
CONFRONTATION AND THE CREATION 
OF BALANCE: 

RITUAL CLOWNING AMONG THE ZUNI 

W i l l i a m  G u i n e e  

The Koyemshi, r i t u a l  clowns of the  Zuni 
Ind ians ,  f l y  i n  the  face  of- a l l  o u r  fac i le  
conceptions of cu l tu re .  Their  existence 
IS i r r i t a t i n g l y  enigmatic.  Scholars  h a v e  
cus tomar i ly  presented  a brief  sketch  
of the  clowns a n d  t h e i r  behavior  followed 
by l eng thy  theore t ica l  in t e rp re ta t ion .  
r h i s  is inev i t ab le ,  fo r  the  ac t ions  of 
the  clowns seem to  loudly  demand a n  
exp lana t ion .  The Koyemshi r a i s e  such 
ques t ions  a s  "Why does clowning occur?",  
'Why i s  i t  to lera ted?" ,  a n d  "Why would 

anyone pa r t i c ipa te?"  These ques t ions  
have  not been sa t i s fac to r i ly  answered.  

Scholars  e i the r  have  been a p p a l l e d  
a n d  recoiled from the  subject  o r  h a v e  
'cried to squeeze clowning in to  a l imited 
pieconceived framework. This  cannot  
be effect ively done. I n t e g r a l l y  woven 
in to  the  f a b r i c  of Zuni socie ty ,  the  multi- 
face ted  a n d  multidimensional a c t  of r i t u a l  
clowning r e s i s t s  e a s y  c la s s i f i ca t ion .  
Furthermore,  clowning i s  an t i - r a t iona l  ; 
i t  def ies  o u r  normal processes of compart- 
mentalized thought .  This  a r t i c l e  wil l  
at tempt t o  br idge  the  sca t t e red  theore t ica l  
works which concern t h i s  clowning a n d  
the  few e thnographic  d e t a i l s  a v a i l a b l e .  
I t  wil l  sugges t  a  couple of new theore t ica l  
approaches  to  the  ma te r i a l  in  a n  at tempt 
to  place what  we know of the  r i t u a l  
within the  context of important  elements 
of Zuni world view such a s  t h e  conceptions 



of balance and  cen t ra l i ty .  Unfortunately, 
I must draw my conclusions from the 
r a the r  unsat is factory ethnographic material  
cur ren t ly  ava i l ab l e .  

Zuni clowning i s  not an  isolated 
phenomenon. Lucille Charles invest iqated 
r i t ua l  _clowning i n  the  "primitive world" 
and  noted t ha t  " . . . so  widespread i s  
the  phenomenon tha t  one feels justified 
i n  inquir ing what aspect  may exis t  i n  
cul tures  where i t  i s  not recorded; whether 
i t  may not have escaped the notice of 
some observers?" (Char les  1945 : 3 2 ) .  
I have decided to concentrate on the 
Zuni clowns known a s  the Koyemshi. 
The Koyemshi appear  more often, for 
longer periods of time, and  have a g rea te r  
role in  ceremony than  most other r i t u a l  
clowning groups  (Makar ius  1970 : 54) . 

The Koyemshi a r e  one of two r i t ua l  
clowning groups of the Zuni. Each 
of the ten members por t rays  a n  ind iv idua l  
clown charac te r  who differs from the  
others  i n  both personal i ty  a n d  appearance .  
They take  what Cushing ca l l s  the "names 
of misleading. " Each clown enacts  charac-  
t e r i s t i cs  opposite of those which h i s  
name would imply. Therefore, the  clown 
cal led "Bow Pries t  Warrior ,"  i n  imitation 
of the  Zuni warr ior  society, ac t s  cowardly. 
The inversion of some of these names 
parodies Zuni social  s t ruc tures ;  o thers  
burlesque emotional or  physical  types .  
The clowns themselves exhibi t  r eversa l s  
of social  norms i n  the i r  speech. Stevenson 
records the  announcement by the  clowns 
of the upcoming Shalako ceremonies, 
and  Hieb comments a s  follows: 

E i g h t  d a y s  e v e r y o n e  m u s t  go t o  t h e  Navaho c o u n t r y  

a n d  f i g h t .   he N a v a j o  a r e  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
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e n e m i e s  o f  a l l  t h e  P u e b l o s ,  b u t  t h e  Z u n i  r a r e l y  

t o o k  t h e  o f f e n s i v e ,  a n d  t h i s  t i m e  w o u l d  b e  m o s t  

i n a p p r o p r i a t e . ]  I n  e i g h t  d a y s  my p e o p l e  come. 

You b o y s  m u s t  l o o k  a r o u n d  f o r  n i c e  g i r l s  a n d  

s t a y  w i t h  them. [ p a r s o n s  s t a t e s  t h a t  a t  t h e  

summer a n d  w i n t e r  s o l s t i c e  c e r e m o n i a l s  a l l  t h e  

men a n d  women r e m a i n  c o n t i n e n t  f o r  f o u r  d a y s  

( 1 9 1 7 : 2 4 1 ) . ]  T o n i g h t  t h e s e  men d r a g g e d  me f r o m  

my h o u s e ,  a n d  I am l o n e s o m e  w i t h o u t  my w i f e .  

[ S e x u a l  c o n t i n e n c e  i s  e v e n  s t r i c t e r  f o r  t h e  

K o y e m s h i  who o b s e r v e  a  t o t a l  o f  t w e n t y - t w o  d a y s  

( P a r s o n s  1 9 1 7 : 2 4 0 )  . ]  T o n i g h t  t h i s  man [ r e f e r r i n g  

t o  t h e  G r e a t  F a t h e r  K o y e m s h i ]  p i c k e d  o u t  n i n e  

men; p r e t t y  s o o n  t h e y  w i l l  f i g h t  .... I n  e i g h t  

d a y s  we w i l l  h a v e  a  b i g  d a n c e ;  t h e n  y o u  w i l l  

h a v e  p l e n t y  t o  e a t .  .. . T o n i g h t  I come; a l l  o f  

y o u  come t o  see me: a l l  o f  y o u  b o y s  h a v e  a  

g o o d  t i m e  a n d  do n o t  b e  a n g r y  .... I come t o  t e l l  

y o u  t o n i g h t  t h a t  i n  e i g h t  d a y s  e v e r y o n e  w i l l  

b e  h a p p y  a n d  h a v e  a  g o o d  t i m e ;  men s h o u l d  t r a d e  

w i v e s .  ( H i e b  1 9 7 2 :  183-4) 

This speech perfect ly i l l u s t r a t e s  the  
speech r e v e r s a l s  of the  Koyemshi. I f  
one a c t u a l l y  followed the  advice  g i v e n ,  
he would f ind  himself i n  ser ious  opposi t ion 
to  the  ac t ions  r e q u i r e d  b y  t h i s  spec ia l  
r i t u a l  time. 

The Koyemshi p l a y  a n  important  ro le  
i n  Zuni ceremony. The ten men who 
p o r t r a y  the  clowns hold the  position 
for a  y e a r .  Four g roups  of t en  men 
ro ta te  so t h a t  each g roup  f i l l s  t h i s  role 
once eve ry  four y e a r s .  Although ~nembers  
volunteer  for the  pres t ig ious  clowning 
g roup  posi t ions,  the  job demands a lot 
of time a n d  a t t en t ion .  Frequent ly  a 
man wil l  be unab le  to  work d u r i n g  the  
y e a r  t h a t  he p o r t r a y s  a clown. The 
Koyemshi a p p e a r  a t  a l l  of t h e  major 
ceremonies of the  Zuni .  Although they  
may miss some of the  dances  of the  l a t e  
win te r ,  they  a t t end  a l l  dances ,  ceremonies, 
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a n d  r i t u a l s  between summer solst ice 
a n d  winter  so ls t ice .  The job i s  a l s o  
demanding p h s y c i a l l y  . I t  r e q u i r e s  g r e a t  
s t amina  for  d a n c i n g ,  the  a b i l i t y  to  f a s t  
for  s e v e r a l  d a y s  a t  a  time, a n d  a wil l ing- 
ness  to  suffer  r id icu le  a n d  engage  i n  
sca to logica l  r i t e s .  

The Mudheads, a s  the  Koyemshi a r e  
af fec t ionate ly  known, a r e  wise fools;  
they  a r e  powerful a n d  sac red  idiot  ch i ld ren .  
The regu la t ions  of Zuni l i fe  seem not 
to  a p p l y  to  them. They a p p e a r  a t  solemn 
a n d  se r ious  r e l ig ious  ceremonials  a n d  
do every th ing  i n  t h e i r  power to  c r e a t e  
pandemonium. The clowns bur lesque  
everyone i n  s i g h t .  This  a p p l i e s  e spec ia l ly  
to a n y t h i n g  t h a t  h a s  a n y  u n u s u a l  q u a l i t y  
o r  t h a t  a t t r a c t s  a t t en t ion .  They c a n  
r id icu le  a n y t h i n g  without f e a r  o r  r e p r i s a l ,  
a n d  they have  a t  times mocked white 
v i s i t o r s ,  the  Catholic  c h u r c h ,  a n d  t h e i r  
own chiefs .  They a l s o  p l a y  games ,  
engage  i n  s e x u a l  punn ing ,  a n d  g i v e  
away  toys  to  c h i l d r e n .  Occasionally 
the  Koyemshi engage  the  o ther  clowning 
socie ty ,  the  Neweke, i n  mock r i t u a l  
ba t t l e .  The clowns sometimes wear  f a l s e  
g e n i t a l i a  a n d  perform humorous pa rod ies  
of s e x u a l  in tercourse .  Frequent ly  the  
clowns,  e spec ia l ly  the  Neweke clown 
socie ty ,  have  inges ted  u n u s u a l  foods. 
They favor  feces o r  u r ine  b u t  wi l l  e a t  
almost any th ing .  

The Koyemshi a l s o  adopt  the  ro le  
of the  chorus  for the  s a c r e d  dance .  

They a r r i v e  f i r s t  for  Shalako,  the  most 
important  of the  Zuni ceremonies, a n d  
a s  we have  seen,  they announce the  
coming of the  Katchinas.  Or ig ina l ly  
beau t i fu l  ch i ld ren ,  the  Katchinas somehow 
got lost  a n d  went to  l i v e  a t  the  bottom 



of a l ake .  Since t h a t  time t h e i r  number 
h a s  swelled.  When a Zuni with membership 
i n  a ceremonial society d ies ,  he goes 
to join the  Katchinas.  The Katchinas  
mediate with the  gods a n d  a s k  them 
for r a i n .  The Koyemshi h a v e  a g r e a t  
dea l  of control  over the  extremely sac red  
dances  of these  Katchinas.  They shout  
ins t ruc t ions  to  the  d a n c e r s ,  both encourage- 
ment a n d  der is ion .  If the  Koyemshi 
do not bel ieve the  dance  is going well 
enough,  they wil l  s top  i t  a n d  make the  
dancers  begin a g a i n .  They in te rp re t  
the  sac red  dance ,  ac t ing  i t  out  so t h a t  
the  aud ience  c a n  u n d e r s t a n d .  

In add i t ion  to t h e i r  humorous pub l i c  
performances the  Koyemshi undergo f requent  
p r i v a t e  f a s t i n g  a n d  r e t r e a t .  They g a i n  
power over  c rops ,  r a i n f a l l ,  a n d  love.  
Zunis view the  clowns a s  s a c r e d  a n d  
powerful,  even dangerous .  One who 
denies  a Koyemshi any th ing  t a k e s  a 
g r e a t  r i s k .  Many legends  ex i s t  which 
te l l  of houses b u r n i n g  down o r  ch i ld ren  
hav ing  accidents  a f t e r  someone refused 
the  Koyemshi a g i f t .  I t  i s  a lso  cons idered  
h igh ly  dangerous  to touch a clown (Bunzel 
1929-1930:946-58). 

The Koyemshi b r i n g  g r e a t  joy to  
the  Zuni people by  being v e r y  funny.  
"To merely see these  clowns, without 
unders t and ing  a word of t h e i r  incessan t  
arid r e a l l y  most humorous j abber ,  is 
to l a u g h  immoderately. To u n d e r s t a n d  
every th ing  , w i t h a l ,  i s  to  sometimes wish 
from sheer  excess of l a u g h i n g ,  t h a t  
the  d a n c e r s  would f i l e  i n  a n d  t h u s  p u t  
a n  end to t h e i r  j ibes a n d  ant ics"  (Cushing 
1979: 316-7 ) . The Zuni express  g r a t i t u d e  
to  the  clown impersonators  b y  l a v i s h i n g  
g r e a t  p i les  of g i f t s  on them a t  the  end 
of the  ceremonial y e a r .  This  would 
ind ica te  t h a t  the  Zuni h a v e  



a fondness for t h e i r  clowns. 
The clowns wear  l a r g e  rounded masks 

made from cotton c lo th .  Large  bu lges  
prot rude  over  the  e a r s ,  eyes ,  a n d  mouth. 

They have  no nose. The masks a n d  
t h e i r  bodies a r e  covered with a p ink i sh  
c l a y ,  a n d  they wear only  a b lack  k i l t  
o r  r a g s .  The clown impersonators  t i e  
a  cotton cloth a round  t h e i r  penises  which 
makes erect ion impossible a n d  represen t s  
t h e i r  innocent  impotence (Bunzel 1929- 
3 0 : 9 4 6 ) .  

The mythological o r i g i n s  of the  Koyemshi 
e x p l a i n  much of t h e i r  c h a r a c t e r  a n d  
a p p e a r a n c e .  After the  Zuni emerged 
from the  four underworlds ,  i t  became 
necessary  for  them to  f ind  the  cen te r  
of the  e a r t h  so t h a t  they could se t t l e .  
With t h i s  end i n  mind,  t h e i r  p r i e s t  sent  
h i s  ch i ld ren  off to  look for the  a l l  embrac- 
ing  wa te r s  i n  each  of the  four d i rec t ions .  
He sent  h i s  youngest  son a n d  h i s  d a u g h t e r  
to the  Eas t .  After t r a v e l i n g  a d i s t ance  
t h i s  son sudden ly  went mad with l u s t  
for h i s  s i s t e r .  He chased  he r  a n d  a t  
the  same time tore a t  h i s  face a n d  head  
forming g r e a t  welts .  Then he fe l l  i n  
the  mud a n d  rol led i n  i t .  Cushing ' s 
account  of the  myth s t a t e s  t h a t  "When 
he s t a g g e r e d  to  h i s  fee t ,  the  r ed  soi l  
adhered  t o  him a s  s k i n  c l eaves  to  f l e sh ,  
a n d  h i s  ug l iness  ha rdened .  " His s i s t e r  
took p i ty  on him then a n d  they l i v e d  
together  i n  a  cave .  They h a d  n ine  
sons who looked l i k e  t h e i r  f a t h e r .  Cushing 
cont inues  b y  s a y i n g  t h a t  the  c h i l d r e n  
a r e  impotent "from the  mingling of too 
much seed i n  one k i n d . .  .s impletons a n d  
the  c razed  speak  from the  t h i n g s  seen 
of the  i n s t a n t ,  u t t e r ing  bel ike  wise words 
a n d  prophecy,  so s p a k e  t h e y ,  a n d  became 



the a t t e n d a n t s  a n d  fos terers ,  yet  the  
s a g e s  a n d  i n t e r p r e t e r s  of the  ancient  
dance-dramas" (Cushing 1896: 400-1 ) . 

The Zuni have  a ve ry  i n t r i c a t e  a n d  
t i g h t l y  s t r u c t u r e d  cosmology which echoes 
t h e i r  mythology a n d  socia l  o rgan iza t ion .  
They begin  by d iv id ing  every th ing  in to  
s i x  a r e a s :  the  four c a r d i n a l  d i rec t ions ,  
u p ,  a n d  down. These d i rec t ions  become 
ca tegor ies  for def in ing the  r e s t  of the  
world ( Tedlock 1979 : 499-508 ) . Balance 
a n d  harmony a r e  the  most important  
goa l s  of the  Zuni re l ig ion.  Power d i f fuses  
i t se l f  throughout  a to ta l ly  interconnected 
universe  a n d  i s  within eve ry th ing .  
If one proper ly  uses h i s  power, he c a n  
mainta in  the  b a l a n c e ,  a n d  the  s i x  d i rec t ions  
wi l l  come in to  harmony (Vogt a n d  Albert 
1966: 230).  Out of these  b a s i c  tenets  
of the  Zuni re l ig ious  system emerges 
the  tremendous Zuni concern with the  
middle. The middle i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  the  
point of ba lance  o r  harmony between 
the  s i x  d i rec t ions .  

The Koyemshi were born in  opposi t ion 
to  the  n a t u r a l  harmony sought  b y  Zuni 
re l ig ion.  Sexual  union of brother  a n d  
s i s t e r  s t rong ly  v io la tes  socia l  s t r a t a  
i n  a n  exogamous mat r i l inea l  c l a n  society 
l ike  the  Zuni. I t  c r e a t e s  a n  overba lance  
in  one d i rec t ion .  Living i n  a c a v e  
a l s o  opposes Zuni bel ief .  Ea r l i e r  i n  
the  crea t ion  myth, the  Zuni h a d  emerged 
from the  e a r t h  sea rch ing  for the  middle. 
Moving back  in to  a cave  i s  a r eg ress ive  
a n d  c e n t r i p e t a l  movement. Down i s  the  
one d i rec t ion  i n  which the  middle wi l l  
not be found.  The f a t h e r  of the  Koyemshi 
o r i g i n a l l y  t r a v e l e d  with the  goal  of 
sea rch ing  for the  middle. The people 



h a d  come from below, a n d  so they h a d  
a l r e a d y  sea rched  t h a t  d i rec t ion .  

Nevertheless, the  Koyemshi se rve  
t o  c r e a t e  harmony for the  Zuni i n  two 
ways .  F i r s t ,  they  c r e a t e  l a u g h t e r .  

Everything i n t e r r e l a t e s  i n  Zuni though t ,  
a n d  a nega t ive  frame of mind d i sp leases  t h e  
gods.  The Katchinas p a r t i c u l a r l y  l i k e  
to  see t h e i r  descendan t s  h a p p y .  Laughter  
he lps  accomplish t h i s ,  a n d  so l a u g h t e r  
i s  a  form of p r a y e r .  Secondly, the  
Koyemshi provide a ba lance  b y  opposing 
the  Katchina ,  the  ceremony, a n d  the  
ser iousness  of Zuni r i t u a l .  An imbalance  
of a n y  k ind  equa tes  with d i sease .  The 
Koyernshi a r e  medicine. 

I n  t a l k i n g  of clowns,  Makar ius  s t a t e s  
t h a t  "it  i s  only to  the  violat ion of taboo 
t h a t  they owe t h e i r  exis tence  a s  r i t u a l  
f igures"  (1970: 53). I  do not a g r e e  
t h a t  by itself t h i s  v io la t ion  c r e a t e s  
the  need for clowning,  bu t  i t  i s  a n  
impor tant  concern.  When society makes 
a n  ac t ion  o r  item taboo,  i t  becomes a 
vor tex  of focus. The taboo d r a w s  a t t en t ion  
a n d  tension.  I t  mesmerizes a n d  f r u s t r a t e s  
a t  the  same time. The taboo voices 
the  notion t h a t  the  i n d i v i d u a l  d o e s n ' t  
have  enough s t r eng th  to  cope with the  
tabooed item. If the  tension grows g r e a t  
enough,  ins t i tu t ions  such a s  clowning 
a r i s e  to  reduce the  tabooed item to  the  
level  of manageable  exper ience .  This  
i s  a  major function of humor (Honigmann 
19L1-1942: 225-6). I t  mediates between .. 
t he  needs of the  i n d i v i d u a l  a n d  the  
society.  

Metaphysical  power o r  medicine c a n  
be acqu i red  through the  v io la t ion  of 
taboo.  This  power may be  seen a s  neces- 
s a r y  for the  s u r v i v a l  of the  t r i b e .  



The Neweke because of the i r  scatological  
r i t e s  claim the  ab i l i t y  to cure  a n y  stomach 
ailment. The violat ion of incest  taboos 
a s  expressed i n  the  being of the  Koyemshi 
a l so  c rea tes  power. Capable of doing 
good or i l l ,  the  power i s  ambivalent .  
Consequently, Zunis see the  Koyemshi 
a s  pollut ing and  dangerous (Makar ius  
1970: 53-60) . The society needs them 
because of the access to power which 
they provide.  

The clown negates the negat ives  of 
society;  he rebels  aga in s t  the  ru les  
h i s  society es tabl ishes  to s a y  "no. " 

In so doing he reverses  the  "na tu ra l "  
order  a n d  produces a small l ibe ra t ion .  
A magical  moment occurs when he viola tes  
the rules .  H i s  audience br ief ly  rea l izes  
t ha t  the  r i g id  s t ruc tu re  of society a n d  
of the world i s  not absolute.  Another 
possible viewpoint emerges in  a r ad i ca l  
expansion of conceptual options. Within 
th i s  moment, a n  infusion of new idea s  a n d  
a f resh  perspective occurs a s  the  society 
is allowed to  comment on i t se l f .  The 
f ixed mental framework h a s  temporari ly 
been suspended (Babcock 1978: 18-21). 

We have seen t h a t  clowning functions 
to provide a ba lance ,  rel ieve tension,  
generate  metaphysical  power, a n d  provide 
a conceptual  l ibera t ion.  Commonly, 
scholars  view clowning a s  serving to 
solidify social  norms. This view sees 
clowning a s  a social  control mechanism. 
'The clowns r id icule  abe r r an t  behavior  
and  a r e  themselves r id iculed for the i r  
behavior.  The Zun i ' s  f ea r  of humiliat ion 
enforces societal  va lues .  Although the re  
may be some t r u th  to  these asse r t ions ,  
they a l so  present d i f f icul t ies .  The clowns 
may not consider themselves abused ;  
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f ieldworkers ind ica te  t h a t  the  Zuni love 
t h e i r  clowns. 

This  theory faces  ano the r  d i f f icul ty  
i n  the  c lowns '  choice of t a r g e t s  for 
r id icu le .  The Koyemshi seem to  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
de l igh t  i n  making fun of t h e i r  most 
sac rosanc t  ins t i tu t ions  a n d  pres t ig ious  
c i t izens .  Cer ta in ly  these  do not r e q u i r e  
remolding in to  the  p a t t e r n  of Zuni c u l t u r e .  
The an t i - s t ruc tu ra l  n a t u r e  of clowning 
seems to  more closely resemble a r e l ease  
v a l v e  for in t ra-socie ta l  aggress ion  a n d  
f r u s t r a t i o n  t h a n  a mechanism for the  
control  of deviance .  The socia l  i d  momen- 
t a r i l y  expresses  i tself  i n  rebell ion a g a i n s t  
the  s t r u c t u r a l  superego.  Levine notes 
t h a t  "the obscene ceremonials  a n d  clownish- 
ness  a r e  i n  p a r t  a  v ica r ious  outlet  for 
a  r a t h e r  emotionally inh ib i t ed  community" 
(1961: 77). 

A s  a  p a r a l l e l  theore t ica l  a t t a c k ,  
many hold t h a t  humor defies convent ional  
pa t t e rn ing  momentarily a n d  then col lapses  
under  i t s  own i l log ica l  a b s u r d i t y .  This  
supposedly  s t r eng thens  the  o r i g i n a l  p a t t e r n .  
I do not c l e a r l y  see how. This  exp lana t ion  
of humor seems specious.  I s  i t  not 
e q u a l l y  possible t h a t  the  r epea ted  a t t a c k s  
of humor weaken the  s t r u c t u r e  which 
only s u r v i v e s  because  of the  brief temporal 
dura t ion  of the  joke? Mary Douglas 
claims t h a t  a  joke i s  b a s i c a l l y  an t i -  
r i t e  a n d  i n  a t t a c k i n g  one th ing  i t  must 
ce leb ra te  something e l s e ,  "or i t  could 
be s a y i n g  something about  d i f ferent  
l eve l s  of socia l  s t r u c t u r e ;  the  i r r e l evance  
of one obvious level  a n d  the  re levance  
of a  submerged a n d  unapprec ia ted  one" 
(1968: 3 7 0 ) .  If a  joke i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  
an t i - r i t e ,  why do we continue to  i n s i s t  
on forcing i t  i n to  a position of suppor t ing  
the  socia l  power h i e r a r c h y ?  
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Ruth Benedict h a s  character ized Zuni 
society a s  Apollonian in  the  extreme; 
the ind iv idua l  is sublimated to  the  needs 
of the group (1934: 79-93). While Benedict 
ha s  seen t h i s  a s  a na tu r a l  s t a t e ,  o thers  
have viewed t h i s  social  harmony a s  
the resul t  of severe repression of the  
ind iv idua l  through in tense  pressure  a n d  
psychic bludgeoning ( Bennett 1946) . 
Nobody h a s  challenged the  bas ic  premise 
t ha t  Zuni is a n  organized,  efficient, 
and  h igh ly  s t ruc tu red  society. Whether 
t h i s  occurs o rgan ica l ly  or is the  resu l t  
of repression is the locus of a d e b a t e .  

Within any  society a s t rugg le  t akes  
place between social izat ion a n d  the  need 
for ind iv idua l  expression.  Possibly 
we tend to oversimplify a l i en  societ ies,  
to view them from a too l i nea r  perspective.  
Abrahams a n d  Bauman have s tudied activi-  
t ies  closely re la ted  to  clowning in  the 
West Indies  and  in  Nova Scotia. They 
discovered t ha t  deviance i s  much more 
widely to lera ted t han  they f i r s t  had  
believed. They decided t ha t  c a rn iva l  
gave the more and  the l ess  conservative 
members of a cu l tu re  a n  opportunity 
to pa r t i c ipa te  together in  a communal 
entertainment.  The clowns were usua l ly  
people who exhibited a g r ea t e r  deviance 
from social  i dea l s  t han  others  i n  the i r  
non-clowning l i fe  a s  well a s  t he i r  r i t u a l  
l i fe.  The deviant  element h a s  the opportu- 
n i ty  in c a rn iva l  to bur lesque but  simul- 
taneously to en te r ta in  the more social ized 
element of the  community. The c a r n i v a l  
b r ings  the two social  s t r a t a  together 
(Abrahams and Bauman 1978). Para l l e l ing  
t h i s ,  clowning may be viewed a s  a means 
for  a repressed deviant  element to express  
themselves in a way which produces 
social cohesion r a the r  t han  rebell ion.  



"There i s  no i n t r i n s i c  necessi ty for 
the  fool to become a f ixed socia l  role 
f i l led  by a specif ic  person.  . .. However, 
t h i s  role does seem to  make i tself  fel t  
i n  the  normal l i fe  of a socia l  g r o u p  
a n d  then to  ge t  f i l l ed  b y  a s ing le  person.  
This  may be seen i n  a n y  school c l a s s"  
(Willeford 1969: 8 3 ) .  Bruce Jackson h a s  
proffered a poss ib le  exp lana t ion  for 
t h i s .  Jackson examined convic ts  who 
h a d  repea ted ly  re tu rned  to  pr ison.  He 
c la ims t h a t  for many of them the  l a b e l  
of convict  is l e s s  d i s t r e s s i n g  t h a n  t h a t  
of homosexual,  a n d  he uses  t h i s  a s  a n  
exp lana t ion  of t h e i r  r ecur ren t  inca rce ra t ion .  
In  pr ison the  men feel  forced to  be  homo- 
s e x u a l  b y  t h e i r  c i rcumstances ,  a n d  they  
d o n ' t  h a v e  to  face the  concept t h a t  they  
may be homosexual b y  n a t u r e  ( Jackson  
1978). This  model may go a long way 
towards  exp la in ing  the  choice a person 
makes i n  becoming a clown. I t  may be 
bet ter  o r  a t  l e a s t  psychologica l ly  more 
to le rab le  to  be  a n  excellent  clown t h a n  
a socia l  d e v i a n t .  This  would prove especia l -  
l y  t r u e  i n  a  r ep ress ive  society b a s e d  
s t rong ly  on the  fulf i l lment  of socia l  
ro les .  

'The mental s t a t e  of the  clown h a s  
been viewed a s  a  p reca r ious  ba lance .  
Not only does he allow h i s  suppressed  
des i res  to  su r face ,  but  a l s o  he e n a c t s  
the  role of the  socie ta l  conscience. He 
con ta ins  l i b e r a t o r  a n d  oppressor  i n  one 
being.  The clown enac t s  t h e  e i n t i r e  ba t t le -  
f ie ld  which p i t s  socie ta l  va lues  a g a i n s t  
the  i n d i v i d u a l .  The clown impersonator  
himself d i sassoc ia tes  from the  clown 
a n d  becomes i t s  persecutor .  

The g r o t e s q u e  p l a y  c a n n o t  be u n d e r s t o o d  as a more  



o r  less d i s g u i s e d  b r e a k t h r o u g h  o f  instincts. H e r e  

t h e  r e p r e s s i n g  f o r c e s  a s  well a s  t h e  r e p r e s s e d  o n e s  

a r e  c o n d e n s e d ,  j u s t  a s  in t h e  t r u e  c o n v e r s i o n - h y s t e r i c  

symptom. At t h e  s a m e  t i m e  t h e  grotesque-comic p e r f o r -  

m a n c e  h a s  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  c o n f e s s i o n ,  s e l f  h u m i l i a t i o n  

a n d  punishment. ( ~ e v i n e  1961: 79) 

The performer makes a grea t  sacrifice 
for the benefit of the group. Violation 
of taboo benefits the society, but s t i l l  
isolates the individual  violator and  
makes him dangerous and  a pollutant.  
' ' I t  i s  necessary tha t  he should be con- 
ceived of a s  ' the  other '  in opposition 
to the group, even though he acts  on 
their  behalf" (Makarius 1970: 54).  This 
carna l i ty  or dangerous action of bringing 
power down to ear th  led Miller to draw 
paral le ls  between clown and  Christ (1981: 
58) .  

Certainly the Koyemshi acquire a 
priestly qual i ty .  The fas t ing,  re t rea t s ,  
excessive dancing, and scatological customs 
they enact can not be l ight ly  undertaken. 
At the end of a r i t ua l  year ,  the father 
of the Koyemshi addresses the pr ies ts  
and the women of Zuni vi l lages .  "All 
year we have been praying for you and  
now we have finished our year .  We have 
worked hard  for our people t ha t  their  
crops may grow. We will never forget, 
our fa thers ,  tha t  you have picked us  
out for this" (Bunzel 1929-1930: 955). 

Although the psychological motivations 
which we have a l ready  discussed would 
induce some to undergo the sacrifice 
of clowning, the rich material  rewards 
a t  the end of service provide addit ional 
enticement. We may assume tha t  the 
power of performance also a t t r ac t s  many. 
In a good performance, the performer 



can  get  a profound sense of power within 
exposure.  This power i s  pa r t i cu l a r l y  
appa ren t  when one i s  enact ing the  mon- 
s t rous  or allowing the expression of 
the  deeply hidden s ide  of oneself.  Perform- 
ing the role of a clown would allow 
the d a r k  and  hidden s ide  of oneself 
not only expression but  power. The clowns 
l a rge ly  dominate a n d  control the en t i re  
ceremony. We f ind evidence for the  Zun i ' s  
love of performance in  the i r  r igorous 
year-round dance schedule.  

Unfortunately no one ha s  seen f i t  
to a sk  the Zuni themselves why they 
a r e  wil l ing to p l ay  the role of a Koyemshi, 
what the i r  mental s t a t e  i s  when they 
enact  the role ,  a n d  what va lue  the perfor- 
mance h a s  for them. The one exception 
to t h i s  was the much maligned Capta in  
John G. Bourke. Bourke felt both appa l led  
a n d  fascinated by the scatological  r i t e s  
he observed.  He considered such r i t e s  
"survivals"  of ancient  re l ig ious  ceremonies. 
Nevertheless, Bourke asked a Tewa Ind ian  
how he could stomach ea t ing  feces a n d  
d r ink ing  ur ine .  He received the  following 
rep ly  : 

We h a v e  a m e d i c i n e  w h i c h  makes us  d r u n k  l i k e  w h i s k e y ;  

we d r i n k  a l o t  o f  t h a t  b e f o r e  we commence; i t  makes 

u s  d r u n k .  We d o n ' t  c a r e  w h a t  h a p p e n s ;  a n d  n o t h i n g  

o f  t h a t  k i n d  t h a t  we e a t  o r  d r i n k  c a n  e v e r  do us  

any  ha rm.  ( B o u r k e  1 8 9 1 :  8 )  

We can  ea s i l y  hypothesize t h a t  the  "medi- 
cine" re fe r red  to  might be a psychedelic 
substance.  The hypothesis  would cohere 
with the c lown's  emphasis  on excessive 
danc ing ,  por t ray ing  the  monstrous, a n d  
fas t ing  which could be seen a s  s t a n d a r d  
r i t u a l  ways to induce euphor ia .  Such 



a view opposes our notion of the s t a id ,  
reserved Zuni society. Clowns a r e ,  however, 
ant i -s t ructural  and  do not f i t  within 
the normal s t r a t a  of society. 

We could eas i ly  t r ea t  the Koyemshi 
a s  liminal beings for they meet many 
of the c r i t e r ia  and  seem to f i t  the model 
quite well. The Koyemshi a r e  the unformed. 
Covered in  c l a y ,  they put one i n  mind 
of the creation myth and  the formless 
pre-emergence days  i n  the fourth under- 
world. 

Everywhere t h e r e  were unf in i shed  c r e a t u r e s ,  c rawl ing  
l i k e  r e p t i l e s  one over another  i n  f i l t h  and black 
darkness ,  crowded t h i c k l y  t o g e t h e r  and t r e a d i n g  
each o t h e r ,  one s p i t t i n g  on ano ther  or  doing o t h e r  
indecency,  insomuch t h a t  loud became t h e i r  murmurings 
and l a m e n t a t i o n s ,  u n t i l  many among them sought t o  
escape ,  growing wiser  and more manlike. (Cushing 
321-447) 

The Koyemshi can  be c lassed a s  liminal 
in several  other ways. We have suggested 
tha t  their  actions produce a freeing 
of conceptual categories.  Turner claims 
tha t  "liminality i s  the realm of primitive 
hypothesis, where there i s  a cer ta in  
freedom to juggle the factors of existence" 
(1974: 241) .  Koyemshi a r e  a lso dangerous,  
and people consider a l l  liminal creatures  
dangerous because of their  lack of classif i-  
cation.  Last ly ,  their  impotence makes 
them sexual ly  ambivalent. These a r e  
a l l  character is t ics  of the liminal being. 

Despite th i s  obvious correlation,  
d i f f icul ty  a r i s e s  i n  c lass ing the Koyemshi 
a s  perfectly typical  liminal beings.  
Although we normally consider r i t ua l  
l iminali ty a s  pa r t  of a process leading 
from separat ion through the liminal to 



aggrega t ion ,  the Koyemshi remain perma- 
nently l iminal .  The progression of separa -  
t ion,  limen, and  aggregat ion should 
s t rengthen society. Functionally,  i n  
r i t es  of passage ,  the l iminal  i s  used 
to create  disassociat ion and  confusion 
a f te r  which the e te rna l  t r u th s ,  the  s a c r a  
of society can be introduced.  These s a c r a  
just ify and  exp la in  the society and  the  
new form of l ife which the in i t i a te  will 
enter  with the aggregat ion phase .  The 
subject  i s  receptive to them owing to 
the pressure created by  his  uncomfortable 
and  disorienting l iminal  s ta te  (Turner  
1974: 242). But where a r e  the  s a c r a  
introduced by the  Koyemshi'! I  f ind no 
evidence of the i r  existence.  

Also defying our normal perception 
of the concept of l iminal i ty ,  we must 
admit t ha t  the Koyemshi a r e  cen t ra l  
to Zuni r i t ua l  r a the r  t han  marg ina l ,  
and  they do not f i t  the profile es tabl ished 
for communitas by  Turner (1966: 106). 
Though the Koyemshi aggress ively  deny 
c lass i f icat ion on the i r  own, they receive 
a c lass i f icatory position by  the i r  constant  
opposition to the  Katchina. Hieb demonstrat- 
ed th i s  opposition excellently.  He contras ted 
the Koyemshi poverty and  formlessness 
with the Katchina wealth and  order .  
The Katchinas a r e  associated with the  
clouds,  the  Koyemshi comment from below 
in  a cave (Hieb 1972: 242). This opposition 
places them within a s t ruc ture  which 
Hieb exp la ins  a s  a manifestation of the  
fundamental dualism of Zuni thought.  

Hieb's  ana ly s i s  of the  Koyemshi being 
i n  a s ta te  of opposition to the Katchina 
i s  excellent ,  but  i n  my opinion i t  does 
not go quite f a r  enough. Looking deeper,  
one can  see t ha t  the  caves  of the Koyemshi 



a r e  to the East;  the Koyemshi a r e  associat- 
ed with below and  the Katchina with 
above. These factors leave the Zuni 
in the middle. 

I t  h a s  often been stated tha t  balance 
and central i ty  a r e  major religious concep- 
tions for the Zuni; they a r e  essential  
life concerns. If balance i s  not maintained 
then i t  will not r a i n ,  the crops will 
wither,  and  the people s ta rve .  Zuni 
ceremony reaffirms the balance.  I t  shows 
the people tha t  they reside in  the center. 
The Koyemshi a r e  seen a s  children.  They 
a r e  unformed, of the mythical pas t ,  
and represent an ear l ie r  and  less advanced 
s ta te .  They l ive in  womb-like caves.  
'The Katchinas include those who have 
comy leted their  pa th ,  the deceased ancestors 
of the Zuni. When a Zuni member of 
a ceremonial society dies he joins them. 
The Koyemshi i s  the pas t ;  Katchina i s  
the future.  The Zuni a r e  aga in  i n  the 
middle. 

Liminality occurs in  the a r r i v a l  of 
the Koyemshi and  the Katchina, but 
not only they a r e  liminal. I t  i s  not 
so much tha t  the Koyemshi and  Katchina 
a r e  pockets of l iminali ty betwixt and  
between the categories of society, a s  
that  they surround society and  provide 
a context in which i t  makes itself liminal. 
The Koyemshi and the Katchina a r e  perma- 
nent and the Zuni become liminal. The 
r i tua l  demonstrates tha t  the Zuni a r e  
not only middle but "betwixt and  between" 
a s  well. The Zuni inhabi t  a temporary 
and t ransi t ional  s tage between two fixed 
and permanent s ta tes .  This realization 
during the ceremony inver ts  a l l  normally 
held views. I t  replaces the central i ty  
of ego with tha t  of humility and  makes 



the ceremonial time a sac red  one. 
Various theor is ts  have viewed clowning 

a s  se rv ing  to re lease  social  tension,  
to ob ta in  access to supe rna tu r a l  power, 
and  to provide a conceptual  l ibe ra t ion .  
We have  spoken of clowning a s  a socia l ly  
acceptable  format for allowing expression 
among deviant  members of society a n d  
a s  a societal  attempt to control deviance.  
To the notion of ba lance  I have added 
the  theory t h a t  ceremony frames a n d  
ident i f ies  the society t h a t  performs i t .  
In a l l  p robab i l i ty ,  a l l  these asser t ions  
a r e  to some degree t rue .  None of them 
can  cur ren t ly  be ver i f ied  to my sa t is fac-  
t ion.  I t  wil l  f i r s t  be necessary  to do 
more fieldwork. This suggestion may 
seem appa l l ing  i n  l i gh t  of the  appa ren t  
overemphasis on the  Zuni by  anthropo- 
logical  followers of Boas in  the th i r t i e s .  
Nevertheless, we do not have  what we 
need to answer fundamental  questions 
about the Koyemshi due to  a seeming 
dea r t h  of descr ip t ive  mater ia l .  Many 
have skipped s t r a i g h t  to theory.  The 
present  au thor  h a s  done nothing to  correct  
t h i s  e r ro r .  We may be app ly ing  a limited 
ethnocentric view to  exp la in  away the  
phenomenon of clowning ins tead  of t r y ing  
to unders tand  i t .  The Zuni a n d  especia l ly  
those who enact  the  Koyemshi should 
be questioned. We know nothing of what 
the  Zuni consider to  be the meaning,  
function,  or  experience of clowning. 
The one asser t ion we can  be re la t ive ly  
ce r ta in  of i s  t h a t  our i dea s  of clowning 
a r e  more l ikely  to be too small  t han  
too l a rge .  
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