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Georgia, Virginia, West Virginia, North
Carolina and Florida.

There have been about two score known
fatalities from snake bites sustained during
snake handling as well as at least one in-
stance of death from strychnine poisoning.
Several of the states concerned have for-
bidden by law public snake handling. At
the age of 70, the founder of the cult him-
self, George Hensley, finally died of a
snake bite from snake handling while con-
ducting a service.

The snake-handling cult spread in moun-
tain white communities with a background
of primitive protestantism. It has tended
to develop in relation to a severely ascetic
and highly emotional religion of the pente-
costal or Holy Roller type, which stresses
such phenomena as speaking in tongues.

After a comparative consideration of
snake cults in Africa and the classic Near
East, the author considers the symbolic sig-
nificance of snake handling in the southern
mountains. The snake is the symbol of evil,
and is a sexual symbol. The handling of the
snake represcnts at once a symbolic sexual
indulgence and a test of faith by a defiant
dominance of evil.

More than half of the book is concerned
with a study of the people concerned with
snake handling, and specifically with the
biography of a cult leader. “Beauregard
Barefoot” is a handsome, self-ordained
minister whose faith permits him to handle
snakes, to speak in unknown tongues, and
to heal the sick. He hopes to become one
day an Apostle with further powers, includ-
ing the power to raise the dead, “if he is
not killed first.” Actually his relationships
are subtly exploitative and he shows a re-
markable capacity in public meetings to
precipitate hysterical young women in his
congregation into trancelike ecstasy. The
author regards him as a psychopathic char-
acter. Certainly his attitude is exploitative
and sclf-justifying. The author discusses
the almost symbiotic interdependence of
these religious hysterics and this somewhat
psychopathic character. He regards the
symbolic action as providing no reality so-
lution for the hysterics and at best a dis-
torted one for the leader. However, if we
are entirely honest we will recognize not
only that these are personalities whose
necds may be complementary, but also that
this type of symbiotic relationship of ex-
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hibitionistic hysterics and the confident,
somewhat exploitative leader with psycho-
dramatic power can also occur in our pro-
fession, and does not always lead to any
reality solution.

The book is made vivid by a series of
dramatic photographs of snake handling in
religious services.

—Richard L. Jenkins, M.D.
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