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ABSTRACT

A Grammar of Matses

by

David William Fleck

This dissertation is a synchronic description of the grammar of the Matses
language (also know as Mayoruna; Panoan family) as currently spoken by the Matses
people living in Amazonian Peru and Brazil. The Matses language is spoken by 2000-
2200 people, Amerindians who were first contacted in 1969 and continue to pursue
traditional subsistence practices. This is the first attempt at a comprehensive description
of the grammar of Matses; full-length grammars of no other Panoan language exist.

Matses phonology, morphology, and syntax are the principal topics of this work.
It follows a traditional format and is organized so that it can be used as a reference. The
introductory chapter briefly provides information about classification of the language
(particularly the Mayoruna subgroup), demography, physical setting, history,
ethnography, literature review, and methodology. The second chapter describes Matses
phonology, including an inventory of distinctive segments, syllable structure,
morphophonology, prosody, sound symbolism, and borrowing. The next seven chapters
are on morphology (an introduction to morphology, followed by six chapters describing
the morphology of nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, postpositions, and particles). All
aspects of morphology are treated in these sections, including identification of word

classes and subclasses, affixation, clitics, reduplication, and class-changing processes.



it
The last three chapters are on syntax (phrases, one-clause sentences, and multi-clause
sentences). The appendix contains three parsed texts.

Matses has six vowels and 15 consonants. A word-level alternating rhythmic
stress pattern characterizes the sound of the language. Morphologically, Matses stands
between isolating and polysynthetic languages, and between agglutinative
inflecting/fusional languages. 1t is the large number of morphological possibilities that is
striking about Matses, not the length of its words. Interesting morphological properties
include a complex system for coding evidentiality, an elaborate system of directional
verbal suffixes, and adverb transitivity agreement. Constituent order is essentially free
from syntactic restrictions. Subordination is achieved through expansion of syntactic
slots though class-changing processes. Clause-chaining is a prominent feature of Matses
discourse with sentences of up to ten clauses. Interesting syntax includes ergative-
absolutive case marking alongside nominative-accusative person agreement, and three-

place verbs with identical objects.
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FOREWORD

When we were boys, whenever my friends and I met a kid who spoke a different
language, we would sit around having a good time laughing as we asked intently what the
words in their language were for fart, pee, poop, butt, and all those words. Who would
have thought back then that one day I would receive a Ph.D. for doing just that sort of
thing. Of course, I spent time learning a lot of other things about the Matses language,
but eliciting “potty talk” as we lounged around in hammocks was always the funnest part.
This enjoyment did not emanate just from the inherent comedy of this topic or even just
from learning this extremely interesting language, but also from the friendliness of my
Matses teachers as they generously shared their language with me. I always felt, as I
learned their language and eventually became fluent, that 1 was being allowed to enter
each time deeper into a magical world, into a way of thinking that could not be accessed
or understood without knowing this “secret code.” This grammatical description is my
way of sharing this experience with those who are interested. For this reason, I have
strived to learn and include as much descriptive detail as possible about the Matses
language in this work. I have tried to learn it correctly and thoroughly so that others can
understand this language. I came to feel that it was my responsibility to describe and
explain this treasure to the world and be true to its logic and intricacies. I have already
been told that this dissertation is “too long.” 1 agree that it may indeed be too long for
anyone who ventures to read it cover-to-cover. That is why, in addition to being
organized into a logical sequence, this work is divided into numerous cross-referenced
sections to help readers use it as a reference grammar, without having to read it all. I do
not pretend to have done a complete or flawless job, but I have tried my best, with the
hope that others will get some enjoyment from this description as they read it, and join

me in the excitement and wonder of learning about the Matses language.



CHAPTER 1

GENERAL INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

This dissertation is a synchronic description of the grammar of the Matses
language as currently spoken by the Matses people living in Amazonian Peru and Brazil
(Figures 1.1 & 1.2). The main part of this work is dedicated to the detailed description of
all aspects of Matses morphology (chapters 3-9) and syntax (chapters 10-12). Chapter 2,
on phonology, is included to orient the reader on topics relative to grammatical topics,
such as morphophonology, definition of “word” vs. “phrase,” etc., but it is not intended
to be an in-depth analysis of theoretical phonological issues in Matses. The principal
goals were the detailed documentation of structure, function, semantics, and usage, rich
exemplification, and identification of minor as well as language-wide grammatical
patterns in the language.

The present chapter puts Matses in linguistic and ethnological perspective by
reviewing comparative, historical, socio- and ethno-linguistic topics, as well as the
language setting, including demography, physical and ecological environment, history,
and ethnography (§1.4). This chapter also includes an exhaustive literature review on the
Matses language and an abbreviated literature review of ethnographic studies among the
Matses (§1.5). Section 1.6 describes the data collection and analysis methodology used
in this study, including the author’s experience with the Matses and the field situation.
The last section (§1.7) addresses some technical issues, including the format of the

grammar, notational conventions and orthography, as well as an overview of the

language.



S
o’

lquitos ® f, PERU L Bl N “
aiver 9 a n‘.| s 5 G w :
: 3! “Ve WY ‘ & o . i -
= Colonia o/ Tabatinga
L, &, Jenaro Angamos § f~~ng Leticia
.,,.g’ ot Herrera A ‘ imel
5 RBeguena 44 £ ;;a meiras
P A fo
§" Nuevo e B RAZI L
3 » San -
) ' Juan

Galvez River’ s
Z

%3 & Matses villages
K e non-iribal towns
& Jayar s . uncontacted Matses
,
0 100km

Figure 1.1. Map showing the location of all Matses villages inhabited in 2002 (14 in
Loreto, Peru; 3 in Amazonas, Brazil), and nearby non-tribal towns and cities. This map
also shows the areas where uncontacted Matses are believed to exist. The Matses village
of Nuevo San Juan (73°9°50”W, 5°17°30”S, 150 m above sea level) on the Galvez River
is where most of the data for this study were collected. See Figure 1.2 for a closer view
of the area with the highest concentration of villages.
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Figure 1.2. Close-up view of the Gélvez River and Upper Javari River area where most
of the Matses villages are located. This map shows all 14 of the Peruvian Matses villages
and two of the three Brazilian Matses villages (see Figure 1.1 for the location of

Lameirdo, the third Brazilian Matses village, on the lower Javari River). Buenas Lomas
Antigua, is the location of the SIL mission and airstrip.




1.2 Denominations and autodenominations

The group of people whose language this grammar describes are known as and
call themselves “Matses” (Matsés in Spanish and Portuguese).! In their language, the
term matses is polysemous: whereas it can refer to any human or to people as a general
category, in other contexts it refers strictly to Matses speakers, who are arguably the
category prototype (see §1.3.4 below for details on the semantics of the term matses and
the Matses’ ethnic classification of humans). The academic literature on the Matses now
uses the term Matses to refer to this group, a practice evidently initiated by Steven
Romanoff (1976, 1983, 1984).% Prior to this, the Matses were referred to as “Mayoruna”
(in both English and Spanish), and early linguistic and anthropological publications on
the Matses can be found using this term (e.g., Kneeland 1979a, Fields and Merrifield
1980). The term Mayoruna can still be found today in journalistic sources, as well as a
few recent academic publications (e.g., Milton 1991, 1994). The Matses now know that
the term Mayoruna refers to them, but it is not a Matses word, and they claim to have

been unfamiliar with it prior to contact with SIL personnel in 1969. The term Mayoruna

! The term Matses is both singular and plural, in Matses and in English. In Spanish and
Portuguese the correct spelling of Matses is with a written accent on the e (Matsés), in accordance
with the languages’ orthographic rules. But neither in SIL Matses orthography (which has no
marking of stress) nor in a more accurate orthography that would capture phonemic stress (see the
phonology chapter), would the word matses carry a written accent, so there is no reason to write
one in English, although some recent authors have done so (e.g., Cooper 2000, Soares 2000,
internet web pages). In Spanish and Portuguese, Matsés is likewise both singular and plural (e.g.,
Spanish: los Matsés, un Matsés). Note that in strictly formal Spanish writing, language and
nationality/ethnic group names are not capitalized (e.g., espafiol, los espafioles; vasco/vascon
‘Basque’). Similarly, in standard written Portuguese, when referring to the Matses language
(rather than the people) or when used as an adjective, the word should not be capitalized (i.e., os
Matsés, but a lingua matsés). However, it is common practice in South American linguistic and
anthropological literature for Indian tribe/language names to be capitalized throughout instead,
even as adjectives.
? Steven Romanoff, an American anthropologist, conducted dissertation research among the
Matses in 1974-6, and was the first anthropologist to do so. To my knowledge, Romanoff (1976)
contains the first published use of Matsés (in Spanish) to refer to the Matses; Romanoff (1983)
contains the first use of the designation “Matses” in English. Romanoff (1984) argues for the use
of Matses instead of Mayoruna to refer to this group of people.



was a term used since the late 1600s by Jesuit priests to refer to peoples inhabiting areas
between the Huallaga and the Javari Rivers.” There is reason to believe that at least some
of these people were ancestors of the Matses, but due to sketchy historical records the
exact nature of this descent is unknown, and some authors (e.g., Romanoff 1984) have
asserted that there is no necessary connection between the Matses and the historical
Mayoruna (see §1.4.4 on Matses history). More recently, Erikson (1994) has designated
the term “Mayoruna” as a cover term to include the Matses, Matis, and some other

closely related northern Panoan groups (see next section).

1.3 Matses comparative and historical linguistics

Based on a preliminary comparison of Matses with some other Mayoruna
languages, this section shows the relationship of Matses to other similar languages in the
present and past. Section 1.3.1 describes the classification of Matses into family, stock,
etc., based on the published literature. Section 1.3.2 compares Matses to other extant
Mayoruna varieties to explore their status as dialects vs. independent languages. Section
1.3.3 compares Matses to historical Mayoruna lexicons to determine which can be
identified as closely related to Matses. And section 1.3.4 offers a brief explanation of

Matses traditional classification of the different ethnic groups of people in the area.

1.3.1 Genetic classification

Matses is a member of the Panoan linguistic family (Pano or pano in Spanish,

Portuguese, French, etc.). There seems to be no controversy at all about this, as the

* The term Mayoruna has multiple variants and synonyms (mostly from the historical literature)
including: Maxuruna, Majuruna, Mayiruna, Maxirona, Mayuzuna, Barbudo and Dallus (Steward
and Métraux 1948:551). Matlock (2002) lists several more: Macurunas, Mayuzunas, Mairomas,
Mayu, Maxiruna, Magirona, Majeronas, Mangeroma, Mangeronas, Mayruna and Maiyu. The
etymology of the term Mayoruna is not completely certain: it is most likely of Quechua origin
meaning either ‘river people’ or ‘people of the Mayo River.”



Panoan language family is fairly uniform linguistically (Shell 1965/1975) and culturally
(Erikson 1992, 1993b; Erikson ef al. 1994). The different Panoan groups occupy a fairly
contiguous territory in eastern Peru, western Brazil, and northern Bolivia. The grouping
of the Panoan and Takanan language families is generally accepted (“proved beyond
doubt” according to Suarez 1973:137), but a few authors remain somewhat skeptical
(e.g., Loos 1999). A Proto-Takanan reconstruction can be found in Girard (1971); see
also Key (1968). Pano-Takanan is then usually placed into a stock called Macro-Panoan
(called “Tacapano” by Swadesh 1960; “Macro-Pano” by Lathrap 1970; and “Macro-
Pano-Tacanan” by Suarez 1973). Much more controversial (e.g., Dixon and Aikhenvald
2000, Rodrigues 2000) is Greenberg’s (1987) classification of Macro-Panoan into his
Ge-Pano-Carib phylum. Rhulen (1987:241; 374-377), following Greenberg (1987),
provides the following classification (abbreviated; numbers in brackets represent number

of extant languages):

AMERIND
VI GE-PANO-CARIB [117]:
A MACRO-CARIB [47]
B GE-PANO [70]:
1 MACRO-PANOAN [49]:
a TCHARRUAN [0]
b {LULE-VILELA [0]
¢ MASCOIAN [5]
d Chimane (= Moseten)
e MATACO-GUAICURU [9]:
f PANO-TACANA [34]:
i PANOAN [25]
ii TACANAN [9]
2 MACRO-GE [21]

Lathrap (1970:79) notes about the Panoan family:

Panoan is a relatively small linguistic family in terms of the number of constituent
languages and in terms of the geographical range of its speakers. The diversity



among Panoan languages is not great, certainly less than that of the Maipuran
family of Arawakan, suggesting that the dispersal of the Panoan speakers from the
original hearth of Proto-Panoan has been a relatively recent development.

Erickson et al. (1994) list 34 different extant Panoan groups and Loos (1999) recognizes

30 languages in the Panoan family, of which only 19 are extant. Multiple different

subgroupings of the Panoan family exist in the literature (e.g., Tovar 1961, Loukotka

1968, Shell 1965/1975, Rhulen 1987, Erikson ef al. 1994, Fabre 1998); below I reproduce

the most recent, offered by Loos (1999:229):

The Yaminawa subgroup

O 00 ~3 O\ Lh b W N

Yaminawa

Amawaca

Cashinawa/Honikoin
Sharanawa/Shanindawa/Chandinawa/Inonawa/Marinawa
Yawanawa

Chitonawa

Yoranawa/Nawa/Parquenawa

Moronawa

Mastanawa

The Chacobo subgroup

10
11
12
13
14
15

Chacobo

1 Arazaire

T Atsawaca

1 Yamiaka
Katukina/Camannawa/Waninnawa
Pacawara

The Capanawa subgroup

16
17
18
19
20
21
22

Capanawa/Pahenbakebo
Shipibo/Conibo/Xetebo

1 Remo

Marubo

+ Wariapano/Panobo/Pano
Isconawa

+ Canamari/Taveri/Matoinahi



Ungrouped languages

23 Cashibo/Cacataibo/Comabo

24 1 Culino

25 tKaripuna

26 Kaxariri

27 Matses/Mayoruna

28 + Nokaman

29 1 Poyanawa

30 tTutxinawa
While Loos (1999) categorizes “Matses/Mayoruna” as one of 8 “ungrouped languages,”
Erikson et al. (1994) place Matses into a subgroup termed “Northern Panoans” or
“Mayoruna” together with Matis (autodenominated mates, Ferreira 2001a), Korubo,
Maya, Kulina-Pano (all in western Brazil) and a dozen unknown uncontacted groups.
According to Erikson (1994:20), the term would also include about a half-dozen probably
extinct groups, some of whose survivors lived among the Matses, referred to by the
Matses using the general term mayu ‘non-Matses Indian,” and including the Nakwa,
Pacha, Chekachama, and Kapishto. The Matses language or the Mayoruna language
group has been identified as the most deviant in the Panoan family by Kneeland (1994),
Izaguirre (1922-29; cited in Erikson 1994:17), Dorigo (2001), Dorigo and Costa (1996;
cited in Dorigo 2001), Lanes (2002) and Lanes (2000; cited in Lanes 2002) . T have not
done comparative work on the Panoan family yet, so I cannot offer my own
classification. However, having read Loos’ (1999) general description of the Panoan
linguistic family, I note that Matses stands out as exhibiting exceptions to most of his
generalizations of characteristic linguistic traits of the family.

On cultural grounds (and consistent with traditional habitation along major rivers

vs. interfluvial upland forest), a binary distinction is often made between “riverine

Panoans” and “backwoods Panoans” (e.g., Lathrap 1970). Matses (and Mayoruna in

general) are considered part of the latter subdivision.



1.3.2 Mayoruna languages and dialects

The use of the term “Mayoruna” in the classifications mentioned in the preceding
section brings up a very important issue about Matses and the similar northern Panoan
languages listed by Erikson (1994). Loos (1999) does not list Matis, Korubo, Maya or
Kulina-Pano in his classification, so one might infer that he considers them dialects of
Matses, rather than separate languages. Unfortunately, Loos (1999), did not specify
whether he means “Mayoruna” to be a synonym of “Matses,” or whether he uses the term
as Erikson (1994) does (or perhaps he may have simply overlooked these little-known
groups). Erikson (1994), by contrast, makes it explicit that he intends Mayoruna to be
taken as a superordinate term, rather than a synonym of Matses, and provides ample
justification for using the term thus. 1 agree with Erikson, and henceforth when referring
to modern groups I will use the word Mayoruna in this superordinate sense, rather than as
a synonym of Matses.* Whether the Mayoruna varieties are dialects of a single language
or independent but closely-related languages is a complex issue, as anecdotes about
mutual intelligibility and the results of lexicostatistic comparisons are contradictory.

There is essentially no linguistic data available for Korubo, Maya and Kulina Pano, the
first two of which remain for the most part uncontacted. Philippe Erikson mentions that
the Korubo claim to “speak the exact same language as the Matis” (1994:20), reports that
the Matis claim to “speak practically the same language as [the Kulina Pano]” (1994:20),
and cites a source reporting that “Matses interpreters for the FUNAI claimed to be able to
understand [the Maya] (with some difficulty) during a brief encounter in 1978 (1994:22;
all translations mine from the Spanish original). Additionally, one old Matses man told

me that he has contacted the Matis by shortwave radio, and while he could not understand

* Note, however, that in its historical usage, it is not so easy to be precise about the referents of
the term Mayoruna, as will be seen in the following section and section 1.4.4.
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most of them at all, he was able to find one Matis man with whom he able to
communicate some simple ideas. One young Matses man who went to work on the Itui
River among the Matis said that it took him two months before he could have meaningful
conversation, though from the beginning he could convey simple ideas. In 2002, I
showed a video tape of a documentary on the Matis (Jillings 1998) to several Matses
people individually, and then to several large groups (in Iquitos and in Colonia
Angamos), and they (and I) were able to recognize almost nothing of Matis speech (the
very fast speech of the Matis seems to be a confounding variable). Thus, these accounts
suggest that the Mayoruna varieties are linked by varying levels of mutual intelligibility
(i.e., from readily mutually intelligible, for Matis, Korubo and Kulina Pano, to marginally
mutually intelligible for Matses and Matis, and Matses and Maya), a recognized rule of
thumb for identifying dialect vs. language status.

Paradoxically, my preliminary lexical comparison of Matis and Matses using a
200-word list provided by Ferreira (2001a)’ compared to Matses data elicited by me
found that only 53-72% of the terms were cognate.® According to Crowley (1997:184), a
shared cognate percentage in core vocabulary of 55-81% indicates two independent
languages in a subfamily (or under another system that does not consider subfamilies, 36-
81% is indicative of two independent languages in one language family). A the range of
53-72%, then, assuming the accurate value lies somewhere in between, fairly squarely

places Matses and Matis as independent languages in a subfamily, rather than dialects of

* (Spanguero) Ferreira (2000) provides the exact same list (with some spelling discrepancies).
The lists are in the form of Matis-Portuguese and Portuguese-Matis word lists. The lists contain
85% of the words in the Swadesh 200 word list (Swadesh 1955). The Matis word lists were
revised by Philippe Erikson, and multiple entries were corrected, but some mistakes probably
remain.

® Due to the unreliable nature of some of the Matis data, 1 provide a range, rather than a single
figure: the first figure, 53%, is a conservative one in that it excludes all questionable or
(phonetically or semantically) marginal matches, the second figure 72%, in an inclusive figure
that includes all questionable and marginal matches, including matches with Matses archaic
forms.
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a single language. Furthermore, my review of recent theses on Matis phonology (Ferreira
2000) and grammar (Ferreira 2001a) revealed enough grammatical differences with
Matses, that I would hesitate to call them dialects of a single language.” My impression
is that the languages are even more dissimilar than Spanish and Portuguese.

One possibility is that mutual intelligibility is achieved through simplification of
word and sentence structure and by reverting to archaic vocabulary, similarly, perhaps, to
the situation described in Loos (1999) where speakers of Cashinawa and Sharanawa (two
Panoan languages in Loos’ Yaminawa subgroup) resort to a pidgin language when they
communicate with each other. Thus, based on my lexicostatistic comparisons,
preliminary comparison of Matses and Matis phonology and grammar, and the fact that
Matses and Matis are only marginally mutually intelligible, 1 suggest here that Matses
and Matis be considered separate languages. But they are similar enough to each other,
and different enough from other Panoan languages that it makes sense to group them
together into a subfamily (i.e., Erikson’s Mayoruna subgroup). Korubo, Maya and
Kulina Pano may very well be dialects of Matis, as suggested by the anecdotes reported
by Erikson (1994), but I cannot make an informed judgment on that at this time.

To Erikson’s Mayoruna category, I can confidently add Chankuéshbo,® language
currently spoken by only two known native speakers. Both of these speakers are old
women who were captured as very young women by Matses raiders from a locality
described by the captives and captors as what is most likely the east margin of the Itui

River in Amazonas, Brazil. One of these Chankuéshbo speakers lives in Nuevo San

" Two examples are that Matis has 7 vowel phonemes compared to the Matses 6, and the two
languages have completely different sentential negation strategies.

¥ The term literally means ‘toucan clan people.” It is the clan name of at least one of the living
speakers (they have no autodenomination), and is the term by which Matses refer to them. It is
pronounced [tfan.kwis.bo] by the speaker [ worked with, and the Matses pronounce it either the

same way or as [tfjan.kwis.bo].



12

Juan, and I have collected long word lists from her language. She is an old woman now,
and although she is very honest, consistent and enthusiastic, she unfortunately has trouble
remembering some terms. Preliminary comparison of a core lexicon I collected from her
shares 71-85% cognates with Matses, and 58-68% with Matis (Table 1.1). However,
numbers may be inflated for the Matses-Chankuéshbo compaﬁsons since she may be
innocently producing Matses vocabulary for forgotten Chankuéshbo terms.” These

languages were probably all dialects of a single language several hundred years ago.

Table 1.1. Preliminary lexicostatistic comparisons of three extant Mayoruna languages.

Clear All Number of

cognates” cognates comparisons
Matses-Matis 53% 72% 198
Matses-Chankuéshbo 71% 85% 189
Chankuéshbo-Matis 58% 68% 187

* Excludes marginal and questionable cognate matches, as well as any archaic forms.

At the other end of the dialect spectrum, it is possible to identify two very similar
Matses dialects. These can be called the Brazilian Matses Dialect and the Peruvian
Matses Dialect. The Brazilian Matses Dialect is spoken by the people living on the
Brazilian side of the Javari River and in the Matses village of Nuevo Cashishpi, which is
located on the Peruvian bank of the Upper Javari, literally a stone’s throw from Brazil (if
there were any stones to throw) (Figure 1.2). The Peruvian Matses Dialect is spoken in

the rest of the Peruvian villages'®. The first village I worked in (as a zoologist) was

° T had expected the Chankuéshbo language to be more similar to Matis, considering their
probable homeland is near the present location of the Matis. There is some indication that
Chankuéshbo might be the same language as Korubo.

' The Matses village of San José de Afiushi stands in between the two dialects, being located
geographically among the Peruvian Matses villages (on the lower Galvez), while having closest
kinship ties to the Brazilian and Nuevo Cashishpi Matses.
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Nuevo Cashishpi, and I have contact with Matses from Nuevo Cashishpi occasionally at

Colonia Angamos, so I have first-hand experience with the Brazilian dialect, though I

have not studied it linguistically and I have never been to the Brazilian villages. In 2001,

a Peruvian Matses man who had married a woman from the Brazilian Matses village of

Trinta e Um visited in Nuevo San Juan for several weeks, and I was able to converse with

the woman and hear her husband’s impressions of her speech. I have noticed several

lexical differences; the ones I jotted down are listed in Table 1.2.

Table 1.2. A few lexical differences between the Brazilian and the Peruvian Matses

Dialects.

Nuevo Cashishpi/Trinta e Um

Nuevo San Juan

bada ‘shotgun’

bedcate ‘flashlight’

ampada ‘plate’
anshodo ‘bowl’

chéshte chiun ‘spoon’
nunte/cano ‘canoe’ (Synonymous)

bata ‘papaya’

padu/acte ‘river’ (both in
common usage)
téshé ‘meat’

siabud ‘vomit’
bimbi/mimbi ‘you: Ergative
bibi/mibi ‘you: Absolutive’
iqui/nuqui ‘wefus (1+2)’

chompian ‘shotgun’

tabote/cachita iste ‘flashlight’

bedcate ‘photographic camera’

pada padaid ‘plate’

tasun ‘bowl!’ (Spanish borrowing)

cuchada ‘spoon’ (Spanish borrowing)

nunte ‘palm trunk canoe’

cano ‘hardwood dugout canoe’

dectad ‘papaya’

bata ‘sweet; species of wild trees with tiny
sweet fruits’

padu ‘river’ (never used, considered archaic)

acte ‘river’ (the term in common usage)

pambid ‘meat’

téshé ‘piece of something (e.g., meat)’

ucbud ‘vomit’

mimbi ‘you: Ergative’

mibi ‘you: Absolutive’

nuqui ‘wefus (1+2)’

Note: Most Matses that speak the Peruvian Matses Dialect are familiar with all the terms
in this table, but do not use the Brazilian Matses Dialect terms on an every-day basis, and
remark that they consider them odd.
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As can be seen in Table 1.2., many of the differences are for objects that were recently
introduced into Matses culture. Also, the Brazilian Matses are in contact with Portuguese
speakers, and borrow more from Portuguese than from Spanish (although sometimes it is
not evident whether a word was borrowed from Spanish or Portuguese). The Matses at
Nuevo San Juan remark that the Brazilian Matses speak slower, and exaggeratedly
imitating the Brazilian “slow speech” is a great source of merriment for them. Using
Brazilian Matses Dialect terms like those in Table 1.2 also frequently elicit laughter for
the Peruvian Matses. My impression is that the two dialects differ about as much as
Midwestern and Southern American English, and somewhat less than Lima and Loreto

Spanish."!

1.3.3 Comparisons with early “Mayoruna® lexicons

As noted above and will be discussed in section 1.4.4, the historical literature has
many references to Mayoruna groups based on dubious identifications with respect to the
relationship of the people in question to other historical Mayoruna and to the present-day
Mayoruna (Matses, Matis, etc.). Several of these sources provided short lexicons, and the
purpose of this section is to try to understand more about the identity of Mayoruna in the
historical record by comparing the lexicons to each other and to modern Matses.

The first of such lexicons to enter the available literature (to my knowledge), is
Johann Baptist von Spix’s 137-word Maxuruna lexicon collected in Tabatinga around

1820 (Spix and Martius 183 1:11I,1188)."* Francis de Castelnau (1851:V,299-300) later

' T know almost nothing about the language variety spoken by the Matses at Lameirdo located on
the lower Javari River (see Figure 1.1). However, their separation from the main group of
Brazilian Matses on the Upper Javari occurred in 1978 (following a conflict with other Matses)
(Melatti 1981), so it is not expected that their speech should deviate much from that of the other
Brazilian Matses.

21 got Spix’s list as a Latin-Maxuruna lexicon reproduced in Martius (1867:11,236-237); possibly
the original was German-Maxuruna. The editions of Spix and Matius (1867) that I have been
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provides two lexicons for two recognized Mayoruna varieties: a 54-word lexicon for the
Mayorunas civilisés (‘civilized Mayoruna’) and an 80-word lexicon for the Mayorunas
sauvages (‘savage Mayoruna’); both are French-Mayoruna and collected around 1845.
These lists, despite being short, contain words that could be considered for the most part
core vocabulary, and therefore not so likely to change over time. While comparison of
Matses and Matis with other extant languages can be improved by studying the languages
more closely, for these historical groups we cannot obtain more precise quantitative
results due to the finite number of possible comparisons that can be made among the
lexicons. And for the comparisons of these historical lexicons with modern Matses there
is the additional diachronic variable (157/182 years). Therefore, any conclusions we
draw are tentative and unavoidably imprecise. The comparisons produced the results in

Table 1.3;

Table 1.3. Comparisons of historical Mayoruna lexicons and modern Matses.

Languages compared Clear All Number of
cognates” cognates possible comparisons

M. civilisés & M. sauvages 73% 81% 52

M. civilisés & Maxuruna 61% T4% 31

M. sauvages & Maxuruna 55% 71% 49

Maxuruna & Matses 48% 74% 136

M. civilisés & Matses 41% 70% 56

M. sauvages & Matses 40% 71% 83

* Excludes marginal and questionable cognate matches.

If, for the sake of argument, we make the assumption that the relative similarity of these

lexicons reflects the actual relative relatedness of these languages, one trend that stands

able to view (e.g., Spix and Martius 1966) do not include the lexicon. Perhaps only the original
edition contains it, or the reference in Martius (1867) is erroneous. Martius (1867:11, 238-239)
also reproduces Castelnau’s Mayoruna lexicons (as Latin-Mayoruna word lists).
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out is that Castelnau’s two groups are the most closely related to one another. In fact, if
we consider Crowley’s (1997) ranges mentioned in the preceding section (81-100% =
dialects of a single language; 55-81% = independent languages in a subfamily), it looks
like Castelnau’s two Mayoruna varieties border on dialect status. Meanwhile, Spix’s
Maxuruna appear to have spoken a separate, but closely-related language. Comparison
with Matses also suggests that these historical varieties are closely related to Matses (and
therefore all appropriately considered part of Erikson’s Mayoruna subgroup), but is my
impression is that these historical Mayoruna are not the direct predecessors of the Matses,
but rather that Matses came from a fourth similar variety.”” With this information in
hand, it is tempting to speculate that the linguistic situation at the time was that of a
dialect continuum, where neighboring groups spoke closely-related, readily mutually
intelligible languages (like Castelnau’s two groups) while groups at the extremes of the
continuum spoke languages distinct from each other. This is a likely scenario in light of
the apparently fairly contiguous nature of Mayoruna territory at the time. It is also
possible, however, that some Mayoruna groups spoke distinct languages, unrelated by
intervening dialects, perhaps due to geographical isolation, earlier separation from the
core/other groups, and/or unfriendly (hostile or avoidance) relationships with other
Mayoruna groups. This hypothesis of a Mayoruna language continuum is made more
compelling by the fact that there are many captives among the Matses that are the last
living speakers of Mayoruna varieties that are very similar to Matses (e.g.,
Chankuéshbo), the implication being that more than 50 years ago there were a lot more
Mayoruna groups in the area. The dialect continuum would have at least partially broken
down as the extinction of intervening Mayoruna varieties left the extant Mayoruna groups

isolated form one another. Simplification of word and sentence structure, use of archaic

3 1 still have not compared Matis and Chankuéshbo to these historical Mayoruna lexicons, but it
is possible that the results will suggest some linear relationships.
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lexicon and/or familiarity with the other languages may have facilitated inter-group
communication between more distinct Mayoruna languages. The Mayoruna groups
familiar to the seventeenth-century Jesuits were likely even more similar to each other at
the time, so that these priests, arguably the people most intimately familiar with historical
Mayoruna languages, were not compelled to label them as different groups, though they
probably noted some differences, as did Castelnau.'*

The situation is different with the only Mayoruna word list available from the
early twentieth-century. The list in question is Tessmann’s (1930:378) 35-word German-
Mayoruna lexicon (plus about 79 glossed terms in his prose) colleted in Peru at Requena
(at the confluence of the Ucayali and the Tapiche River; Figure 1.1). Tessmann’s lexicon
appears to not even be from a Panoan group’”: of the 109 comparisons I was able to
make; only 4 are clearly cognates and an additional 5 terms are questionable/marginal
cognate forms (= 4-8%); a range of figures that suggest they are not even in the same
stock, according to Crowley’s [1997:173] ranges). Therefore, this represents a
misidentification, at least as far being a group closely related to the ancestors of the
present-day Matses (or Mayoruna). It is possible that Tessmann’s informant was being
dishonest about the denomination of his group, but it is more likely that the term
Mayoruna (and variants of the term) were initially used to refer to more than one
circumscribed group of Indians by Jessuits, and that later it began to be uncritically
overused in the centuries after the Jesuits left due to the lack of familiarity with the then

mostly uncontacted groups, including non-Panoan groups in the area. See section 1.4.4

'* The Barbudos, a group known during the period of the Jesuit missions (fifteenth and sixteenths
centuries), may have been a recognized Mayoruna subgroup (see Matlock 2002).

" Loukotka (1968:146) identified this group (autodenominated “Morike,” according to Tessmann
1930) as an ungrouped language (called “Morique or Mayoruna,” by Loukotka) in his Arawak
stock, and little else has been written about it. Aikhenvald (1999) lists Morike/Mayoruna as an
extinct language in her South-Western Arawak group. More comparisons need to be done to see
if it can be identified as an extant language, but most likely it is extinct.
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and Matlock (2002) for a historical perspective on this topic. The only other relevant

word list with which I am familiar is Alviano’s (1957) Portuguese-Maioruna/Magirona
list of 503 words and phrases, collected on the Jandiatuba River in Brazil from the self-
proclaimed last living speaker of the language, who claimed that his tribe recently arrived
there from the Ucayali River in Peru. The language that Alviano documented is clearly
Panoan, but is clearly not identifiable as Matses, Matis or Chankuéshbo. 1 have not done
a quantitative or careful comparison of Alviano’s list to the extant and historical
Mayoruna languages, so I cannot say yet whether it belongs in the Mayoruna subgroup or

not (a forthcoming paper will explore this issue).

1.3.4 Matses ethnic classification

The notions of the Panoan family and the Mayoruna subgroup are reflected to
some extent in the prototype structure of Matses terminology for classifying groups of
humans. The Matses classify humans primarily using three words: matses

‘Matses/Indian/human’ mayu ‘non-Matses Indian’ and chotac ‘non-Indian.’

The term matses is polysemous: whereas it can refer to any human or to people as
a general category, in other contexts it refers strictly to Matses speakers, who are the
category prototype.'® By inference, then, (and confirmed by older speakers) the Matses,
at least traditionally, consider themselves humans par excellence, but do not necessarily
consider outsiders non-human. The term Matses can be used to designate categories of
intermediate inclusiveness, as well, such as Matses-like Indians or Indians in general.

The term matses utsi ‘other Indian’ is typically used to refer to closely related Indians,

' This type of multi-level polysemy, where the general category term is also the prototype term,
is a common feature of Matses classification. The fact that the term matses-quio refers only to
the Matses in any context supports the prototype analysis (the enclitic -mbo/-quio marks
prototypes, meaning “real” or “true” following noun phrases; §4.6.6). Captives living among the
Matses, for example, are not matses-quio ‘true Matses.’
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especially those with similar languages that the Matses claim to be able to at least
partially understand (such as those which I have been identifying as Mayoruna
languages). These languages, according to Matses speakers I have worked with, include
those spoken by captive women living among the Matses, including Chankuéshbo
(introduced above), Démushbo (see third text in the appendix), Kapishto, Paud Usunquid
and others. Phrases like cun matses ‘my people,” min matses ‘your people’ debin matses
‘David’s people,” etc., are used to refer to members of one’s tribe (in the case of Indians)
or race/country (in the case of non-Indians). In still other contexts, the word matses may
refer to the speaker’s co-resident or closer kin. (See the third text in the appendix for

examples of various different usages of the term matses.) As with some Matses kinship

terms, the exact referent depends on context (see Romanoff 1984 on siblings and parallel
cousins).
The term mayu can be a generic term to refer any non-Matses Indian, and has as

its prototype non-Panoan Indians. With the augmentative enclitic ‘-mbo/-quio,” mayu-

mbo refers to an Indian whose language cannot be understood and sounds very different
from Matses (“sounds like a frog when they talk” is a frequent description of mayu-mbo
speech offered by Matses speakers). Nowadays, the term mayu might also be translated
as ‘uncivilized Indian,” as most Matses consider themselves to be more civilized'” than
anybody else, whether it be with respect to traditional or newly-acquired cultural traits.
Some Matses frequently called me “mayu” in jest when I went hunting barefoot or when
I preferred food without salt, since now many young men hunt with tennis shoes or
rubber boots, and most Matses now like their food salty (but did not a generation ago).

Similarly, boys who always shuck their clothes are sometimes jokingly called “mayu.”

7 What I mean by “civilized” here is not assimilation to Western culture, but civilized in the
sense of behaving in a correct and human-like manner. So non-Indians are still considered
inferior at least by most older Matses, and they often criticize local non-Indians’ (stereotyped)
behavior, such as dishonesty, greed, laziness, eating of taboo animals, etc.
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The term mayu matses is frequently employed instead of just mayu, but rather than being

somehow a blending of the terms mayu and matses, it just means ‘mayu.” Note that

while any group of non-Matses Indians may be referred to as “mayu” by the Matses, it is
not a Matses denomination for any particular group.'®

The term chotac is reserved for non-Indians, and the category prototype is the

Peruvian mestizos (the local non-tribal Peruvians, almost all of whom are of mixed
Spanish/Portuguese-Indian descent) who may also be called chotac chéshé “black/dark-
colored non-Indian,” to refer to them more specifically. (Light-colored) Americans and
Europeans are referred to simply as chotac or more precisely as chotac ushu ‘white/light-

colored non-Indian’ or as matses ushu ‘white/light-colored person.”'” The term chotac is

a noun, but like most nouns it can be used as an inchoative intransitive verb (i.e., to
become X) by simply adding verbal inflection. So, for example, the expression chotac-ac
(nonlndian-Inferential) ‘S/he has turned into a non-Indian’ is used to joke or criticize
people for adopting typical non-Indian behavior, such as charging money for food,

justifying being lazy because it is Sunday, wearing make-up, etc. A generation ago, a

'® Fields (1970) (also in Jackway 1975) provides a short word list elicited from two Matses men
whose mother had been kidnapped from a group Fields designated as “Mayu.” While I suggest
that this was not the Matses denomination (nor, as Fields acknowledges, an autodenomination), of
the several lexicons she provides, this is the only one that is clearly not Panoan, and therefore the
one most prototypically “mayu.” Interestingly, of 19 comparisons that could be made between
Fields’ “Mayu” (including words collected by Steven Romanoff from of these same men) and
Tessmann’s (non-Pancan) Mayoruna/Morike (introduced in the preceding section), 10 were clear,
almost identical matches (55%), and an additional 7 were probable/possible matches (total = 53-
89% cognate matches).

' It is interesting that the category prototype of a term that means ‘non-Indian” should be
mestizos, who are partly, mostly and even in some cases possibly full-blooded native
Amazonians, and therefore many are similar in stature and appearance to the Matses, as opposed
to Americans Europeans who could be considered “more non-Indian.” Their prototype status
seems to be motivated by several other factors: i) mestizos are the most numerous non-tribal
people in the area, while Americans/Europeans are more of an oddity; ii) the Matses saw mestizos
long before they met any white Americans/Europeans (presumably the first being SIL
missionaries); and iii) there is racial tension between Matses and mestizos living nearby and, for
the most part, they dislike each other and are in conflict over natural resources in Matses territory.
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male captive might be referred to as a pet. Some old Matses recognize the term naua as
meaning ‘non-Indian,” but it is considered an archaic or a Démushbo Indian term, and is

not used by the Matses.

1.4 Setting

1.4.1 Demography

Current estimates of the number of Matses speakers vary (currently, all Matses
speak Matses), ranging from “fewer than 1000” (Dorigo 2002:102) to 2500 (Pozzi-Escot
1998). Many of these figures appear to be based on guesswork, so here I attempt to give
more substantiated figures. The most accurate current estimates of Matses population
numbers can be found in Matlock (2002), who estimates a total of about 2000-2100
Matses in 1998. Matlock (2002) used a 1993 national census, a 1996 local government
census, and a census conducted by him in 1998 to calculate a total of 1314 Matses living
in the Peruvian Matses villages plus about 35 Matses living in non-tribal towns and cities
in Peru. Data for Brazil are less current and accurate: Matlock (2002) estimates fewer
than 500 living in contacted villages (CEDI 1987 reported 370 Matses in Brazil) and
perhaps a few hundred living in an uncontacted state. During the past five years, it is
likely the population has gone up considerably due to the high birth rate combined with a
low infant mortality rate, perhaps by 50 or 100. My current estimate would be 2000-
2200 for 2003. In 1976, there were only approximately 823 Matses (508 in Peru)
(Romanoff ef al. to appear), so in the last 27 years the Matses population has more than
doubled. This is consistent with the levels of moderately high fertility and moderate
childhood mortality estimated on the basis of fertility histories gathered at the start of that
period (Romanoff 1984). It is hard to estimate the Matses population prior to their first

permanent contact with outsiders in 1969, but it appears that there was significant
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depopulation during and after the rubber boom as well as the beginning of the recovery
that has continued to date, despite several epidemics and some disruption of subsistence
practices following contact.

The closely-related Matis live only in Brazil, and Ferreira (20012) reports only
210 Matis speakers. For the less-known Mayoruna subgroups, populations are even less
accurate: Erikson (1994) mentions 300 as an estimated population for the Korubo, while
Moran (2002) gives a (probably inflated) figure of 1200. The respective estimated
figures for the Maya and the Kulina Pano are 100-200 (Erikson 1994) and 88 (CIVAJA
2001).

The Matses live in 14 villages in Peru, and three villages in Brazil. Populations of
individual Peruvian villages in 1998 ranged from 24 to 435 (Matlock 2002), with the
typical small villages having about 40-60 people, and the large aggregate SIL missionary
village having had as many as 650 people in the mid 1990s. 1 discuss Matses settlement
patterns briefly again below in section 1.4.6. There are only two non-Matses towns in the
vicinity of the main concentration of Matses villages. One is Colonia Angamos, the seat
of the district of Yaquerana, which has a military garrison, and is located just below the
confluence of the Upper Javari and Galvez Rivers. The other is the Brazilian town of
Palmeiras, also with a military garrison, located a few kilometers downriver from Colonia

Angamos (Figures 1.1 & 1.2).

1.4.2 Environment

1t is useful when reading a description of a language to be familiar at least
superficially with the physical and ecological setting where the language is (or was)
spoken. For example, knowing their location, ecology and environment, it should come
as no surprise that the Matses have no terms for ‘ocean,’ ‘cactus’ or ‘skiing,” while

having 47 terms for rainforest land cover types. Fleck (1997), Harder and Fleck (1997)
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and Fleck and Harder (2000) provide detailed descriptions of the physical setting of the

Matses territory, including weather patterns, terrain, vegetation and ecology. Here I will
only provide a brief description.

Matses territory is located in northeastern Peru (department of Loreto) and
western Brazil (state of Amazonas). The locality where most of the data for this grammar
was collected is at the Matses village of Nuevo San Juan (73°9°50”W, 5°17°30”S, 150 m
above sea level) on the Galvez River (a left-bank tributary of the Javari River), in the
district of Yaquerana, department of Loreto, Peru (Figures 1.1 & 1.2). Estimates of
average annual rainfall (2900 mm/116 inches) and average annual temperature (25.9°C/
78.6°F) are only available from Jenaro Herrera, the nearest weather station, 100 km west
of Nuevo San Juan (Marengo, 1983). The weather is uniformly warm all year long, with
a few short (2-3 day) cold spells typically in June and July (emanating from Patagonian
storms). Temperature varies more during the 24-hour cycle than yearly, with a
characteristic “pre-dawn chill” starting around three in the morning that makes one want
to grab a light blanket in the middle of the night. It is hot and humid during most days,
but not unbearably so; daytime temperatures seldom exceed 32°C (90° F). The seasons
are marked by rainfall, so that it is possible to recognize a dry season (or, more
accurately, a “less wet season”) between about mid-May and early September, and a wet
season that generally starts gradually in September and comes into full force from late
December though April. During the dry season, it rains on average about two to three
days per week, the sky is usually clear, and the river levels drop considerably, exposing
riverine beaches. During full-force rainy season, it rains about five or six days a week,
sometimes continuously for several days. During the rainy season, river levels rise 8-10
meters (26-33 feet), and forest on low terrain along the rivers floods (up to 1 km inland

for the Upper Javari River; less for the Galvez River).
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The area around most Matses villages is primary (“virgin”) rainforest except for
gaps caused by windfalls and active and abandoned swiddens (0.5-2 hectare agricultural
plots). Around villages close to the non-tribal town of Colonia Angamos and around the
SIL aggregate village, secondary forest predominates. There are no natural grasslands or
other areas not vegetated by trees, except the seasonal river beaches. The local rainforest
can be divided into two main terrain types, low-lying relatively flat floodplain forest, and
non-flooding upland forest in the areas between the rivers. There are no mountains or
rocky substrates or even stones in Matses territory, but, except for the low-lying
floodplain forest, the terrain is marked by low hills and ridges (up to about 50 meters/160
feet above the surrounding terrain) separated by valleys and gullies. Travel was
traditionally overland by paths through the rainforest along these ridges, but now river
travel has become the principal means of transportation. Small ox-bow lakes exist along
rivers in the floodplain forest, but no lakes occur in the large tracts of upland forest.
These lacustrine and riverine habitats are now important resource centers for the Matses
(fish, caiman, turtles, turtle eggs, frequented by game animals, etc.), although
traditionally they avoided rivers and exploited principally the upland rainforest.

Around smaller villages, like Nuevo San Juan, the abundance of some game
animals (e.g., woolly monkeys and spider monkeys) has declined noticeably over the
years, whereas the densities of game species adapted to secondary forest (e.g., pacas
[dog-sized rodents] and agoutis [cat-sized rodents]) have apparently increased. There is
no evidence that any species has been extirpated from these areas, and game is still easily
encountered on half-day hunts. In villages around Colonia Angamos and larger villages
like the SIL aggregate village, game is very scarce, tapirs and large monkeys are absent,

and good agricultural land is now distant from Matses homes.
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1.4.3 Subsistence strategies

Currently, most of the Matses still meet almost all their nutritional needs through
traditional subsistence activities including hunting, fishing, trapping, horticulture and
collection of wild foods. In particular, they continue to procure the majority of their
dietary protein by hunting, primarily for p.eccaries (pig-like mammals), tapirs
(donkey-sized mammals), deer, some species of monkeys, and large gallinaceous birds
(e.g., curassows, guans, trumpeters and tinamous); they also hunt two-toed sloths,
armadillos, some large rodents, caimans (alligator-like crocodilians), tortoises, river
turtles and some species of frogs. Fleck (1997), Fleck et. al (1999), Fleck and Harder
(2000) and Romanoff (1976, 1983, 1984) describe the different Matses game species and
hunting methods (see also Romanoff ez al. to appear); Redford and Robinson (1987)
compare hunting by 15 South American communities including the Matses. The Matses
also trap tapirs at mineral licks and small rodents in forest surrounding villages and in
and around swiddens. Fishing was traditionally done only with fish poisons and
performed infrequently (due to the devastating effects of poisoning streams), but now
fishing with hook-and-line, gigs and gill nets has become an important means of
obtaining protein, especially during the dry season.

The Matses traditionally farm, using the slash-and-burn horticultural technique
typical of Amazonia. These swiddens® are always made on hilltops and hillsides in
upland forest, traditionally in primary forest, where the soil is most productive. Due to
the generally mineral-poor nature of Amazonian soils, Matses abandon their swiddens
after 2-4 years, and the head of a household fells new swiddens at the rate of about one

per year, and so at any one time a family generally has several swiddens at various stages

* The term for these slash-and-burn horticultural plots that I use in this grammar is swidden
(rather than the less accurate terms farm, plantation or garden), which in Peruvian Spanish are
referred to with the term chacra, and roga/rogado in Brazilian Portuguese.
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of production. They plant primarily manioc (only the “sweet” kind,
yuca/cassava/macaxeira) and plantains/bananas, but also plant a variety of other foods
including maize (possibly more important historically), peach palm (an important
seasonal carbohydrate supplement), various potato-like tubers (consumed infrequently, to
add variety to the diet), papaya, pineapple, sugarcane (these last three to be eaten as
snacks), chili peppers, etc., as well as non-food crops, like tobacco, cotton, fish poisons,
arrow cane, gourds, annatto (achiote/urucu), etc. All the Matses crops are listed in
Erikson (1994:51) and Romanoff ef al. (to appear). Most of their dietary carbohydrates
come from these swiddens, and is supplemented with seasonal collection of wild foods,
including swamp palm (aguaje/moriche/buriti) fruits, other fruits, palm hearts and wild
tubers. They also collect river turtle eggs seasonally and wild honey sporadically.

In the early 1970’s, many Matses began to raise chickens, and to a lesser extent
pigs and ducks. At least in Nuevo San Juan where I lived, this was a commercial activity,
not meant as a source of food for the owners of the livestock (although occasionally they
were), but to be taken downriver to Colonia Angamos to sell or to sell to the occasional
visitor. Matses are now beginning to enter the market economy, and will sell smoked
game meat and extra produce (mainly plantains) in Colonia Angamos. Therefore,
generally speaking, Matses acquire money, not to purchase food, but by producing a
surplus of food. Other sporadic commercial activities that the Matses engage in include
logging (either independently or as laborers), wage labor in Colonia Angamos, and
transporting and guiding the occasional tourist. Matses that are teachers in the bilingual
school system (43 men and 4 women in 2001) earn a salary, but just the same engage in
the usual subsistence pursuits, albeit to a lesser extent due to time constraints. With the

money that they earn, Matses primarily purchase clothing, shotgun shells, fishing tackle,
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gasoline for boat motors, medicine, flashlight batteries, soap, salt and occasional travel to

Iquitos.

1.4.4 History

The Matses have their own history in the form of oral tradition, but it is mainly in
the mythical realm. Some stories, about topics such as past funerary endocannibalism
and learning to use medicinal plants from other Indians, are in the non-mythical realm.

In some cases, their oral tradition and events recalled by older individuals match external
published reports, but only for 20" century events. The discussion of Matses external
history has one main problem: that we cannot be certain of the relations of the modern
Matses to the people referred to as Mayoruna that appear in historical records (the
reasons for this will be become evident in the ensuing discussion). Thus, we can get at
the Matses past by four means, each specific to a particular time period: i) looking at the
prehistorical migrations of the early Panoan family as inferred from archeological and
linguistic evidence; ii) referring to the historical Mayoruna of Jesuit archives and similar
sources of the era, keeping in mind that those people may or may not have included the
ancestors of Matses; iii) considering Matses oral history and recollections of the early
20™ century events that correspond with available published information that refers to the
Mayoruna; and iv) relying on the several published accounts of contact (1969) and post-
contact events, now with positive identification of the Matses. Due to the recentness of
this latest time period, it was still possible for me to directly obtain information about
contact and other events during this period as recalled by the Matses. More detailed
descriptions of Matses history can be found in Erikson (1994) and Matlock (2002), and
for 20" century events, Romanoff (1984). Here I provide only a brief overview.

There is fairly convincing archaeological evidence that early Panoans migrated

northward from northern Bolivia to Peru and Brazil (e.g., Lathrap 1970, Lathrap ez al.
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1985, Lathrap ef al. 1987), arriving in the Ucayali basin about 300AD. There being no

rivers connecting Bolivia and northwestern Peru, this would suggest that “the major part
of Panoan expansion was on foot rather than by watercraft, an impression strengthened
by the fact that many Panoan groups have poorly developed watercraft or lack them
completely” (Lathrap 1970:81). Erikson (1992) notes that the fact that the Chacobo and
other Panoan groups still live in Bolivia, where Tacanan speakers are found, supports the
hypothesis of a southern origin of Panoan groups in light of the linguistic classification of
Panoan and Tacanan (§1.3.1). Due to their northernmost geographic position, and the
fact that the language and culture of the contemporary Mayoruna subgroups seem most
divergent from that of other Panoans (e.g., Kneeland 1994, Dorigo 2001, Lanes 2002; see
end of §1.3.1), suggests that the Panoan ancestors of the Matses were among the first
Panoans to move north out of Bolivia into Peru (and presumably away from the main
body of Panoan speakers).

The first historical records of people possibly related to the ancestors of the
Matses according to some authors are mission log reports of the Barbudos involved in
trading in 1649 in the Huallaga River area, in the present-day department of San Martin,
about 300 kilometers (a bit under 200 miles) west of the current Matses territory. (I have
not read these historical sources; the historical information in this paragraph is drawn
from Matlock 2002, to which I refer the reader for a detailed discussion.) The Barbudos
are identified by some scholars with the Mayoruna, while others suggest the two are
completely different groups. Matlock (2002) considers the Barbudos to be a Mayoruna
subgroup. From 1687 to 1767 (when the Jesuits were expelled from the Spanish
colonies), there are multiple reports of Mayoruna residing at several different Jesuit
missions along the upper Amazon and the Ucayali Rivers, much closer to the present-day

location of the Matses. However, it is evident that only a very small percentage of the
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people being called Mayoruna at the time were integrated into the mission system. But,
nevertheless, this minority would have had interaction with uncontacted members of their
group, and most of those that did not die from the epidemics eventually retreated from the
missions. After the Jesuits were expelled from Peru, participation of Mayoruna in the
mission system became insignificant. They appear to have avoided contact by remaining
far from navigable rivers and by maintaining hostile relations with Europeans and other
Indians all the way up to recent times. During the 1800s, records of the Mayoruna are
sporadic and sketchy, and most references to encounters with the Mayoruna are based on
unreliable identifications. The fierce reputation of the Mayoruna was more popular in
this era than any actual knowledge about them or their precise whereabouts, and the term
Mayoruna was likely overused to refer to a large number of different uncontacted people
living between the Amazon-Ucayali and the Javari River. The lack of continuous contact
keeps us from being certain that the present-day Matses are the descendents of the
Mayoruna that appear in the historical record. However, if the contacted historical
Mayoruna were not the ancestors of the Matses, it is quite likely that the ancestors of the
Matses were related to at least some of the people referred to as Mayoruna (and probably
would have been labeled Mayoruna, as well). Matlock (2002) considers that the term
Mayoruna was not historically used to refer to a single tribe. He puts forth a likely
scenario, which allows for the possibility, but does not entail, that the ancestors of the

Matses ever established contacts with non-Indians (Matlock 2002:46):

I do not think we need assume that the Mayoruna constituted one large tribe, as
some have done. Rather, I suggest that as awareness grew of the widespread
presence east of the Ucayali of peoples culturally and linguistically similar to the
Barbudos, the name Mayoruna came to be applied to them all. Later, as
differences between local groups became known, the name became restricted in
reference to that now known as Matses. ..
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Inspection of historical Mayoruna lexicons does not completely resolve the issue, but it
gives us some information about the linguistic scenario of the Mayoruna ensemble. One
thing it tells us is that some references to the Mayorana were misidentifications, while
others were references to groups linguistically similar to the Matses and Matis, and (by
the definition given in §1.3.3) appropriately considered Mayoruna. The fact that
Castelnau (1851) lists two separate lexicons (for “savage Mayoruna” and “civilized
Mayoruna”) suggests that even back then people recognized that there was more than one
subgroup of Mayoruna.

During the early 1900s, the Matses initially avoided other people. They were
aware of the presence of rubber tappers in the area, but for the most part avoided them.
But by the 1920s a few had had minimal sporadic contact—sometimes violent—with
rubber estates, and in the end they broke all or almost all friendly contact with outsiders
by retaliating and/or retreating further into the interfluvial areas. We know this from
interviews described in Romanoff (1984) where elderly Matses told him about
experiences their fathers had. Meanwhile, this non-mythical aspect of Matses oral history
is confirmed by general descriptions of rubber tapping and other Peruvians’ and
Brazilians’ activities in the area as described in Romanoff’s (1984) interviews with non-
tribal Peruvians in the area, and from published sources, like Izaguirre (1922-1929).
More specific events can be matched for events occurring between around 1930 and
1969, when the Matses began a period of intensive warfare and raiding, initially against
other Indian groups and then also against non-tribal Peruvian and Brazilian villages,
capturing women and children and obtaining manufactured items. One example is that of
a military and civilian expedition that set out against the Matses in 1964, where injured
expedition members had to be rescued by helicopter (e.g., El Comercio 1964; see

Matlock 2002 for the story and more references to published accounts of this event).
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Even Matses that I spoke to could recall this incident and others like it. Thus, we can be
fairly certain that some of these 20™ century events referring to “Mayoruna” Indians were
in fact references to the Matses. Meanwhile, it appears that other reports of encounters
with the “Mayoruna” were most likely based on mistaken identity of other hostile nearby
groups, such as the Remo and Capanahua (e.g., reports from Javari exploration
expeditions described in Matlock [2002] and some reports from interviews with non-
Indians by Romanoff [1984]). Not to mention Tessmann’s (1930) family-level
“misidentification” noted in section 1.3.3.

Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) personnel had been actively attempting to
initiate contact with the Matses (called Mayoruna by them at the time) from 1963-1969.
SIL missionaries Harriet L. Field and Harriet Kneeland had been working indirectly on
the Matses language since the mid-1960s working with people who had been captured by
the Matses and managed to escape. They initiated contact by air-dropping manufactured
items, speaking to the Matses via loudspeakers attached to planes, and by camping out
along the Yaquerana River near spotted settlements (Hefley and Hefley 1972, Vivar
1975). In 1969, they accomplished their goal and established permanent contact with the
Matses. A large number of epidemic diseases plagued the Matses following the airdrops
and initial contact, and members of the contacted groups were sent to attract more Matses
to the SIL mission by telling them that people were not dying at the mission under SIL
medical care. At the missionaries’ insistence, the Matses built a runway at the SIL
mission, and a large aggregate village was formed near Chobayacu Creek on the Peruvian
side of the Yaquerana River. Since contact in 1969, there have been many waves of
illness that resulted in death, and most became ill from introduced epidemic diseases.
The SIL missionaries, equipped with Western medicines and having the means to

evacuate Matses to Yarinacocha by plane, were able save many. Some groups moved



32

away from the inland villages in the 1980s and settled on the banks of the Yaquerana
(Upper Javari) and Gélvez Rivers. The Matses of Nuevo San Juan, where I did most of

my fieldwork, were some of the first to leave.

1.4.5 Sociolinguistic situation and cultural assimilation

When Steven Romanoff (1984) conducted his fieldwork among the Matses in the
mid 1970s, there was a very large number of captives and children of a captive and a
Matses person living among the Matses,' including speakers of similar Panoan
languages, very distinct Amazonian languages, Spanish, and Portuguese. However, there
were not enough of any one of these non-Matses groups to where any challenged Matses
as the main language spoken in a community (or sub-community), nor were any of these
languages the first language of captives’ new children (though some learned their non-
Matses parent’s language to varying extents). When I first started to work with the
Matses in 1994, I knew of no Matses that did not speak Matses as a first language. In
recent years, I have found three small children, born of mestizo women married to Matses
men, who speak Spanish very well and cannot speak Matses very well. 1have not done a
quantitative study on the topic, but it is my impression that presently, of Peruvian Matses,
75-80% cannot speak Spanish fluently (by “fluently” 1 mean able to have a meaningful
conversation in Spanish), and most of those that can do so with many flaws. For the most
part, it is men between the ages of 17 and 45 that converse effectively Spanish. At least
50% of the Peruvian Matses can communicate at some level in Spanish, and perhaps
everyone knows a few words and phrases in Spanish. I have not been to the Brazilian

villages, and so I can offer no estimates on these people’s ability to speak Portuguese, but

! Romanoff (1984:69) reports that in 1975, “Captives comprise 21 percent of the women and six
percent of the men.”
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I am aware that at least some can speak Portuguese.”? Prior to 1969, only non-Indian
captives and sometimes their sons and daughters knew Spanish or Portuguese, so it is
evident that the situation is changing quickly. Spanish is taught in the Peruvian schools
(although initial instruction is in Matses) and young men spend more time in distant
towns where indigenous languages and cultures are looked down upon. I have found that
many of the younger men—TIess than about 35 years old—are ashamed to speak Matses
and dislike being identified as Indians. While visiting non-tribal towns and cities, there is
a lack of self-pride that one usually does not detect while in Matses villages. Thereis a
move by bilingual speakers to carry out at least the introductory part of village meetings
in Spanish, which has the effect of marginalizing older men and giving prestige to those
younger men who have learned Spanish. If we can predict the future by looking what has
happened with cher Amazonian languages in the past, the Matses language will be lost
in 50 to 100 years.

As mentioned in section 1.3.2, I have recognized two contemporary regional
dialects of Matses: the Brazilian Matses Dialect and the Peruvian Matses Dialect. In
addition to this source of socio-linguistic variation, as is typical in most speech
communities, there are also noticeable differences between young and older people’s
speech. Older people utilize a long list of “archaic” words, interchanging them to varying
extents with words that are in common usage. It is not certain if these synonyms really
represent historical Matses vocabulary, or represent borrowings from the languages of
other Panoans, especially from captives, but both young and old people alike consider
them archaic. Similarly, older people interchangeably utilize some grammar that younger

people never use. Meanwhile, young people are always making up new words and

2 Carvatho (1992) reported that she encountered almost no bilingual Matses during her fieldwork
among the Brazilian Matses. She found only one Matses in Lameirdo in 1988 who was
reasonably fluent in Portuguese, and only one in Trinta ¢ Um and none in Lobo in 1990.
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usages (like calling isan palm fruits “tsaues ‘armadillo’). Older people criticize the
younger speakers for changing the language, saying that they are trying hard to be hip but
just sound ridiculous (in Nuevo San Juan, they accuse lazy young men in Buena Lomas

of being the source of these innovations). They refer to young people’s speech as

bacuébon onquete ‘baby talk,” and advised me that 1 should not waste time documenting

this young people’s speech because it is not valid. Young people, on their part, make fun
of the older people’s talk and snicker when I use the archaic forms. Old people prefer to
refer to western manufactured items and foods using Matses terms, usually derogatory
coinages (e.g., ‘army ant larvae’ for rice, ‘old man’s tendons’ for noodles, and
‘instrument for watching demons’ for televisions), while young people prefer to borrow
the Spanish terms. When old people pronounce borrowed words, they do so following

Matses phonological rules (e.g., plato ‘plate’ is pronounced [pi.ra.tu]; see §§2.6.4.1 and

2.10 on borrowing), while younger people try to approximate Spanish pronunciation.

Although most of the speakers I worked with were male, I worked with one
woman as a salaried language consultant during my last 9-month field season, I recorded
how-to texts from one old woman, and I conversed with and overheard women speakers
on a daily basis. I was not able to detect any consistent phonological, grammatical or
lexical difference in male and female speech, the exception being a few pairs of gender-
specific interjections/exclamations (§9.6.2). A speech type I call “emphatic monotone” is
used mostly by old women (§2.7.4). I have also noted that young women sometimes talk
emphatically using an intonation that was reminiscent of “valley girl talk.”

Assimilation to the national culture is progressing at a rapid pace, and many
cultural traits have already been lost in the time since SIL contact in 1969, including all
ceremonies, dancing, chanting, facial tattooing and piercing, and most other rituals.

However, due to their essentially complete isolation prior to SIL contact, older
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individuals still possess undiminished traditional knowledge and language that is
essentially uninfluenced by European languages. Money was introduced initially by SIL
missionaries, and now most Matses expend much effort trying to acquire money in order
to purchase manufactured goods. Because money can be obtained by selling excess meat
and agricultural products, the level of generosity has declined (to various levels in
different villages), compromising the traditional network of kinship-based reciprocity. In
some villages, like Buen Peru and Remoyacu, even the nutrition of some families is
compromised in order to sell meat and plantains in Colonia Angamos. The Peruvian
Ministry of Education in collaboration with the SIL has established a bilingual education
program for the Matses and presently there are schools and trained Matses school
teachers in all the Peruvian villages, and attendance is obligatory. Therefore, time
traditionally spent learning subsistence skills is now spent learning the national
curriculum. 16-guage, full-choke, breech-loading, single-barrel shotguns have become
the standard hunting weapon; bows and arrows are now supplementary weapons or non-
existent in some villages.”> One-cycle motors outfitted with a six-foot propeller shaft
(peque-peques) mounted on large dugout canoes have made their appearance in all the
villages, either as donations from the government or as credit advances from lumber
buyers. Contact with non-tribal locals is becoming very frequent at the non-tribal town
of Colonia Angamos. In the last two years, the local and federal governments have built
cement mini-soccer fields and cement sidewalks in most of the villages, in addition to the
many brick schoolhouses built during the past 10 years. Tourism is not a prominent
activity in the area yet. Perhaps an average of five groups of tourists make it to the
Galvez River every year. Tourists are often disappointed that save for Matses’ speech,

gait and gesture, they can hardly tell they are in an Indian as opposed to a mesfizo village.

¥ According to Matses oral tradition, blowguns were replaced by bow and arrow around the first
third of the 20” century.
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1.4.6 Other ethnographic traits

Some general aspects of Matses culture include a Kariera-style kinship system
and cross-cousin marriage (Fields and Merrifield 1980, Romanoff 1984, Erikson 1994,
Matlock 2002). I have noted that polygamy is common; wife-sharing among brothers is
acceptable, or at least tolerated. Marital and extra-marital sexual partners are chosen
from among cross-cousins, and sexual relations with people in other kinship categories
are especially unacceptable. Social obligation is based around kinship relations.
Division of labor is based primarily on gender: men hunt, clear fields, build houses,
harvest wild foods, make arrows, etc, women butcher meat, cook, take care of children,
harvest swidden products, make women’s artifacts, and nowadays, spend a lot of time
washing clothes; both men and women fish and weed fields. Traditionally, age was also
very important for the division of labor. For example, old women and men had certain
craft specializations that resulted in a wide-ranging exchange network. As aluminum
pots replace pottery and shotguns replace bows, these networks have diminished.
Children nowadays spend six hours a day, five days a week in school, but girls, even very
young ones, are additionally expected to help their mothers cook, wash clothes, fetch
water and help take care of younger siblings while not at school. Boys occasionally help
their fathers or go fishing, but mostly play and train with their bows and arrows. There

are no specialized professions; some individuals are sought-after medicine men** or

1 make a distinction here between medicine men and shamans. The last living Matses shaman
(the late husband of my adopted mother), I was told, died in the early 1970’s after having to
practice secretly to avoid persecution by SIL personnel. This shaman reportedly used a
hallucinogenic drink made by boiling a species of frog with toxic skin secretions (the description
suggests a species of Leptodactylus), used tobacco in various ways, followed special dietary
restrictions, and was able to enter the spirit world to heal people. Most old Matses mien can be
considered medicine men, as they know many medicinal plants and apply them mostly externally
as infusions or tied onto the problem arca (sort of like a dry poultice), but, while animal and plant
spirits are often implicated in the causes and cures, the medicine man does not deal directly with
the spirits, as a shaman would. Matses medicine men identify the culprit spirit by experience
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midwives, but this does not allow them to stop or decrease normal subsistence pursuits.
Hard work, generosity, reciprocity and commitment to family and community are still
important Matses values, at least in principle, but in recent times these traditional values
are being replaced by some Western values, such as procurement of material wealth and
individual social status. Many Matses have learned Christian social values from
missionaries, and use this knowledge to criticize those living a more traditional lifestyle
and to try to gain social prestige among the younger members of the society. The current
trend is a shift in focus from the co-resident group (traditionally the longhouse and now
the village) to the individual and the nuclear family. For more general information on
Matses ethnography 1 refer the reader to the references listed in section 1.5.2.

In my opinion, all aspects of culture are relevant to the description of a language.
However, admittedly, some have a more direct (or at least obvious) impact on the
language, and these are the ones I focus on below. Other references to Matses culture can
be found throughout this grammar where relevant to the topic being discussed.

Inclusion of captives is an evident case of a cultural trait with high potential for
impacting the language. The capacity of the Matses to absorb relatively large numbers of
captives while maintaining or creating a uniform culture (not just linguistically but in
physical objects, body decoration, social patterns and more) is remarkable. It is not just a
matter of conservatism, because in their oral histories they note fundamental changes
during preceding generations: the shift from blowguns to bows, abandonment of use of
hallucinogens, etc. (see Romanoff 1984 for a discussion of means for incorporating
captives).

Traditionally, hunting prowess was one of the principal means for a man to obtain

prestige in his community. The most direct measure of hunting ability is hunting returns,

with symptoms and trial and error with different plant remedies, but they do not enter the spirit
world to learn the identity of the spirits or to extract them from the patient, as a shaman would.
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but another important mark of a good Matses hunter is extensive natural history
knowledge. One aspect of this knowledge is the large repertoire of synonyms and
hyponyms (i.e., named subclasses) for game animals. For example, the woolly monkey
has five synonymous names, and three hyponyms (see Fleck e al. 1999 for lexical
overdifferentiation of primates). A good hunter is expected to know all these, and
whenever Matses from other villages came to Nuevo San Juan, they enjoyed quizzing me
on these terms. Everyone knows the one or two terms that are in contemporary usage,
but the rest of the synonyms are considered “archaic” and in the realm of old men’s and
good hunters’ hunting lore.

The Matses system of name taboo, perhaps as much as the absorption of captives,
has probably had the most impact on the lexicon of the language. Although not adhered
to so closely now, there is a taboo in Matses that dictates that people must not say out
loud the name of a recently-deceased person for a year, especially in the presence of the
close relatives. The reason for this, I was told, is to avoid reminding people of their
recent loss. Beyond this notion of tact of avoiding reminding people of their recently lost
relative, there is a belief that if one calls out a person’s name loudly, especially in the
forest, the spirit of their deceased namesake(s) may cause some harm to the person
pronouncing the name.” The linguistically interesting aspect of this taboo is that along
with the person’s name, some words that sound like the deceased person’s name are also
tabooed. For example, one man told me that if I died, they would stop saying débin
‘dove’ (sounds like Davy), or dabidiate ‘blanket’ (sounds like Spanish David). This
taboo may in part explain why there are so many terms in contemporary usage in Matses
that are not pan-Panoan, and why there is this intricate system of synonymy, with the

“archaic” forms, some of which are recognizable as pan-Panoan, probably representing

% ] am told that in the past, those who knew how to deal with spirits could call out a deceased
person’s name loudly in the forest to ask for belp in finding game or for other types of help.
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formerly tabooed words. The name taboo seems to affect nouns more than words in other
word classes, particularly verbs. Evidently because verb roots generally occur in various
forms due to the large number of different inflections and large repertoire of derivational
verbal suffixes, while nouns occur much more frequently in discourse as bare roots. The
very productive system of nominalization also allows new (descriptive) nouns to be
readily created as substitutes for tabooed terms. It seem to me that animal, plant and
artifact names have the highest turnover. Kneeland (1973:55-56, 100-102) discusses this
name taboo in her article on Matses relative clauses.

The Matses traditionally marry their cross-cousins, but during the period of
raiding, many women (and some children) were captured from other tribes. It is likely
that these languages contributed to the Matses lexicon and especially to their intricate
system of synonymy. One practical function of retaining this system of synonymy would
have been to facilitate communication with speakers of other Mayoruna languages.

Myths utilize some archaic vocabulary and grammar, since, in principle at least,
myths are expected to be told without altering the original story (thereby bypassing the
name taboo). This is especially true of quoted material in myths (i.e., what the characters
say). When people heard a recording of someone else’s version of a myth, they often
criticized the narrator, saying that he got something wrong or should not be altering it.
As a result, myths contain some vocabulary and grammar that is not used in every-day
speech, so data from myths should be analyzed somewhat separately from every-day
speech. This grammar makes minimal use of myths as language data.

Traditionally, the Matses had chants. I have several recorded, but none translated.
Some chanting was done in the context of ceremonies (Romanoff 1984), but the ones I
recorded were in the context of trying to ease tensions during an encounter with another

Mayoruna tribe. Several of my recorded chants are in (2) language(s) that my Matses






