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In the acknowledgments to the English translation of “Cosmological deixis and Amerindian perspectivism,” Eduardo Vivieros
de Castro (1998: 484) cryptically states that “After this article has reached its present form, I read an essay by Fritz Krause . . .
which advances ideas strikingly similar to some developed here.” In this introduction to the first English translation of Krause’s
“Mask and ancestral figure: The motif of the skin and the principle of form,” I sketch what some of these ideas may be and trace
how they were addressed in Viveiros de Castro’s later writings. I conclude with a brief survey of some other engagements with
Krause’s work in Amazonian ethnology and suggest why this article has remained largely ignored in the discipline.
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In the acknowledgments to the English version of Edu-
ardo Viveiros de Castro’s article on Amerindian per-
spectivism, he writes: “After this article had reached its
present form, I read an essay by Fritz Krause (1931,
mentioned in Boelscher 1989: 212, n10) which advances
ideas strikingly similar to some developed here” (Viveiros
de Castro 1998: 484). The note in Marianne Boelscher’s
The curtain within: Haida social and mythical discourse
simply observes that “For an interesting and little-known
essay on the motif of the skin and the principle of form,
see Krause (1931). Krause makes much use of Northwest
Coast data, particularly Swanton’s.” The part of the book
which the endnote complements states that, “the means
by which the change from human to animal state is ef-
fected is usually the skin (₭’al), the outer wrapping.
Mythically, the skin provides the wearer with the powers
and features of the animal embodied” (Boelscher 1989:
175). This observation is in Chapter 6 of Boelscher’s book,
“Powers and their transformations,” where, having dis-
cussed the ambiguity of the symbols of Haida social clas-
sification, the author announces that she “will now ex-
pand this analysis to include the classification of ‘other
worlds’: that of nature and that beyond nature, which
in Haida symbolic thinking are not separated but are con-
ceived of as merged, as different aspects of the same en-
tity” (Boelscher 1989: 167).

Fritz Krause’s article, published here in English for
the first time, discusses what he calls the “nonanimistic
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worldview,”which he contrasts with the “animistic world-
view.” In the latter, according to Krause, all nature is
endowed with a “soul” or “essence” much like that of
human beings. Accordingly, human beings are trans-
formed when another soul possesses them and displaces
their own soul. The human, under the spell of this for-
eign soul, takes on its characteristics and capabilities.
In the nonanimistic worldview, the characteristics and
capabilities of beings is closely linked to the body. It is
hence physical changes that are responsible for changes
in essence, and by changing form the human in fact be-
comes the being whose form it assumes. In this world-
view, the soul is again uniform for all living beings, which
enables interactions between them and facilitates their
transformation into each other by means of the trans-
formation of their form.

Viveiros de Castro’s theory of Amerindian pers-
pectivism is concerned with “the conception, common
to many peoples of the [American] continent, accord-
ing to which the world is inhabited by different sorts
of subjects or persons, human and non-human, which
apprehend reality from distinct points of view” (Vi-
veiros de Castro 1998: 469). These points of view are
not those of different cultures, in a way that, say, all be-
ings, humans and nonhumans, would apprehend real-
ity according to their own traditions. This would be
nothing other than our commonsense multicultural-
ism and its relativistic epistemology. In Amerindian
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1. See Viveiros de Castro (2012: 145n6). There was a
Portuguese-language translation of Krause’s article avail-
able at the Francisca Keller Library when I was a gradu-
ate student at the National Museum of Brazil in the late
1990s. It may have been commissioned by Viveiros de
Castro; I do not know. It is this version which was used
by other Brazilian Amazonianists unable to read Ger-
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perspectivism, the point of view is linked to specific
bodies:

All beings see (“represent”) the world in the same way—
what changes is the world that they see. Animals im-
pose the same categories and values on reality as humans
do: their worlds, like ours, revolve around hunting and
fishing, cooking and fermented drinks, cross-cousins
and war, initiation rituals, shamans, chiefs, spirits. (Vi-
veiros de Castro 1998: 477)

For a few paradigmatic examples: jaguars see blood
as manioc beer (which is what Indigenous Amazonians
drink in ritual); vultures see the maggots in rotten meat
as roasted fish (which Indigenous Amazonians eat when-
ever they can). Viveiros de Castro contrasts this Amer-
indianmultinaturalism to our multiculturalism: whereas
for the latter many cultures apprehend a single world
in different ways, for the former many worlds are appre-
hended by a single “culture” in the same way. The spirit
cannot be the operator of multinaturalism, or the con-
ductor of perspectives, since everyone and everything
has or can have a soul, which is often formally identical
across the board. Instead, the operator is the body. It is
worth quoting Viveiros de Castro at length:

Animals see in the same way as we do different things
because their bodies are different from ours. I am not
referring to physiological differences—as far as that is
concerned, Amerindians recognize a basic uniformity
of bodies, but rather to affects, dispositions, or capac-
ities which render the body of every species unique: what
it eats, how it communicates, where it lives, whether it
is gregarious or solitary, and so forth. . . . Thus, what I
call “body” is not a synonym for distinctive substance
or fixed shape; it is an assemblage of affects or ways
of being that constitute a habitus. Between the formal
subjectivity of souls and the substantial materiality of
organisms there is an intermediate plane which is occu-
pied by the body as a bundle of affects and capacities
and which is the origin or perspectives. (Viveiros de
Castro 1998: 478)

Once Krause’s language is rendered into that of
Viveiros de Castro, it is not difficult to see how the non-
animistic worldview anticipates some aspects of multi-
naturalism. Here is a passage from Krause:
man, including Carlos Fausto, whom I will turn to shortly.
The Francisca Keller Library burned down in the fire that
consumed the National Museum on the September 2,
2018. I am not sure if a copy of this translation survived
the fire.
From this brief and thoroughly incomplete overview, it
becomes sufficiently clear that the means by which the
transformation takes place is the covering or skin. The
skinmediates the other essence, gives it powers, charac-
teristics, and capabilities, and allows these to become
effective. By putting on the skin of another being, a be-
ing [Wesen] loses its previous essence [Wesenheit], ac-
tually becoming the other being and living and acting
as it does. Accordingly, the bearer of this essence is the
skin, the external form. In other words, the form is iden-
tical with the being. (Krause, this issue)

In both theories, there is a common soul, which is
the ground upon which transformation takes place; and
different bodies, which, in the nonanimistic worldview,
index an “essence” that implies certain “characteristics
and capabilities,” and in multinaturalism are the origin
of perspectives, and “an assemblage of affects or ways of
being that constitute a habitus.”

Viveiros de Castro (1996) makes nomention of Krause
in the Portuguese version of the article, published two
years before the English version, nor does he refer to
Boelscher’s ethnography. He came upon the latter, and
through it the former’s article on the motif of skin and
the principle of form, in the interim between these pub-
lications.1 In one of a series of lectures Viveiros de Castro
presented at the University of Cambridge, published in
the HAU Masterclass Series (Viveiros de Castro 2012), he
sets aside an investigation into how Krause’s ideas are
“strikingly similar” to multinaturalism for a future study
(which, to my knowledge, has never surfaced), and fo-
cuses, rather, on some important differences. These rest
on Krause’s contradictory use of the idea of “representa-
tion.” Take Krause’s discussion of data from the Kwakiutl
(Kwakwakwa’wakw), as presented by John Reed Swanton.
According to Krause, “The outer mask [donned during
the potlatch ceremony by masked dancers] represents the
animal nature of the animal; the inner mask the hu-
man form (face)” and the masked dancers “do not merely
represent these beings, perform them in pantomime in a
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sort of play, or pretend to be those beings, but have ac-
tually been transformed into them.” Viveiros de Castro
(2012: 146) likens Krause’s interpretation to Irving Hal-
lowell’s (1960) hypothesis that the Ojibwa once believed
in direct bodily metamorphosis, but recently adopted the
“clothing” idiom as a latter-day rationalization.

For Viveiros de Castro, Krause’s position and that of
Hallowell, reveal a “slight paradox.” The masked danc-
ers do not represent the beings whose masks they don;
instead, they become those beings (“form is identical with
being,” in Krause’s rendering above). The masks, how-
ever, do represent what Krause calls “the animal nature
of the animal.”While accepting the originality of Krause’s
and Hallowell’s interpretation, as they shift from a figu-
rative to a literal reading of metamorphosis, Viveiros de
Castro nonetheless identifies here a residually “represen-
tationalist” feature: the animals that masked dancers be-
come are only represented in the masks whose form ef-
fects the becoming. In his words, “Krause and Hallowell
force the Indians to choose between two branches of an
alternative which has absolutely no place in native ontol-
ogies: metamorphosis must be either a representation or
a reality” (Viveiros de Castro 2012: 146). Though “slight,”
this stubborn, if residual, representationalist detail actu-
ally topples Krause’s efforts to construe the nonanimistic
worldview in opposition to the animistic worldview much
as presence is to representation: “[Krause is] forced to
conclude that the Indians represent as being a reality
what is in reality a representation” (Viveiros de Castro
2012: 146).2

Viveiros de Castro adapts the Deleuzian concept of
“becoming” as a way out of this “paradox,” eschewing
a definition of “transformation” as a process (in which
representation shifts to representation) for one which
sees it as a quality of multiple identities and their con-
sequences (which occurs at the meeting point of differ-
ent perspectives):

Firstly, when a human becomes an animal, the animal
may be imaginary, but the becoming is real (so the
2. Viveiros de Castro is probably referring to the passage
quoted above: “The outer mask represents [stellt] the an-
imal nature of the animal; the inner mask the human
form (face)” (die Außenmaske stellt das tierische Wesen
als tier, die Innenmaske in menschlicher Gestalt [Gesicht]
dar). It is important to be attentive to the range of words
used by Krause that can be rendered as “to represent” in
English, but which have slightly different, if overlapping,
meanings in German. See note 17 to Krause’s article.
object of becoming may be a “representation,” but not
the act itself); secondly, when a human becomes an
animal, the animal necessarily becomes something else
(a different type of human, perhaps); and thirdly, in the
act of becoming what changes is not the subject, but
the world. (Viveiros de Castro 2012: 146)
He thus refracts Krause’s nonanimistic worldview through
multinatural ontology, revealing the contradictions in-
herent to one aspect of Krause’s theory: the “slight par-
adox” ultimately contained in a preference for represen-
tation over presence, for the figurative over the literal.

This is, of course, an aspect of more general move-
ment in (some) anthropology of the last decades. Since
the epistemological crisis of the 1980s (and the critiques
of it, including what has come to known as the “onto-
logical turn”), anthropological theory has tended to re-
ject “metaphor” and “representation,” preferring, in one
development, to stress the emergence of “concepts” by
“refusing to explain [ideas] in terms of some transcen-
dent notion of context (ecological, economic, political,
etc.)” (Viveiros de Castro [2002] 2013: 484). It is in light
of this movement that Carlos Fausto (2020: 16–17; 2011)
returns to Krause’s article to anchor an orthogonal read-
ing of the opposition between representation and pres-
ence. He thus turns not to the Deleuzian concept of
“becoming” as a way out of Krause’s “paradox,” but to
how ritual pragmatics enables us to avoid having to
choose, once and for all, between deciding whether those
performing ritual are the beings evoked or somehow hold
their place.

It seems that Krause’s “Mask and ancestral figure”
evokes contradictory readings; or at least that its ambi-
guities allow us to reread it in light of different concerns.
Indeed, by foregrounding the importance of presence,
whether via representation or tout court, it is remarkably
contemporary. Why, then, has it been largely ignored?
One of the reasons for this is quite simply because it
was written in German, a language which in the 1930s
was already becoming marginal to cosmopolitan anthro-
pology, and which after the war became increasingly so.
Another, as Petschelies’s biographical sketch of Krause
in this issue stresses, is because it was written too late.
This is so in two senses. First, when it was published in
the 1930s, anthropology was drifting towards a preference
for the modern ethnographical monograph of a “single
society,” and the sort of wide-ranging, cross-cultural sur-
vey Krause proposed in his quest for “essences” was grow-
ing outmoded. Second, by the 1930s animism had become
associated with a defunct social evolutionist theory, and
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few anthropologists had anything to say about it. Now
that comparison and animism are back on the anthro-
pological agenda, we hope that the translation of this
article by Fritz Krause may find a new readership.

Acknowledgments

Both Mariane Ferme and I did editorial work on the transla-
tion of Fritz Krause’s article, and I thank her for her charac-
teristically sharp and accurate observations. Were she still in
the editorial collective of HAU, this introduction would be less
Amazonia-centric, and certainly much better. I also thank
Kenneth Kronenberg for his excellent translation, and for
engaging with the conceptual issues that Krause’s article raises.
I thank Deborah Durham for careful copy editing, and Carlos
Fausto for his comments.

References

Boelscher, Marianne 1989. The curtain within: Haida social
and mythical discourse. Vancouver: University of British
Columbia Press.

Fausto, Carlos 2011. “La masque de l’animiste: Chimères et
poupées russes em Amerique indigène.” Gradhiva 13: 49–67.
———. 2020. Art effects: Image, agency, and ritual in Ama-
zonia. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

Hallowell, Irving 1960. “Ojibwa ontology, behavior and world-
view.” In Culture in history: Essays in honor of Paul Radin ,
edited by Stanley Diamond, 19–52. New York: Columbia
University Press.

Krause, Fritz. 1931. Maske und Ahnenfigur: Das Motiv der
Hülle und das Prinzip der Form. Ethnologische Studien
1: 344–64.

Viveiros de Castro, Eduardo 1996. “Os pronomes cosmo-
lógicos e o perspectivismo ameríndio.” Mana: Estudos de
Antropologia Social 2 (2): 115–44.

———. 1998. “Cosmological deixis and Amerindian per-
spectivism.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute
(N.S) 4 (3): 469–88.

———. 2012. Cosmological perspectivism in Amazonia and
elsewhere: Four lectures given in the Department of Social
Anthropology, Cambridge University, February–March 1998.
HAU Masterclass Series, Vol 1. https://haubooks.org/cos
mological-perspectivism-in-amazonia/

———. (2002) 2013. “The relative native.” HAU: Journal of
Ethnographic Theory 3 (3): 473–502.

https://haubooks.org/cosmological-perspectivism-in-amazonia/
https://haubooks.org/cosmological-perspectivism-in-amazonia/

