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Abstract: This article looks at what origin stories teach about the world and what
kind of material presence they have in Southwestern Amazonia. We examine the
ways the Apurinã relate to certain nonhuman entities through their origin story,
and our theoretical approach is language materiality, as we are interested in
material means of mediating traditional stories. Analogous to the ways that
speakers of many other languages who distinguish the entities that they talk to or
about, the Apurinã make use of linguistic resources to establish the ways they
interact with different entities. Besides these resources, the material means of
mediating stories is a crucial tool to narrate the worlds of humans and nonhumans.
Storytelling requires material mediation, and a speci� c context of plant sub-
stances. It also involves community meeting as a space of trust in order to become a
communicative practice and effectively introduce the history of the people. Our
sources are ethnography, language documentation, and autoethnography.
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1 Introduction

Language can be written or oral, and may include many other forms of commu-
nication, such as images, behavior, signs, and gestures that are practiced and
directed in relation to different life forms and subjective perspectives understood
to exist in the world. In Amazonian Indigenous verbal and nonverbal aspects of
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language, myths, chants, material culture and objects, such as musical in-
struments, and geometric designs and images can all express the same repertoire,
information, and notions. Furthermore, these aspects do not only produce
knowledge, but are tools of memorization and even materially make things happen
in the world (e.g. Hill 2009; Seeger 1987; Severi 2014; Severi and Lagrou 2013; see
also Cajete 2000). Furthermore, certain landscape characteristics can reveal signs
of one’s ancestors and traces of their past activities (e.g. Virtanen 2019). Especially
in Northwestern Amazonia (Santos-Granero 1998; Hugh-Jones 2012), origin stories
have connections with actual physical places and the migration stories of peoples.

This article looks at what so-called origin stories teach us about the world, its
beings, and to what extent orality has a material presence in Southwestern
Amazonia. By origin stories we refer to those narrations that explain the origin of
entities, and which in the Amazonian social-cosmos refer to the moments when
specific issues become separated from other beings and gain more independent
forms. Our theoretical approach is language materiality, and we are also interested
in material means of mediating stories. Language materiality is an approach in
linguistic anthropology that bridges the divide between language as an immaterial
entity and materiality. It points to the material commodification of language, its
material conditions, circulation, and its connections to power and material capital
(Burkette 2015; Shankar and Cavanaugh 2012, 2017, see also e.g. Brenneis 1984; Gal
2003; Irvine 2001). Rhythms of orality have also been described as technologies
that affect bodies in diverse material ways (e.g. Saussy 2016; Urban 2001).
Recently, material mediums of language have been discussed in Amazonian
contexts, namely blowing and healing (e.g. Echeverri 2015), and the bodies of
speakers (e.g. High 2018) used to have effective communication with other humans
or other-than-human beings.

We focus on the Apurinã’s Tsurapirana (a Tsura hero story) and its material
connections to the Apurinã’s present. A study of the content of such narratives can
reveal important clues about how the Apurinã people conceive their relationality
with other-than-human entities and what material aspects the story telling re-
quires. Such studies also show how stories and communication practices compose
relationships with the environment in the Amazon. These relationships relate to
the theme of language materiality, the topic of this special issue. The Apurinã, use
the term pirana interchangeably for ‘story’ and ‘history’ (see also Virtanen et al.
2010 on the Manchineri). In Apurinã,pirana also means‘speech’ and ‘conversa-
tion’ (Facundes 2000). Thus, whereas English speakers treat such concepts as
distinct linguist categories, the Apurinã speakers express them as a single one,
using the linguistic expression to highlight what they perceive as related concepts.
The traditional stories can be about the ancient past (the time of the ancestors), but
new stories are constantly narrated, especially when they describe what has
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happened to people. We prefer not calling traditional narrations“ myths,” which
might lessen their truth-value among the Apurinã. Both myth and history are
important expressions of Amazonian historical and cultural consciousness and
structures, and they can be complementary (Turner 1988).

The analysis presented in this essay draws from ethnographic fieldwork, lin-
guistic sources of language documentation, as well as autoethnography. First, we
will describe the main events of Tsurapirana which describe the different re-
lationships between the beings that are at the core of the story. Second, we address
the metamorphosis of humans into other-than-human beings, and vice versa. This
plays a crucial part in Tsura pirana, and still plays a role as a contemporary
mediation between human and other-than-human (especially animal and plant)
worlds. Third, we address the material means of narrating both traditional and
contemporary stories, as well as the meanings given to materiality through stories.

Besides the material connections of the Tsura story to the Apurinã’s present,
another aspect of language materiality that we show is how storytelling itself is
elementally linked to the material means of mediating oral stories. It requires
material mediation, a speci� c context of plant substances, and community
meeting as a space of trust in order to become a communicative practice and
effectively introduce the history of the people. Overall, our case sheds light on how
humans and other-than-human beings have parallel worlds and worlds within
worlds that are made and become articulated in speci� c time and space through
material communicative practices.

2 Human and other-than-human beings in
Apurinã traditional narratives, Tsura pirana

Language, being an important means to express and register the ways of inter-
acting with different people and other entities, is sensitive to the distinctions
people make among different entities, types of beings as well as social identities
and positions. Tomasello (2003: 1) has noted that humans and other-than-human
beings can communicate only with those with whom they have grown in the same
linguistic community, and therefore humans differ drastically from animals, but
they also differ in their communicative activities between human linguistic com-
munities (see also Irvine 2001). In Amazonia such distinctions become challenging
as previous studies have shown how in Indigenous Amazonia other-than-human
beings are typically considered to occupy the same cultural spaces as humans and
have similar intentional capacities and selfhood (Descola 2005; Lima 2005;
Viveiros de Castro 1998, 2004), and even language (e.g. Chaumeil 1993; Hill and
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Chaumeil 2011). It has also been argued that other-than-human beings and
humans share humanity, but their difference is based on different bodies (Viveiros
de Castro 1998, 2004). In fact, human capacities to produce things and cultural
products make a human society (Turner 2009). Overall, there are various differ-
ences among the Amazonian Indigenous groups, and their oral histories, prac-
tices, rituals, material and immaterial cultures reveal different ideas of drawing
boundaries between humans and other-than-human beings.

The Apurinã (population approximately 8,000) live in several Indigenous
reserves (demarcated Indigenous territories), mostly in the state of Amazonas,
along the Central Purus River, Brazil, Southwestern Amazonia. This people self-
identify as Pup� kary and traditionally they are divided into two patrilineal cross-
marrying moieties:Xiwapurynyryand Meetymanety. There is great diversity among
this society, including � shing, hunting, and gathering communities who practice
swidden agriculture, though a large number of the Apurinã live in urban envi-
ronments or close to urban areas. The majority of Apurinã do not speak their
Indigenous language, and therefore we also take examples from Portuguese and
non-verbal communication. The traditional stories, and especially the Tsura
pirana, are still actively narrated, both in Apurinã and Portuguese. Altogether,
they open a door to look at the materiality of language deeply rooted in Apurinã
thinking on social reality and being. For this article, our data comes mostly from
the Tumiã, Camicuã, Água Preta, and Japiim Indigenous territories.

For the Apurinã, there is a special reason why the universe was created and
given to humans, and how the Apurinã become Apurinã, or rather thePup� kary.
Despite the fact that the Apurinã language is in a great danger of extinction,
spoken actively only in some villages and elsewhere generally only by elders. The
Apurinã people have a very rich repertoire of traditional narratives, and it is
typically the elders who can tell longer versions of traditional stories.

As is typical for several other Amazonian Indigenous origin stories (e.g. Gow
1991), the Apurinã origin stories include animals who appear as humans and speak
the language of humans. This greatly affects Apurinã’s thinking about their re-
lations and history with speci� c animals, but it also affects attitudes towards
objects and other other-than-human beings. In this section, we will look in
particular at Tsurapirana, the creation narrative, and the details that separate real
humans, the main � gures of the story, from other entities. The story also includes
various metamorphoses, from human to other-than-human and vice versa, as well
as transformations from one to another other-than-human being. In Apurinã socio-
philosophies it is not simply that humanity is shared among human and other-
than-human beings, as is the core of the theories of perspectivism (Viveiros de
Castro 1998; Lima 2005), and of animist ontologies (Descola 2005), but there are
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speci� c differences between the community members and animals, such as their
ambiguous character and untrustworthiness.

Here we are able to give only a very brief summary of Tsurapirana (history/
story), as the narrative continues for many hours. Even though the story is still
actively narrated, some people tell only fragments of it, while others are better
performers. Most importantly, as will be shown in the later section, the storytelling
requires certain material mediation. The Apurinã, like the other neighboring
Indigenous people in the Purus River region and elsewhere in the Amazon, have
suffered a long history of assimilation and state schooling that have ignored the
Indigenous histories, and their present and future. The spaces for telling stories have
also dramatically changed due to extractivist economies, such as the rubber boom,
and other activities that changed the social organization and governance of Indig-
enous societies; missionary activities, which changed the repertoire of the stories
and the introduced new elements; schooling with the introduction of new skills and
capabilities, such as writing; and urbanization, which has made Indigenous com-
munities more dispersed.

The basic storyline is that there are two sisters, and after one of them dies in an
accident, the other, Iakuneru, becomes pregnant and is subsequently killed, but
her four offspring survive, and determine to revenge their mother’s death by setting
up special traps one at a time. Tsura, the strongest and the cleverest, is the hero of
the Apurinã and is the trickster among the four brothers. He lets himself be
swallowed by a snake in order to be rescued later. When he is rescued, he brings
out with him a woman and knowledge. However, unlike other groups, including
non-Indians, his Apurinã relatives fail to learn from this knowledge.

There are many versions of this story with substantial differences, depending
on the region (the territories along the BR-317 highway, the territories from
Camicuã to Paci� , and the territories in the Tapuã region), as well as some version
with smaller differences, as the Apurinã narrate traditional stories according to
their teachers, personality, and personal histories. Some narrations start from the
moment when the sisters climb up a genipapo fruit tree to escape from a rain of� re
that kills all other people. The � rst case of metamorphosis in the narrative is at the
very beginning when a being, described as an old witch-like woman, Maiuryparu,
is presented collecting the bones of people who died in the� re rain. Maiuryparu
immediately devours the bones of people who had done bad things in life, whereas
the bones of people who had done good deeds are buried, and from them the
manioc staple is born. The� rst transformation then is about good people’s bones
being turned into a manioc plant, which is the key staple of the Apurinã people.

Two young women, Iakuneru and her sister, have climbed a genipapo tree to
escape the fire rain, and some stories start only from this part. Maiuryparu spots
them and tells them to climb down from the tree. They only do that after throwing
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genipapo fruit at the old woman with long ugly teeth, who then becomes smaller
and more human-like in appearance. Worthy of note here is the fact that the old
woman’s name Maiuryparu, means a scavenger birdmaiury (-pa means‘female’
and -ru means‘feminine’). Hence, the old woman is in fact a human bird, and after
the � re she does a human job, cleaning the ground and collecting the bones of the
people to plant them.

When there is the sun and its light, the two sisters, who had climbed a tree,
descend, touch the ground, and start walking again. Maiuryparu takes the sisters to
her house, where she lives with her husband. Maiuryparu calls the sisters her nieces.
She wants then to marry her son, but the son is just a head. It rolls around, and tries
to sleep in a hammock with the sisters, but falls down a hole. The sisters want to
leave and� nd their grandparents, as they fear that they could be eaten, similar to
what happened to Maiuryparu’s son. The sisters leave early in the morning and meet
an elderly man whose eyes were already harmed by Maiuryparu, and he warns the
sisters to escape as soon as they can. He tells the sisters what way to take to their
grandfathers (totywakury). He asks them to pass by the house of their grandfather, a
mutum bird, who is married to agouti, who would tell the speci � c path to the land of
the sisters’ grandfathers and to their future father-in-law. As we have already seen,
many entities are referred to by kin terms. Furthermore, the different entities talk to
each other without any dif� culty, and language also makes them similar in some
sense.

Jumping ahead in the narrative, after escaping from Maiuryparu, Iakuneru and
her sister come to the house of their relatives, grandfather mutum and his wife
agouti. These kin animals offer a sort of porridge and bread (kumery). Porridges,
such as those made from banana, are still consumed today, but mutum and
agouti’s porridge is slimy and comes from the nose of agouti, who is preparing it.
Iakuneru and the sister do not take the porridge, nor the other food that is offered.
As food and eating together is a crucial aspect of kinship in Amazonia (e.g.
McCallum 1997), we can already notice that the kin animals are in some aspects
different from the sisters, even if they are in a close relationship with them.

The sisters continue their journey, aiming for another relative’s house, father
in law, and guided by the animal “ couple” mutum and agouti. They tell the sisters
that when they see a dragonfly on the water, they should not walk with open legs.
Iakuneru’s sister, however, did not heed this warning, and was penetrated by an
insect, aperuta (dragon� y), and consequently dies. A part of her body turns into a
macaw, which was in fact her soul/spirit, and it pursues Iakuneru until she sends it
away, as she does not want to have a dead’s spirit with her.

There are many variations of this part of the story, as of the others. In one less
common version, the Tsura story starts when the two sisters (in some versions there
are three) are the only survivors. They walk in the world without knowing where to
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