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Figure 8. A page describing the divination advice and interpretation of the odu
Ocana — connected with one cowrie shell speaking in dilogun divination — from
the Libreta de Caracoles de una Iyalocha de Guanabacoa (Havana, May 14, 1940).
Courtesy of the Lydia Cabrera Papers, Cuban Heritage Collection, University of
Miami Libraries, Coral Gables, Florida.
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Enter the Revolution and State-Issued Libretas

After the 1959 Cuban Revolution, official positions toward both African
and European religious practices changed over the decades that followed.
Christine Ayorinde writes that “from the mid-1960s through the 1980s,
however, a commitment to the atheist principle of the state meant that
longstanding prejudices toward Afro-Cuban religions began to resurface
in scholarship and official attitudes” (AYORINDE 2007, 156). Remarkably,
libretas are not only a means of furthering the knowledge and practice
of Afro-Cuban religions on the island but resonate with lived reality and
austerity measures in Cuba. Small, portable l/ibretas have also played
a pivotal role in the daily lives and sustenance of the general Cuban
population on the island. Starting in July 1961, less than three years after
the Cuban Revolution began, the Cuban government implemented food
rationing. In March 1962, the government started providing households
with ration books (see Fig. 9, below) (FORSTER & HANDELMAN 1982, 8) that,
upon presentation, would permit families to receive comestibles, a measure
that is still in effect at the time of writing. Made from bagasse paper, an
abundant byproduct of sugar cane production, these ration /ibretas record
each family’s access to foodstuffs, marked by hand in the book (see Fig. 10,
below).

Further, owners are known to draw or doodle (see Fig. 11, below) on
the covers or to cover these valuable /ibretas with magazine pages or other
vibrant materials, much like school textbooks are protected with make-do
covers. These protective coverings and the markings and decorations that
these ration books contain hint at parallels with designs and adornments
of Cabrera’s notebooks. While these secular and religious notebooks are
drastically different in many important ways, they are each visual texts
that can be “read” on various levels at once. As such, they offer multi-
modal/multi-sensorial processes of reading /ibretas, in which symbols and
shorthand diagrams and descriptions may convey a wealth of information
that requires the viewer to be initiated into its mysteries and nuances.

Cuban ration /ibretas exist and play essential roles in secular and
religious lives. They purport to record forms of provision not only for
human consumption, but also for religious practices, in which some
foodstuffs and condiments — when available — are essential for
performing rituals and veneration. In addition to these practical uses and
symbolic and material contracts between the state and its people, these
provision /ibretas extend the interrogation of authorship. Household ration
books act as an authoritative interface: they are organized and act as both
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Figures 9, 10, and 11. Cuban ration books with drawings, annotations, and
makeshift protective covers. These /ibretas are part of the artist book Cincuenta y
un familias: Cincuenta y un arios (DAIBER & SIERRA MADERO 2010). Courtesy of the
Cuban Heritage Collection, University of Miami Libraries, Coral Gables, Florida.
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a record of and a route for sustenance. These intimate booklets are a form
of secular text that wields influence in the lives of Cuban nationals and
further nuance the ideas of authorship inherent in Afro-Atlantic textual
methodologies.

The Lucumi Initiation as a Blank Book

The initiation ceremony for the Lucumi priesthood, which is open to both
men and women, lasts for seven days and includes a novitiate period of
one year. During this period, the body, especially the head, is prepared
to receive the ashé/aché or “essence” of the orisha. The initiation
process revolves around creating a /ibreta that records the entire process.
Alexander Fernandez, an anthropologist and priest of Lucumi and Palo
Monte, informs us that “libretas de itd (divinatory journals) are emically
derived products which are oral and performative, rather than textual
and canonical, the latter of which has traditionally been the yardstick by
which religious orthodoxy and authenticity have been measured against”
(FERNANDEZ 2014, 16). A libreta de ita or libreta de santo is a highly
organized formal text indispensable to the Lucumi initiation process.
While a practitioner may use any ruled paper notebook to create a libreta
de itd, many would-be initiates purchase custom-made notebooks with
covers decorated with images, colors, symbols, and decorative materials
representing the tutelary orisha (see Fig. 12, below).

To “make santo” is the Spanish colloquial phrase for undergoing the
orisha priesthood initiation, which requires one week of ceremonies and
seclusion in the ighodu, the ritually prepared initiation chamber in which
orishas and neophytes are consecrated. In this ritually prepared room,
the orisha community gathers to initiate the person into the priesthood
of their tutelary deity. The initiate becomes an iyawé or junior bride of
the orisha, described as crowned on the head of the person — the head
being the site and focus of initiation, which is shaved during the ritual
process. During this time, the iyawd’s head/body is consecrated as a living
vessel of the orisha, and the person also receives multiple orishas that have
been ritually consecrated in material form, housed in ceramic and wooden
vessels. Each orisha prepared for the iyawo during the initiation includes
a set or “hand” of cowrie shells called dilogun or merindilogun (see Fig.
13, below), consisting of each of the sacred divination instruments. The
third day of the initiation ceremony, the day of izd, is devoted to divination
with the diloguin, so that the iyawo receives advice from their orishas to
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Figure 12. The cover of a Lucumi libreta de ita for an initiate of Babalil Ayé

is decorated in the colors, burlap fabric, and image of Saint Lazarus, which all
correspond to this orisha. Photograph by author.



M. Tsang : Texting Afro-Atlantic Tales | 213

write in their libreta. Jorge and Isabel Castellanos write that the iyawo is
considered a newborn — their life metaphorically a blank book — who,
from the time following the initiation, “is just beginning to live and who
from now on must follow the dictates of the Orichas” (CASTELLANOS &
CASTELLANOS 1992, 96).° The notebook has a systematic layout, with a
titled scribe called the ofeyisita. The divination process is a crucial element
in the initiation, and the libreta documents these critical moments and
other important information.
Fernandez notes that an itd libreta contains the following sections:

Vista de Entrada — the “reading of entry”: a recording of the outcome
divination session that is performed a few days, weeks or a month
before the priesthood initiation ceremonies. This reading ascertains
what preparatory ceremonies, offerings, or actions are required before
the initiation can proceed.

Eb6 de Entrada — the “offering of entry” ceremonies and sacrifices
that happen on the eve of initiation that prepares the person for initiation.

Egin — anotation of the divination outcome that follows the propitiation
and veneration of the ancestors, as performed before any significant
ritual for the orishas.

Lavatorio — the divination performed during the consecration of the
material forms of the orishas.

Ita — the divination proper that governs the life of the new initiate,
performed on the third day of the initiation.

Testigos — “witnesses™: The recording of the priests who participated in
the initiation process and witnessed the ifd divination (FERNANDEZ 2014,
78).

The notebook will systematically record the divinations and rituals
leading up to the moment of priesthood initiation, described as seating the

9. Translated from the original Spanish: “la vida del novicio se percibe,
metaféricamente, como un ‘libro en blanco’ y se considera al iyaw6 como un
bebé que apenas comienza vivir y que adelante debera seguir los dictados de los
Orichas.”
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orisha (deity) in the head of the neophyte. One of its core features is the
advice of the ita, which occupies multiple pages per orishas. Additionally,
specific sections are allotted for easy reference by the recipient. These
include the list of personal prohibitions or proscriptions, called ewo, that the
new priest must adhere to throughout their life; further information about
the specific caminos or roads of the orishas consecrated for the iyawo; and
a list of additional ceremonies and orishas the person should perform or
receive going forward. The notebook also records the oruko or initiation
name used to identify the initiate in ritual spaces and ceremonies, as well
as the long list of names (both legal name and orukd) of all the initiates

Figure 13. Dilogun: a set of orisha divination cowries consecrated for the orisha

Elegua along with ibo, i.e. the various other items — such as seeds, a ball of eggshell
chalk, bones, and a stone — that are used in the divination process. Photograph by
Alexander Fernandez (Ala Leké).
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who participated in the ceremony. The libreta de santo is thus a document
that serves multiple functions and acts as a record of birth given that the
validity of the initiation can be checked with the recorded witnesses from
the orisha community. One provides the new priest or priestess with the
transcribed advice given by the orishas during the lengthy divination
session, which is an integral part of the ritual. Given the complexity and
depth of the divination sessions, the initiate will read and reflect upon the
advice and refer to the /ibreta throughout their life.

Libretas of ita are collective textual enterprises that record the advice of
the orishas as transmitted through the diviner and participants. During the
ita divination, it is not uncommon for priests and priestesses to be called
upon to speak when the odu requires it. Called iworo larishe, the orisha
speaking in the odu signals that the transformative consejos and remedies
needed for the iyawd lie in the words of advice uttered and simultaneously
recorded in the /ibreta for the new initiate. Thus, the /ibreta documents the
ritual agents’ wisdom and performative speech acts.

Libretas are thus more than just grammars and vocabularies of Afro-
Atlantic religiosity. They are inseparable from their scribes, readers, and
communities. However, studying them presents unique challenges, as
only a few examples are publicly available. Moreover, those available
are held in collections or anthropologists’ hands and tend no longer to
circulate. Additionally, many of those that do circulate are not accessible
for a longitudinal examination of exactly how libretas change from one
hand and one owner to the next. Afro-Cuban libretas, in their myriad
forms and functions, act as a unique way of understanding the complex
development and sustenance of Caribbean religious practices that offer
opportunities for additions over time. The libretas discussed here show
how the production and movement of Afro-Cuban material texts reflect
the circulation of spiritual knowledge as internal and accessible according
to kinship created through ritual ties. Instructional libretas create a
literary space that honors the African-derived knowledge of diverse
ethnic, cultural, and linguistic groups designed as spaces of contact that
help traverse linguistic margins and ethnic borders despite the horrors and
ruptures of enslavement and the colonial hegemony that has otherwise
sought to eradicate and devalue such knowledge. The intricate and formal
creation of /ibreta at the heart of the Lucumi initiation process not only
guides the new priest or priestess navigating their new ritual life, but the
text also serves as a testament, documentary proof of ritual protocols, and
a badge of community acceptance.
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By examining the many layers of information and the multiple histories
within these pages, we can better understand Afro-diasporic religious
practices and their production of material texts by and for practitioners.
The co-creation of libretas by the many hands of religious community
members denotes a different take on what it may mean to claim authorship
of a particular text. Similarly, /ibretas pose important questions about
their use outside the boundaries of religious instruction in which they
originate. In addition to the co-opting of material deriving from these
complex insider texts, the boundaries between scholar and initiate,
practice, and pedagogy become ever more unstable and porous. As a
material text, instructional /ibretas may or may not contain citations or
attribute particular entries to specific priests or human sources. Instead,
they are less concerned with making individual contributors visible in the
information presented. Is this a case of erasing labor, or can it be read as
exalting knowledge that is valuable and communal in ownership? Thus,
the creation of libretas, their variations, and manifold uses are valuable
concepts that help us to think through religious practices and the dance
between “priestly” and “scholarly” use and interpretation. They serve
as uncommon methodological entry points to understanding circum-
Atlantic religious practices, allowing us to visualize and unpack the
creative communication of the divine in communal and ritual settings.
Libretas represent the concerted distillation of memory and wisdom that
upholds tradition in Afro-Cuban religious realms. Through the ongoing
acts of copying, absorbing, learning, and adding, each practitioner makes
themselves visible and accountable and actively contributes to a material
record of personhood and spirit.

Miami, Florida
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