, and creation.

	Connect with childlike innocence, bliss, joy, and happiness.

	Charge items and spaces with particular planetary or star energies.

	Access sacred essence energies from the sun and the cardinal spaces.



Here are some examples of Upperworld animals and a few of their gifts:


	
Hummingbird: creation, death and rebirth, and love (refer to page see here for more insight)

	
Feathered serpent: metamorphosis, wisdom, and creation (refer to page see here for more insight)

	
Eagle: courage, strength, and discernment (refer to page see here for more insight)



Accessing the Upperworld and an Upperworld Animal

The Upperworld can be entered through dreams, mountain caves, tree trunks, waterfalls, and visualizations of clouds, rainbows, one of the natural objects in our solar system (sun, moon, star, comet, or planet), and the paradisal Flower World. To access an Upperworld animal and Upperworld medicine, either you can choose an animal that is related to the Upperworld, which may be easier at first, or you can set the intention of journeying into the Upperworld and let yourself be open to whichever Upperworld animal is willing to work with you. If you decide to pick an Upperworld animal before you journey there, close your eyes and engage in slow breathing to see which animal calls to you.

You can also journey through the Upperworld as your I Am divine presence or shapeshift into an Upperworld animal. Our I Am is infinite and multidimensional, and it is also a shapeshifter and can be in many places and spaces at one time. (In the next section, I discuss how to merge and connect with our I Am presence.) In both scenarios, you can still have an Upperworld animal be your guide. If you go as an Upperworld animal and are new to shapeshifting practices, I recommend that you first start with developing your etheric shapeshifting skills (refer to page see here).

The areas of the body and energy centers, or chakras, that the Upperworld is typically associated with are the throat chakra (which can also be stimulated to access the Middleworld), third eye chakra (located at the center of the forehead), and crown chakra (located just above the top of the head). Stimulation of these chakras and areas of the body coupled with the element of intention can direct our consciousness into the Upperworld. You can use any of the methods listed above to enter a trance state or try the following breathwork sequence.


[image: image]Cobra Breathing

Start with Cobra Breathing to charge the body with life-force energy, as all trance journeying requires energy.

Position your hands according to the Cobra acupressure points: Cup your hands over your face. Place the index fingers on the temples and place pressure there. The middle and ring fingers should be slightly above the eyebrows. Place the pinky fingers at the bridge of the nose and put pressure there. These acupressure points also relieve most kinds of headaches and help us to become more focused, centered, and grounded.

Keep your hands in the Cobra position and take quick breaths in from the abdomen, while keeping the diaphragm contracted. Bring the breath to your chest each time. As you are breathing count to eleven, twentytwo, or thirty-three, and refrain from exhaling until you reach the end of your count. Counting to master numbers—eleven, twenty-two, or thirty-three, while engaging in this breathwork helps induce a trance meditative state. Which master number you choose to count to is irrelevant. After you count to eleven, twenty-two, or thirty-three, exhale through the mouth. Repeat this breathing exercise three times counting to eleven, twenty-two, or thirty-three each time.


[image: image]Balancing into Higher Consciousness Breathing

Inhale, hold your breath, and tighten all of the muscles in your buttocks and lower and upper abdomen, slightly curling in the spine. Hold your breath for about thirty seconds and envision a ruby ball of energy forming at your tailbone. Exhale slowly out of the mouth and allow the ruby ball to travel up the spine, slowly straightening the spine and bringing the ruby ball up to the top of the head. Repeat this at least three times.


[image: image]Stimulating the Third Eye

Position both of your hands in the vayu mudra: Press the tip of the index finger to the base of the thumb and wrap the thumb around the index finger. Let the other fingers stay straight. Now place your straight middle fingers directly between the eyebrows, in the indentation where the bridge of the nose meets the forehead, and place pressure on this point to stimulate the third eye. Inhale, then exhale with an “aye.” Repeat three times.


[image: image]Activating the Crown Chakra

Position both of your hands in the active guyan mudra: Bend the first joint of the index finger under the first joint of the thumb, while keeping the rest of the fingers straight. Place your straight fingers underneath your earlobes at the indentation and put pressure on this point to stimulate the crown chakra. Inhale, then exhale with an “ee.” Repeat three times.

Journeying into the Nonordinary Realms through Our Sacred Heart

Our sacred heart is the space where we can safely journey to the nonordinary realms, as well as to all dimensions, soul lineages, worlds, and realities—past, present, and future. Malina, one of my mentors, taught me to journey by going through el sagrado corazon, or the sacred heart. She explained to me that it was deep within the heart chakra. It is the space where we are the I Am presence, the divine presence within all of us, and we become and have access to infinite possibilities. Journeying within the sacred heart helps us release and transmute duality consciousness, fear, doubt, and other lower-vibration thoughts and emotions.

Before I guide you into this journey, I need to first state a paradox. Truly, there is no entering or journeying into the sacred heart. Rather, we are simply remembering that there is no separation between us and the divine and that we embody the divine. In this divine remembrance, “protection” from others is no longer needed on any level. As the divine, we choose what we allow into our space. We can simply set the intention of what we choose and know that this intention will hold.

Nonetheless, the ritual of journeying into the sacred heart always inspires deep humility, compassion, and love within me, so I always engage in this ceremony. I love it and hope you will too.


[image: image]Journeying into the Upperworld through the Sacred Heart

Allow yourself to go into a gentle trance meditative state and slowly inhale through the nose and exhale through the mouth or nose, whichever feels more comfortable. Allow your heart to open up to you and thank yourself for gifting yourself with this space and time to become more self-aware and continuing your path of self-love and healing. Set the intention of journeying into the Upperworld and connecting with the divine presence within you, your I Am. If you are having trouble connecting with your I Am, a powerful and effective method for entering this space is both a command and a statement of truth: “Stand aside, ego, in the name of God.*6 I Am That I Am.”
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