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Abstract

experience between the Goeldi Museum (Belém, Brazil), Leiden University 

Land – Maranhão (Brazil).1 We start with a visit to the Goeldi Museum’s 

creating and transmitting knowledge, encouraging the participation of 

1 Email: clapez@museu-goeldi.br
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and transmitting knowledge.

Keywords: Amazon, Ka’apor Indigenous people, Indigenous knowledge, 

Resumen

con el pueblo indígena Ka’apor

de investigación colaborativa entre el Museo Goeldi (Belém, Brasil), la 

Universidad de Leiden y el pueblo indígena Ka’apor que vive en la Tierra 

como parte del proyecto de investigación BRASILIAE, que promovió 

conocimiento de los Ka’apor, fomentando la participación de las mujeres 

transmisión del mismo.

Palabras clave: Amazonas, pueblo indígena Ka’apor, conocimiento 

–––––

In the context of the greater Amazon, the Museu Paraense Emílio Goeldi (MPEG), found-

-

holds collections in zoology (entomology, herpetology, ichthyology, mastozoology and 

ornithology collections), botany (MG Herbarium and the recent Ethnobotany Collec-

tion), earth sciences and ecology (paleontology, palynology and soil collections). 

-

nographic collections from 120 Indigenous peoples and riverine populations from the 

Brazilian Amazon and, to a lesser extent, from the Colombian and Peruvian Amazon, as 

well as from the Maroon populations of Suriname. It also houses an archaeological col-

lection that shows the cultural diversity of ancient human collectives in the Amazon and 

an important linguistic collection that holds records of the enormous linguistic diversity 

that exists in the Amazon.

In the area of anthropology, we highlight the research carried out among and with various 

Indigenous peoples with whom the Goeldi Museum has maintained close relations since 

the early days of this research institution. A case in point is the century-old relationship 

that the Goeldi Museum has maintained with the Mebêngôkre-Kayapó Indigenous people, 

at least since the beginning of the 20th century, mediated by various researchers through-
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out this century and throughout the 21st century (Sanjad et al., 2022; López-Garces et 

al., 2014).

In terms of methodology, this article is based on the ethnography of a visit by a group 

2022, carried out as part of the ERC BRASILIAE research project,2 which stimulated dia-

logues with the Ka’apor about practices of knowledge production. In short, we wanted to 

it operates together with Indigenous peoples, to recognize the contribution of Indigenous 

Ka’apor knowledge and their own ways of creating and transmitting it, thereby encourag-

between Indigenous knowledge and Western science as knowledge-making practices. We 

seek to advance in the transformation of inequalities as an alternative in order to build 

a new science of an intercultural nature, which recognizes and values the importance 

ofIndigenous knowledge in the sustainability of life on the planet. It is through research in 

collaboration with Indigenous peoples that we can move forward in this direction.

The Ka’apor, speakers of a language from the Tupi trunk, Tupi-Guarani family, live in 

Brazilian Amazon, sharing this territory with other Indigenous peoples such as the Tembé 

-

ple who identify themselves as Ka’apor, an ethnonym that comes from the terms “Ka’a,” 

which means forest or jungle, and “por,” which means inhabitant or dweller, so the term 

Ka’apor can be understood as “forest dwellers” (Balée, 1994). 

In the context of the Goeldi Museum, research among the Ka’apor Indigenous people 

was initiated by anthropologist William Balée, who carried out an important study on 

the ethnobotanical knowledge of this people between 1988 and 1991 (Balée, 1994. At the 

invitation of Professor Balée, in 2005 Claudia López was asked to support the Ka’apor 

people, who were creating an Indigenous association as an organizational space from 

which to continue organizing economic and political initiatives. Their aim was to contin-

-

digenous logging entrepreneurs (López-Garcés, 2018). 

From this initial collaboration, the Goeldi Museum went on to carry out new research 

initiatives with the Ka’apor people, focusing on issues considered to be a priority, such 

as income generation initiatives, especially handicraft production for the market (López-

Garcés et al., 2015). From 2013, when one of the authors of this article was curator 

(from 2011-2018) of the Curt Nimuendaju Ethnographic Collection, we established new 

research partnerships with the National Museum of Ethnology and the University of 

Leiden (Netherlands), dedicating ourselves to studying the ethnographic collections of 

2  The ERC-funded Project BRASILIAE Indigenous Knowledge in the Making of Science: Historia 

For more information and results, see: https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/715423
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Ka’apor objects kept in the respective museums in Brazil and the Netherlands. As a result 

of this research collaboration, and thanks to the Ibermuseus Conversaciones II Grant that 

we received, the research group collectively decided to organize an exhibition about the 

Ka’apor at the Museu Goeldi. The decision as to the topic (and title) of the exhibition was 

made quickly by the Ka’apor representatives while in Leiden: A Festa do Cauim, that is, 

The Cauim Party (López-Garcés et al., 2017).3

to translate essential concepts and values of Ka’apor life to a wider public. These inter-

kept in the museum’s storage areas (and on display, in the case of Leiden) – a discussion 

they carried out in their own language, afterwards translating it into Portuguese for the 

remaining members of the group. Later, sitting around a table, we – the Ka’apor and the 

of our notes, and from the stories evoked by each object we decided on what to use and 

how to display the Cauim ritual. This method of working together was similar to those 

described by other scholars and museum practitioners working with Indigenous peoples 

Gordon, 2011; Pearlstein et al., 2023). In this sense, it is important to highlight the role 

of the work process at hand, instead of following a strict pre-planned schedule or chasing 

a set of goals to achieve. As we will describe below, this same manner of working was 

employed when discussing science and knowledge-making with the Ka’apor.

The research partnership with Leiden University continued within the framework of the 

ERC BRASILIAE research project, which held two workshops on the theme of recogniz-

the Naturalis Museums and the National Museum of Ethnology in Leiden in 2023. In this 

paper, for analytical purposes, we will focus on the research workshop carried out at the 

Goeldi Museum, the results and discussions of which were presented at the event “Decol-

onizing academic disciplines and collections” in Marburg in June 2023.

In August 2022, a group of Ka’apor Indigenous people chosen by their communities (co-au-

thors Valdemar Ka’apor, Pina Ité Ka’apor, Pina irã Ka’apor, Ximorã Ka’apor, Wa’i Ka’apor), 
4 

collections. The workshop, “Indigenous knowledge and Western science: a visit to the Goel-

1. to bring the Indigenous people into contact with the world of science produced at the 

2. 

science and vice versa; 

3  Cauim is the name of a cashew-fruit beverage made by the Ka’apor, which is drunk during a 
multi-day celebration of four types of important, recurring events for the community: marriages, the bap-

4  Co-authors Irakadju Ka’apor and Rosilene Tembé participated only at the Leiden 2023 workshop, 
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3. -

edge; 

4. -

edge and their role as creators and transmitters of knowledge.

As part of this experience, we visited the ethnographic, archaeological, linguistic, herpe-

tological, ethnobotanical, herbarium, historical archive and library collections and went 

on a hike in the Goeldi Museum’s Zoobotanical Park to identify plants that are important 

to the Ka’apor. One of the objectives was to show how Western science is built on the 

information about the diversity of plants, animals, minerals and human artifacts and then 

knowledge is consolidated.

In methodological terms, we went on tours of the technical reserves that hold the scien-

to talk about those specimens or objects that caught the attention of the workshop par-

ticipants, audio recording the conversations and testimonies about these elements and 

making photographic records and short videos of these tours. In this article we will focus 

-

Simões Archaeological Collection, which holds the largest archaeological collection in the 

collection and the Domingo Soares Ferreira Pena Library. 

Emílio Goeldi, August 2022. Photo © Claudia López
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-

important collections of Ka’apor objects, amassed by various researchers over the course 

of the 20th century; only Valdemar, who had participated in a previous workshop, was 

already familiar with the collection. For this reason, Valdemar led the conversations and 

the Ka’apor ceramic pieces kept in the collection:

We’ve lost the professionals who used to make what we call kamuxi (pa-

neiro) and kachimã (ceramic pipe). … Making pottery is very secretive, 

another to help. It’s very hidden. Men and women do it. The material is 

tujuka -

teresting for us to do it. It’s hard even for me, but if we try we can do it. 

caripé, a tree 

from which you remove the bark and burn it, then you make it like a little 

cement powder, pour it into the clay, mix it two or three times and when 

it’s very soft, we’ll lift it. It’s enough to do it once, the second time we’ll 

can’t drink water, you can’t pee, you can’t date if you’re married. When it’s 

The importance of Valdemar’s speech lies in the fact that the Ka’apor no longer make 

pottery. This knowledge has been forgotten but can be recovered. The knowledge is safe, 

Valdemar argues, and asks: 

How did this knowledge that we call Ukwaha mupytaha remain forever? 

Tupã 

we all get married, what are we going to eat? Are we going to eat snake? 

the one to eat. So God gave us ukwaha, this idea, this knowledge. And so 

we brought our knowledge. That’s where we got this ukwaha from. Our 

history comes from the beginning, from many centuries ago, when Tupã 

existed here on earth, he gave us this knowledge. It’s not through books, in 

those days it was just storytelling. Grandpa is sitting and we’re listening, 

then it’s a lesson for us. The one who knows, who has a good memory, will 

receive and learn, the other doesn’t care. Our ukwaha is very interesting. 

That’s how we bring ukwaha.

When asked how the Ka’apor create new knowledge, Valdemar replies:

land, the forest, second our ukwaha, our knowledge, how we lived, our 

grandfathers. So we’re going to preserve it. We’re still original Indigenous 

people, so let’s talk, have our party, plant. Today we’re already among the 
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karai -

red, but we have the language. Since we’re teachers now, we have to write 

a history book so that it doesn’t end.

who comments:

didn’t learn, the old men are dead, the ones who knew. The others didn’t 

learn. They used to make ceramic ovens too. I don’t know this one (cera-

mic pipe). I’ve seen them doing it, Emídio’s wife knows how. She makes 

Figure 2. Cotton fabrics made by women. Ethnographic collection storage area Curt Nimuendaju, 

August 2022. Photo © Claudia López
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Asked about her knowledge of cotton fabrics, she replied: 

We know how to weave cotton. I know how to make a belt, weave a sling 

cocar) only 

men make, women can’t make them because it’s all crooked for them. Our 

even pick it up or put it on our heads, only the men do. Clubs [borduna

karai [non-Indigenous 

tipiti 

the work in the village, to learn from the old people what they used to do, 

what we don’t know, we don’t know how to do. Then we talk to them and 

they teach us what they know how to do. The old people teach us, even 

the young people and the boys are learning how to make paneiro. We do 

we need it, we’re learning.

These approaches provide an initial understanding of Ka’apor knowledge, in which some 

ukwaha mupytaha knowledge was given by Tupã; it is 

kept in people’s memories; it is transmitted orally; there are professionals who specialize 

men and women, as well as restrictions in this regard; there is now dialogue with non-In-

digenous ways of knowing (teachers, school, books) that contribute to strengthening In-

digenous knowledge. 

The visit to the Ethnographic Collection also included contact with and observation of 

collections of objects made by other Indigenous peoples and peoples of African origin, 

Karipuna Indigenous woman who works as a conservator at the Ethnographic Collection, 

explains that the collection of objects from the Juruna people, organized by Henry Cou-

dreau, arrived at the Goeldi Museum in 1896, a fact that surprised Valdemar, considering 

that these objects have been in the museum for almost 130 years. “It’s another way of 

knowing about care,” said Valdemar, referring to Western museological knowledge that 

focuses on the conservation of collections. And thinking about the diversity of Indigenous 

peoples, Valdemar continued:

Before, God made one house, just one, very big. There the Indigenous people 

had only one language. At that time, they also had iron teeth. The Ka’apor 

cut out their tongues. Boy, I’m going to take this one out and put corn in it. 

That’s why our teeth rot. That also divided them, there’s going to be another 

other. Like before, our ancestors fought a lot. We fought with the Tembé and 
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the Goeldi Museum, Valdemar said:

from another culture. I used to think that culture was just what we have, 

but there are several cultures. We’re curious. [The curator of the Ethnobo-

the village and there’s a lot for us to work with. We thought it was just that 

knowledge that we have, us Ka’apor. But there are other Indigenous people 

who have things we’ve never seen before, not only Indigenous people but 

also the riverines, the quilombolas 

very important, like this vine here [ayahuasca -

ferent cultures … there’s so much around the world, as a quilombola, the 

knowledge we have, each person has their own knowledge. The plants that 

are used to take care of our health, to make tea, some we don’t know, so 

they could be coming to do some work here, or they could be coming from 

outside, it’s going to be very good for them.

stronger.”

Valdemar had the following to say about the visit to the archaeological collection:

I thought it was very important, very interesting and very good at the same 

experience. I was curious because that’s another kind of knowledge, in our 

language you can say Amon ukwaha, another kind of knowledge, nobody 

knew that. I’ve traveled a lot, I’ve been to the United States, I’ve been to 

Holland, but nobody had seen this kind of work, as if it were another world, 

in past centuries, how we lived, what happened, each people has its own 

is there so much pottery, what is it used for, what do they want a lot of it 

for, is it their own production? So I thought. When [a technician from the 

object is used for someone to be buried in when they die, then I felt sad, 

Ka’apor is just burying in the ground, pottery is just for celebrating. [The 

That’s why I was sad and at the same time it’s another way of knowing. 

People who died, buried them there and don’t take care of them anymore, 

they don’t bury them to treat them. This one, put it there for them to take 

care of.

thousand years ago, like a necklace that’s been collected, right? We Ka’apor 

don’t even want to look at that one. That’s why I thought, everyone has a 
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-

ring to the ethnohistorical map drawn by Curt Nimuendaju in the 1940s 

this one was to guide us. Now this ceramics business, I was thinking a lot, 

more laborious than that of the other people we’re seeing there. There are 

maps, feather crafts, which are lighter. That [work on the archaeological 

the exhibition of human remains are sensitive for Indigenous peoples (Atalay, 2006). This 

which were organized at a time when anthropology, archaeology and museology were not 

yet questioning the ethical implications of these types of collections and exhibitions (Curtis, 

2003). On the other hand, Valdemar’s testimony also shows us the importance of museums 

and their collections as spaces for learning about and communicating the historical and 

socio-cultural diversity that characterizes humanity. In this sense, Valdemar‘s words are 

tasks which, in our opinion, should be carried out in collaboration with Indigenous peoples 

as a way of expanding and consolidating the mission of museums as educational spaces on 

the historical and cultural plurality of humanity. We therefore advocate for a plurality of 

participants and publics in museum workshops and other such settings, so that learning 

experiences are increasingly multicultural (and not only bilateral).

Final considerations 

-

digenous participants. Valdemar insisted on the importance of young people evaluating the 

activities. 

Professor Pina Ité Ka’apor said:

our village. I thought, this is what we’re losing, but we can look again and 

see if we can make this material, this pottery. But I thought it was very good. 

It’s like traveling back in time, ancient material. … I think we have to get 

close to the older people who have this ancient knowledge, we young people 

we have to get close to them. Now that cameras and audio recorders have 

too. Now that they’re starting, the old people are telling stories to make 

things. I thought it was very important because an old man can pass away, 

but the video will still be there, I thought it was very important, very katu 
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These words show us how collections and museums are spaces for recording the history of 

the  peoples of the world, suggesting new forms of cultural expression for these peoples in 

contemporary times. It is necessary to expand the spaces for intercultural dialog, so that 

which Western science has been made and shown these records, and how museums need 

the guidelines for working in museum institutions.

She couldn’t participate because her child was not allowed in [due to the 

paper that remains in the book we write for others and don’t value, we 

give it to our children, and they tear it up. That’s why she wanted another 

values it. It’s a lot of work, it’s very sad, but at the same time it’s good 

the kids pick it up, nobody values it, nobody says no, don’t touch it, it’ll 

be torn up. So now, anything that we have to value, we have to evaluate 

what is said there, what is being done in the drawing … we have to study, 

we have to know, we have to learn more about this.

a need to make organizational changes with regards to the accessibility of collections so 

that children can participate in the work carried out with Indigenous peoples. The Indi-

genous women who take part in these events normally bring their children with them, so 

museums need to develop forms of working that do not exclude the participation of chil-

dren in the storage areas and other spaces of the museum. On the other hand, Ximorã‘s 

words raise questions about the way in which science disseminates research results using 

the technique of writing, usually in book format. We are therefore invited to question 

whether this form of disseminating research is the most appropriate method to reach 

communities, or if we need to develop other forms of communicating that better align with 

in the idea of “valorization/conservation”, which motivates her to think about the import-

ance of books as tools for learning content. In doing so, she expresses her openness to these 

forms of communication which, as Valdemar also expressed, are becoming necessary in the 

current Indigenous education system.  

Additionally, according to Professor Wa’i Ka’apor:

For me, it’s a study, another knowledge … That’s what I see, we have to sit 

down with the elders, because they have more knowledge than us young 

people. Because now we young people are starting to strengthen our culture. 
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For me it’s a good thing to come to this museum. We take this knowledge 

from here to our village.

Professor Wa’i expresses his understanding of the museum as a space for disseminating Wes-

the experience of getting to know the museum motivates him to work with young people 

in order to strengthen the knowledge of his people. In addition, Professor Wa’i’s words in-

dicate that museums, when proposing collaborative work with Indigenous peoples, should 

from working with the collections is broader and reaches segments of the community who 

will continue passing on that knowledge to new generations. In this way, instead of just re-

ceiving knowledge from Indigenous elders and adding it to their collection inventories, the 

museum provides a broader opportunity for exchange for everyone involved.

We conclude by drawing attention to the “evocative power of objects” (Van Velthem, 2012) 

with Indigenous peoples goes beyond “qualifying” objects, it implies new learning for 

museum institutions and Indigenous peoples alike. It suggests ways to promote changes and 

innovations in the working dynamics of the institutions that hold the collections, but also 

in the Indigenous communities that visit them. These meetings promote interdisciplinary 

and inter-epistemic dialogues, facilitating the expression of feelings and emotions that 

also contribute to the processes of creating knowledge, living together and understanding 

others. Based on these collaborative experiences, we ask ourselves about the possibility 

August 2022. Photo © Claudia López
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knowledge that integrates the understanding and care of the human and non-human beings 

who live together on this planet.
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