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Man'Y people may have wondered what has happened to 
the Canela Indians since the time of Cur.t Nimuendajú. In this 
paper, I will give an account of the changes and conditions 
among these Indians in an attempt to answer sorne of the questions 
that · may be in people's minds because they are familiar with 
this group through the · Nimuendajú monograph published as· The 
Eastern Timbira by the late Robert Lowie in 1946. 

From August through December of this last year, I have had 
t.he privllege of being· with thes.e Indians, and I hope to retum by 
the -.end of this month to . spend most of the rest of this year with 
them. The purpose of my .research is to trace th~ changes since' 

.;)' . 

the time of Nimuendajú. I think that use of a · good monograph 
as a base Une with which to compare the differences between the 
1936 and 1958 conditions may offer considerable advantages to
wards furthering the comprehension of culture dynamics viewed 
in a longitudinal manner. ~ 

Topics will be presented in the following order: (1) a de
scription of the area; (2) a report of the general acculturative 
pressures; (3) an examination of sonie of the changes; and (4) a sum
mary statement including a f ew hypotheses accounting f or the 
stabllity of Canela culture. 

l 

The Canela of Nimuendaj(l'.s time lived in one village called Ponto 
untll 1934. It was situated in central Maranháo on the dry, semi
-open steppes near a s'tream .. Now, They .... live in two villages: a new 
Ponto, which is still in the steppes, about fifty meters from the old 
one, and Baixáo Preto, ten kilometers away, which is situated part
ly in the galeria forest surrounding the same stream. The nearest 
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sizeable Neo-Brazillan communltles are all more than fifteen kll
ometers away, but travelers and traders pass through Ponto by 
animal almost every day because it happens to lle on an impor
tant trail. 

';Pile populations at present are around 235 for Ponto and 
170 for Baixáo Preto, an over-all increase of about eighty in twenty
-two years. 

II 

The major change in conditions over the last sixty years is quite 
obviously that the Neo-Brazilian has occupied much of what was 
f ormerly the tribal hunting grounds of the Canela. The consequence 
has naturally been a shift from hunting and gathering to more 
of a reliance on agriculture, which to sorne extent always was an 
aboriginal practice (Nimuendajú, p. 57). 

Since Nimuendajú's time the biggest change in the balance 
of externa! relations for the tribe has been the formation of an 
SPI post at Ponto during the early '40's. Both Ponto" and Baixáo 
Preto now have posts, wtth agents and their famllies. 

The big interna! change which has applied pressures to cer
tain social structures, is the division . of the tribe into the two 
vlllages . This splitting occurred three years· ago leaving two small
er groups. The reduction in size created imbalances of numbers 
in severa! ceremonial organizations, and vacancies in sorne of the 
roles. This division appears to have resulted from the lack of 
agreement over leadership succession after the death of a strong 
old chief, and o ver the choice of the are a in to which to move. 

III 

Since the last study, there are few structurally significant 
cultural changes among the Canela. There are severa! slµfts o! 
emphasis or of amount rather than complete losses, substitutions, 
or recombinatlons. That is to say, the changes in importaht as
pects of culture are mostly quantitative rather than qualitative. 

Upon arrival, one quickly recognized the common descriptions 
of the inonograph. Both communities still hold to the circular 
vlllage pattern, with the boulevard, the radial pathways, and the 
plaza; they cut their hair in horizontal furrows and wear ear 
plugs; and they often race in teams with heavy logs. The age-class 
moieties are stlll being formed, as are their rainy season coun
terparts, the plaza groups, the men's societies, and the frlendshiP.. 
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relationships. For every dry season, they still put on one of the fes
tivals: pebyé, ketuayé, pepkahák, tepyarkwá, or the mummers. 

So me of the changes are the f ollowing: 
The "almost perf ectly straight log racing roads leading out 

in to the in the four cardinal directions" (p. 38) ha ve apparently 
been abandoned. They must have cost a lot of effort to maintain. 
One could hypothesiz-e that this effort is now absorbed by the 
greater difficulties in hunting and by the shift to farming. In 
recent years, an open way has been cleared through the steppe 
so that a truck can go into Ponto fro1n Barra do Corda in the 
dry season. I gather that this has rarely been done. 

In social structure, a major qualitative change is the desap
pearance of moiety exogamy, which was apparently becoming non
-effective in the time of Curt Nimuendajú (p. 79). 

A most conspicuous disorder this year was the delaying of the 
completion of the pepyé initiation festival from sorne time in Au
gust or September until the 2nd of December, by which time nec
essary amount of food and ceremonial equipment could be obtain
ed . Una ble to assemble enough goods to complete the festival 
in one series of days, they split it into a number of parts spread
ing them out over a period of three months. 

All the men, with very f ew exceptions, speak Portuguese ade
quately, but few women can express themselves very well. Never
theless, Ge is always used in their council meetings or when they 
speak to each other. 

About ·six· young men in their early twenties have learned to 
read and write Portuguese to sorne extent, and ta,ke great prlde 
in this accomplishment. They learned this from a woman teacher 
of the SPI who spent a few years at Ponto in the early '50's. All 
the Canela, but especially· the youths, want to know about the 
outer world. There are a number of young men who say they 
want very much to Uve for a few years in. sorne Christian commu
nity in order to leam to read and write well. 

The Canela obtain and use much of the material culture that 
the local Neo-Brazilians have. They build similar houses and get the 
same farming tools and household utenslls by buying or begging. The 
difference is mostly in that the Neo-Brazilians may have more of 
these implements. There is certainly no reason in terms of prac
tica! cultur·e for these Indians to be in awe of their very poor 
neighbors. 

The 1946 monograph contains half a page about the klnd 
treatment that was given to dogs, mentioning that "since they are 
hardly ever beaten, they are insolent and forward toward their mas
ters" (p.75). Now, they cower and keep their distance. One rarely 
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sees a dog being fed; they have to· steal most of their food · and 
consequently are always begging and wandering close to bowls 
of food at mealtime. Whether or not they are successful in their 
quest, they are invariably hit on their projecting spines with a 
stick untll they run off yelping. It is interesting to conj ecture 
about the attitudinal change that this new behavior could indi
cate. It reminds one of the Indian begging trips among the Neo
Brazilians and of how they project that the latter are going to 
treat them. 

Women always wear wrap-around cloth skirts now, though they 
bathe 1n mixed groups in the nude, and are carieless about ex
posure in their family homes. As important perf ormers in a cer
emony, girls under the age of puberty still may be sent out into 
the plaza naked when no visitors ate .around. 

The men will often use a meter and a half of cloth folded in 
front under a belt in the form of a square, but they are as likely 
as not to go naked. Those who are Iess emotionally antagonistic 
to the Christian world, as they call it, may often wea:t trousers 
or shórts. The precentórs, the dance Ieaders, are likély to take 
off their square of covering cloth in order to lead a dance, this 
belng more in keeping with their feelings about tradition; on 
another occasion the same man might keep it on whether or not 
there were male visitors present. 

It seems that there is Iess concem about the importance of 
being naked to perf orm properly in ~eremonials than I gather existed 
in Nimuendajú's day (p. 47). On the other hand, there is great con
cern about appearing naked before a visitor of the opposite sex. 

According to Nimuendajú, the pepyé seclusion cells built in 
the maternal home were round in form (p. 148). Now they are 
square. The present chief of Ponto explained that it was much 
easier to build them square. 

Nimuendajú claims that the word "pep", as found in PBfJYé 
and pepkahák, means warrior (p.260). Not even my oldest and best in
formant, however, could give me any meaning for this word. This 
is especially interesting in vlew of the fact that the Canela pride 
themselves in being very peace loving, unlike the Chrlstians who 
are always "fighting like dogs". Obviously, they would not want 
to comprehend their two most popular festivals as having the 
purpose of training warriors. 

I was aware of only one situation where being hamrén (p . 97) , 
a term of honorary status, was slgnificant in defining behavior. 
So far, I have no evidence for the operation of the King Vultures 

' or tamhák (97) , the honorary chiefs and of alien tribes, though 
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there were severa! visits made by the apányekra of the vlllage_ of 
Porquinhos. 

In this matrilocal society, there are at least three patrllocal 
young marriages, two of which are due to the split into two vil
lages . 

. I witnessed and recorded the last part of the initial pepyé 
festivals in both Ponto and Baixáo Preto. Comparison with the 
final pepyé festival witnessed by Nimuendajú (pp. 179-210) de
monstrates that the ceremony has been remarkably well preserv
ed . Most discrepancies can be attributed to the difference in the 
age of the initiates. An outstanding change, however, is in the 
design . of the body painting of the plaza groups. Only one pattern 
is identical with one of Nimuendajú's drawings (p. 89), but its 

. name has been switched with the name of another plaza group. 
The splitting of the tribe left one vu'te girl (p. 92-3) in each 

village. Baixáo Preto (the diss.enting vlllage in the splitting off) 
appointed a new vu'te girl for the age-class moiety that was lack
ing one. They used these two glrls in one ceremony, but Ponto 
used only their one legltimate girl in the same ceremony given 
at a dlfferent time. 

Ponto plans to choose two new vu'te girls this coming year, 
since their legitima te giri>s term of off ice expired -upon marriage 
thls fall. If they do, it wlll make the reunion of the towns more 
difficult because two families would have to relinquish the privi
lege of being vu'te families, and consequently, hosts to the -oppo
sity age-class moiety. 

Another barrier ·against the reunion of the villages was raised 
when the second chief of Baixáo Preto stood firmly against such a 
fusion at an intervlllage meeting last December; because, as he ex
plained, if they were to rejoin, his daughter would loose the role of 
glrl associate in the ketúaye festival during this coming summer. 
My guess is that the division will never be mended because doing 
so would m·ean too much personal sacrifice once most of the so
cioceremonial roles have been duplicated in each town. 

There has been a noticeable shift toward a solidifled two party 
system. Except .for the initiates, the age-classes seldom seem to 
act separately. It is rather the age-c~ass of the east or the age
-classes of the west which act as a unit. In the plaza, one does 
·not see the folir groups sitting at thelr statlons with the coünc1-
lors in the center as described by Curt Nimuendajú (p. 90). This 
change may be a function of the reduction in size of the vlllages. 

By comparing estimated ages and age-class membership, it 
is possible to show that the ceremonial cycle is more likely to be 
closer to eigth years in duration than to ten years (90) . Now, 
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the pepyé initiate group is graduating younger, and the move
ment from the four lower active classes into the council takes place 
at an earlier age. 

In the active struggle for supremacy between Ponto and Bai
xáo Preto, the latter community has two very definite advantages: 
good land for f arming and a more energetic leader. The slash and 
burn areas along the stream at Ponto have been exausted. The 
old men, however, most of whom rematned at Ponto, point out 
that the area around Babcáo Preto is not healthy since is forest
ed, and that there is hard soil 1nstead of clean, packed sand on 
wh1ch to dance comfortably. Bes1des, "the ancestors did not Uve 
in such country", they say, with the conviction that living there 
must consequently be wrong. 

IV 

Though there are a few complete cultural changes and a num
ber of trends toward change, such as the shrinkage of the age-class 
system, sociocultural conditions among the Canela are funda
mentally the same today as they were in the times of Curt Ni
muendajú. They are probably, however, considerably less secure. 

One might hypothesize severa! reasons for the maintenance 
of this stability. In the ideological area of culture, they have a 
set of myths, beliefs, and stereotypes of the Neo-Brazllian which 
enable them to become convinced of their superiority, and com
parison with reality often enough supports these points of view. 
Then, from the point of view of simple contact, it is clear that they 
are isolated geographically and economically so that people ente
ring their area are mostly travelers or merchants. Finally, one 
migth hipothesize that their own socioceremonial lif e may be so rich 
and pleasure giving that they may have little reason to want other 
satisfactions. Nevertheless, there is a young element in both vll
lages whlch sincerely want to know about the world and who desire 
to leam to read and write Portuguese effectively. These interests are 
most certainly enhanced by the poor economic outlook due to the 
decrease in the number of game obtainable, to their distaste for agri
cultura! labor, and to the impoverishment of the solls 1n areas 
where they want to Uve. 
Reference: Nimuendajú, Curt 1946 The Eastern Timbira. Robert 
Lowie (ed.), University of California Publications in American 
Archaeology and Ethnology 41. 
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