

[image: image1.emf]Hans Staden’s True History: An Account of Cannibal Captivity in Brazil.   Hans Staden.  Edited and translated by Neil L. Whitehead and Michael Harbsmeier. Durham, NC: Duke  University Press, 2008, 296 pp. $79.95, cloth; $22.95, paper.     Hans Staden’s  True  History   has long been known, among scholars principally, as one of the key  pieces of early contact literature in the Americas, specifically on the Tupian peoples of the  Brazilian coast. In itself, the text contains an enormous wealth of descriptive informa tion on the  peoples between what are now the states of Rio de Janeiro and Santa Catarina and most  especially in the area of the early colonies of S ã o Vicente (S ã o Paulo state) and the majestically  beautiful beaches of Ubatuba. Initiates in South American   ethnology will delight in reading this  new and superb translation of this extraordinary document (first published in Germany in 1557),  for it literally transports one’s imagination — assisted by Staden’s woodcuts (55 of them) — into  the “exotic” wor ld of the  Tupi and the primordiu m of European contact with the natives of the  continent. “Captivity” stories   are   “ e xotic” and challenging to Western sensibilities even today ,   despite almost daily news of tribal peoples still being “discovered” in the depths of the d ark and  mysterious Amazon rain   forest, and those still struggling to survive the incursions of the  w hite  men on their lands.  They  still hold a  fascination for the reader,   as no doubt they did in sixteenth - century Europe, except that the captors are now m ore often invisible spirits who take the  innocent inhabitants of Amazonian towns off to their hidden dwellings in the depths of the forest  and rivers (as in the recent documentary  “ The Trees  H ave a Mother, ”   Valliere Richard Auzenne  and Juan Carlos Galeano , Films for the Humanities and Sciences, 2008).     The Tupian peoples have “gone down   in history ”   for their practices of “cannibalism,”  which  has provoked endless debates on the meaning and morality of  anthropophagy . Staden’s  eyewitness observations  are  a fascinating exercise in the encounter with radical otherness ,   on  both sides — for the Tupi, Hans Staden and other Europeans were still quite strange ,   though the  Tupi were beginning to u nderstand their motives ,   and for Staden,  who learned  the various  ways  and politics  of the Tupi  through out   his long captivity. Once he had learned the logic of captivity  and the strength of their beliefs in shamans and prophe ts, and the voices of the deities in the  shamans’  maraca  (rattles), he skillfully used this  knowledge  to avoid  the  sure fate  of ending up  in the stomachs of his captors. By playing the role of shaman, he convinced them of his  dominion of the powers   they so much admired.     Given the extraordinary value of this work for understanding the interplay of  imaginations in a situation of colonialism and captivity, it is a great wonder why Staden’s text  has been so restricted in its readership . Eve n in Brazil, far more emphasis is given to the early  French missionary texts than to Staden, probably — as   Whitehead remarks — owing   to the strong  influence of French ethnology and historiography on Brazilian ethnology. With this new  translation and — most impor tant — the marvelously rich essay presenting it, that relative  obscurity has forever changed. Whitehead is well known for his masterful interpretations of early  contact literature in South America (see, for example, his presentation of Sir Walter Rale i gh’s   The Discoverie of the Large, Rich, and Bewtiful Empire of Guiana );  his introduction to Staden’s  True History  is a gem of scholarship that both interprets and enriches the text ,   making it  accessible to students of history, religion, ethnology, and literature. Whitehead’s long - term  research   into the nature and cultural poetics of violence likewise make s   him a perfect interpreter  who appreciates the logic of Tupian anthropophagy,   building on previous interpretations by  such  Brazilian scholars  as Viveiros de Castro and Carneiro da Cunha. Furthermore,  our research   ( In  Darkness and Secrecy,  N.   L. Whitehead and R. M. Wright, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
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Hans Staden’s True History has long been known, among scholars principally, as one of the key pieces of early contact literature in the Americas, specifically on the Tupian peoples of the Brazilian coast. In itself, the text contains an enormous wealth of descriptive information on the peoples between what are now the states of Rio de Janeiro and Santa Catarina and most especially in the area of the early colonies of Saão Vicente (Saão Paulo state) and the majestically beautiful beaches of Ubatuba. Initiates in South American ethnology will delight in reading this new and superb translation of this extraordinary document (first published in Germany in 1557), for it literally transports one’s imagination—assisted by Staden’s woodcuts (55 of them)—into the “exotic” world of the Tupi and the primordium of European contact with the natives of the continent. “Captivity” stories are “exotic” and challenging to Western sensibilities even today, despite almost daily news of tribal peoples still being “discovered” in the depths of the dark and mysterious Amazon rain forest, and those still struggling to survive the incursions of the wWhite men on their lands. They still hold a fascination for the reader, as no doubt they did in sixteenth- century Europe, except that the captors are now more often invisible spirits who take the innocent inhabitants of Amazonian towns off to their hidden dwellings in the depths of the forest and rivers (as in the recent documentary “The Trees hHave a Mother,” Valliere Richard Auzenne and Juan Carlos Galeano, Films for the Humanities and Sciences, 2008).

	The Tupian peoples have “gone down” in history” for their practices of “cannibalism,” anthropophagy that which has provoked endless debates on the meaning and morality of anthropophagysuch a practice. Staden’s eyewitness observations of this practice is are a fascinating exercise in the encounter with radical otherness;, on both sides to be sure—for the Tupi, Hans Staden and other Europeans were still quite strange, though the Tupi were beginning to understand their motives;, and for Staden, who learned the various Tupi peoples’ ways and politics of the Tupi which he learned throughout his long captivity. Once he had learned the logic of captivity and the strength of their beliefs in shamans and prophets, and the voices of the deities in the shamans’ maraca (rattles), he skillfully used this knowledge logic to avoid the a sure fate of ending up in the stomachs of his captors. By playing the role of shaman, he convinced them of his dominion of the powers they so much admired.

	Given the extraordinary value of this work for understanding the interplay of imaginations in a situation of colonialism and captivity, it is a great wonder why Staden’s text has been so restricted in its readership until today. Even in Brazil, far more emphasis is given to the early French missionary texts than to Staden, probably—as Whitehead remarks—owing to the strong influence of French ethnology and historiography on Brazilian ethnology. With this new translation and—most importantly—the marvelously rich essay presenting it, that relative obscurity has forever changed. Whitehead is well known for his masterful interpretations of early contact literature in South America (see, for example, his presentation of Sir Walter Raleigh’s EssayThe Discoverie of the Large, Rich, and Bewtiful Empire of Guiana); his introduction to Staden’s Account True History is a gem of scholarship that both interprets and enriches the text, making it accessible to students of history, religion, ethnology, and literature. Whitehead’s long-term researches into the nature and cultural poetics of violence likewise makes him a perfect interpreter who appreciates the logic of Tupian anthropophagy, building on previous interpretations by such Brazilian scholars such as Viveiros de Castro and Carneiro da Cunha. Furthermore, his and our researches (In Darkness and Secrecy, N. L. Whitehead and R. M. Wright, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004), into the poetics of “dark shamans” hasve attempted to present what was once considered as “immoral” and “barbaric” as deeply rooted in religious notions of the two-headed god of life and death that is so essential to shamanism and to indigenous worldviews. So, Tupian cannibalism is comprehensible; as among like the Txapakuran Wari’ so brilliantly described by B. Conklin in Consuming Grief (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001), it is far preferable to find one’s end in another’s stomach than to have the an ignominious fate of being eaten by worms and rotting in the earth. This That is what many Amazonian Indians believe makes the earth such a problematic place to live. 	Comment by Valued Acer Customer: I don’t think problematic is the right word here, but I don’t know what is.

	Whitehead amply contextualizes the document, skillfully comparing it to others in the “discovery text” genre, as well as in “Tupianology,” ethnology, and modernist literary movements in Brazil that include bearing the name of word “anthropophagy.” So, like the Tupi themselves whose ritual domesticated the Other by making it their one’s own, to be consumed in the process of reproducing society, Whitehead’s introduction to the Staden text takes the exotic out of de-exoticizes the experience to make it more palatable to all of our tastes. For all its antiquity, Tupian cannibalism is surprisingly modern in all of our imaginations and bodily desires. 
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