Sound Healing Paper Assignment
December 17, 2024
Jenny Ortega

This paper focuses on Icaros, a form of sound healing, which originates in the Ucayali River
Amazon basin region of Peru by the Shipibo people, the third largest Indigenous group in the
Peruvian Amazonia. The use of Icaros, as part of the shamanistic practices used by the
Shipibo, for healing is discussed in depth along with how Icaros is integrated in Ayahuasca
ceremonies. The intention of this paper is to encourage modern sound healing practitioners to
explore ancient practices of sound healing to form a strong foundation and understanding of
healing practices. We are reminded we, as a modern society, have much to learn from the
sound healing practices held by Indigenous people for thousands of years.

Icaros: The original sound healing

Various cultures around the world have included forms of sound healing in community
practices. This includes chanting and mantras found in Hinduism practices of India, the use of
singing bowls during Buddhist meditation in Tibet, and the use of chanting and incantations in
ancient Egypt for the purpose of healing. In our modern world we continue to use sound to
support our environment and our physical selves. We see this in our daily lives when we walk
into a store and hear music played in the background to influence our shopping habits, when we
attend a concert and sing along with the band to de-stress or have fun, and when we watch
television and hear a favorite song played in the background that helps to further tell the story.
Without a doubt, sound is influencing our daily lives and our state of being. The ancient cultures
understood how sound affected the human state and harnessed sound for the purpose of
deeper healing. Today in the modern world we continue to pursue and explore these deeper
forms of healing for example through sound baths and sound healing treatment.

In pursuit of our modern exploration, it is important to return to these ancient cultures
and traditions who have already done much of the work for us on the path of healing. One of
these ancient cultures is that of the Shipibo-Konibo, found in the Amazon of Peru. The Shipibo
traditionally live in the Ucayali river basin in Peru’s Amazon region. The Shipibo are the 3rd
largest indigenous group in the Peruvian Amazonia with 36, 000 people and over 150
communities total. Archaeological evidence suggests the origins of Shipibo culture have existed
for 1,000 years. Within the Shipibo culture is found shamanism, the practice of interacting with

the spirit world through altered states of consciousness. For the Shipibo, these altered states



allow the shaman, or wise man and spiritual guide of human beings, to access the other worlds
in order to restore wellbeing to the patient. During these spiritual voyages, shamans receive
information from the natural world and spiritual beings in order to clear trauma or energetic
blockages found within the patient. Traditionally, the shaman ingests ayahuasca, a potent brew
made from the vine of the ayahuasca tree and chacruna leaves, which produces hallucinogenic
effects and allows the shaman to enter into these other spiritual worlds.

For thousands of years, the Shipibo have held ayahuasca ceremonies for the purpose of
healing. In Shipibo ayahuasca is called “Oni” and means “Vine of the Soul” or “Vine of
Wisdom”, but where does this wisdom come from? From the Shipibo perspective, this wisdom
comes from the plants themselves who directly provide healing to the patient. But how does the
plant then give this healing to the patient? The Shipibo believe this comes from communing with
the plant itself. In the process of becoming a shaman, the individual often lives in the amazon in
isolation dieting on various plants, which allows the shaman to engage with the essence of each
plant and to understand its healing powers. When the patient arrives to ceremony, the shaman
then releases the healing from the plants to the patient through Icaros, songs which hold the
healing vibration of the plants and which also protect the patient from negative entities and
break through spiritual blockages for the purpose of deep healing.

Given that Icaros have been sung for thousands of years, it is safe to say it is in fact
among the most ancient forms of sound healing that exists. And yet, it is only in recent decades
that our modern world has begun to wake up to the power of this form of sound healing
embedded within a sacred ancient ceremony. More and more frequently, people are beginning
to find their way to the amazon in order to heal from trauma, post traumatic stress, and the
spiritual ailments we are encountering living in a modern world disconnected from spirit. Recent
research has been conducted in various universities across the world that are beginning to
uncover the power of this form of healing. Perkins et. al (2023) found that ayahuasca drinkers
who participated in ceremonies during which Icaros reported significant improvements in their
physical health, including reduced pain, improved sleep quality, and increased energy levels.

If there is healing taking place, then what exactly is occurring when Icaros are being
sung? During the ceremony itself, Icaros may include rattles, drums, whistling, rain sticks, and
the voice itself, at times a deep and loud vibration and other times a high and light intonation.
Each sound released from the voice coupled with the words of the plants brought to the patient,
which then induces various states as the patient travels through their healing journey on the
night of ceremony. At times the Icaros may cause the patient to vomit or purge, to cry, or to

release anger or fear, all releasing spiritual blockages that arrive through physical means. In



other moments of ceremony, the Icaros weave protection around the patient or carry them to
different dimensions of the past or present to experience new understanding of past traumas
and new perspectives on what is needed to move forward in life’s journey.

From a personal perspective having engaged in ceremony myself as a patient, | can say
Icaros are one of the most powerful forms of sound healing | have ever experienced. As the
ayahuasca took me to different dimensions and | lost myself in the past, present, and future, a
terror came over me as my old self was shed. In the deepest moment of losing myself, | felt as
if | was dying. Sitting in a different dimension, lost in darkness, | lost all sense of my physical
self. Without any idea of where | was or where to go and what to do, there in the darkness was
the sound of the Icaros, a rope to pull me back to myself. In the darkness, my spirit followed
this musical rope and on the other side sat the shaman, my guide in these foreign dimensions.
The song rang in the night so loud and clear it became a light until | arrived back into my body.
When | arrived, it was in a new body with a new perspective and insight. One that has left such
an impression | still sit on many nights wondering what exactly happened that night. In a
ceremony so many aspects lead to healing, but Icaros is what ties every piece together. Without
Icaros there is no healing.

There is much to explore about this amazing gift, the Icaros, and with it more questions
to come. However, in the small research that has been conducted, we know Icaros often tend to
contain healing sound frequencies of 432 to 528 Hz (Morin, 2023). These frequencies create
resonance with our human bodies which allow for healing. Bustos (2008) found that people who
participated in ayahuasca ceremonies with Icaros reported significant improvements in their
emotional well-being, including reduced anxiety, depression, and anger. Icaros has been
reported to help people heal from specific emotional traumas, such as childhood abuse and
neglect. In one example, a participant claimed that Icaros helped her process the trauma of
being raped and reclaim her self-power.

As we continue to explore sound healing in a modern world, we must give recognition to
the ancient traditions that have come before and who we have much to learn from. The
Shipibo, an indigenous community often forgotten amid the deforestation of the Amazon and the
greed of business, preserves and shares the power of sound healing from one of our greatest
teachers, our planet and natural world. If we are to move forward as a civilization, we must first

look back, learn, and respect.
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