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SPIRIT POSSESSION CULTS IN A COMPARATIVE PERSPEC-
TIVE: A MODERN AMHARA VILLAGE AND ANCIENT
GREECEW
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ABSTRACT Spirit possession cults are a universal phenomenon as of old, found
primarily in the southern hemisphere. The belief is that a superior being takes possession of
a mortal and uses the mortal as his/her mouthpiece. In such a state of possession the mortal
utters the message of the superior being in an unintelligible tongue. Then a message is in-
terpreted.

To Classicist scholars and to the marjority of Western intellectuals the possession cult
oracles of Ancient Greece, in particular the Oracle of Delphi, are well known. Less known
is that possession cults are still found today in various parts of the world.

The example given here is a session with a Ténquay, (a possession cult ritual functionary)
in an Amhara village in the Ethiopian highlands.

The interview with the Tanquay has been recorded and Ambharic text, transliteration and
translation are part of the article.

Key Words: Possession cults; Secret language; Ethiopian highlands; Amhara; Ancient
Greece; Delphi.

INTRODUCTION

In fall 1971 I stayed for three months of fieldwork in Jehurt?, Shiwa. Omne of
my informants turned out to be a Tdnquay,® who lived some two-hours’ walking
distance from Jehur on the Meda of Agolamba and was highly regarded (though
with some awe and suspicion) by the local people.

For the details of the Tdnquay's knowledge of local medicine and magic. consult
Hecht 1977, Messing, 1958; and Haberland, 1960; Fuller Torrey, 1970; Hinnant,
1970; and Young, 1975, 1976.

1 wish to describe here the way the Tdnquay presented herself, the image she had
of herself and the image she had created among the people. In addition. the
methods of her operation within the region where she lived. and into her interac-
tions with the local people will be elucidated.

The circumstances under which I first met the Tdnquay were rather unpleasant
for myself in the beginning: My assistant was accused of having broken the lock of
a chest of drawers in the tiny hotel where we lived, and to have stolen some 130
birr out of the cash box (He had not stolen the money).

When 1 asked the local people and the hotel-keeper to call the police to search
our rooms, the people insisted on going to this particular Tdnquay famous for
finding lost things, detecting a thief, and having her spirit punish the culprit. Since
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my assistant, who had just finished school, was to go with them, I insisted on
coming along.
At that point I was confronted with the first significant reaction regarding the
type of relationship the local people had with the Tdnquay and of the reputation
she had: One village official said to me: “Oh no, that is something bad about our
culture, you are not supposed to see it.”
During the course of my first stay in Jehur in fall 1971 1 visited the Tdnquay
several times. During my second stay in fall 1972 1 visited her only once. Always
present. was an old man, who might have been a close relative of her (father. hus-
band or brother), and who acted as an interpreter once the Tdnquay was in a state
of being possessed, and the spirit spoke through her in an unintelligible tongue.
In our sessions, | gained the impression that she was a woman of great intelli-
gence who had command of a great amount of knowledge and knew how to keep
informed about what was going on in the local region and to make use of that in-
formation within the framework of her cultural traditions. I do not know whether
she owned a transistor radio. Since she made the impression of being rich. I as-
sume she had at least access to one. Thus she may have also gained information
beyond that of what was going on in her locality and among the local people.
At least during our first visit. when the problem of the theft was brought for-
ward to her, she shocked me—and perhaps the others of our party, too—by her
sensible question: “Why don't you have fingerprints made?”
I then had to explain that the prints of the culprit were very probably already
destroyed after one day, while experts with proper equipment had to be called
from Addis Ababa. Then, she consented, her spirit (or rather spirits) had to be
consulted.
The incident gave me a unique opportunity to observe her interactions with the
local people. These interactions were perhaps deliberately very much on the
friendly side, since
(a) she may have wanted to impress me by her good mediating activities in the
area. provided she assumed that my own values were those of a compassionate
Christian, and that these were her own values. too:

(b) and, via myself, to impress government as well as church authorities that she
was not so bad after all,

(c) or, and in addition, she may have wished to extract presents from me (which
she did). | myself, however, wanted eventually not only to interview herself,
but rather her spirit(s).

THE CEREMONY

In order not to shy her away, 1 had taken along for the first visit neither photo
equipment nor a tape recorder. I depended on my interpreter and my notes alone.
The procedure of calling the spirit will be familiar to those who study the
phenomenon of this type of possession cult. Coffee was prepared in the traditional
Ambhara fashjon while incense was burnt. The Tdnquay. always hiddden behind
the curtain, then whistled softly to call her spirit, until he eventually arrived. At
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first | believed there were two people behind the curtain and only after some
listening. I discovered that it was one and the same voice. Normally, the Tidnquay
spoke with a rather feeble old woman's voice. In the state of possession. it was
rather an energetic and somewhat darker and rougher old man’s voice that spoke
to us.

Since the spirit spoke in a foreign. or rather unintelligible tongue, it was the old
man whom I mentioned above. who had to act as an interpreter.

The first session already gave an insight into her methods: While the ceremony
might have been intended not only to follow the prescribed rules of her interactions
with the spirit but also to impress her visitors, it was of importance for the
Ténquay
(a) to have the facts, or what we interpreted to be the facts presented to her, and
(b) to win time in order to obtain background information for giving the response.

Therefore, we were told to come back after a few days, whereupon the spirit left.

Had she (or rather her spirit) right away come forward with a response or an
acceptable solution, or only an indication into the direction where the real culprit
might be found, 1 would have fallen for her spirit(s) and her supernatural powers.

THE GROUNDPLAN OF THE TANQUAY'S HOMESTEAD

The first impression I gained of the Tdnquay’s homestead was that of a rich
family. She lived on the Meda of Agolamba, where trees grew sparsely, and where
her house could be seen from far away. The compound had a number of high
basket-woven grain containers raised on poles (gotara type). Domestic animals
were running around. The groundplan was unusual for an Amhara homestead,
since with all the outer and inner fences and with the hut itself having two walls.
concentric circles were created the centre of which was the central pole which sup-
ported the roof. The two round walls of the hut created a path sheltered by the
roof that lead to the Tdnquay’s room which was rather dark. This inner room had
the equipment common in round Amhara country huts: boards and nails at the
walls to hang and place on things. such as clothes, basket plates or porcelain cups.
A fireplace for the preparation of coffee was right next to the entrance. About a
little less than one third of the room was hidden behind a curtain, where I assumed
the Tidnquay’s bedstead was and she normally was seated.

I sensed that the groundplan of the whole round homestead followed that of an
Ethiopian round church with its concentric circles of an increasing seclusion of
restricted areas to be entered by certain groups of priests only.

Had 1 precisely asked the Tdnquay about the association. I am sure that she
would have denied it. The central pole which supported the roof was covered with
one birr bills which the visitors were requested to donate, quite a high amount for
an ordinary Amhara peasant, who before the Revolution made in cash perhaps 30
birr a year. In addition, there was a stone hung up at this pole. The visitors were
asked to kiss this pole, whenever they came into the hut. And even more: The
curtain that hid the Tdnquay’'s bedstead was cotton print of red and white flowers
often used in Ethiopian churches to cover religious paintings, which few people are
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permitted to see. This cotton print is also used to wrap holy books in. This as-
sociation with the church heightened the importance of where the Tdngquay was,
that behind the curtain the very place was hidden where the spirit came down and
revealed himself. Thus it appeared that this hidden place should be compared to,
and even ranked equal with, the Holiest of Holies in an Ethiopian church. A very
dangerous association indeed, and I am sure the Tdnquay would never have given
me a straightforward answer had 1 asked.

Another association which offers itself. is that with the ga/ma (ritual building) of
a kallu (ritual expert) of the Macha-Oromo as described by Knutsson (1967). It is
a round structure: the central pole plays an important part in the ritual connected
with the cult of ayana (protective spirits) possession. The place where the kallu is
seated when in the state of possession by ayanas is in the back of the house oppo-
site the entrance. and the kallu himself. in the state of possession, is hidden behind
a curtain. In the ayana cult, the kallu is always a man, while his wife, the kalliti,
has certain functions in the ritual. The ayanas, invisible spirits, are the highest
authorities in all kinds of problems, also in the settlement of disputes of some sort
of a legal nature, and the kal/lu himself is their mouthpiece. The rituals and the
procedures described by Knutsson (1967) for the Macha-Oromo and by Morton
(1975) for the Ada-Oromo in the Bishoftu region are. however, much more formal
than the sessions I was able to observe with the Tédnquay in Agolamba.

The Jerru Meda was once inhabited by Oromo (Jerru), the descendants of whom
today consider themselves Amhara and speak Amarinya only (Hecht, 1975). The
Ténquay, however, did use a few words in Orominya in the state of possession.

The groundplan and architecture of the kallu’s galma suggests in itself an imi-
tation of an Ethiopian church. Knutsson's photos clearly show that the traditional
thatched-roof ga/ma as well as a more modern octogonal building with corrugated
sheet roof had crosses on top of the roofs. In a personal communication P.
Lambert Bartels suggested that very probably this lay-out of the galma was in-
tended to imitate and compete with the Christian church.®

I am intrigued whether the cross also. as some sort of a “magic” symbol was
taken over from the Christian church rather recently. with the coming of the
Ambhara, or, whether the cross had been taken over much earlier, when Christian
influence, though not Christian pressure, had reached the area (Knuttson, 1967;
and Lewis, 1969). This question has to be left open for further discussion.

THE INFORMATION POOL OF THE TANQUAY

The second session revealed more of the Tdnquay’'s methods. Our group was at
this time accompanied by an elderly woman from Jehur. whom [ called “Mama.”
Mama was one of the village gossips. When we arrived, | noticed that Mama
moved around the homestead and the inner room as if she had been there many
times before, giving a helping hand wherever needed. She was certainly one of the
Tdnquay’s informants. Our forthcoming conversation revealed that the Tédnquay
must have learnt something about my household and the people who were with me,
since she described my cook and my interpreter quite correctly.
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The procedure of preparing coffee, burning incense and whistling was repeated,
until the spirit arrived, and the response by the spirit was given this time.

I assume that the Tdnquay was in a very awkward position in my presence. And
thus the spirit gave the following, rather Solomonic recommendation: He turned
to me and asked me whether I would not agree that—since the money stolen was
causing trouble between the hotel-keeper and my interpreter—both parties should
share in the loss, each party paying half of the stolen amount back into the cash-
box. I hope that my own response will be judged equally Solomonic: 1 said that
this amount could not be considered causing trouble between the hotel-keeper and
my interpreter since he had not taken it. We were prepared to help the hotel-
keeper with all kinds of things, however, not with money.

I felt that, had I given in and agreed to the spirit’s response, it would have ap-
peared to the villagers that my interpreter did in fact take it.

The hotel-keeper was understandably very sad about my response to which the
spirits had to agree: He would punish the real culprit. Then the spirit left, and
Mama and the Tdnquay started to have a little chat during which Mama revealed
that we made nice photos. The Tdnquay now offered me the very chance 1 had
been waiting for: She wanted to have a photo. I told her that | was without my
photo equipment and we would have to come again. And thus we were dismissed.

THE STATE OF POSSESSION

The next two sessions, the fourth one being the last one during my stay in Jehur
in 1971, revealed more about the Tédnquay's life history in connection with her
being possessed by the spirit or the spirits. Apparently she had her first fits during
the Italian occupation. She (or rather the spirit) mentioned that it was several
spirits (whom she termed “wegabi”), who were involved and some of whom had
Christian, others Muslim, names.

Since | am not a physician, nor medically trained, I can only guess that her fits
may have started as some sort of a nervous disorder. I presume so because of an
incident that happened when 1 took photographs of her (upon her own wish)
within her dark hut, where I had to use the flash. Although I had demonstrated the
use of the flash before, she all of a sudden started to tremble while I took the
photos, perhaps due to a slight fit caused by the very unaccustomed light. She
immediately grasped my hand, spat on it and gave me the blessings of her spirit.
This may have been a proper and trained reaction of dealing with the fits inter-
preted as a state of being possessed by the spirit. I myself then stopped taking
photographs immediately. However, it is also possible to assume with Parke
(Parke & Wormell, 1956), that the phenomenon of possession may be explained by
self-induced hypnosis.

Since the first fits the Tdnquay had apparently rarely left her place in the dark,
hidden corner of her hut. She obviously had difficulties to move around, which |
noticed when I took her photograph. These complaints appeared to me genuine,
since, when we came unexpected for the third time to take the promised photo-
graph, she was unable to move from her bed in order to dress, the old man trying
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to help her, whereupon the spirit spoke that this day was not good for photo-
graphs, and we were asked to come back a couple of days later,

For the next and fourth session she was fully dressed and prepared and sup-
ported by her relative. 1 was astonished to see her much younger than I had im-
agined her to be judging from the feeble old woman’s voice | was accustomed from
her.

POSSESSION CULTS WITHIN THE CULTURAL TRADITIONS OF THE
REGION

The Ténquay's nervous state of “being possessed” appeared to me genuine. The
same statement has to be made for her reactions upon such a state; they appeared
to me to be those expected within her culture and her society from someone who
has symptoms of being possessed by a spirit. They may be part of the prescribed
ways of how to deal with her spirits according to the general beliefs of the people as
well as according to her own beliefs.

At other times, it may well have been that she referred to her spirit as an excuse
for having things done or not done (for instance the postponement of taking pho-
tos. which I mentioned above).

That is, not only her visitors but also she were sincerely convinced that she was
possessed by a spirit or by several spirits, and that it were spirits who spoke
through her. And it were the spirits—and not herself who were considered the ul-
timate authorities while she herself was just the mouthpiece.

A great part of her success in her dealings with the people may be due to the
sincerety of the belief of all the parties involved, including herself. People are too
sensitive here, not to notice where a spirit possession is genuine. Nervous disor-
ders become apparent in symptoms that local people ascribe to the possession by a
spirit or whether such symptoms are pretended or faked.®? A Tdnquay who can-
not transmit the charisma of—what appears to the people—genuine spirit posses-
sion, is ineffective. In order to be capable of transmitting such charisma, however,
she herself must be convinced that it is spirits with whom she is in contact and that,
whatever she says in the state of being possessed, is the express wish or response
given by the spirits. If she were not convinced of being in contact with her spirits,
she would be unable to transmit the charisma and would thus be ineffective. That
is, her success in her activities depends to a very large extent on the belief and trust
of both parties involved.®® Another aspect of her success is to be seen in the fact
that the people themselves responded to her spirit possession. They felt that in
whatever type of troubles they were, they needed the supernatural help and advice
she offered.

If the local people had felt and considered that help and advice offered by
traditional and modern institutions (in our case, the police; the church: modern
medicine and hospital facilities), they would not have consulted her.

Neither would a possessed person invoke responses by the people in the form of
rich presents to appease or to bribe spirits, if the people considered the symptoms
of spirit possession another kind of insanity of no consequence to individuals nor
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to the society as a whole. The phenomenon of spirit possession is a two-way traffic
(Hecht, 1977).

The promises the Tdnquay’s spirits made were quite simple and very much
within the interests of members of the traditional society: To find lost things, to
help barren women have children, to tell the future, to punish breakers of the un-
written laws of the society, and to cure the sick.

1 do not know whether she also prepared “medicine, ~ but I assume that she did.
I assume so since the people in this area were accustomed to going to local healers
and were able to describe traditional medicine quite well (Hecht, 1977). It would
have been astonishing if a Tdnquay who was considered to have such influential
supernatural contacts would not have been asked for medicine against any type of
illness or misfortune. The concept of cures against diseases among Amhara ap-
pears to be a belief in that medicines have natural as well as magical properties
(Hecht, 1977).

POSSESSION CULTS IN ANCIENT GREECE

Comparisons of Ethiopian possession cults have been made quite often, point-
ing out similar cults in the rest of Africa as well as in both Americas (Lewis, H. S.,
1984). What has to be pointed out here is a comparison with the possession cults in
Ancient Greece, the Oracle of Delphi in particular.

The belief in a god, spirit or other supernatural being, who takes possession of a
mortal in order to express his/her/its supernatural wishes or gives responses to
enquiries presented by mortals. is one of those beliefs (and at the same time, hopes)
universal to mankind. That is, if we deduct the components particular to a given
society and culture, where possession cults exist, we come to the barest facts they
share: the phenomenon in the belief that persons are possessed by an invisible
spiritual agent; that in this state of possession such media utter prophesies in an
unintelligible tongue which are believed to originate from such an agent. and that
these have to be interpreted by other persons. priests, “prophetes” (as in Delphi),
relatives (as in Ethiopia), or other ritual functionaries; and that the prophesies thus
pronounced are accepted by the enquirers.

The economic effect—which is only one effect yet a most spectacular one—is the
accumulation of wealth in the hands of those person(s) or institution(s) controlling
the oracle of the possession cult. In Delphi certainly quite substantial fees were
due (Parke & Wormell, 1956).

As was outlined above, the phenomenon of spirit possession depends on a two-
way traffic: It can function only once both parties believe in it. The Delphic Ora-
cle, which functioned for about a thousand years, is proof for this statement, since
neither priests (the “prophetes™), who had to interpret the Pythia’s mantic utter-
ances, nor the Pythia herself would have been able to fool individuals and con-
temporary city states alike for such a long period. They themselves must have sin-
cerely believed in the authority and authenticity of the prophesies thus given.

Among the ancient Greeks, Delphi was not the only oracle of this type: Similar
oracles were known (Parke, 1971): those of Apollo (Claros and Branchidae, both
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in Asia Minor, and the latter south of Milet; Delos of the Cyclades islands,
Didyma in Asia Minor); or of Zeus (Dodona. south of the region of Epirus and
dating back to Mycaenean times), while during the early periods, also Olympia, in
the Peleponnese, was known as an oracle, its function as a centre of the ancient
Olympic Games being of later date.

Hypotheses, that the belief in the Delphic Oracle, where the Pythia was pos-
sessed by a god (Apollo) represents a phenomenon of an earlier state of religious
maturity of mankind, have to be contested, since possession cults spring up again
and again all over the world, in non-industrialised countries as well as in indus-
trialised socicties—though never of such a far reaching impact on the society as a
whole and for such a long period as the Delphic Oracle.

I wish to quote here Parke who compared Delphi with modern spiritualism in
Europe (Parke & Wormell, 1956). Parke was not familiar with the phenomenon of
possession cults in other civilizations.

Parke & Wormell (1956) stated that the ancient written sourcest”? were unfor-
tunately fragmentary on the procedure of the Delphic Oracle and rather late in the
history of Delphi.® The sources reflect the views in the Hellenic and Hellenistic
world after the change that had taken place in the religious life with the develop-
ment of Greek philosophy and growing scepticism towards the ancient gods. This
change or turning point in the spiritual and religious history of mankind became in
Greece apparent in the 5th century (Parke & Wormell, 1956). In addition everyone
was familiar with the procedure that took place at Delphi (Herodotus, quoted in
Parke & Wormell, 1956).

The Oracle itself, however, is much older than the written sources and may have
been well established as early as the 8th and by latest at the end of the 7th century
BC (Parke, 1972). It was eventually under Julian the Apostate, who wanted to
revive the ancient religion, that the Oracle itself declared the dealth of its god
(Parke, 1971).

Thus, the ancient authors” represent already more rationalising views towards
the ancient gods in whom they no longer fully believed, and some authors even
expressed highly sceptical if not mocking views about the validity of such prophe-
sies (Lucian, Oenomaus of Gadara). However, most of them. as well as most of
the Roman authors and certainly the early Christian writers rarely questioned the
validity of the prophesy itself. They did question the source of it. If the source
was no longer the god Apollo, another explanation for the phenomenon of the
state of the Pythia when uttering prophesies was to be sought. Thus it was during
this period that explanations were given ascribing the state of the Pythia to sub-
terranean vapours coming out of a chasm in the ground near the sanctuary (for
example Lucan’'s Pharsalia quoted by Parke. 1977) which she had to enter.

This concept persisted until recently when archeological findings proved its in-
validity (Fouilles de Delphes as of 1915, quoted by Parke, 1972). Another belief
was that the chewing of bay leaves (Laurus nobilis, a tree sacred to Apollo) put the
Pythia into a state of trance, the properties of which plant, however, being much
too weak to be seriously taken into consideration as the cause of such an effect
(Parke & Wormell, 1956). The Christian authors ascribed the prophesies uttered
by the Pythia to the work of devils or demons (Parke, 1972).
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In addition, as Parke points out (Parke & Wormell, 1956). the reason why an-
cient written sources give rather sparse accounts on the Delphic procedure was be-
cause the world was so familiar with it that it required no additional explanation.

Apparently, during the normal period of the month, the oracle gave responses
by means of a lot oracle with beans of different colours upon the question whether
it was preferable to take such and such a course in a certain matter or not (Parke &
Wormell, 1956).

The type of personal prophesy took place only once a month, and enquirers had
often to book well in advance, while others, the city of Delphi in particular, had
the right of precedence (Parke & Wormell, 1956).

The Pythia, the medium of the Oracle, was a woman. This appears to be rather
an exception than the rule in the archaic Greek world, since in other oracles, as in
early Branchidae. or in Claros, it was a man (Parke & Wormell, 1936: Parke.
1972).

In classical times, the Pythia was chosen among the mature and virtuous women
of Delphi past the age of childbearing, who from then on had to renounce marital
relations with her husband. She was robed in the attire of a virgin, when on duty
in the sanctuary. She was neither a woman of special intellectual capabilities, nor
did she require higher or intellectual education apart from being at first an under-
study of the Pythia in office (Parke & Wormell. 1956). Parke assumed, that she
being rather a simple woman brought up in Delphi “heavily charged with the
emotional intensity of Apollo’s worship, would believe implicitly that the god
himself took possession of the her and spoke through her bodily organs” (Parke &
Wormell. 1956). Seated on the tripod, she would “fell an easy victim to a self-
induced hypnosis,” a phenomenon which Parke also detected in modern spiritual-
ism and by which perhaps other phenomena may be explained. (We may then
conclude that the phenomena of possession cults in Ethiopia may find a similar
explanation.) In the state of possession by the god the Pythia uttered sounds in an
unintelligible tongue. It was then up to the priests, the “prophetes,” to interpret
the response given by the god, which was very often done in classical Greek verses.
or in Roman times, also in Latin (Parke & Wormell, 1956).

Unfortunately, many of the available responses, are either late forgeries or con-
tain amendments of a later date to make up for corrections that historical events
demanded. Thus Delphic responses became known for their ambiguity and hidden
meaning in their formulation. One of the most spectacular cases of this kind is the
prophesy to King Croesus of Lydia, who was favoured by Delphi, as he himself
favoured the oracle with splendid gifts. When he enquired whether it was oppor-
tune to attack Cyrus of Persia, the response that became famous was that he was
about to destroy a mighty kingdom—which after the disaster that followed his
campaign was interpreted to be his own (Parke, 1972, with an account by
Heredotus). The ambiguity as well as later forgeries were made either to correct
the original prophesy and enhance the reputation of the oracle itself (Parke, 1972),
or to glorify and substantiate the foundation legend of a tyrant’s dynasty or of a
Greek colonial city state, which claimed to have been founded by settlers who
consulted Delphi. Parke (1971) mentioned in particular the foundation myths of
Croton, Syracuse and Libya.



10 E.-D. HECHT

Thus. in the oracles of Ancient Greece, we find the same phenomenon we have in
Ethiopian possession cults: A man (Claros, Branchidae) or woman (the Pythia in
Delphi) shows under certain circumstances and induced by beliefs inherent in their
traditional culture symptoms, which are interpreted by their society and by them-
selves as being possessed by a god. During this state of possession he/she expresses
utterances which are interpreted as expressions or prophesies by the god.

The reference to spiritualism in Europe pointed out by Parke (see above) shows
that also in a society where knowledge in science, technology as well as a rationalist
view of the world are thought to be dominant. persons showing such symptoms
were not automatically declared insane; they were rather accepted within certain
groups of believers instead.

The Romans, it has to be added, only reluctantly took over from Greece the
belief in possession cults and their prophesies. They had their own methods of
divination (Parke. 1972). The augurs had to observe chance omens, be it the flight
and cries of birds, the observation of the entrails of sacrificed animals performed
by the haruspices, the study of the Sibylline books, which were believed to have
been bought by Tarquinius Superbus from the Cumaean Sibyl. In addition, as-
trology became popular, once it had found its way from the Orient with Babylon
as a centre, towards the Mediterranean.

This type of divination persists to the present, when no popular newspaper can
exist without the daily horoscope.

CONCLUSION

Ethiopian possession cults, including the Tdnquay in Agolamba, as well as the
possession cult oracles of Ancient Greece are only examples of methods man has
developed to try to get a glimpse into his future. Life in the modern Western world
shows that people today are as curious about their future and employ similar
methods, and thus we have today our astrology. card and coffee-cup reading,
crystal reading, and spiritualism. Although Christian religion makes all efforts to
prevent consultation of such means of divination (as was mentioned to me by a
devout Catholic friend), many—even Christian believers—do consult them.

Divination in Ethiopia is not left to possession cults alone. The oracle book
Awdd ndgdst is another traditional means of divination that I came across. For
me, a Westerner, it was interesting to note that the prophesies given were based on
the type of life expected by an Ethiopian rural woman, who experiences that
women have and lose many children, and go through several divorces and remar-
riages within their life. Suppression of any such means of divination proved never
successful. Since people—all over the world—once they see that the official and
socially recognized means of help and comfort, like medicine, traditional religion,
police investigation, are—in their own view—ineffective, they turn to other means.

It is my opinion that we have to accept that this is universal to man. and either
we develop the most efficient and effective and differentiated means of help and
comfort to our fellow-men in whatever type of distress they may be in—which
demands superhuman insight, understanding and strength—or, we have to live



Spirit Possession Cults in a Comparative Perspective 11

with it.

These phenomena also present a scholarly challenge: Possession cults as well as
other traditional means of divination furnish a rich amount of information on
traditional belief systems. and they form part of the cultural heritage of a given
society.
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This article is an extended version of a paper presented at the Eighth International
Conference of Ethiopian Studies. Addis Ababa, November 26-30, 1984.

I am indebted to Dr. D. Donham for directing me to Knutsson and Morton (cit. below),
to Dr. J. T. Hinnant for his personal communication on the possession cult among the
Guji. to P. Lambert Bartels for his invaluable arguments during our discussions, and to
the late Mrs. Innes Marshall for her stimulating comments and for letting me have her
copies of classical dictionaries. 1 am also indebted to Ato Yilma Turuneh, B. A. Lin-
guistics, who helped me with the translation of the tape of the interview with the
Ténquay. For my physical welfare in Jehur and that of my interpreter Ato Tereffe
Abegaz (now United States) took care the late Wzo. WAilldtta Sammayat Idgelign, who
also gave comments on the function of Ténquays in her opinion, and who introduced
me into the daily life and habits of Amhara people. | owe special gratitude to her.
During my fieldwork, the late Dr. Volker Stitz offered me every help, assistance and
advice possible and needed.

The paper is based on fieldwork in winter 1971 and 1973 and was made possible by a
generous grant by the German Research Foundation (DFG).

The orthography of Ambharic terms is based on W. Leslau 1976, Concise Amharic Dic-
tionary, Harrassowitz, Wiesbaden. | used a simplified transliteration. For mistakes
and shortcomings I myself am responsible.

ch — c¢h w — asin well

ch — glottal ch y — asin yes

i — as in Italian giardino z — asin horizon

g, k — glottal aeiou — long vowels

s — asinsay i — as in German Fisser
sh — as in shine

t — g]ottal_ f e — short vowel

I am indebted to P. Bartels for his personal communication on this point.

[ am indebted to J. T. Hinnant for his discussion on this point in a personal communi-
cation and in a lecture given at the Institute of Ethiopian Studies Museum for staff
members in summer 1983,

It may be mentioned here that among the Kamba in the Machakos District in Kenya,
there is a saying among the medicine men that a European (mzungu) cannot be be-
witched. since he does not believe in it. Pers. communication to me during fieldwork in
Ukambani in November 1981.

For a more complete bibliography of the antique authors compare Parke in Parke and
Wormell, op. cit., and Parke op. cit. 1972.

A few outstanding authors are mentioned here, including Roman and early Christian
writers:

Aeschylus Greek tragic poet BC 325-456
Aesop writer of fables f1. BC 570
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(Aesop was sent by Croesus to Delphi)

Claudian Latin poet f1. AD 395
Clement of Alexandria Christian theologian AD 1507-220?
Diodorus Siculus traveller and writer AD lst cent.
(of Agyrium, Sicily)
Ephorus Greek historian f1. BC 340
Euripides Athenian tragic dramatist BC 480-406
Eusebius (Pamphili) Greek church historian AD 260?7-340?
(with his "Praeparatio Evangelica” and his extracts
from Porphyry and from Oenomaus of Gadara, s,
below)
Heraclit Greek philosopher f1. BC 500?
Herodotus Greek historian and geographer BC 4847-425?
Hesiod Greek poet f1. BC 750
Homer Greek poet f1. BC 9th cent.?
(with the Homeric Hymn to Apollo)
Livy (Titus Livius) Roman historian BC 59-AD 17
Lucan Roman poet (born in Spain) AD 39-65
Lucian Greek satirical author AD 1207-200?
Lucretius Roman poet BC 967-55

(Titus Lucretius Carus)

Maximus Tyrius Greek philosopher and rhetorician f1. AD 2nd cent.

Oenomaus of Gadara cynic philosopher AD 2nd cent.
(he wrote a treatise to expose oracles)
Origen Christian scholar AD 185-2354
(Origines Adamantus of Alexandria)
Ovid (Publius Ovidius Naso) Roman poet BC 43-AD 17
Pacuvius Roman iragedian BC 220-130
Pausanias Greek traveller fl. AD 180
Phylarchus Greek historical writer fl. ca. BC 270
Plato Greek philosopher BC 4277-347?
Plutarch Greek philosopher and moralist AD 467-120?
(with his works “de defectu oraculorum”™ and “de
Pythia oraculis™)
Porphyry Greek philosopher of the Neo-Platonic AD 233-305
school
Socrates Greek philosopher BC 469-399
Strabo Greek geographer BC 637-AD 24?
Tertullian Latin church father AD 160?7-230?

(Tertullianius Q. Septimius Florens)

Theognis of Megara Greek poet born BC 5707

Virgil Roman poet BC 70-19
(Publius Virgilius Maro)

Xenophon Athenian historian and general BC 4347-355?

For early written traditions, comp. Theognis; comp also Euripides, “Iphigenia in
Tauris,” quoted in Parke, op. cit. 1972, p. 42, 43, note 5; in particular with regard to
more “scientific” methods of prophesy in Rome, like astrology, ibid. 132-7; for the
reduced prestige of Delphi reference is made to Plutarch in Parke, ibid. p. 134-3; with
regard to the very sceptical writings of Lucian, as well as the cynic attitude of Oenomaus
of Gadara ibid. p. 143; with regard to Christian apologists and their quotations from
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Porphyry, ibid., p. 145-146.
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Appendix 1. Interview with the Tdnquay.

Key to Numbers

14-17
18

Key to Symbols

Key to Abbreviations

WCR

T

H.

WCR Intr.

English Translation

No. Speaker

1 WCR

2 WCR
T
WCR

T
WCR
T
WCR
T
WCR
T
WCR
T
WCR
T

Introduction by the Tdnquay. The words are meaningless.
Tanquay asked Tereffe, whether he reconciled with the
hotelkeeper (because of the theft issue. comp. text note 4).
My questions to the Tédnquay, Tereffe interpreting. and her
replies, again Tereffe interpreting.

Tinquay’s questions concerning Tereffe.

Leaving and farewell.

A few words in Orominya and other words or utterances.
Generally meaningless. The Tdnquay utters them when she
is calling her spirii(s).

Tereffe's interpretation of what the Tdnquay replies to my
questions. The English interpretation has not been record-
ed.

Words underlined this way are Amharic but have no mean-
ing within the context neither with the preceding nor the fol-
lowing utterances.

Underlining in this way indicates repeated phrases or words.

Tinquay

Tereffe (interpreter-assistant)

Hecht (myself)

Interpreter of the Tdnquay. a relative who had 1o interpret
the unintelligible tongue of the spirit who had taken posses-
sion of the Tdnquay.

Text

Words meaningless.

“You dengulay! "™

Yes.

Are you not the one who came with the girl? (referring to the
hotelkeeeper).

Yes.

Do you agree?

Yes.

Did you reconcile?

With whom?

With that girl!

She has still ignored me.

Did she ignore you? What did she say?

Who? Do you mean the husband, or the owner?

Yes.

The man said that he has already given the martter to God
and let God expose the truth.
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WCR

T

WCR
3 WCR

WCR Iatr.

WCR
T

WCR Intr.

T

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

5 WCR

6 WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

7 WCR

Did he say that he gave it to God?
Yes.
It is all nghl
" (Words meaningless).
What happend to you?
What do you say to me?
Nothing, but she wants to ask questions (“she” refers to
Hecht).
What is her problem?
She does not have any problems but she wants to know from
where does your power (spirit) come from.
Who? My spirit?
Tell her it 1s from Awussa and Mekdele.
From Begemder.
" From Delantta.
" " Tell her it is also from Borana.
" Lastly, “———" it is from Guna.
Tell her, lastly, it is from Guna.
For how many vears have you been here?
Here?

(Repeated phrases) I became like this one year before in-
dependence. Is it not thirty-three years?

It is thirty-five years.

Full thirty-five years?

Yes.

Tell her that from the time I got the power, “----eveeeree I
made barren women have chﬂdren I made lost things found:
I am healing the sick, "--ovoeeeeees Mo ! and I am also
the supporter of the government, “------------ I am always
here and do not see any man.

Tell her (Hecht) that as she stands now, I give her much grace
and grace and fulfilment of all her wishes.

Tell her 1 am at her side!

I am with her and tell the one God about her.

‘Allah’® means, is it not God?

Yes.

Yes, I will tell God. “---vreeeee "

Tell her (Hecht) | will give her dengulay and beziray.? Den-
gulay means a male (boy), and beziray means a female (girl).
‘OK! 1 am very happy,’ she says (referring 1o Hecht).
There is a lady who gave birth to twins; she is a relative of
your mother.

Do you know her?
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WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR
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Yes, there is (for Hecht).
A black man is against your (referring to Hecht) fortune. He
will steal money from you.

However, tell her that the lady who is working for her
(Hecht) now is honest, a good friend to her, and free from
any kind of intrigue. (Sentence refers to housekeeper. Wzo,
Willdtta Sammayat Idgelign).

In the past, a white lady, “-----reooe " who is fat “-eeeeeeeee )
and has two children, “-c-oeeeeeee " was trying to poison you
(Hecht)
Where?

In her country (refers to Hechrt).

She does not know.

BERREREREREE " Tell her! In your future, do not be afraid of
anything since I will be with you. When you go 1 will go,
when you sit, | will sit with you and will tell to the one God.
I will give you the wealth! And tell her [ will give her a child,
too.

Tell her! Although you (ref. 1o H.) do not know me now,
you will come to know me when I will be with you in time of
your need.

Can your spirit appear to us?

All right.
RERERERTPRIT " They are forty-four. Fourty-four! Where?
Thus, I am many. | am not only one but many.

St. Michael and the owner of this horse are in you or with
you.

(‘owner’ =spirit; ‘horse’ =Ténquay)

When the spirit came down first from the air, how could it
(the spirit) especially choose you?

When it comes down from the air at night "---------- " robed
in a curtain, covered with gold, standing at both ends of your
(Hecht) bed and the spirit will tell her (Hecht) everything.

Wearing a hat, it will come to her (Hecht).

How can we distinguish your spirit when it comes in our
dream?

(In the following some phrases are repeated)

In your dream. the spirit will come and appear being as white
as you are, “ooeeeeeee " Wearing its cloak, it appears in your
dream and tells you (Hecht) everyting.
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12

T

WCR
WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

What she (Hecht) wants to know or to ask, is, how could the
spirit choose you especially when it came down from the air
at first?

Oh! When it came? Let me tell you!

(now speaking as the spirit): Tell her that twelve men had
died. After these twelve people died, my horse (tdnquay)
with my saddle took off into the air.

(Now speaking as the Tanquay) In the air he (it) appointed
me to tell the people that they will be free from the Italian
occupation, and our government will be reinstated: 10 heal
the sick; to help the pregnant women in childbed; to make
barren women pregnant. It (spirit) brought me here having
made me to do all the above. Tell her (Hecht) all the above.
Tell her (Hecht) that 1 have graduated in the air,

It is so that no man alive is without death; when you die, is
your spirit transmitted through you to the next generation
(children?).

Is it transmitted to my children?

Yes.

You mean, the spirit?

If they treat him carefully, it will be transmitted. If not, tell
her (Hecht) it will not be transmitted.

My spirit is eager to help men like you when you call for him
in times of need or problems (‘men’ refers to Hecht and
Tereffe).

When we die, it (the spirit) can also be transmitted 10 any
man or any woman (That is outside one's own family).

The spirit likes very much to take possession of white people
like you (Hecht); the only thing you should do, is, to bring
very beautiful clothes along for me when you come back.

1 (Hecht through Tereffe) am leaving for my country withina
few days. However, | will come back after some time.
Would you tell me what my return will be like?

She (Hecht) will come back with a husband.

Now you may go to your country. However, when reaching
your country, you should not be worried about anything,
whether something happened within your family or outside
your family.

Tell her (Hecht), she shouldn't be worried.
You (Hecht) will return in June.

You (Hecht) will be appointed.
She (Hecht) promised to bring the clothes when she returns.
All right.
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WCR
WCR
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WCR

WCR
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WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR
WCR
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What about you? (Tereffe)

Tell her (Hechr), she may go, I will be with her.

Don’t (to Tereffe) leave this lady! Be with her whenever
possible. Both of you should depend on the agreement
(work agreement) already made.

Load of a donkey, and a black woman are against your luck!
RESTEIRILITER " You are a Christian.

Thus, don’t go to Dessie, since it is against your good luck.
Did you have a student friend?

Yes.

Eh'.)(S)

Yes,

Is he alive or dead?

He is alive.

Do you meet him now?

I have many friends, whom do you mean?

Their names! Ceeereeeeiien "

Do they have Amhara names?

Yes.

All right. Where is the one whose name is Zewde?

1 have no friend of such a name.

Is your mother alive or dead?

She is alive.

She is alive, isn’t she?

Yes.

Is she abroad?

She is in Debre Berhan.

I know.

Do you know Seyoum?

Pardon?

Do you have a friend whose name is Seyoum?

Yes. He went abroad.

I know.

These coming months of February, March, and April are not
good months for you. Don't be with any friend during these
months. Otherwise they will entangle you in a chain of gos-
sip and lead you to quarrel with this white lady (Hecht). Itis
therefore preferable 10 go to your village and stay there up to
April. Eh!

All right.

Now, we will be with you and in your heart. “---ooeeeeee I
will help you with whatever you want to accomplish.

Are you a student or a daily worker?
No.
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WCR
T

WCR

T
WCR
T
WCR
T
WCR

T
WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR
WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR
WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

WCR

Eh? (Then, what?)

I am attending night school and at the same time looking for
a job.

There is a man who is the relative of your mother and has a
job, isn’t he there?

Yes, there is.

Why don’t you look for a job through him? Did you ask
him. and he refused to do so?

I did not ask him.

Eh? (What?)

1 never approached him.

Write an application through a man who is a relative to your
mother.

Eh? (pardon?)

You may send the application through your mother to her
relative; then, try 1o get a job through him.

It is like (this), do you understand? Eh? Don’t you know
how to write?

He himself will write on behalf of myself.

He will help you, He will make it.

Michael, Gabriel, "------------ " Are your mother’s relatives
priests?

Yes.

Was she a priest's daughter?

Yes, her father is a priest.

Yes, St. Michael will help you to find a job.

The one who does not follow the faith of his father, will not
succeed in life.

REISEITLIRELE . Didn’t you give incense and candles to the
church, the way your father used to do?

Yes.

The spirit doesn’t discourage from going to church.

All right, we will do that.

- " Then, do it.

Have you nose bleeding?

Yes, I had.

Are you cured?

I am already cured.

Good.

Repeated phrases.

You give the candle 10 St. Michael and tell him to cure you
for good.

All right.

However, the spirit says that your nose bleeding may relapse
in the future.

EEREEETREIEE " The spirit tells me that the bleeding will relapse,
or you may feel it in your neck, especially between the
shoulders.
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WCR

WCR

WCR
WCR

WCR

WCR

T
WCR
T
WCR

WCR
WCR Intr.
T
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All right.
You shouid be careful of this, and also give something to St.
Michael.

All right.

T " Don't offend your mother.
All right.

Eh! Respect her. don’t offend her.

All right,

Ask for her forgiveness.

As far as a job is concerned, we (the spirit) prepare it for you
through a brown person.

When you come back with her (Hecht) you should visit us
(the spirit).

All right.

Yes.

Tell her (Hecht) that we will meet again in peace.

We will meet again in kindness, knowledge, and in religion.
I am wishing happiness and peace for you (Hecht) as well as
for me.

You will not leave soon but you will stay for a few days.
We do not know it.

Eh! I know you will not leave soon, but will stay up to half
of this month.

| hope you will come once again before you leave.

If you stay for some days, won't you come again?

Yes.
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Notes for Appendix 1

English interpretation of the interview

The English interpretation was carried out by my assistant Tereffe Abegaz. When the text
was copied from the tape, Tereffe’s English version was kept disregarding any roughness

and inaccuracy.
Wdengulay

®Allah
Gbeziray

@ We"
eh!

key
merhaba
muchayo

weqabi

an Ambharic word, the literal meaning of which is “young horse™ or
“colt.” The Tadnquay uses it for “young,” “young boy” or “son.”
Arabic word for "God.”

Amharic word, the literal meaning of which is “young female horse” or
“filly.” The Tadnquay uses it for “daughter” or “girl.”

This refers to the Tdnquay herself.

Ambharic. It can be used as a question, as “yes" or “of course,” or as an
interjection.

In Ambharic, it refers to a “brown man.” Here it is used in the meaning of
“white.”

Arabic word meaning “good” or “all right;” also used by Amhara of
Muslim faith.

an Oromo word meaning “girl” or “daughter.” In this context it refers to
the hotelkeeper.

protective spirit, guardian spirit.

Amharic and Orominya terms used in the text.

ayana
galma
kallu

kalliti

guardian spirits among Oromo.

place for rituals performed by the kallu.
ritual expert, particularly among Oromo.
female companion of the kallu.
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No Speaker
1 m1 L

2 m-H 22
L

mn 28

T4
mn 22
e

n1 g2
T4
m1 20
i
m7 22

nn 2L
L
M7 28
e
0o 22
3 M 22

omn ge
mn g8
*®d
oM 28
wd
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Appendix 2
Ambharic Original
v/ Y/ W AL LA Lt AOPC 3 Yo 3 hA
NAd Am+ // % A8 AHAC / » X I0C NC naC neac /
nN&AC / ASm nhn nheX hp ACn ACalf WL 8
4%/ AR // RA MY hp / LAV AytAt Wy f
A% N+ BT A 8 A4 / ﬁﬁ/ MELAS 14N " A& FL
US A% h+ ‘AT AnS hd / H&N ¥ 1y 3 AR
L

R PN NET L YVIA AMYTA 9 A Y /0
$/ At 81 / BVIAL AAT 012 AAY Y0/
hg

*CAn MR S [/ Ru/ tt

hed, ¢ IC #MU ARRAUP 7

hy

Kh/ hagy ?

hy

AR/ F 2

h® JCc 2

NHET hod e /

AC 46AF

ALF 7 AY AA A 2

|? N4t 0N nAnt+ ?

Rr/

NPT A2 H ARNTHMACL AT FAL AN R5LE NAFA
ARTHANNL NT FAU Aa 2

hy /

maUn

*TALTAS AN CC %AY NdS Ap AR 441AS AN
4N ¢ A AR / NSR hade ¢h /

AMAC AR £ USFL 2

PV FATAY 7

PAP / 4L 11 AQTD 792 eMeP BIADM::
ANACIR PARID TAZ 2

PA® FIC ANT® THIIC 11 NP @GN
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Appendix 2

No Speaker Amharic Original
N A2em ARDP 24474

m" g2 5?29 2 oAl BN 7
nhon Y0 NAYT ./ he&®2A ::° 446 hnn ™
®F3 B4 Y NS na / CChnPeCET
"TRU /O AL GA MY 1KS 4 F / RU /e
heAn 3
"TRU / p* ANC T A AFY naf hn pes/
nNaes @ nAY s

14 coes

m 22 T/ AAF AN W FL RS ACsA e /0
® 2 2%, 9B
‘P4 NES AN W ./ v
® 16 ny F

®QPLRASD / W VB NALF:: W i

4 4 hHU hem ANy H 2UNP3A
m e AHU ?
tFgn R AC M oy 0
THFY N NAYEY AADFY N nHOZ H

n Y H T

Mm7 g8 *T0A BTN U np /T
IMTFY nen T AL ANEHU WD e 3 TO
®m NAY /

NAY APAY A®r AEURP ?

1 d NAY hPNY Amt 10::
ny gL NAY ARNE Aot on
td hp /
5 ma g8 ®hd AN A% KU/ md ANITE /
Tt ®LAA AN 9 AT FA JaY nds /
Piom AEX /

*tOFCAS 98 9 " wIAYT NLA K U
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Appendix 2

No Speaker Amharic Original
& P+ Thy NAT::

RPN TR
N0 NAL G P+émTht

6 " Un "iX’f gsw‘./ -.n
AUY AYAL A2 4FMNY / NH 8] N7
OHBY nanl AR $ABY $ATAS T NH

ARTAL nA*: :
td .
mn gL AAL NAY /
td
m z2 AL/ ARIS AAU R Y14AL nAY /
AAU BAT NITHC Agga ?
uxs A9
m g2 AP ANTHC AY14AL
e gEA AL/ C
SY MRS NHLE ANTIAL nAT /
8132 AT P18 A0 NHLR AAT AT i0::
u NL/ na@ 2h eATA NAPa /
? m1 2L THA NAN /44 AJA A2 A AN /0
my g2 ®1 3 PDARF NS+ HC $AF AR2AP 02 ?
Fesr AP 0 ?
i AP MAF 2AA::
m- e nefnn M SRXL na /e
T AC 0% T T NG ARUAR /
1MHN enc #nfa /
T4
m1 e hnt SAFQ 17 F i 2US \F e
1F s BNT NIC T MR fATP NAY /
8 LR AT / DY AAA NdE AR AN I

BFY ANC nAN NLS 4K DAY W FL N _/
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Appendix 2

Ambharic Original

he / A Ana B}/ .
hay 8 T % Ar 7
*rdién 18t

085 ¢&P

A1 ¥n /T
Unt ARF $APr T
“res¥ ont Wy /"t

A2 AR @BU LY ASCT NA tMTe InC nAY ./
™ ?

AL @

e s/t

AU PR N0 Y -/ NEHI A\ hALAl /
AXAX A YaAL TAT M A MAL T ANNE

AU AYILAL T AN ACNAL T of ¥
ANAMAL NAY ./

AUY AFBETE T NACNAT A0 A 3BT nAY /

€N N AT ®1AT 2FAN ?

AQ NAG 300 / KR/ Anga / ‘T 4A /4 RU /00
N

A NAR A/ hA ‘nAC 0N/ A AFY ANn
RO 49 NG Ll A /hAY /

aft

" //

AN Ne4F G FB:: AL hetF / 0/ o OB 45
A2 ARRAUS: :NH VY::

“*h+ T 94 MG/ AVE FORAU AR NAG 900
Pah ANLIA / RSN NALT / NHFF neMAU AR
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Ambharic Original
NG NAY ./ KU ./ v

®oEmL P BINF h LT AeM AYAT ACNPY AmCar FA 2

AT Aen na nAtr
-ach m&&./ s
®F 4+ L0 UT AICUT US RYICAA nAt /

®A S AL 2N ¢
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Photo 1. Outer fence of Euphorbia.

Photo 2. First gate of the Euphorbia fence leading out of the compound.
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Photo 3. Second gate of the inner mud fence of the compound.
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