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Cool and Roomy, a Split-level Tukuna Home Overlooks the Jungle 

Built on stilts to escape frequent floods, the d\:velling has no v.ralls. A gabled roof of 
thatched palm leaves slopes far down to keep out ·wind and rain. Teen-agers sleep 
beneath the mosquito net on the upper level , and maidens hide there during their 
three months of seclusion. When the festival starts, they move to a hut along one 
side of the big dov.rnstairs room. Most important event in a Tukuna girl's life, the 
coming-of-age ceremony takes place when she is 12 to 14 years old. A double festival 
is rare ; usually a girl faces the ritual alone. 
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Pygmy M armoset Hitches a Ride 
A top Little Haktot's H ead 

Many children carry pet monkeys and 
parrots to the festival. D ogs accom­
pany most families. Some guests, un­
\villing to leave their poultry behind, 
bring along cackling chickens. 

Haktot loved to joke and play with 
the author. Her elfin pet ( Cebuella pyg-
1naea) "talks" ·with high-pitched trills 
and twitterings. About six inches long, 
the pygmy marmoset is one of the 
\vorlcl's smallest primates. 

Sleepy child dozes in her father 's arms. 
He relaxes before taking his turn on the 
ceremonial drums. 

Each guest brings his ovvn hammock 
and hangs it beside the dance floor. 
Tukuna families at home sleep on bark­
cloth mats spread on the floor . 
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Joyous Indians Escort 
" Debutante" Daughte rs 

After making a single cir­
cuit of the house, celebrators 
file back inside for a day 
of dancing. The red-shirted 
man is one of the fat hers. 

Macaw feather s adorn 
diadems covering the girls' 
eyes; Tukuna believe the 
blindfolds \¥ard off demons. 
Feather bracelets decorate 
arms; crimson dye streaks 
bodies. Indian artisans 
made the white tassels from 
the soft inner bark of a 
wild fig tree. A bird 's " 'ing 
dangles from the shoulder 
of the girl on the left. 
636 @ NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC SOCIETY 



"Neighbors trailed the de­
mons to their mountain 
caves. There they sealed the 
entrances with palm leaves, 
except for a single small hole. 
Outside this hole they lighted 
a mighty fire and threw pods 
of pepper into it. The smoke 
wafted through the hole into 
the demons' caves. 

" All the demons that had 
eaten human flesh suffocated. 
When the biting smoke 

Tukuna Indians inhabit darkened area. 
SOUTH 
AMERICA 

cleared, the Tukuna entered 
the caves and looked hard at 
the faces of the man-eating 
demons. Later they made masks to resemble 
these faces." 

To this day, Genesio concludes, the Tukuna 
make ceremonial masks in the legendary image 
of the man-eating demons. No one will know 
who is hidden beneath the masks until the 
f es ti val is nearly over. 

Smoked Monkeys Speed Parting Guests 

Near the house stands a hut where the 
family does its cooking. Carcasses of fish and 
monkeys crowd racks above the fireplace. 
Tukuna preserve meat by smoking until it is 
as dry and hard as a piece of wood (page 64 7). 
J oaquim and Manoel will give this smoked 
meat to the guests when the festival ends. 

"Not yet do we have enough smoked mon­
keys for everyone," Joaquim says, and invites 
me to join him on his next hunt. 

The following dawn we hear a deep rum­
bling, as if a train were racing through a tun­
nel. Somewhere, hidden in the jungle, the 
howler monkeys are "singing." Without delay 
we organize our hunting party and file into the 
forest. 

Howler monkeys travel in small bands­
several females with their young, a fevv young 

• males, and a bearded old leader with fright-
ening teeth. The peace-loving beasts have 
been exterminated in many areas where man, 
their most dangerous enemy, prizes their flesh 
as food. 

As we draw closer, we can hear that the 
rumbling noise is, indeed, bass singing. But 
it stops as the monkeys detect our approach. 

We halt in our tracks. Then Joaquim cau­
tiously points to movement in the crown of a 
tall tree. His son, Andre, springs to the tree, 
drawing a long pole after him. He climbs to 
the summit and thrusts the pole into the tan­
gled branches. 

A monkey tries to flee by swinging over to 

the leafy top of a near-by tree. Joaquirn 
throws his rifle to his shoulder and fires. The 
monkey stumbles, then tries to keep from 
falling by winding its tail around the limb. 
But the stricken animal cannot hold on and 
plummets to the earth. 

Joaquim lifts the monkey and runs his hand 
over its body, fat from the superabundant food 
in the forest. Joaquim laughs contentedly, 
even though the rest of the band has escaped. 

"When a hunter goes alone into the forest ," 
he tells me, ''he usually climbs with his musket 
into the crown of the tree. If he is lucky, 
he shoots many monkeys." ' 

That evening the mosquitoes attack in 
S\varms. Their stings even penetrate our cloth­
ing. The Indians casually slap the insects as 
they alight on each other's bodies. They pay 
little attention to what for me is unbearable 
torment. 

Drums Tuned, Marching Begins 

Hour after hour the_ men tune ceremonial 
drums, seeking a high-pitched staccato sound. 
When the pitch suits the men, they line up­
Manoel, J oaquim, and Genesio-and begin 
flailing the drums with pencil-sized sticks; 
Tukuna never beat drums with their hands. 
On and on they drum, marching in a noisy 
circle far into the night (page 630). 

Soon the guests will arrive; the clamor of 
the drums will go on. If a drummer grows 
tired or hungry, he must find a man to take 
his place. Tukuna believe evil spirits would 
harm the initiates if the drums fall silent at 
any time, day or night, during the festival. 

Guests pour into the house as the f es ti val 
begins at last. They come in dugouts-small 
boats 12 to 15 feet long. A thatched, rain­
proof canopy of palm leaves covers the stern 
half of each dugout. Beneath this shelter the 
passengers pile rolled-up hammocks, bark-
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Initiates Submit With Silent Stoicism 
as Busy Hands Pluck Out Their Hair 

A hair-pulling ceremony takes place during a 
break in the dancing on the festival's third night. 
As drumbeats boom louder, women 'vith con­
torted faces begin to jerk out tufts of hair ·with 
feverish speed. Starting at the top of the head, 
they pull out three to seven strands at a time. 
Within an hour each girl is almost bald, except 
for a single red-dyed lock held by one of her 
relatives (above) . 

The ceremony ends with a shout 'vhen the 
paternal uncle plucks the final lock. Then he 
sternly lectures his niece on her future duties 
as a wife. 

"Sometimes a girl faints from pain," reports 
the author. "Others 'veep. But on this occasion 
neither shov1ed any sign of suffering. Both sat 
stoically, hands over eyes, a benumbed look on 
their faces." 

Tukuna submit to depilation unprotestingly, 
believing they cannot attain ·womanhood without 
it. ]\To one, says l\1r. Schultz, appears to kno'v 
the true reason for the act. "If you ask the In­
dians why they do it," he adds, "they're likely to 
shrug and tell you it makes the hair grow better." 
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cloth mats, baskets heaped with cassava roots, 
dried corn, sweet potatoes, cooking pots, and 
dishes. Guests at a Tukuna festival must 
bring their own food; the host merely pro­
vides the beverages. Most boats· bear a basket 
of cackling chickens, since the Tukuna do not 
like to leave their poultry untended. 

J oaquim and Manoel show the newcomers 
\vhere they will sleep. Soon hammocks ring the 
big room. Only the center of the floor is 
clear. Here the guests will dance when the 
fes tival begins in earnest. 

While the women unpack, men tune their 
drums and join an ever-widening circle of 
drummers. Many feet pound the swaying, 
creaking floor. The sound of revelry rises­
singing, the children's uproar, laughter. 

Twenty-foot Megaphones Amplify Voices 

New sounds assault my ears as darkness 
falls. Ghostly voices, amplified many times, 
speak through the uaricdna-a 20-foot mega­
phone fashioned from a hollow palm log. 
Tukuna believe dangerous demons speak from 
this instrument. 

Sacred trumpets fill the night with tones 
not unlike those of a French horn. Tukuna 
musicians make two of these boo-boos for each 
girl by rolling long strips of bark spirally. 
To tune the instruments, they painstakingly 
tighten or loosen the spirals or whittle on the 
wooden mouthpieces (page 642). 

Both the boo-boos and the uaricanas sound 
only at night. Before dawn Tukuna men hide 
them under water or deep in the forest away 
from the glances of women and girls. 

The next day I watch the men build a 
semicircular hut of split palm-leaf stems along 
one side of the big inner room. Guests paint 
red figures on the hut's outer wall: stars, 
fish, birds, and, most important of all, a 
deer, the Tukuna symbol of vigilance. 

At dusk women guide the two initiates from 
their platform near the roof into the seclusion 
hut. There they will stay until the festival's 
final day. 

Two younger brothers of J oaquim and 
Manoel hang their hammocks close by the se­
clusion hut. Each is responsible for one of the 
girls. When I ask why the girls are guarded 
so carefully, Joaquim recounts an old legend: 

"The f es ti val of a young girl was almost 
at an end," he begins. " The guests were ex­
hausted. All were fast asleep. No one 
watched, as the tribal rules demanded. 

"Evil demons resembling giant grasshoppers 

prowled around the house, awaiting an oppor­
tunity to harm the gir 1. When they saw 
everyone asleep, they threw themselves on the 
girl and sucked out her blood, ate her flesh, 
and left only bones in her hammock. 

"Shortly before dawn, the irresponsible 
mother awoke. She stuck her hand through a 
crack in the seclusion hut and shook the girl's 
hammock, urging her to get up. But she 
heard only the rattle of bones." 

Now the pace of the f es ti val quickens. I 
watch women chop into pieces and pound to 
a pulp great quantities of green genipa, a 
jungle fruit similar to an apple. The pulp 
yields a colorless juice which turns black as 
it dries. The Indians use the juice to deco­
rate their own faces and to paint the bodies 
of the initia tes . 

Through a small opening in the seclusion 
hut, the two girls step outside into an en­
closure fenced by woven palm leaves. They 
are weak from the long seclusion ; they can 
barely drag their feet along. Relatives support 
them tenderly. 

The girls hide their eyes in embarrassment 
as they stand side by side, completely naked. 
Tukuna women are very modest ; it is extraor­
dinary for them to appear without clothes. 
But the girls have another reason for covering 
their eyes. They are for bidden to see the sun, 
and, certainly, their eyes are no longer ac­
customed to glaring sunlight. 

Normally only the closest relatives a ttend 
this part of the ceremony . But Joaquim and 
l\1anoel graciously permit me to watch and 
take pictures (pages 62 8 and 633) . 

Dye Resists Soap and Water 

Dipping corncob brushes in the genipa juice, 
the women paint S-shaped stripes down each 
girl's back. As each woman finishes, she cries 
"Dye!" I hear this word often during the 
festival ; it means nothing specific, but is sim­
ply a shout of triumph. 

Then the women quickly smear the juice 
over every inch of the girls' bodies. Once it 
darkens, no soap or water can remove it. Only 
after 10 days or so will the color fade away. 

As soon as the painting ends, the girls climb 
back into their hiding place. 

Suddenly I see figures bounding from the 
forest. Some brandish heavy cudgels. 

" Here come the masqueraders! " Joaquim 
cries. Friendly and accommodating, he misses 
no opportunity to call new activities to my 
attention. 

.. 
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Auntie Ends the Initiate's Ordeal by Daubing Scarlet on a Passive Face 

Urucu dye is the favorite body paint of South American Indians of the tropical forests, 
\vho believe it wards off evil. Crushed seeds of the annatto tree yield the sticky, oily 
pign1ent. This girl's hips glitter with glass beads, a gift from the author. "A Tukuna 
never has enough beads," he says. "These will be passed on as a treasure." 641 
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Disguised as monkeys, these masqueraders 
wear bark-cloth garments topped by frightful 
masks-fang-filled jaws, protruding eyes, and 
long, crooked snouts. Red stripes decorate 
their foreheads and cheeks (page 631). Short, 
curled-up tails sway saucily from the rear of 
their costumes. Some imitate the whistling 
monkey's cry. Others carry small dolls- baby 
monkeys-vvhich they will later give the chil­
dren as toys (page 646) . 

The " monkeys" cavort around the clearing. 
Fragments fly as a club smashes an earthen 
jar. Some small banana shrubs next attract 
the pranksters' attention. A few powerful 
blows, and they are torn to pieces. Inside the 
house the masqueraders playfully storm the 
hiding place of the two girls. They strike at 
the waIJs with their cudgels before the girls' 
alert relatives can ward them off. 

Dancers Cavort in Star Pattern 

A way they go in a wild dance when women 
and children seize them from behind by their 
bark-cloth garments . A few steps forward, a 
few steps back, diagonally across the floor; 
change direction slightly and repeat the step­
always in a star-shaped path. 

Then they disappear into the forest , as 
unexpectedly as they came, whistling, swing­
ing their clubs1 leaping wildly. 

But I find the parade of masqueraders has 
only begun. 

Next come imposing figures dressed in 
snowy white. In their cylindrical costumes, 
fringed with palm branches, they tower eight 
feet or more. They fill the air with sweet fairy 
tones from curved flutes. These treelike 
figures, I learn, symbolize the demons of the 
forest. 

"Here come the wheels! " Joaquim's voice 
again rises above the uproar. 

As he speaks, I see masqueraders spinning 
colorful disks. Made of bark cloth stretched 

Musician Tunes a Sacred Trumpet 
Made From a Strip of Bark 

Blown nightly during the f es ti val, the trumpet 
sounds much like a French horn. Tukuna 
make two for each initiate and allow only men 
to play them. During the day the instruments 
lie hidden from the eyes of women and girls. 

Craftsmen comb the jungle to find the right 
bark. After peeling off a strip, they roll it 
into a spiral and tie the tube to a long stick 
to prevent bending. Canoe-borne messengers 
paddling from house to house blow the horn 
to tell guests when the f es ti val is to start. 

over six-foot wooden hoops, the disks whirl 
in a symphony of color. 

Soon I spy a giant of a masquerader with 
a huge head1 saber tusks in gaping jaws, glit­
tering eyes made from bits of mirror, and a 
long tufted tail. Black spots dot its body . 
This is the jaguar, king of the Amazon forest. 

J oaq uim approaches this fearsome figure 
and embraces it tenderly (page 630). 

" Would you like a drink? " he asks. "Shall 
I give you a tasty roast monkey?" 

But the fierce-looking jaguar does not roar; 

I 
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instead, he wails dolefully, just like an un­
happy child. Yes, I think, Indians do indeed 
have a sense of humor. 

"Lie do\.vn awhile," Genesio advises me, 
after all the masqueraders flee back into the 
jungle. "Nothing important will take place 
before dawn. '' 

But sleep is out of the question. 1Vfy ham­
mock buzzes with mosquitoes. Who could 
sleep on a night like this, anyway? The floor 
trembles beneath scores of pounding feet. Men 
prop posts under rickety floor boards to pre-

vent them from collapsing. Throbbing of 
drums. Droning of the sacred trumpets. Sing­
ing. Shuffling of feet. Drums! Drums I I re­
solve to try at least to relax a bit. 

Someone shakes my hammock: " Senhor 
Haraldo, would you like to take photographs? 
The dancers are imitating the maidens." 

A new kind of singing fills my ears. Women 
shake rattle rods, and the pods of jungle seeds 
clink like glass fragments. The dancers sur­
round two men adorned in the feathered finery 
of the two initiates. Singing men and vvomen 
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W eary Girls in Feathered Finer y J oin 

Monkey Masqueraders in a F inal Fling 

~\ . 
•• 

Following the hair-plucking ceremony, the girls 
-like debutantes the \VOrld over-dance the night 
away. Then the masked dancers throw off their 



costumes (page 649), which become the property 
of the host. His wife ,..,ill use the bark-cloth 
garments for sleeping mats. A fe\¥ months later 

guests vvill attend a ceremonial burning of the 
inasks. Painted birds, animals, stars, and bows 
and arrows decorate the dancers' skirts. 645 
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Monkey masquerader bows before a grinning 
gallery. He rattles a bottle filled with pebbles. 
From his waist dangles a doll-like toy which he 
will give to a child when the f es ti val ends. 

hold them gently and protectively, as if they 
were the real initiates. It is a merry gathering. 

This mock dance of the young girls con­
tinues for more than an hour. Indian dancers 
do not tire easily! 

"Now you must be our voreki [maiden], 
Senhor Har al do! " someone shouts. Before I 
can protest, the Indians paint my face, my 
arms, and the upper part of my body with oily 
red urucu dye. Then they dress me in the 
adornments prepared for the young girls. 

Two dancers grab my arms and away we 
go-forward, then back. Soon I catch the 
rhythm of the dance, but after an hour I am 
worn out. The dancers release me. 

As the dance resumes with other guests im-
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itating the girls, I vvonder about the signifi­
cance of this part of the ritual. Does it have a 
deeply earnest purpose? Perhaps to ward off 
evil demons? Or is it all in jest? I incline to 
the view that the imitation is pure frolic-an­
other example of the Tukuna sense of humor. 

Davvn breaks on the festival 's third day. 
Close relatives of the maidens creep to them 
through a sn1all opening in the seclusion hut. 
After daubing the girls' bodies 'vith bright­
red urucu dye, they adorn them in ceremonial 
regalia-bead belts and necklaces, tassels of 
white inner bark, pendants of multihued tou­
can skins. A crown of macavv tail feathers 
covers each girl's eyes. The Tukuna believe 
evil spirits will harm the girl if she· sees what 
is going on (page 636). 

As guests press close to the gaily decorated 
seclusion hut, a man cuts an opening in the 
\Vall. Indians sing in falsetto voices. Old 
women thump rattle rods. Drums pound. 

Moment of Greatest Peril 

Then silence, as an initiate appears in regal 
splendor. Lovingly assisted by her mother and 
a paternal uncle, she cra,vls through the open­
ing. Her cousin follovvs (page 633). 

At this moment, ·says Tukuna superstition, 
the girls face their greatest danger from evil 
spirits. The tribe believes that bloodthirsty 
demons prowl around the house, awaiting any 
chance to attack the girls. Each Indian is 
convinced that the gravest consequences will 
follow any mistake in the ritual now. 

The dance resumes. Leading the girls, un­
able to see through their feathered headdresses, 
the guests sweep back and forth across the 
floor. Beneath the blindfolds the girls' faces 
sag vvith weariness. On and on they dance, 
until the sun sets and the moon rises full 
above the trees. 

Moonlight floods the clearing as the dancers, 
still leading the girls, wind out of the house. 
The guests follow in a noisy procession. 

An old man approaches with two glowing 
firebrands. He is a \Vitch doctor. Pointing 
to a near-by tree, he hands a firebrand to the 
first girl. '(Throw it against your arch enemy! " 

"Dye!" she cries. An echoing shout goes 
up from the onlookers. 

The firebrand showers sparks against the 
tree trunk, symbolically destroying the evil 
demons that seek to harm her. Now her 
cousin throws the second firebrand. A final 
triumphant cry echoes through the forest. 

"Now all danger has been banished," Gen­
esio explains. "Our vorekis have thrown fire 
against the demon tree! " 
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Shorn and painted, initiates may marry at once, but most wait until their hair grows. 
A ceremony marks the trimming of the regro1Nn hair, but a bride gets no ¥.'edding feast. 

As Hard and Dry as Wood, Smoked Fish Go on the Rack for Feasters 

A gift of cured meat or fish a\vaits each masquerader when he climbs out of his cos­
tume. For months the father has built up his larder by fishing for tanibaqui in the 
Amazon and hunting howler monkeys, deer, wild pigs, and tapirs in the jungle. 
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Tired of Dancing, a Masquerader Takes Time Out for Refreshment 

Masked dancers conceal their identity until the festival ends. This guest lifts his 
visor just enough to sip some cassava beer. The girls' seclusion retreat stands behind 
him. Made of split palm-leaf stems, the hut is decorated with drawings of the sun, 
moon, stars, and deer, the last a Tukuna symbol of vigilance. 

Still to come, however, is the strangest part 
of the ritual. 

While the girls continue dancing, women 
spread two bark-cloth mats in the center of 
the floor. The two paternal uncles step for­
ward and suddenly jerk strands of hair from 
each girl 's head. 

" Dye !" the uncles cry. "Dye," the guests 
chant. 

The girls at once sit on the mats. To the 
thump of drums and the whir of rattle rods, 
women surround the girls and lift off their 
feathered crowns. Relaxed, the girls bow 
their heads with eyes half closed. 

Then with rapid movements the women 
start to pluck out tufts of the girls' hair. Again 
and again, almost feverishly, they jerk out 
fresh wisps of hair- three, five, or seven 
strands at a time. Zeal, even fanaticism, con­
torts the women's faces. They seem indifferent 
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to the girls' pain or exhaustion (page 638 ) . 
"Does this plucking hurt very much? " I 

ask. 
" Of course it hurts," Genesio laughingly 

replies. 
" Do the girls cry often?" 
"Some cry, but that is rare. Now and again 

one of them faints .. .. ~ ' 
"And what do you do then?" 
"The scalp may be rubbed vvith lemon juice 

to loosen the hair ," my guide tells me. 

Girls Bear Pain With Stoic Calm 

Busy fingers continue to jerk out strands 
of hair. More than an hour of steady plucking 
passes. The girls show discomfort when hair 
is pulled from their temples, but they make 
no sound throughout the ceremony. Soon each 
girl 's scalp is shorn, except for a single red­
dyed lock at the top of the head. A relative 
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holds this lock while the women finish the 
depilation. 

Then a shout as the paternal uncles jerk 
out the last red-dyed strands. The hair-pulling 
ceremony is over. 

The masqueraders stand ready for their 
final fling. Women carefully paint the girls 
vvith scarlet and replace their feathered crowns, 
this ti1ne without interfering with their vi­
sion. Linking arms with the girls, the mas­
queraders dance away in the traditional star­
shaped pattern (page 644) . 

After this merry play, the masked dancers 
step out of their costumes, which become the 
property of the host. In return, the host hands 
each masquerader a gift of smoked fish or 
meat. 

Party Ends as Dawn Breaks 

Day is breaking as the festival draws to 
a close. The girls by no'v are so tired that they 
cannot walk unaided. 

Amidst a great hubbub, husky young men 
seize the maidens and enthrone them on straw 
mats. With grunts they hoist the mats high. 

Then they bear the girls outside, and a noisy 
procession snakes its 'vay to the riverbank. 

Suddenly the girls, in a final burst of energy, 
leap from the mats to land softly on a pile of 
leaves far down the slope. 

According to tradition, the girls should 
have thrown themselves into the water. Then 
the guests, in boisterous mer~iment, 'vould 
have pushed each other into the stream. But 
the water has become black and evil smelling 
from flowing through the inundated forest. 

The house is in an uproar as the guests take 
down their hammocks and pack for the home­
ward journey. But first they tear down the 
seclusion hut, grab brooms, and sweep the 
big Indian house clean of debris. 

' ' If a guest didn' t help clean my house, he 
would fall sick and die," Joaquim explains. 

The maidens wrap kerchiefs around their 
heads. They 'vill not be seen vvithout a head 
covering until their hair gro,vs long again. 
Perhaps they will marry then. But no special 
ceremony will mark that occasion. Never 
again, in fact, 'vill they be honored with so 
important a festival. 

After the Ball Is Over: a Valentine Face Grins From Discarded Disguises 
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