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40 days on the River 
 
After the torrential spring rains and the heat of summer begin to 
give way to the joyous peaceful time of autumn harvest, the river 
now flows at a steady gentle fullness.   
 
The priestess of the river spirit, in full ceremonial regalia, embarks 
from the headwaters on a wide platform boat with her retinue of 
sacred dancers and musicians, floating in slow procession the 
entire length of the river down to the ocean delta, a journey of 40 
days.   
 
At the appointed time each day and night, by sunlight, moonlight,  
or by firelight, the priestess and her dancers perform, in holy 
choreography, the story of each section of the river as they pass by 
on the platform, at the center of which is a huge drum hollowed out 
from an ancient tree trunk, visible and audible from a great 
distance, along with musicians playing cymbals and a reed pipe.   
 
As the floating platform wends it’s way along the river, the sound 
and spectacle attracts both the villagers and the solitary shaman 
alike, some gathering in silent awe at the banks and in nearby trees, 
others dancing in imitation of the priestess and her attendants, 
while yet others, plunging into the water, thus embody the spirit of 
the river, observing approvingly the rituals on the passing platform 
as well as the actions of the river-dwelling people.   
 
At the close of the 40 days the priestess with her dancers and 
musicians return to their sanctuary to meditate, give offerings, and 
rehearse their parts for another year, and the platform, bearing the 
huge drum, is released, like the waters of the river itself, out into 
the open ocean, and the yearlong construction of a new boat and 
drum commences at the headwaters of the river. 
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40 Days On the River
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