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Sacred Song As Medicine
A Comparative Study of Medicine Songs Across Disparate Traditions

Nearly every spiritual tradition in our history attributes sound as a fundamental force in their creation
myths. In the west, we are familiar with at least one such story; Genesis 1:3, “And God said, Let there be light.”
Some scholars have postulated that the “harmonic tones embedded within the initial spoken light of Genesis 1:3
are still reverberating within creation today.”

With this as our baseline understanding for the historical, spiritual and mythological importance of
sound, we will examine the sacred medicine songs of three traditions with a focus on the Icaros of South
American Shamanism. We will compare these songs to the mantras of Tibetan Buddhism, and Vedic Hinduism.
As we examine these traditions, we’ll discover not only their differences, but the myriad similarities which reveal
fundamental truths about the energetic structure of our world.

Icaros of South American Shamanism

Icaros are the sacred medicine songs used in South American plant medicine ceremonies, principally
Ayahuasca. The tradition is thought to be anywhere from 700 to several thousand years old. The songs are said
to originate from the plants themselves, which are then communicated to the shaman through a ‘vegetalista
dieta’ or plant diet. In the dieta, the shaman aims to form a deeper relationship with a particular plant species
through regular consumption of said plant (e.g. ‘Noya Rao’) with an otherwise simple/restricted diet. Each plant
spirit is said to have its own voice, personality and song, which express itself through the practitioner in a
ceremonial context. These songs have been passed orally from teacher to student for the duration of the
tradition. The songs exist in several indigenous languages, namely Quechua, but also European languages like
Spanish and Portuguese.

Icaros are primarily used in plant medicine ceremonies and serve several distinct functions. In
preparation for a ceremony, they are used to cleanse and sanctify a physical space and call in protection. Once
these initiatory functions have been performed, the songs serve even more specific functions within the
ceremonial context.

Shamans in this tradition are often called ‘Maestro’ implying the Maestro ‘conducts’ the ceremony
through the use of Icaros/medicine songs. However, most shamans will concede it is ‘La Madre’ (The Mother
Spirit of Ayahuasca) who conducts the ceremony–the shaman and their assistants acting merely as instruments
to be played. In this way the human body and voice becomes a vessel for the sacred musical expression of the
plant spirits the shaman is working with.

Icaros can also be used to summon the medicine of other plant spirits for acute healing or guardianship.
Shamans claim certain Icaros will initiate purging of negative energy and impurities from the body. In the
visionary state, shamans claim to be able to see inside of the human body in order to focus their healing work on
certain areas where physical or emotional trauma may reside. Icaros can also be used to create talismans by
imbuing objects with energy. Lastly, Icaros are used to modulate or change the visionary architecture which
participants experience in a ceremony.

As humanity continues to unravel the paradoxical nature of quantum mechanics, (where sound was
initially thought to obey the laws of classical waves and particles,) recent experiments have shown that sound is



also subject to the paradoxical behavior of quantum phenomena. Based on the myriad testimony of shamans
and attendees of ayahuasca ceremonies, it is clear that sound not only plays a crucial role in the healing
process, but possesses properties which exceed our current understanding of the material world. Shamans see
the Icaro as a ‘musical technology’ or delivery system which allows the medicine of Ayahuasca to penetrate
more deeply into the body, ultimately to the cellular level.

Mantras of Tibetan Buddhism and Vedic Hinduism

Since the Tibetan Buddhist tradition emerged as an outgrowth of Hinduism, and their mantras serve
largely similar functions, we will examine these traditions conjointly. The Mantras of Tibetan Buddhism and Vedic
Hinduism are said to originate from similar sources—sacred words uttered by the Buddha and his emanations
(Buddhism) and words of the Supreme Lord recorded in Vedic Literature (Hinduism.) While the Buddhist
mantra/chant tradition is thought to date back 2500 years, the Hindu chant tradition is thought to span over
3000 years and is considered to be one of the oldest, unbroken oral traditions in the history of our planet. Both
traditions largely utilize the Sanskrit language, which originates from ancient India.

Unlike the Icaro, the mantras of Buddhism and Hinduism are focused on deities, or aspects of the
Supreme Divinity represented by their avatars (Gods). While this may initially appear to have a greater
significance than the usage of Icaros, we should take care to distinguish that Buddhism and Hinduism are
codified religions which have significantly influenced the history of our civilization. While certain traditions born
of the Ayahuasca tradition are beginning to be recognized as religions (e.g. Santo Daime in Brazil) the shamanic
tradition differs largely from the other two in matters of scale and utilization. Mantras in both traditions were
historically taught to initiates according to their level of advancement within a hierarchical system of spiritual
study and ritual practice (e.g. Monasticism.)

Tibetan and Hindu mantras are also utilized in similar practical contexts by both officiants and
practitioners. As these traditions lack a codified ceremonial plant medicine context, the chants are often used in
conjunction with still meditation for healing (Buddhism) or for worship and devotional purposes (Hinduism.) In
Buddhism, mantra is used as a direct support for meditation and is thought to aid in ceasing the chatter of the
mind. This allows the practitioner to focus on the structure of the syllables and rhythms which represent the
deity of the mantra. Similarly in Hinduism, the words are thought to be a manifestation of divine language
allowing the reciter to request help directly from a deity, or aspect of divinity.

Similarities and Differences of all Three Traditions

As we are examining vocal traditions born of spiritual experience, the structural elements of these
traditions are strikingly similar. This is understandable and expected given the outgrowth of Buddhism from
Hinduism. However, the elements which connect all three traditions are less obvious when examining the
shamanic songs of South America, especially given their separation by distance, time and culture.

● Key Similarities
○ Ubiquitous utilization of minor pentatonic scale

■ Or regional variations of other pentatonic scales
○ Largely in Common Time or Duple Meters (4/4. 2/4 etc.)

■ A stable and consistent rhythmic figure is an element across all traditions
■ Though triple meters are employed (3/4, 6/8) they are much less common.

○ Originated with human voice only
■ Or minimal/static instrumental accompaniment



■ Stable drones were often employed in Hindu/Buddhist traditions
● Typically in octaves of perfect fifths

○ Simple harmonic structure and phrasing
■ Medicine songs bear a resemblance to other folk melodies of the world, including the

Black Spirituals and Delta Blues of North America, which spawned popular music.
○ Intention

■ While the treatment of the voice differs across all traditions (and even within traditions),
practitioners of all three traditions purport the importance of working with clear intentions.

■ Some would state that the words are simply mnemonic devices, and the intention behind
them is necessary for healing to actually take place.

● Key Differences
○ Multiple indigenous and European languages utilized in South America

■ Compared to Sanskrit dialects in Buddhism/Hinduism
○ Practical Context

■ Plant Medicine Ceremony vs Meditation or Devotional use
○ Treatment and/or Length of Text

■ Icaros often take the form of ‘songs’ with an A/B/A structure
■ Mantras can be a simple phrase of 2-3 words, or an entire verse, but are rarely complete

songs comprising several verses.
■ Icaros often use simple and matter of fact language
■ Mantras can use florid, or illustrative language (often particular to aspects of a deity)

○ Indian Modality
■ Indian classical music uses modes, scales and time signatures which are unfamiliar to

western ears.
■ Indian music utilizes the Just Intonation system for tuning, whereas western music uses

the system of Equal Temperament.
● The differences in these systems cause measurable differences in the precise

frequencies of specific scale degrees
○ E.g. In C Major, the 7 notes of the scale will be different frequencies based

on their relationship to each other. So both scales will sound/feel different.
■ While some devotional mantras are simple and may only comprise 2-3 notes, others do

make use of scales, modes, or harmonic relationships unfamiliar to those in the west.
○ Open vs Closed Traditions

■ For indigenous practitioners of plant medicine, the transmission and co-creation of
original Icaros are an integral part of the healing and apprenticeship processes.

■ Conversely, new mantras are generally discouraged within Buddhism and Hinduism as
they are said to originate from ancient, sacred texts.

■ There are some exceptions (e.g. the tradition of Kundalini Yoga introduced new mantras in
the 1970’s.)

○ Treatment of the Human Voice
■ Some Ayahuasca traditions (e.g. Shipibo) emphasize a bright, resonant and ‘forward’/nasal

sound for singing.
■ This method of singing is shown to produce a broader range of harmonic frequencies,

especially in the higher end of frequency spectrum, which shamans claim creates a
broader ‘surface area’ for spiritual experience in a ceremonial context.



The Minor Pentatonic Scale

"The universality of this scale is so well known that I'm sure you could give me examples of it, from all corners of
the earth, as from Scotland, or from China, or from Africa, and from American Indian cultures, from East Indian
cultures, from Central and South America, Australia, Finland ...now, that is a true musico-linguistic universal."

- Leonard Bernstein (Composer/Conductor)

The minor pentatonic scale (and its regional variations) is the simplest expression of the mathematical
harmonic series in nature, rendered into audial form. As such, its ubiquitousness amongst folk and indigenous
traditions is not only understandable, but a matter of course. Before modern technology enabled the
construction of instruments which allowed for precise tuning systems (eg. Just, Equal Temperament,
Pythatgorean etc.) early humans discovered a ‘natural’ tuning system based on the laws of physics, and built
instruments accordingly. The earliest musical instruments found on our planet were bone flutes between 40,000
- 60,000 years old, the majority of which utilized the minor pentatonic scale.

The pentatonic scale is so ingrained in our genetic memory, it’s usage seems to transcend cultural,
musical and linguistic differences. In this video, Bobby McFerrin demonstrates our intrinsic understanding of the
pentatonic scale, by ‘playing’ a large audience at the World Science Festival. He later states that this
demonstration works with audiences in any part of the world.

Pythagoras (born 570 BCE) is credited with conducting the first scientific studies of sound, relating it to
geometry. He subsequently developed a tuning system of his own, based on a ratio of 3:2, which in musical
terms is a ‘pure’ or untempered perfect fifth (measuring exactly 702 cents wide.) The precise frequencies of the
12 diatonic notes of the Pythagorean scale are determined by building a stack of the aforementioned 702 cents
perfect fifths. His work took on broad cultural implications, and the pentatonic scale began to be represented as
‘Music of the Spheres’ or ‘Musica Universalis’ The pentacle (5 sided star) even made began to be worn as
jewelry as a symbol of good health, often with the greek word “υγεία” or “health.”

Even earlier, the Babylonians (1894 BCE - 540 BCE) built cultural associations around their observations
of the number 5. At the time, there were only 5 observable planets which they associated with the geometry of
the pentagram. Subsequently, 5 became the “The Number of Man,” and took on great cultural
importance—perhaps due to his 5 fingers and toes, or 4 limbs plus a head. Leonardo later illustrated this with his
famous rendering of the “Vitruvian Man”.

Additionally, Chinese and Indian traditions both associated fundamental healing properties with the
pentatonic scale. Confucius dedicated a chapter of his “Book of Rites” to the healing and therapeutic potential of
music. Sadly, the longer “Classic of Music” is largely lost, but is said to have expounded on these properties
even further.

The pentatonic scale has survived well into our present day and continues to be a fundamental pillar of
music education and composition across all musical systems and styles of the globe. Many music students
(especially jazz and rock improvisers) are taught the pentatonic scale early as its diatonic flexibility allows it to be
easily played over several chords in the same key.

“Some people (Leonard Bernstein among them) have theorized that the universal quality of the pentatonic scale
comes from a subconscious sounding of the overtone series. A string produces a sound based not only on the
vibration of the whole string, but also on vibrations of that string in halves, thirds, etc. Each division produces a
soft, but audible tone called the overtone that becomes a part of the texture of the fundamental tone. This is not

only true of strings, but any vibrating body, be it a tube of air or metal gong or drumskin.”
- Doug Goodkin (Composer/Author/Music Educator)



Elements of Song

● Words and Diction (Icaros)
○ Precise words and syllables are taught and repeated amongst initiates and practitioners

■ These establish the musical structure of the song, and invoke a particular plant spirit the
shaman wishes to commune or work with.

● Vocables - (South American)
○ Nonword sounds (neutral syllables) that are important to the musical structure and rhythm of the

song
○ These also provide a percussive element that reinforces the overall structure

■ E.g. ‘Deh dah, deh dah, deh do.’
○ Vocables also serve a didactic function as a teaching and memorization tool

● Repetition
○ Songs and mantras are meant to induce a trance state by suppressing the ‘predictive’ instinct of

the left brain.
■ This measurably alters brainwave states from the more alert and reactive Alpha (8-13 hz)

and Beta (13-32 hz) states to more relaxed states like Theta (4-8 hz) or Delta (0.5-4 hz).
● Rhythm

○ Rhythm has also been demonstrated to produce alterations in brain wave states and patterns
○ Generally, minimal accompaniment is employed

■ Some shamanic traditions (e.g. Shipibo) only utilize the voice and a simple rhythmic
device (e.g palm fan, shaker, rattle etc.) for the entirety of a plant medicine ceremony

● Melody and Phrasing
○ Simpler melodies are also emphasized to reinforce a trance state and alter brainwave patterns
○ The minor Pentatonic Scale is ubiquitously employed in melodies as well
○ Vedic mantras may include as few as 3 notes (all present in the pentatonic scale)

Examples of Each Tradition

Icaros
De Los Cielos Ayahuasca
Translation unavailable as this song contains amalgams of Quechua and Spanish words. This song was chosen
as it is illustrative of the musical and vocal style typical to Icaros of the Amazonian Jungle, as well as its usage of
the minor pentatonic scale.

Keywords:
● Cielos - Skies or heavens; also a key element in both Buddhist and Hindu mantras below
● Sinchi Medicina - (Quechua) strong, brave, hardy, healthy -> medicine

Below is the text of another Icaro, with both Quechua, Spanish and English translations. This is intended to
illustrate the subject matter and directness of languages typical to Icaros of this tradition. It also contains
extensive usage of vocables (neutral syllables) as didactic or mnemonic devices aiding in memorization.

Ikarunchi medikuyni
This icaro concerns the cleansing of the interior of the body, focusing specifically on the crown/head and spine.



Quechua
Ikarunchi medikuyni limpiarengue
rayni
coronakuna saumantay
protegiendo rayni
chuyay chuyay medicuyni cabecita
mantay
limpiarengue coronita entendiendo
rayni
Chacapita medikuyni limpiarengue
rayni
makinkuna puntaymantay
protegiendo rayni
chuyay chuyay medicuyni
espaldita mantay
limpiarengue coronita aprendiendo
rayni
Traynaynay naynayna naynay...

Espanol
Curandero del icaro limpiando
adentro
Por encima de las coronas,
protegiendo adentro
Limpia limpia curandero de la
cabeza
Limpiando coronita entendiendo
adentro
Curandero de la chacapa
limpiando adentro
De las puntas de las manos
protegiendo adentro
Limpia limpia curandero de la
espalda
Limpiando coronita aprendiendo
adentro

English
Healer of the Icaro that cleans the
insides
Over the crowns, protecting inside
Clean clean healer of the head
Cleansing the crown,
understanding inside
Healer of the Chacapa cleaning
inside
From the tips of the hands
protecting inside
Clean clean healer of the spine
Cleaning the crown, learning inside

Buddhist
Medicine Buddha Mantra
Translation Notes
This Sanskrit text is not as easily translated into English and focuses on broad concepts rather than florid
depictions of the deity.
The medicine Buddha is depicted as being dark or blue skinned (lapis lazuli) and this color is used in a
corresponding visualization practice.

TAYATA, OM BEKADZE BEKADZE

MAHA BEKADZE BEKADZE,

RADZA SAMUNGATE

SOHA

Tayatha – ‘Like this’

Om – is composed of the three pure sounds A U and
M, which signifies one’s own body, speech and mind
that get transformed into the vajra holy body, speech
and mind.

Bekandze bekandze -“eliminating pain, eliminating
pain”. The first eliminating pain is true suffering, the
second is the true cause of suffering.

Maha bekandze -“the great eliminating pain” is the
graduated path of the higher capable being, which
eliminates subtle defilements.

(Bekandze, bekandze, maha bekandze contains the
whole path to enlightenment, the ultimate medicine.)

Radza – ‘King’



Samudgate – ‘Ocean of goodness’

Soha – to establish the foundation in the heart, the
blessing, the devotion from which the realization
comes.

Hindu
Dhanvantri Mantra
Translation Notes
Dhanvantri is said to be the Lord of Ayurveda, the physician of the gods and an excellent surgeon (consistent
with the theme of extracting impurities from the body.) He is also associated with the color blue which is utilized
in his visualization practice.
Notice however the language is much more florid and descriptive of visual elements which are associated with
the deity (e.g. the Kalasha -> ‘gourd’ or ‘pitcher’)

Aum Namo Bhagavathe
Mahaa Sudharshanaaya
Vasudevaya Dhanvantraye
Amrutha Kalasa Hasthaaya
Sarva Bhaya Vinashanaaya
Sarva Roga Nivaranaaya
Thrai Lokhya Pathaye Thrai Lokaya Nidhye
Sri Maha Vishnu Swarupa
Sri Dhanvantri Swarupa
Sri Sri Sri
Aoushadhaa Chakra Naaraayanaaya Svaahaa

I bow down and pray to the Lord Dhanvantari, the
incarnation of Bhagavan (Lord) Vishnu and known as
Sudharshana Vaasudeva Dhanvantari (The Lord of
Ayurveda)
You hold in your hands, the Kalasha (a pitcher) filled
with the nectar of immortality.
You can remove all fears and cure all diseases.
You are the protector and well-wisher of the three
worlds.
O manifestation of Bhagavan Vishnu.
O Bhagavan Dhanvantari.
You are the ultimate healer.
I pray to you to keep me in your ring of protection.

The Wellspring of Sound

“Pentatony is an introduction to world literature: it is the key to many foreign musical literatures, from the
ancient Gregorian chant, through China to Debussy.”

- Zoltan Kodaly (Composer/Music Educator)

The similarities present across these disparate traditions elucidate fundamental truths about the
energetic structure of the natural world. They paint a picture of historical humanity uncovering laws of nature
and using these discoveries to help, heal, and entertain one another through music and sound. The evolution of
music and its associated technologies represents a curious and beautiful thread of human evolution, passed
from person to person, teacher to student, voice to voice, soul to soul, (literally) reverberating throughout history.

Insofar as music is a measurable, mathematical language, it transcends the myriad differences in cultural,
religious and linguistic development around the globe. As we have discovered in this study, music reflects the
fundamental energetic nature of life itself, and renders it into audial form. And yet our pursuit of understanding
in this area has only just begun. As previously mentioned, recent experiments have demonstrated that sound



waves display the behavior of quantum particles, proving we still have much to learn in our understanding of the
physical (and metaphysical) worlds we inhabit.

Perhaps there is deep, instinctual knowledge in the musical healing traditions of our planet. And perhaps
there are experiences and occurrences in the medicine space which defy the current limits of our
understanding, and which modern science is only beginning to explore. The shamans, curanderos, and medicine
people of the world certainly seem to think so.
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