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Grande captaincy. For them the ‘Tapuyas’ remained a strange,
somewhat frightening phenomenon, with whom little communication
was possible; a people who spurred the imagination and gave rise to
speculation and tall stories. Only the few who were in contact with
them for a long period, such as Rabe, Baro and Persiyn, were able to
detect any logic in their behaviour and to evolve any understanding of
them. Descriptions of the Tarairiu are therefore neither numerous nor
extensive, but nevertheless they do give an impression of the range of
opmions prevailing amongst Company employees about the
‘Tapuyas’, the importance of the various situations in which contact
was made for the formation of these views and how the information
about these intractable allies was received back in the Netherlands.
They can also help us to interpret Albert Eckhout’s paintings and
drawings of these Indians.

The authors of the first group of documents on the Tarairiu
attempted to describe their way of life. On the whole they went by
impressions gained during the earliest contacts: the negotiations with
Arciszewski at Fort Ceulen in 1634, the expedition to Cunhau with
Garstman and the sporadic visits of small groups of Tarairiu to Recite
- but most of the information seems to be second-hand. The most
extensive description 1s that by Elias Herckmans, which was
appended to his report on the Paraiba captaincy, dated June 1639.*° It
1Is not certain whether this 1s an original work. The Korte
beschryvinge van de Staponiers in Brasiel by Gerrit Gerbrantsz
Hulck, a mate from Hoorn, which appeared, according to the fitle
page, in Alkmaar in 16335, is an excerpt from the same text.* Nothing
1s known about Hulck; de Laet refers to the ship De Haes which was
sent to Brazil in July 1634 by the North-Quarter Chamber, and on
which Hulck allegedly sailed.*’” Herckmans was in Brazil from the end
of 1635. The document itself reveals that one of the sources of
information was the men who took part in the 1634 expedition to
Cunhau. As a member of the Political Council in Recife, Herckmans
was certainly in a position to acquaint himself with Garstman’s
journal of the first joint expedition with the Tarairiu and with
Arciszewski’s report on the talks at Fort Ceulen which was later
reproduced in part in Joannes de Laet’s laerlijck Verhael.® He may
also have talked to eye-witnesses. Neither of the two versions
contains information which can be dated with certainty as later than
1635. De Laet incorporated, under the name of Herckmans, a very
abridged version of the document in the Historia Naturalis Brasiliae
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by Markgraf and Pies (Piso) which he prepared for printing.* I see
this as a good reason to consider for the time being that Herckmans
was the original author of the document and to leave the question of
its relationship to Hulck’s version unresolved.

The second group of documents must also be regarded as
examples of the genre which deals with descriptions of customs and
habits of exotic peoples. They are concerned with contacts with the
Tarairiu during the governorship of Johan Maurits and are based on
personal observations. Here the most important text is the one by
Jacob Rabe. The original manuscript 1s not extant, so that our
knowledge of the work comes from the version included by Barlaeus
in his Rerum in Brasilia Gestarum Historia (1648) and in a version
probably edited by de Laet in Historia Naturalis Brasiliae (1647).”°
Both versions give the original document in an abridged form,
although that of Barlaeus is more extensive, partly because of his own
additions and comments, but he also reproduces passages from the
original text which are omitted from the Historia Naturalis Brasiliae.
However, the other version included passages which are not in
Barlaeus, and 1t 1s moreover quite possible that the extensive
description of the Tarairiu’s feather decorations and weapons
included in the section of the Historia Naturalis Brasiliae devoted to
the Tupi Indians was taken from Rabe’s original document. Johan
Nieuhof copied Barlaeus and the Historia Naturalis Brasiliae in his
Gedenkweerdige Brasiliaense Zee- en Lantreize (completed in 1671
and published posthumously in 1682). His own original addition is
the anecdote about the bull-fight in which Johan Maurits allowed
some ‘Tapuyas’ to take part.” The passages in the Cort ende
Sonderlingh Verhael (1639) by Vincent Joachim Soler, the former
Augustine monk from Valencia who became a Calvinist minister, and
the notes on the drawings in the Thierbuch by Zacharias Wagner
(compiled during his stay in Brazil between 1634 and 1641) are
original texts.* In contrast to Rabe, the knowledge they had gained of
the Tarairiu was no more than superficial.

The Relation du voyage de Roulox Baro au pays des Tapuies,
published in 1 6s i in a translation by Pierre Moreau, with a
commentary by Claude-Barthélemy Morisot (1592-1661), an erudite
lawyer from Dijon who corresponded with Joannes de Laet, is not an
‘ethnographic’ description but rather a diary of Baro’s second journey
to Nhandui in 1647.* Although it contains a wealth of detail about the
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life of the Tarairiu, it does not attempt, as do other texts, to give a
picture of their society which fits into a defined scheme. One has the
impression that Baro accepted them for what they were, and he
seldom, if ever, described them as savages.

The report on the Tarairiu by the Political Councillor Elias
Herckmans (ca. 1596-1644) is dearly modelled on the description of
Indians which he, as a sailor with literary ambitions, may have read in
de Laet’s Nieuwe Werelt (1624) and 1n the Dutch translations of Jean
de Léry and Hans Staden.> He mentioned the size of their territory,
described their external appearance, summed up their means of
livelihood and gave an extremely summary account of their material
culture in order to deal at greater length with what were for cultured
Europeans of that time the main reference points of human society:
the family, the organization of authority, the religious views and the
customs with regard to the major events of life: birth, marriage and
death. The various sections of his description illustrated the main
characteristics of ‘savagery’. The Tarairiu were ‘ignorant and
untutored people’ who led a ‘quite brutish and improvident life’. For
Herckmans the fact that they lived from hunting, fishing and simple
horticulture, went virtually naked and lacked wealth or any marked
social hierarchy were signs not of the innocence of paradise but of
‘brutishness’ and ‘i1gnorance’. He noted that the Tarairiu were not
totally unaware of what he considered to be the basic rules of a
human society. They had a government, a king and leaders who were
distinguished not by the excellence of their dress but simply by the
length of their nails. They had a sense of shame and despite their
polygamy, respected virginity and faithfulness in marriage. In their
respect for authority and control of their passions Herckmans detected
a glimmer of rational thinking which was one of the hallmarks of true
humanity. The other hallmark, the ability to share in divine grace, was
less in evidence among the Tarairiu. They appeared to be almost
completely in the power of Satan. They were not particulary
licentious or uninhibitedly destructive, but their custom of roasting
and eating their dead and worse still the eating of dead children by
their mothers and other relatives, demonstrated their extremely sinful
natures. Herckmans still conceived of savagery in mainly religious
terms, as an error and a state of damnation.

Nevertheless the tone of Herckman’s description 1s markedly
neutral. There is not much hint antipathy, moral indignation or fear of
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the Tarairiu’s way of life. Huick’s version makes mo of the fantastic
elements and the feelings of fear for which these were an outlet.
Among this people from beyond the borders of the colony the
‘frontiers of orderly and rational existence were blurred and the
normal pattern could not be expected. The Tarairiu ate dead and lived
for 150 to 200 years; age was not a dear indication of their abilities:
eight- or nine-day-old babies could already walk; in their extremely
inhospitable territory miraculous hybrids were to be found, such as an
aquatic animal with the body of a pig and the tail of a fish. He
regarded the Tarairiu as human beings that had been led astray and
stunted 1n their develment by Satan, and viewed them in the same
light as monsters and apparitions with superhuman powers. Neither
Herckmans nor Hulck spoke in so many words of the possibilities of
civilizing the ‘Tapuyas’. However, the fantastic elements in the
descriptions indicate that they did not consider them human beings
like themselves, or even capable of becoming such, but rather a
different kind of creature altogether. They may have shared the
conviction of those who took part in the expedition to Cunhau in 1634
that the Tarairiu were not a people ‘who can be converted to civility
and to living 1n a country side-by-side with other peoples’.

For the most part Rabe describes the same subjects as
Herckmans and as far as can be ascertained from the available
versions he followed the same plan. His report does not however
contain the more fantastic elements and his greater knowledge
enabled him to describe the Tarainu as a society with its own rules.
This comes out most clearly 1n the version in the Historia Naturalis
Brasiliae. After describing their territory and external appearance he
goes on to give an account of how Nhanjui’s people spent a normal
day and the major festivals which marked the passage of the year. As
he was one of the few to have succeeded in learning anything of the
Tarairiu’s language at all, he was also able to tell us something about
their ideas of super natural powers and the hereafter. Much of his
account confirmed. for those who thought in religious terms, the
picture of a way of life perverted by devils. Details such as the
account of Nhandui’s role in the initiation of marriageable women
strengthened this view, although some believers probably judged .
them less harshly after reading about the Tapuyas’ belief in an
immortal soul. We can only surmise as to what this independent
adventurer, who had almost gone native himself, thought about the
desirability and possibility of civilizing the Tarairu.
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-In contrast there i1s something of a strictly religious and
metropolitan slant to the contemporary observations of Vincent
Joaquim Soler and Zacharias Wagner. Both the Augustine monk
turned a and the soldier of fortune from Dresden. who was to end his
career as a commander of the colony at the Cape, we deeply shocked
at the moral degeneracy, especially regarding sexual relations, in
Brazil In their eyes Recife was little better than Sodom and
Gomorrah. Wagner saw the Dutch successes as God’s punishment for
the corruption of Luso-Brazilian society. The Portuguese, the Tupi,
the "Tapuyas’ and mestizos, negroes and mulattos, lived together with
each other ‘like uninhibited animals’. None of the ethnic: groups
lagged behind the others in this respect. But despite their perversion,
all of them, apart from the ‘Tapuyas’. had some contribution to make
to the life of the colony. Soler was full of praise for the physical
strength of the Tarairiu, their dexterity in making feather head-
dresses, and their skill with the javelin. Wagner also commented
favourably on this latter quality. However, both regarded them as
distinctly the most sinful group. Soler repeatedly wrote in his letters
to the theologian André Rivet about his hopes for the conversion of
the Tupi Indians; after his attempts to bring the word of God to some
Tarairiu in Recife had been thwarted by their ‘devilish priests’, he
seems have Written off further action as wasted effort.”® Wagner
found that the way of life of the negro slaves was ‘almost comparable
to that of the Tapuyas’, dearly on the lowest rung of humanity. He
condemned the exclusive interest of the blacks in earthly pleasures,
but showed some understanding; the brutal treatment of the slaves
aroused his aversion.* The Tarairiu on the other hand were beyond
his sympathy and understanding for human error, particularly on
account of their paedophagy. His description lacks the fantastic
elements contained in the accounts by Herckmans and Hulck but
nevertheless he considered the Tarairiu to be definitely ‘wilde
Menschen’ completely in Satan’s power.

Barlaeus’ adaption of Rabe’s report shows how a learned
humanist in Europe judged savagery and civility with a more secular
cast of mind. He added comments to the account by the ‘director of
the Tapuyas’ in which he pointed to the fact that some of the Tarairiu
customs could be compared with those of the Homeric Greeks. the
Romans and the Teutonic ancestors of the Dutch. The Tapuya
soothsayers sang and leaped like the priests of Mars. Nhandui had his
wounds sucked by a medicine man just as the wounded Menelaos had



118 INDIOS DO NORDESTE: TEMAS E PROBLEMAS - I|

been treated by Machaon. These analogies should perhaps be taken as
a reference rudimentary of cultural evolution, such as that set out in
Jose de Acosta’s Historia Natural y Moral, a work that Barlaeus may
have known either in its original edition or in the translation by Jan
Huyglien van Lincine.”” He considerably modified the significance of
Satanism and satanic ceremonies by pointing to the part played by
religious 1deas, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ alike, in the evolution of the state.
‘Order is induced in the people by respect for the ‘true’ or ‘false’ God
and they are kept under restraint by their rational or irrational
conceits. More than one nation has created for itself a Velleda, Egeria
or Auriana; the American world also heeds the word of the devils and
through its reasoning there radiates something which is better and
holier than man; and however wrong the religion may be, a state may
be founded and maintained on it, although the devout will honour the
true God and the superstitious fear the wrong gods’.*® Even more
remarkable was the fact that he removed the Tarairiu’s custom of
eating their dead from the sphere of satanic excesses and classified it
as an example of the arbitrariness of many human customs: ‘the
mother together with another close blood relative eats the corpse of a
dead child; we call this frenzy, they call it devout solicitude and

love’.”

Barlaeus was certainly not a cultural relativist in the sense of
regarding all cultures as equal. It was in fact his defence of Dutch
imperialism and his belief in the superiority of European civilization
which determined his relatively mild attitude towards the * savagery’
of the Tarairiu. In his Rerum in Brasilia gestarum historia for all his
melancholia, he repeatedly and not simply out of a sense of duty -
expressed his great enthusiasm for Dutch empire - building in the
Atlantic area. The fighting between the Dutch and Indians at Bahia in
1624 led him to comment that his compatriots had done better than
the Ancients in that they had fought against wilder opponents and
further away from home.® In a paean to colonial expansion he
stressed that the acquisition of overseas territories would not only
guarantee peace at home, but that it would bring ‘religion, wealth,
laws, morals and civility to far-flung peoples’.® A defence of
imperialism on the grounds of its civilizing mission assumes a
widespread potential for civilization among the colonized peoples and
may lead to the view that ‘savagery’ is a step on the road to civility.
This is also borne out by an aside to his description of the Brazilian
Indians. There he noted how knowledge of the various customs could
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be useful for those who had to deal with foreign peoples and that
prudentia prescribed no race should be written off as totally
degenerate or any other (i.e. one’s own) be ascribed a monopoly of
good qualities. ‘It is appropriate to subject the morals of these peoples
to a very fruitful study and to admire the wisdom of Nature which has
clad in the same externals so many customs and instincts; this edifies
the mind so that we behave differently with different people, so that
we know good is to be expected from which people and what evil is
to be feared. For though some people are so orderly and so strict in
their morals that we could not wish to make an improvement, we do
not find a people so uncivilized that there is no good in them’.%

The fact that Johan Maurits took a delegation of Tarairiu back
to the Netherlands with him, where their rights were to be confirmed
by the States-General, may perhaps lead us to deduce that that he
presumed that they could in time be incorporated into the colonial
community as had earlier been the case with other Tapuyas from the
south of Pernambuco. The available material offers no certainty on
this point, however, nor can it be established whether his faith in the
spread of civility in any way corresponded with the views of his
historiographer although we may assume that Barlaecus would not
have made any statements which would be unwelcome to his patron.

Roelof Baro’s account of his journey contains many
references to aspects of the Tarairiu way of life dealt with in greater
detail earlier by Rabe. Briefly and impartially he tells how the
“Tapuya’ supported themselves, what contacts they maintained with
the other Indians in the sertdo and what ceremonies they conducted
on a given day. The extent to which the daily life of the Taraidu, was
pervaded by rituals invoking protection or ceremonies marking the
status of sex and age groups emerges even more dearly from his
account than from Rabe’s. In June 1647 hardly a day passed without
some important ceremony for Baro to note: the piercing of children’s
lips and ears to enable ornaments to be attached, the invocation of
spirits to make a prediction, the eating of a dead child by its relatives,
rites for marriageable girls and boys, and on several occasions races
in which the men carried heavy tree-trunks. Baro noted all this ‘sine
ira et studio’, on a single occasion he notes that the speed of the
ageing Nhandui in the relay with tree-trunks prompted Jan Strass, his
Polish companion, to suggest that the chief was endowed with his
strength by the devil.* Even more remarkable than this detachment is
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the attempt to grasp the position of the Tarairiu and especially that of
Nhandui. Baro reproduces at length Nhandui’s tirades on the miserly
quality of the gifts from the Dutch.” Nhandui emerges as an astute
negotiator, well-briefed on the ever-shifting alliances of friends and
foes and determined, by alternately. issuing threats and promising to
cooperate,, to induce the Dutch to do as much for him as possible.
From the passages on the diplomacy conducted in the sertdo we
detect a realization that although much of the Tarairiu’s actions may
have been unfathomable, they did at least share with the Dutch their
sense of preservation. Other European colonists besides Baro may
perhaps have found some similarities- between themselves and the
Tarairiu in their reactions to critical situations. In descriptions of the
Tarairiu which have come down to us these allies are almost always
presented however as ‘others™and ‘outsiders .

Albert Eckhout’s ‘Tapuya’ Dance and his life-size figures of
a ‘Tapuya’ man and woman were recently singled out by Hugh
Honour as the most remarkable example of an objective and
analytical view of the original inhabitants of America and as an
expression of the realization that Indians were really human beings.*®
[P1s. 201-206] The carefully observed detail of hair, ornaments and
weapons supports this view insofar as it is undoubtedly human to pay
attention to one’s looks and to master skills necessary for making
tools and decorations. But although it 1s clear that Eckhout considered
the Tarairiu to be true men as opposed to manlike animals os spirits in
human form, this does not imply that he judged them to be fully
human. A comparison of his portraits with those depicting the Tupi
Indians will show that the humanity of the ‘Tapuyas’ was believed to
be stunted or incomplete. The landscape in which the ‘Tapuya’
figures are placed is uncultivated. They go practically naked: the
man’s face is deformed by ormaments. The animals at their feet are
wild ones. The woman is carrying pieces of a human body, the man.
the dub that was used to crush the skulls of prisoners destined for
their cannibal feasts. In contrast, the Tupi woman is set against the
background of a plantation, the man against a river with ships and at
his foot is a manioc root, the main food plant of the colony. The Tupi
cover their private parts, show no body painting or deforming facial
ornaments. The woman is carrying household goods and is protecting
the young life of her child. The man is holding weapons for hunting
rather than for war. The contrast is between wilderness and savagery
on the one hand and a cultivated habitat and elementary civility on the
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other. This whole series of Eckhout’s paintings can be interpreted as
showing the different grades of civility ranging from the Tarairiu via
the Tupi and blacks to the mulattos and mestizos. There is no
indication in the paintings whether or not the ‘Tapuyas’ may reach a
higher stage. It has been argued above that Dutch attempts to
‘civilize’ the Tarairiu were thwarted from the start and that
consequently many colonial officials thought that the ‘Tapuya’ would
remain as they were. This may well have been Eckhout’s opinion.
The message behind his series of paintings would then be: These are
our Tupi, blacks, mulattos and mestizos, recruits to civility who show

some promise; and those are the Tapuyas, our irredeemable, infernal
allies.
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