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Curt Nimuendajú (1883–1945) was a German ethnographer who became a naturalized citizen of Brazil and spent most of his life
doing fieldwork among the country’s indigenous people. He gained the attention of the anthropological world when he began
producing his studies on the Gê-speaking peoples of central Brazil. These sparked an ongoing correspondence with Robert Lo-
wie, who secured American funding for Nimuendajú, advised him on research sites and topics, and translated and edited his
manuscripts. Nimuendajú also maintained a brief correspondence with Claude Lévi-Strauss when the latter was a rising anthro-
pologist and the former a mature ethnographer. Together the letters illustrate one form taken by the relations between anthro-
pologists located in global centers and peripheries during years between the two world wars. This introduction contextualizes
Nimuendajú’s correspondence with both scholars by tracing relevant aspects of his life, his involvement with Brazilian indig-
enous people, and his impact on lowland South American anthropology.
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1. The letters Nimuendajú received from Lévi-Strauss were
written in French, which he answered in Portuguese, trans-
lated for this collection by Catherine V. Howard. The cor-
respondence between Nimuendajú and Lowie was con-
ducted in German, their native tongue, translated here by
Ken Kronenberg.
Curt Nimuendajú (1883–1945) was a German ethnog-
rapher who became a naturalized citizen of Brazil and
spent most of his life doing fieldwork among the coun-
try’s indigenous people. He gained the attention of the
anthropological world when he began producing his
studies on the Gê-speaking peoples of central Brazil.
These sparked an ongoing correspondence with the
Austrian-American anthropologist Robert Lowie, who
secured various sources of funding for Nimuendajú, ad-
vised him on research sites and topics, and translated
and edited his manuscripts. Nimuendajú also main-
tained a brief correspondence with Claude Lévi-Strauss
when the latter was a rising anthropologist and the for-
mer a mature ethnographer. These letters were stored
for decades in the Nimuendajú Archives at the Museu
heory. Volume 10, number 2. DOI: https://doi.o
phic Theory. All rights reserved. 2575-1433/202
Nacional in Rio de Janeiro and are published here for
the first time.1 Together, the letters illustrate one form
taken by the relations between anthropologists located
in global centers and peripheries during years between
the two world wars. My intention in this introduction is
to contextualize these two sets of correspondence by
presenting a biographical perspective on Nimuendajú’s
relationships with these two academics, his involvement
rg/10.1086/710063
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with Brazilian indigenous peoples, and his influence on
lowland South American anthropology. Focusing on
Nimuendajú’s interactions with Lowie and Lévi-Strauss
through their letters to grasp their views of issues de-
bated in ethnology of their time is an exercise in what
George Stocking ([1968] 1982) calls “historicism,” the
study of the past from the point of view of its protago-
nists to understand the past in its own terms, as opposed
to “presentism,” the study of the past from the perspec-
tive of the present to critique what they supposedly an-
ticipated or lacked in comparison to current issues.

The letters selected and presented here cover a period
of four years, the earliest dating from February 1, 1937,
and the last from November 4, 1940. Each set is pub-
lished in chronological order, intercalating an ongoing
dialogue between Nimuendajú and Lowie, and a trun-
cated exchange between Nimuendajú and Lévi-Strauss.
This correspondence provides a snapshot of the rela-
tionship between an inveterate and scrupulous field-
worker and two sophisticated theorists during a water-
shed moment in the history of anthropology. During
this time, increasingly intensive field studies were pro-
ducing more rigorous and detailed data, and anthropo-
logical theory was developing new ways of dealing with
this growing complexity. The history of this period,
which, according to some presentist narratives, marks
the beginnings of “modern anthropology” (e.g., Candea
2018: 18), has almost always been narrated through the
biographies of men (rarely women) situated at the cos-
mopolitan center of academia, the new “academically
trained fieldworker” (Stocking 1992: 280) who went to
far-flung corners of the globe to reshape ethnography
and ethnographic theory—there and back again to tell
(and change) the tale.

These letters allow us to glimpse something of a
counter-narrative, one that anthropologists often over-
look. The protagonist of this set of exchanges is Curt
Nimuendajú, a self-taught ethnographer and ethnolo-
gist who spent much of his life in the hinterlands of Bra-
zil with a range of different indigenous populations.
Nimuendajú was an “ethnographer at the periphery of
the global system,” and, more than that, one who situ-
ated himself in the periphery’s periphery (Fausto 2019),
keeping a house and a wife in the northern city of Belem
but eschewing urban life for one of almost nonstop field-
work. Nimuendajú was a fieldworker who avoided the-
oretical flights of fancy, while Lowie and Lévi-Strauss
were theorists with limited fieldwork experiences. The
former, however, was more than a supplier of raw data:
as both of his interlocutors stress, Nimuendajú was
himself a subtle thinker who had an able eye for ethno-
graphic puzzles and who responded to his correspon-
dents’ queries with insightful queries of his own. His life
spent among numerous indigenous people was a crucial
step in the formation of Brazilian anthropology, which
considered him amodernizer of field techniques, and in
the ethnology of Amazonia, which recognized him as
the founder of a regional specialization that would take
decades to materialize (Wagley 1979). Nonetheless, Ni-
muendajú’s position in the history of Amazonian eth-
nography remains ambivalent—a pioneer, but onewhose
methods appeared to be soon overtaken by others, and
whose work, although containing surprising data, came
to be seen as having more historical than theoretical in-
terest. To understand what these letters can teach us, it
is thus necessary to understand who Nimuendajú was.

Curt Unckel Nimuendajú (April 17, 1883–
December 10, 1945)

Renowned for his study of the indigenous peoples of
Brazil, the self-taught German ethnologist Curt Nimu-
endajú (1883–1945) is one of the founding figures of
Brazilian anthropology (Ribeiro 1979; Laraia 1988; Me-
latti 1985). During the forty-two years he lived in Brazil,
he offered his services to government agencies, such as
the federal agency Serviço de Proteção aos Índios (SPI)
[Indian Protection Service], and researchmuseums, such
as the Museu Paulista in São Paulo, Museu Paraense
Emílio Goeldi in Belem, and Museu Nacional in Rio de
Janeiro, among others. He also authored monographs
that introduced the indigenous people of Brazil into the
academic landscape (Nimuendajú 1914, 1939, 1942,
1946). In the words of the Brazilian anthropologist
Darcy Ribeiro, “It was Curt who knew the most about
the Brazilian Indians and who most taught us about
their mind and their being. His singular work is more
important than the sum of all of us who have practiced
ethnology before and after him, to this day” (Ribeiro
1979: 12).

In the history of Brazilian anthropology, Curt Ni-
muendajú occupies a privileged position as a represen-
tative of its “heroic period” (1920s–1930s), before the
institutionalization of anthropology in the country (Car-
doso de Oliveira 1988). Although he did not establish a
“school” of research, he left a legion of admirers and
spearheaded a trend that would stamp generations of
Brazilian ethnologists who succeeded him: a concern
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with the fate of the indigenous population of the coun-
try (Cardoso de Olveira 1964: 26–27).

Curt Unckel (his birth name) was born in Jena, Ger-
many, in 1883. After graduating from high school, he
went to work in the prosperous Zeiss camera-lens com-
pany, where hewas trained as an opticalmechanic.When
he neared his twenty-first birthday, he borrowed money
from his oldest sister and told his friends he would travel
to São Paulo, just in time to escape conscription.

Some two years after arriving in São Paulo, Curt
Unckel participated in an expedition, organized by the
Geographical and Geological Commission of São Paulo,
to the Rio Feio (now known as the Aguapeí) in the in-
terior of the state of São Paulo. His role was as a cama-
rada (“comrade”) of the expedition team, responsible
for clearing trails, hunting, cooking, repairing equip-
ment, and the like. During this journey, he came into
contact with the Apapokuva-Guarani, among whom he
lived for the following two years. They gave him the
name “Nimuendajú,”which at first he adopted as a pseu-
donym and later used as his official surname.2 He wrote
a few articles about this period (including accounts of
when he was shot twice), which were published in the
German-Brazilian newspaperDeutsche Zeitung between
1908 and 1911. These articles helped publicize his ex-
ploits and allowed him to establish ties with the Museu
Paulista in 1908 and 1909 and with the recently created
SPI, Brazil’s first agency dedicated exclusively to the in-
digenous people of the country, which hired him in 1910
(Welper 2013).

As a “naturalist” of theMuseuPaulista, CurtNimuen-
dajú carried out a solo and frustrated expedition to the
Oti-Xavante. As a “hinterland assistant” (auxiliar do
sertão), he helped establish the limits of the Araribá In-
digenous Reservation and to “pacify” the Kaingang.
During this time working with the indigenous peoples
in the state of São Paulo, Nimuendajú also carried out
pioneering research that involved participant observa-
2. A host of translations have been suggested for the
Apapokuva-Guarani term nimuendajú. According to the
linguist Waldemar Ferreira Neto, it is best translated as
“one whomade his own place/space,” although other pos-
sible translations include “one who is always about” or
“one who makes his own path,” among other variations,
some of which are discussed in http://listserv.linguistlist
.org/pipermail/etnolinguistica/2004-February/000390
.html.
tion and learning the native language. Besides gaining
field experience during this period, Nimuendajú began
to publish more specialized works. He wrote a critical
review of the historical literature on the Guarani (Ni-
muendajú Unkel [1908] 2013), and, at the age of thirty-
one, published his first monograph (part of the presti-
gious German series Zeitshcrift für Ethnologie), which
presented The Apapokuva-Guarani myths of the crea-
tion and destruction of the world, the foundation of their
religion (Nimuendajú Unkel [1914] 1987). This work es-
tablished the fieldwork tradition in Brazil and revealed a
new theory of Guarani migrations. Following the lead
of North American ethnology and its ethnographies of
messianic movements, Nimuendajú suggested that the
migrations that began in the nineteenth century could
be interpreted as religious in nature rather than a result
of warfare—an insight that changed the future of Gua-
rani studies.3 With this ethnography, Nimuendajú con-
cluded his studies among the indigenous peoples of São
Paulo state.

In 1913, Curt Nimuendajú was selected to take part
in the pacification of the Urubu Ka’apor, located in the
northeastern state of Maranhão. He therefore moved
to the city of Belem, capital of Pará, in northern Brazil,
where he established his home base for the rest of his life.
Before the pacification could be concluded, however,
Curt Nimuendajú was terminated from the SPI when
World War I broke out. Some years later, he told Her-
bert Baldus about this:

In what concerns the Urubu, I haven’t been back to the
Gurupi since 1914. At that time, they were still hostile.
My attempts at pacification were interrupted precisely
when success seemed to be nearing, since, after the
start of the First World War (which I first heard about
in January 1914), I was expelled from the Indian Pro-
tection Service by telegraph. (Nimuendajú to Baldus,
May 17, 1938; see also Welper 2019: 90)

Given this turn of events, he established links with
the Museu Paraense Emílio Goeldi, which at the time
was administered by Emília Snethlage, and began a cor-
respondence with Theodor Koch-Grünberg, who had
3. Nimuendajú proposed this hypothesis, later adopted by
Alfred Métraux, and provided material for an entire gen-
eration of researchers who used this theory as a founda-
tion (see Tellus 2013).
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previously visited the museum in Belem. Nimuendajú
worked for a while as the head curator of the museum’s
ethnographic collections, traveled to the Xipaia and
Tembé peoples, and took part in an expedition to the
Jari, Macará, and Paru rivers (Sanjad 2019).

In 1921, Curt Nimuendajú was invited by the SPI to
participate in the pacification of the Parintintin, who
were only known by their “terrible infamy” (Nimuendajú
[1924] 1982: 60). The initiative had to be aborted for lack
of funds, which greatly troubled him. On Christmas Eve,
1924, told the German researcher Hermann Dengler that
he would no longer take part in any pacification mission
(Dengler 1927: 125).

During this time, he married Jovelina Nascimento, a
young local woman whom he endearingly called “Lila”
and obtained Brazilian citizenship.4 He remained a
professional collector, taking part in a number of archeo-
logical expeditions for the Gothenburg Museum of
Germany. In 1929, nearing the age of fifty, Nimuen-
dajú began his ambitious project of conducting ethno-
graphic research among Gê-speaking peoples, which fi-
nally brought him recognition and a degree of academic
renown. With funding from the main German ethno-
graphic museums (Dresden, Leipzig, Hamburg), he car-
ried out intensive fieldwork among the Apinayé, Canela,
and Xerente, which included not only assembling three
ethnographic collections from these people but also an
ethnological study of their society and culture. In May
1934, Nimuendajú traveled to Europe at the behest of
the museums that funded him to oversee the exhibition
of the collections he had sent them (Welper 2002). Tak-
ing with him a manuscript on the Timbira log race and
ideas for a “monumental” monograph on these people,
Nimuendajú’s visit sealed his reputation among Euro-
pean Americanists as the greatest authority in Brazilian
ethnology. He returned to Brazil and, at the encourage-
ment of Karl Izikovitz, sent a copy of his manuscript on
the Timbira log race to Robert Lowie at the University of
California, thus beginning a unique partnership in the
history of Brazilian anthropology. Lowie acquired fund-
ing for Nimuendajú’s fieldwork, provided supervision,
4. The journalist Lúcio Flávio Pinto interviewed Jovelina
shortly before her “anonymous” death in 1972 at the
Santa Casa da Misericórdia of Belém, where she had been
living for several years. In his words, Jovelina “seemed to
never have had any idea of the importance of her hus-
band, with whom she never exchanged a single word
about what he did” (Pinto 2008).
and translated and edited his work. This enabled Nimuen-
dajú to carry out systematic field research among Gê-
speaking peoples of central Brazil and publish three
pioneering ethnographies:The Apinayé (1939),The Šer-
ente (1942), and The Eastern Timbira (1946).
Correspondence with Robert Lowie

Although Nimuendajú had a number of well-known
interlocutors, none was more prominent than Robert
Lowie, who acted as translator, editor, and coauthor of
his most significant publications.

The success of this partnership is due to certain con-
junctural aspects. It began at a time when there was
ample funding for anthropological research and at a
moment in academic discussions when the Gê data
which Nimuendajú contributed had a direct impact on
the theoretical frameworks of Americanist anthropology
at the time. The letters between Lowie and Nimuendajú,
however, suggest that, beyond this favorable scientific
context, a true intellectual affinity existed between the
two men. According to Lowie, this could be attributed
to their shared ethnic background and complementary
personalities:

Nimuendajú and I found each other by sheer accident,
but we made a good team, partly because each excelled
precisely where the other was weakest and partly be-
cause of our common German heritage and our com-
mon thirst for facts and objective proofs. (Lowie
1959: 12)

The complementary strengths and weaknesses that
Lowie identified in himself and in Nimuendajú are
not difficult to perceive. Althrough he began his career
in anthropology under the supervision of Franz Boas
andClarkWissler, two great enthusiasts of field research,
Lowie never displayedmuch desire to do fieldwork. After
getting a job at the University of California–Berkeley in
1921, he began to devote himself to theoretical pursuits.
In his only fieldwork among the Crow, which spanned
the period from 1910 to 1916, he made use of hybrid
armchairmethods, relying on the greatest possible num-
ber of informants he interviewed away from the field
and without engaging in any participant observation.
As his former student Robert Murphy recalled, Lowie
saw fieldwork as a secondary task, since “he simply did
not see living among the Indians as a necessity or even
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a possibility. In any event, anybody who knew Lowie
could hardly imagine him living easily in the ambience
of an Indian household” (Murphy 1972: 19).

On the other hand, Lowie was a staunch defender of
the view that good theory could only be built on a
broad, solid factual base, which, in turn, demanded that
at least some fieldwork be acquired with confidence
and matured intellectually. In The history of ethnological
theory, Lowie (1937) stressed the importance of good
fieldwork, referring to Nimuendajú as an example:

The most brilliant amateur cannot divine that at a par-
ticular stage of science apparently trivial details, like a
basketry technique or the number of tent poles, may as-
sume crucial importance. On the other hand, the elu-
sive facts of social life and religious belief cannot be
ascertained by the best specialist without long and ar-
duous inquiry. It is when a talent for observation ac-
companies both protracted residence and contact with
professional ethnography that we obtain such superb
results as mark the work of Nimuendajú. (Lowie 1937:
106)

Lowie developed a close relationship with sociology,
more so than most of Boas’s other students. He estab-
lished ties with the Germanic tradition and always re-
mained politically and intellectually linked to Germany
(Murphy 1972; Stocking 1974). However, unlike Boas
or Alfred Kroeber, who moved through all four fields of
anthropology, Lowie always remained an ethnologist
(Murphy 1972: 34).

After publishing Primitive society (1920) and Prim-
itive religion (1924), Lowie took the lead in criticizing
cultural evolutionism and in advancing studies of com-
parative mythology and social organization. It was
around the time his first book was published that he
came to hear of Nimuendajú from Erland Nordenskiöld,
who told him of the qualities of “Curt Unckel, known
as ‘Nimuendajú.’” At the time, however, he had no par-
ticular interest in native South America, so simply kept
that “strange” name in his head for almost a decade, un-
til “Karl G. Izikovitz, a student of Baron Nordenskiöld,
asked me if something could not be done for Nimuen-
dajú” (Lowie 1959: 119).

In February 1935, Curt Nimuendajú followed Izi-
kovtiz’s suggestion and sent Lowie the manuscript on
the Timbira log race, explaining, “I write to you be-
cause I am convinced that you, more than anyone else,
will know how to find the numerous and notable par-
allels with North America that can be found in Timbira
culture” (Nimuendajú to Lowie, February 8, 1935). More
than suggesting parallels with North America, the manu-
script Lowie received brought to light the convergence of
a sophisticated social system with a simple material cul-
ture, which could not be accommodated within the dom-
inant theoretical models. Living in an environment that
was purportedly inhospitable to human occupation, Gê
groups were at the time defined by the absence of cer-
tain elements typical of “Tropical Forest cultures,” such
as manioc cultivation and the use of hammocks, canoes,
and ceramics. In the historical-cultural classification of
Wilhelm Schmidt ([1913] 1942: 13), they were “people
of the gathering phase,” among the “most ancient South
American cultural circle.” Nimuendajú’s data made it
clear, to the contrary, that Gê peoples were horticultu-
ralists and that it was wrong to qualify them as hunter-
gatherers. It also revealed a social organization with a
complexity that was hitherto unknown—and unexpected.
Gê peoples were “certainly something completely dif-
ferent fromwhat some ethnologists (Schmidt, for exam-
ple) imagined” (Nimuendajú to Lowie, date illegible).

His manuscript provided a glimpse of the Timbira’s
symbolic and institutional elaboration of the principles
of dual organization. As soon as he read the text, Lowie
immediately replied, showing an interest in the com-
plete ethnography and fielding his first questions: “Are
the Timbira hunters? And does all this extend to the
otherGê peoples?” (Lowie toNimuendajú, date illegible).

The Gê case henceforth assumed a specific signifi-
cance in theories about the cultural and sociopolitical
development of the indigenous societies of the Amer-
icas, raising questions not only the traditional image
of these peoples but also about certain pernicious no-
tions of culture history, seriously challenging the hy-
pothesis of the unity and primitivism of so-called mar-
ginal cultures like the Gê (Coelho 2002). Lowie
immediately recognized all of this and revealed his
enthusiasm:

Your last manuscripts [on Timbira clown societies
and age grades] have stimulated me immensely. Who
could have expected so many hues to the ceremonial
events of a Gê tribe? I lack the time now to dedicate my-
self to the details that have caught my interest. (Lowie to
Nimuendajú, February 18, 1936)

Lowie put together some questions on Timbira kinship
terminology, which Nimuendajú heartily welcomed:
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I am extremely grateful for all the questions and indi-
cations concerning the lack of definitions in my report,
it is exactly what was missing. And if someone had in-
spired me in this way, my work would probably have
had a significantly better result. (Nimuendajú to Lo-
wie, February 3, 1936).

Later, Nimuendajú would seek to justify the deficien-
cies of his sociological analyses by blaming them on the
fact that he was self-taught:

During my stay with the Indians, I depended com-
pletely on myself only, and, having found no one who
showed any interest in this [sociology], I dedicated
myself to that with which I had greatest affinity: lan-
guage and religion, judging my feats to be wonderful.
The Dr. sees this in all my work (Guarani, Xipaia, etc.).
I later got in touchwithNordenskiöld, who likewise gave
little importance to sociology. That there was something
seriously [illegible], so to speak, only in 1928 when, in
Germany, I was sent your Primitive society. It’s tough
relying on the literature I have atmy disposal! (Nimuen-
dajú to Lowie, June 16, 1938)

Lowie’s interest in translating and publishing the
Timbira monograph was matched by Nimuendajú, who
began sending him sections of themanuscript as hewrote
them up. This led Lowie to begin his immersion in the
South American literature, even if “the actual sweating
was done by an alter ego” (Lowie 1959: 120).

The extraordinary accuracy of Nimuendajú’s observa-
tions, which revealed unexpected phenomena in the
sociological and religious culture of South American
tribes, stimulated me into producing a number of brief
papers setting forth the theoretical import of his work
for the reconstruction of American culture history or
for the problems of culture growth generally. The
point I especially emphasized was the remarkable ten-
dency of the simple Gê tribes to strike out along inde-
pendent paths from an obviously common cultural base.
(Lowie 1959: 120)

The correspondence between the two researchers
makes it clear that Lowie was much more than an ed-
itor or patron of Nimuendajú’s work: in fact, he pro-
pelled the latter to undertake more careful theoretical
reflections, leading him to explore the field of social
structure and kinship. This was not achieved through
long explanations by Lowie but through a mutually di-
dactic process of sharing knowledge and experience.
When I asked him a simple question, I received prac-
tically a master’s thesis in reply. Sometimes it seemed
to me unfair that I should be sitting comfortably at
home while he was going up dangerous rivers, plod-
ding through tropical forest, or fruitlessly visiting tribes
that had been almost wiped out by epidemics of mea-
sles. But he asked nothing better than to go among
the Indians; all he wanted out of life was enough finan-
cial support to make his journeys. I could guide him to
some extent, since I had more formal training, and
I could interpret his results, adding comparisons with
data from other regions. (Lowie 1959: 121)

In 1937, Nimuendajú carried out his last field re-
search among the Timbira and coauthored an article
with Lowie on their dual organization (Nimuendajú
and Lowie 1937). Thus, even before his books on the
Apinayé, Šerente (Xerente), and Timbira were pub-
lished, the initial results of his research, which had pre-
viously circulated only among a small group of German
researchers, made their way into the bibliographical
corpus of international Americanist ethnology and into
classrooms in North American universities. According
to Métraux, Nimuendajú’s work now merited the status
of a “classic”:

During this semester I substituted for Dr. Lowie in this
university and gave two courses, one on the American
Indians. Of course I stressed South America. I gave
several lectures, using your manuscripts on the Ramko-
kamekran. The social organization of the Ramkokame-
kran even figured as the main subject for one midterm
examination. Since I thought that you might be inter-
ested in knowing what the students have done with your
material, I sent you a few of their papers. Does it not
seem strange to you that material you have collected so
recently already figures as examination text in a faraway
university? You are already a “classic.”

Let me tell you how much I enjoyed reading your
manuscripts. I think that they are masterpieces of South
American anthropology and constitute certainly the
greatest contribution to our field since the beginning
of this century. No living man has done more for South
American anthropology than you. I hope that thiswill be
recognized some day. (Métraux to Nimuendajú, Jan-
uary 12, 1938)

Curt Nimuendajú never expressed any academic am-
bitions and did not display any vanity over comments
such as these. On the contrary, he rejected any work that
required collaborative or group projects (whether in the
field or at conferences), teaching, or prolonged stays in
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urban settings. All of this contributed to his role as an
outsider in academia. He argued that he could not teach
in a classroom what he learned in the field and that
financial investments should give priority to field re-
search rather than theoretical efforts.When Lowie offered
Nimuendajú a chance to contribute to the Handbook of
SouthAmerican Indians (Steward 1946) and to participate
in the Pan-American Scientific Congress, he replied:

Evidently, I would be happy to collaborate with the
Handbook of South American Indians with whatever
I can do. On the other hand, I ask that you defend
me if the possibility of participating in any congress
actually does come up. I have nothing to do in con-
gresses, and it would be a waste of money, which could
be used in a more profitable manner. There is no doubt
that I would have much to learn in North America, but
that, alas, in museums and indigenous reservations,
which I would one day like to visit. (Nimuendajú to
Lowie, May 2,1940)
5. He is referring to Lévi-Strauss’s article (1936a) that
appeared in the O Estado de São Paulo, a prominent
Brazilian daily newspaper.

6. See Lévi-Strauss 1936b.
Who, and what, is Claude Lévi-Strauss?
The Second World War, however, had an effect on the
financial support that Lowie was able to provide. In
1941, Nimuendajú received his last North American
subsidy, which he used to begin his research among
the Tikuna. The correspondence between the two only
ended with Nimuendajú’s death, but in the final four
years they were mostly limited to communications
about the manuscripts and publications that were al-
ready in press. In a letter to his friend Harald Schultz,
Nimuendajú expressed how much he missed his ex-
changes with Lowie:

The ill luck for both of us is that, excepting Baldus,
there is not a single ethnologist in Brazil—or can
you indicate one to me? We have to work and depend
on people who only remember ethnology when it
comes to justifying funds. There is no doubt that my
relations with the Museu Nacional are much better
than yours with the SPI, but I miss the days when I
worked with Nordenskiöld, Lowie, etc., who were true
ethnologists and understood what I wanted to do and
was doing. (Nimuendajú to Schultz, June 26, 1945)

When he wrote this letter, Nimuendajú was prepar-
ing for what would prove to be his last voyage to the
Tikuna. He was already fully aware of the theoretical
problems that lay behind his discoveries; a good indica-
tion of this seems to be how quickly he recognized the
significance of the work of Claude Lévi-Strauss, perhaps
one of the first ethnologists to have done so, as early as
1936. He wrote Baldus, who, like Lévi-Strauss, was teach-
ing in São Paulo, to learn more about him:

Who, and what, is Claude Lévi-Strauss? The first thing
by him I saw was an article in the Estado, “Entre os
selvagens civilizados” [Among civilized savages], which
caught my interest because of its position regarding the
Indian question.5 Then came his “Contribution à l’étude
de l’organisation sociale des Indiens Bororo” in the JSA
[Journal de la Société des Américanistes], where, in a few
pages, he draws together the most valuable material,
which came to me as if I had commissioned it [6]. What
more can we expect from him in the future? (Nimeun-
dajú to Baldus, November 11, 1936; see also Welper
2019: 59)

Less enthusiastic, Baldus made some comments on this
unknown upstart, to which Nimuendajú responded:

It is noteworthy that, as you write, this man, who only
recently began in ethnology, managed in so little time
to become acquainted in such a profound way, that he
understood with so much precision the sociological
conditions of the Bororo, who are indeed not simple.
When I think of how I struggled for six years with
the sociology of the Canelas, I am drawn to the conci-
sion of his presentation. Can it be that this man has
not studied previously at least sociology? I had written
to him asking for information about a point that had
intrigued me in Bororo sociology, but he did not reply,
which did not surprise me after you told me how BIG a
man he is. (Nimuendajú to Baldus, January 13, 1937;
see also Welper 2019: 63)

Nimuendajú was mistaken about Lévi-Strauss’s lack
of response, which occurred simply because he did not
receive the letter before traveling to France. Coinci-
dentally, in Paris, Lévi-Strauss wrote to Nimuendajú at
Paul Rivet’s suggestion, inviting him to take part in an
expedition he was organizing:

Professor Rivet has asked me to inquire if you would
be willing to participate in an expedition that I am cur-
rently organizing under his direction, with the purpose



French expedition to the Nambikwara. I refused, first
of all, because I like to work alone; secondly, because
my work among the Gê does not leave me with any spare
time for now. Thirdly, because it seems as if the direction
of the expedition will go to Dr. Vellard, whose methods
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of conducting an ethnographic, anthropological, botan-
ical, and zoological study of the Serra dos Parecis and the
territories inhabited by the Nambikwara. This mission,
in which Dr. Vellard, whose work you are familiar with,
will undoubtedly participate, will last about a year; his
departure will take place approximately at the end of this
year or the beginning of next year. But the final date can
only be determined, of course, once we know the par-
ticular obligations of each of the participants, and in par-
ticular yours, in case you accept Professor Rivet’s offer.
I sincerely hope so, because your high competence and
your experience would be a particularly valuable guar-
antee of success for our undertaking. (Lévi-Strauss to
Nimuendajú, February 2, 1937)

The letter likewise did not receive an immediate re-
ply, due to delays in postal services to interior Brazil.
When Lévi-Strauss returned to São Paulo, he found Ni-
muendajú’s first letter on Bororo sociology and wrote
him another, answering the latter’s questions, as far as
possible, and adding:

The in-depth study of Serra do Norte would bring com-
pletely new elements to this problem, and this is why I
end this letter, as I began it, by expressing my ardent
hopes that it will be possible for you to participate in
the mission that the French government has asked me
to organize. This would be the surest guarantee of its
success. (Lévi-Strauss to Nimuendajú, March 18, 1937)

Nimuendajú could only reply to Lévi-Strauss four
months later, when he returned from fieldwork among
the Xerente and found the latter’s letters:

I hasten to tell you that it is entirely impossible for me
to accept the honor of Dr. Rivet’s invitation to be part
of the expedition to the Serra do Norte. The reasons
are varied, the most decisive being the absolute lack
of time: I will probably return to Pará at the end of Au-
gust, where I will have a great deal of work organizing
the results, although they are merely descriptive, of my
studies among the Canellas and Serénte. However, I
hope that my negative response will not prevent our
correspondence from continuing; I will always be will-
ing to provide you with any information within my
reach. (Nimuendajú to Lévi-Strauss, July 6, 1937)7
7. In a letter to his friend Carlos Estevão, he expanded on
his “many reasons” for declining to participate in the ex-
pedition: “Lévi-Strauss invited me to take part in the
The fate of Nimuendajú and his contributions
to Americanist ethnology
As far as we know, the correspondence ended there.
Nimuendajú proceededwith his studies of the Gê groups,
as planned, before resuming an aborted research project
among the Tikuna of the Upper Solimões River. He then
embarked on a series of trips to the region of São Paulo
de Olivença, the final one being in late 1945. He died
in December of that year in the longhouse of a Tikuna
man, Nino Ataíde, on the Rita Stream. The causes of
his death have long been the subject of speculation and
controversy (Laraia 1988; Welper 2016).

The reputation of Nimuendajú’s contributions to
Amazonian ethnology has oscillated. As these letters
make clear, during his lifetime Nimuendajú was seen
as the foremost specialist in the societies of lowland
South America, revered by his peers, whose academic
opinion was often solicited by researchers from around
the globe—even if he remained impervious to efforts to
convince him to join the global academic community
by accepting teaching and supervisory positions or par-
ticipating in conferences.

After his death, however, this opinion tended to shift
as anthropology in Brazil moved away from the Ger-
man ethnological tradition and toward the practices of
British social anthropology (Viveiros de Castro 1996:
181–82; Costa 2019).WhileNimuendajú is always recog-
nized as the founder of Gê ethnography, such praise is
typically qualified with an observation that his studies
and analyses were superseded by later work (Viveiros
deCastro 1996: 187–88). Even hisfield data, so often con-
sidered to be the most consistent aspect of his anthropol-
ogy, has sometimes been considered lacking or insuffi-
cient (DaMatta 1979, 1982: 1–4). Although evaluations
of working I cannot be a part of in any way whatsoever.
According to his own reports published in the Journal de
la Société des Américanistes de Paris, during his expedi-
tions to the Guayaki, he assaulted their camps with gun-
fire, stole from them, and kidnapped a child whom he
is now raising” (Nimuendajú to Estevão, November 21,
1937, in Hartmann 2000: 271–72).
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of his work remain complex,8 he has generally come to
be associated with an outdated Germanic tradition that
was superseded not only by the models of fieldwork
methods andmonographwriting adopted from theUnited
Kingdom but also by the growing influence of Lévi-
Strauss, who always remained, first and foremost, an
Americanist (Taylor 2011). Lévi-Strauss’s enormous re-
spect for Nimuendajú’s field research comes through
not only in his letters but also in his use of the latter’s
data in his publications.

The letters that follow are intended to contribute to-
ward a reappraisal of Nimuendajú’s work. Although he
may be considered by some to be an eccentric outlier in
the early history of ethnology in Brazil, the correspon-
dence shows that at the time, he was viewed as an un-
disputed specialist of Amazonian peoples. By linking a
lifelong fieldworker and two prominent theorists, these
letters also raise questions of the dominant narratives
in anthropology about the rise of the professional eth-
nographer and the twilight of the amateur (or, in this
case, self-taught) fieldworker, as well as of the demise
of armchair anthropology. It is interesting, in this sense,
that the correspondence straddles the generations of an
aging Lowie and a young Lévi-Strauss, anchoringNimu-
endajú’s ethnology between two schools of anthropology.

* * *

In the early 1950s, Nimuendajú’s estate was acquired
by Brazil’s Museu Nacional in Rio de Janeiro. Its con-
tents were distributed among the museum’s many de-
partments: his books went to the library, while his
manuscripts were divided between the ethnology and lin-
guistics departments. Nimuendajú was a meticulous cor-
respondent, whomade carbon copies of all letters he sent,
which he kept carefully filed with those he received.

All of this material was consumed by the massive fire
that destroyed the Museu Nacional on September 2,
2018. Nimuendaju’s publications had been digitized and
made available online in the Biblioteca Digital Curt
Nimuendajú (Ethnolinguistica.org 2002–), but his un-
published materials were only copied piecemeal by in-
dividual scholars working on particular research proj-
8. Such evaluations stem not only from a consideration of
his academic output but also from certain contingencies
related to the afterlife of his personal reputation and his
estate (see Welper 2016).
ects. The original copies of his letters to Lowie are
probably kept in the collection of the Robert Harry Lo-
wie Papers, 1872–1968, at the Bancroft Library of the
University of California–Berkeley.9
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