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Abstract: This paper studies the principal aspects of meter of three traditional 
Kakataibo chants (a Panoan group of Peruvian Amazonia). Regarding meter, 
Kakataibo chants exhibit patterns relevant for the cross-linguistic study of line and 
meter typology. I describe the Kakataibo system of versification as a quantitative meter 
that counts an exact number of moras and regulates the distribution of these by impos-
ing grouping restrictions; also, it establishes weight differences between light, heavy 
and superheavy syllables, and vowel lengthening plays an important role for meter 
purposes. In addition, the average duration of lines tends to last less than three seconds 
and decreases progressively during performance. 

Keywords: Amazonia, verbal art, meter, versification

Introduction

Amazonia is still one of the least studied linguistic areas of the planet. In 
relation to this, chants in the Amazon, although their scientific documenta-
tion and analysis can be dated from the mid-twentieth century onwards, still 
can provide us with enough discoveries to challenge our current theories. In 
addition to forming a linguistic area (Epps, Michael 2017), the Amazon basin 
is also a discursive area (Beier, Michael, Sherzer 2002), on the one hand, due 
to the widespread presence of discourse forms and processes between dif-
ferent linguistic families and, on the other hand, because these forms and 
processes coexist in particular discursive genres (2002: 125). Some of these 
discourse forms are parallelism (Sherzer 1983), repetition (Beier et al. 2002; 
Journet 2000), shamanic discourse (Baer 1994; Brabec de Mori 2011, 2012; 
Seeger 1987), ceremonial dialogues (Urban 1986), etc., and might show unique 
features. 

According to Edmonson (1971; cited in Tedlock 1983), there is no meter 
based on recurrent quantifications of vowel length, stresses, number of syl-
lables, or of any other type, in indigenous Amerindian verbal art. However, 
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recent studies prove otherwise (Beier 2001; Beier et al. 2002; Michael 2004; 
Skilton 2017). Thus, this paper contributes to the debate by presenting a study 
of the meter of three traditional Kakataibo chants. Regarding meter, I propose 
that these three Kakataibo chants exhibit a quantitative meter that counts an 
exact number of eight moras and regulates the distribution of these by impos-
ing grouping restrictions; also, it establishes weight differences between light, 
heavy and superheavy syllables following the Khalkha criterion (Ryan 2019) . 

This paper is organized as follows: in §1, I offer a brief profile of the 
Kakataibo language and its speakers with a special emphasis on its syllable 
structure, stress and monosyllables. In §2, I detail the two databases used in 
this paper and the number of lines and the total amount of syllables analyzed. 
In §3, I recap some cultural topics about Kakataibo chants. In §4, I discuss 
Michael’s (2019) classification of edge-marking lines and meter-based lines 
and the meter typology following Aroui (2009) and Ryan (2017, 2019). In §5, 
I analyze Kakataibo meter by discussing three chants: ño xakwati ‘the hunt 
of the peccary’, no bana ‘iti ‘the word of the enemy’ and bana tuputi ‘words 
of teaching’. Finally, I conclude this paper in §6 giving some reflections about 
the Kakataibo system of versification and the importance of this research area 
for the understanding of Amazonian verbal art and the cross-linguistic study 
of meter.

1. Some notes on the Kakataibo language and its speakers

Kakataibo is a Peruvian Amazonian language of the Panoan family and its 
speakers live in Huánuco and Ucayali. According to the last census of Instituto 
Nacional de Estadística e Informática (2017), 1553 people identified them-
selves as Kakataibo speakers. Regarding the Kakataibo dialectology, Zariquiey 
(2011b, 2013) identifies a primary division into two branches, one composed 
of the Lower Aguaytía, Upper Aguaytía, and Sungaroyacu dialects, and another 
one of the San Alejandro and Nokamán dialects. The chants analyzed in this 
article come entirely from the Lower Aguaytía variety and were recorded in 
two native communities: Mariscal Cáceres and Yamino. As for the Kakataibo 
phonology, the Lower Aguaytía dialect has the phonological inventory in Table 
1 and 2 (orthographic conventions are included in brackets).
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Table 1. Inventory of the Kakataibo consonants

Place of 
articulation Labial Dento-

alveolar
Palato-
alveolar

Palatal 
(retro-
flex)

Velar Glottal

Stop
p <p> t <t> k <k> ʔ <’>

kʷ <kw>
Nasal m <m> n <n> ɲ <ñ>
Flap ɾ <r>
Affricate ts <ts> tʃ <ch>
Fricative s <s> ʃ <sh> ʂ <x>
Approximant β̞ <b>

Table 2. Inventory of the Kakataibo vowels 

Front Central Back
High i <i> ɨ <ë> ɯ <u>
Mid e <e> ɤ <o>
Low a <a>

Syllables in Kakataibo may be of the shape (C)V(C), resulting in four possibili-
ties: V, CV, VC and CVC. All these syllables can appear in any position and 
the coda position may be filled by one of /n/, /s/, /ʃ/ /ʂ/ and, in some restricted 
cases, /ʔ/ (Zariquiey 2011a, 2018). It is important to highlight that vowel length 
is not contrastive in Kakataibo; however, as we will see later, vowel lengthening 
plays a special role in the Kakataibo meter. Regarding its metrical stress sys-
tem, trochaic feet are created from left to right if there are no closed syllables 
in even positions and the acoustic correlate of stress is a pitch peak. However, 
if the second syllable is closed, it becomes the head of its foot and attracts the 
stress. In this sense, the Kakataibo metrical stress system is sensitive to syllable 
weight and closed syllables are treated as heavy (Zariquiey 2018: 119).

Regarding the behavior of the monosyllables in the language, Zariquiey 
(2011a: 150, 2018: 127–128) proposes that every phonological word in 
Kakataibo follows the principle of minimum phonological word; that is, a 
phonological word in Kakataibo is a prosodic unit that consists of at least 
two syllables (one foot) and one stress. Thus, for example, the monosyllables 
in (4) must be analyzed as phonologically disyllabic for stress assignment 
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purposes – this principle also applies to monosyllabic roots. Monosyllables 
and monosyllabic roots have a complicated behavior in Kakataibo meter.

(1)
bi ‘mosquito’   > [βî̞ː]   (ˈbí.i)
ba ‘egg, larva’   > [βâ̞ː]   (ˈbá.a)
bu ‘hair’   > [βû̞ː]   (ˈbú.u)

    (Zariquiey 2011a: 150) 

As for the morphosyntactic profile, Kakataibo is a postpositional and agglu-
tinating language showing high levels of synthetic verbal morphology. Word 
order is pragmatically-oriented, however verb-final sentences are the norm 
(Zariquiey 2018). In addition, Kakataibo has a rich switch-reference system 
and uses nominalizations systematically in discourse (also in chants). 

2. Data and Methodology

The corpus used in the present article comprises a total of 10 chants (4 no 
bana ‘iti, 3 bana tuputi and 3 ño xakwati) – shown in Table 3. These 10 chants 
come from two databases: Zariquiey (2014) and my own fieldwork during 
2015–2017. From Zariquiey (2014), I used seven songs documented in Yamino 
during the years 2010–2012; these songs were recorded using a ZOOM-H4 
recorder, in uncompressed format WAV (stereo, digitized at a ratio of 44,100 
Hz and 16 bits). In addition, I add three more chants of my own fieldwork in 
Yamino and Mariscal Cáceres; these were recorded with a Sony ICD-PX312. 

In total, I have analyzed four no bana ‘iti (4 different singers in different 
years and from two different communities), three bana tuputi (2 different sing-
ers, same year and community) and one ño xakwati (one singer in different 
years). I used PRAAT for acoustic analysis (Boersma and Weenik 2014) and 
Excel for statistics. In total, my corpus has 672 lines (Table 3) and I measured 
the actual duration of 2410 syllables (Table 4)2. 

2 As I expose in 5.2, Figure 6, Table 6, heavy and superheavy syllables differ each other only 
by duration in traditional Kakataibo chants. Superheavy syllables only appear in chanting due 
to metric requirements. 
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Table 3. Metadata and number of lines per chant 

Chants and metadata Number of lines
ZQ-EE-nobana1-2010 67
ZQ-EE-nobana2-2010 120

AP-RA-nobana1-2017 54
AP-MA-nobana1-2017 40
ZQ-IO-banatuputi1-2010 81

ZQ-IO-banatupu2-2010 142
ZQ-CV-banatuputi1-2010 57
AP-EE-ñoxakwati1-2015 27
ZQ-EE-ñoxakwati1-2010 36
ZQ-EE-ñoxakwati2-2010 48

Total 672

Table 4. Type and number of syllables measured

Type of syllable #
Light 1944
Heavy 146
Superheavy 320
Total 2410

3. A brief summary of kakataibo chants

In previous works (Prieto Mendoza 2018, 2019), I have studied different topics 
of the Kakataibo traditional chants such as the learning process of the singers, 
the available recording and databases, the number of types of chants, etc. so 
in this paper I only discuss some aspects related to ño xakwati, no bana ‘iti, 
and bana tuputi.

The traditional Kakataibo chants, in general, are always improvised in each 
performance, which puts them in the line with areal tendencies of Amazonian 
ritual chant (Déléage 2020). As stated by Erwin Frank, the kakataibos never 
“sing a song in the same way as on other performance […] However, singers 
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believe that their different versions of a song are ‘always absolutely the same’” 
(Frank 1994: 227). Thus, although the content is always improvised and var-
ies in each performance, every Kakataibo learns a discursive technique of 
formalization that remains stable across singers. In relation to the linguistic 
aspects of this discursive technique, the Kakataibo traditional chants exhibit a 
high metaphorical content, reduced syntax, specialized vocabulary, and three 
compositional strategies (Frog 2009): semantic parallelism, enjambment, and 
repetition (Prieto Mendoza 2019). In addition, as I propose in this paper, three 
Kakataibo traditional chants exhibit a metrical organization: ño xakwati, no 
bana ‘iti, and bana tuputi.

Ño xakwati is sung before hunting or during the last hours of the night to 
attract the ño ‘peccary’. Kakataibos, as other Panoan groups, raise peccaries 
and when these peccaries are sufficiently grown to eat, families or neighbor-
ing groups gathered to kill the raised peccary. During this festivity, no longer 
practiced, men also sing ño xakwati.

Bana tuputi is a women’s chant about life experiences with special attention 
to the parents or related family that raised her in her childhood. By singing 
bana tuputi, the singer instructs her offspring in the Kakataibo way of life. 

Lastly, no bana ‘iti is also about life experiences that marked the life of the 
male singer, such as military service, some physical prowess or how he learned 
to hunt. Kakataibo tend to highlight their physical abilities and the aptitude 
of not being deceived using the figure of the ‘inu ‘jaguar’. The mythological 
figure of the ‘inka plays an important role in the imagery of no bana ‘iti and is 
associated with metal tools, airplanes, boats or products considered brought 
by the mestizos ‘non Kakataibos, foreigners’. 

In terms of the continuity of this practice, many Kakataibos declare that 
they no longer know how to sing “traditional chants”; however, a consider-
able group of adults, between 50- and 80-year-olds, actively sing and seek to 
revitalize this practice. It is also worth noting that nowadays the vitality of 
this practice can be considered endangered since many of the singers are only 
elders or have died in the last two years.

4. Line and meter typology

One of the most important theoretical contributions of the ethnopoetic studies 
was to propose that Amerindian verbal art is organized around structuring 
textual or discursive units called lines (Hymes 1981). Lines are defined by pat-
terns and recurrence of different types, for example, the recurrence of certain 
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discursive particles at the beginning of the line, prosodic or intonation fea-
tures, final vowel lengthening, phonological phrasing, parallelism, repetition, 
etc. (Severi 2008; Sherzer 1983; Sherzer, Wicks 1982; Urban 1988). According 
to Michael (2019), these recurrences are not seen “as not merely aligning with 
the edges of a pre-existing constituent (i.e the line), but rather as themselves 
constituting the line edges, and thereby creating the line” (2019: 57). Likewise, 
lines can be classified in two types: edge-marking lines and metrical lines. The 
former is defined by discursive particles, prosodic features or syntactic phrasing 
but meter is not used, while the latter use recurrence patterns of phonologi-
cal segments such as syllables, stress, moras or tone. Traditionally, metrical 
lines have been the prototypical object of study for metrics and versification. 
Regarding the areal diffusion of these two type of lines among Amerindian 
languages, Edmonson (1971) considers that Amerindian verbal art lacks any 
type of metrical lines and, on the contrary, edge-marking lines would be pre-
dominant. However, recent studies prove otherwise, for example the verbal 
art of the Curripaco (Journet 2000), Wampis (Peña 2018), Nanti (Beier 2001; 
Michael 2004) and Máihɨk̃i (Skilton 2017) were found to exhibit metrical lines, 
so there is now ample counterevidence against Edmonson’s (1971) claim.

On another note, regarding metrical lines, different typologies have been 
proposed (Aroui 2009; Dufter 2010; Fabb 1997; Fabb, Halle 2008; Lotz 1960; 
Tsur 1998). According to Aroui (2009), we need two criteria in order to dis-
tinguish and compare metrical lines between the world’s languages: prosodic 
constituents and type of organization. The first criterion refers to the type of 
prosodic unit on which the verse is based (mora, stress, syllable or tone); the 
second takes into consideration the type of organization of these units, whether 
it is counting or patterning. Examples of moraic-counting meters are Japanese 
classic poetry; syllable-counting meters, Spanish or French; on the other hand, 
patterning meters are used in Hausa, classic Arabic, Latin and ancient Greek, etc.

moraic 
systems

stress 
systems

tonal 
systems

syllabic 
systems

patterning 
meters

counting 
meters

               (Aroui 2009: 15)

Figure 1. Verse typology
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Following Ryan (Ryan 2017, 2019), another important classification is the 
distinction between quantitative and accentual meters – because Kakataibo 
chants use a quantitative meter, I only discuss the first one. A meter is quan-
titative if it is based on syllable weight or mora count – moraic systems and 
syllabic systems following Aroui (2009). According to Ryan (2019), quantita-
tive meters vary in terms of the importance they give to syllables or moras, 
this is schematized in the following continuum.

               Syllabic                            Syllabo-moraic                 Moraic
          (as in Tocharian)       (as in Sanskrit)          (as in Japanese)

       Ryan (2019: 134)

Figure 2. Typological range of quantity sensitivity in meter

On the left extreme of this continuum, syllabic-counting meters fix the number 
of syllables per line regardless of their weights, languages lacking phonemic 
vowel length tend to use this meter. At the right extreme, mora-counting 
meters fix a number of moras per line but, in some extreme cases, the syllable 
structure is ignored. According to Ryan, “within this range, meters vary widely 
in how sensitive they are to moras vs. syllables” (2019: 136). 

On the other hand, quantitative meters can be classified based on of these 
two weight criteria: the Latin criterion or the Khalkha criterion. The first one 
considers that a syllable is light if and only if it has the structure C0V; syllables 
with codas count the same as long vowels. The majority of the quantitative 
meters studied by Ryan (2019) follow the Latin Criterion – they come from the 
most widespread poetic traditions, Indo-European and Semitic. The second 
one establishes that a syllable is light if and only if it has the structure C0VC0, 
in other words, if it contains a short vowel regardless the presence of a coda – 
the Khalkha criterion is considerably less common. For example, karintaa 
chants of the Nantis, an Arawakan group of the Peruvian Amazon, follow 
the Khalkha criterion. In karintaa, long vowels count as bimoraic for meter 
purposes, but nasal codas (the only codas allowed by Nanti phonotactics) are 
ignored (Michael 2004). As proposed in §5.1, Kakataibo meter follows the 
Khalkha criterion, whereby long vowels count as two moras, while codas fail to 
contribute a mora. Furthermore, even though weight distinctions are usually 
binary, some traditions distinguish heavy vs superheavy syllables (i.e trimo-
raic) – superheavy syllables are also important in the Kakataibo meter. Also, 
there are two putative universals of quantitative meter: final indifference and 
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final strictness. First, it is common for the weight to be ignored in the line-final 
position, because this position tends to be lengthened or due to extrametrical-
ity, final syllables are in fermata. Second, endings, not only line-final endings 
but across metrical constituents, are stricter than beginnings (Ryan 2019: 136).

Finally, it should be added that there also exist hybrid accentual-quantita-
tive meters. Following Ryan (2017), such hybrid meter can be classified in two 
classes: (i) weight and stress map independently on the meter, and (ii) weight 
and stress interact, with the weight being more regulated than the latter. 

At last, another important topic related to line typology is the line dura-
tion. Fabb (2015) proposes that there is no fixed limit for the duration of lines, 
and the crucial constraint in line duration is the amount and organization of 
information; on the contrary, Turner and Pöppel (1988) propose that lines 
tend to last between 2.5s and 3.5s.

5. Kakataibo system of versification 

As shown in the Introduction, this article discusses the metrical structure 
of three Kakataibo chants, ño xakwati, bana tuputi and no bana ‘iti. In the 
following sections, I discuss the principal aspects of the Kakataibo system 
of versification according to its relevance for each chant: syllabic behavior 
(Khalkha criterion), vowel lengthening and line duration are discussed on 
the material of ño xakwati, and superheavy syllables and mora suppression 
are exemplified with no bana ‘iti and bana tuputi.

5.1. Ño xakwati and basic aspects

The first thing to comment on the following examples in (2) is that, the lines in 
(a-e) each have 8 moras – defined as “the temporal duration of the syllable that 
contains a short vowel” (Banti, Giannattasio 1996), even though the number 
of syllables may vary across lines. 

(2)
a. rëëchite   bëëxiin   – ∪∪ – –   8μ / 5σ 
 rë-chitë   bëxin  
 tip-reed   peeling 
 ‘Peeling reed’ 



126 Alejandro Augusto Prieto Mendoza

b. shinkun runu  pibëtsiin  ∪∪ ∪∪ ∪∪ – 8μ / 7σ 
 shinkun runu pi-bëtsin   
 snake   eat-coming 
 ‘The snake is coming’

c.  basi runu  pibëtsiin  ∪∪ ∪∪ ∪∪ – 8μ / 7σ 
 basi runu   pi-bëtsin  
 snake   eat-coming 
 ‘The snake is coming’

d. tashiaa   rëchinkiin ∪∪ – ∪∪ – 8μ / 6σ 
 tashia  rëchin-kin 
 river  sniff-S/A>A(SE) 
 ‘Sniffing around the Tashia river’

e. ‘inu   ñoo   rëkwënaan ∪∪ ∪∪* ∪∪ – 8μ / 7σ 
 ‘inu   ño  rëkwë-anan 
 tiger  peccary  go.forward-S/A>S/A(SE) 
 ‘The peccary is going forward’

Thus, I postulate the following metric pattern for ño xakwati:

(3)
2μ 2μ          2μ             2μ
 
   U U    |    U U     |    U U     |   –
     –               –               –

This formalization suggests that the first three metrical feet can be composed 
of either two short vowels or a lengthened vowel, as evidenced by (a) and (e), 
while the last foot necessarily has to be performed with a syllable carrying 
a lengthened vowel. Furthermore, for the Kakataibo versification system in 
general, a closed syllable with a short vowel does not count metrically as a syl-
lable with a lengthened vowel, but as an open syllable with a short one. Thus, 
Kakataibo versification follows the Khalkha criterion. For example, as we see 
in (b-c), the first foot of (b) is composed of two closed syllables, <shin> and 
<kun>, and the first foot of (c) with two open syllables, <ba> <si >; however, 
comparing these with the first syllable with a lengthened vowel in (a), we 
see that the Kakataibo versification system establishes a weight distinction 
between light and heavy syllables, and a syllable is heavy if it has a lengthened 
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vowel, also codas are ignored. It is important taking into consideration that 
the prosody system of the language is also sensitive to weight as I describe in 
§1; fact that suggests that the weight criteria differs in everyday speech and 
singing.

In addition, in (e), we see that the monosyllable <ño>, which has a “length-
ened” vowel in surface, has been represented in the same way as two short 
vowels (*). This decision has been taken considering that monosyllables and 
monosyllabic roots must be analyzed as phonologically bisyllabic, and to dif-
ferentiate monosyllables from strictly lengthened vowels due to versification. 

On the other hand, bars, or metrical foot boundaries, tend to coincide with 
word boundaries, this indicates that usually two syllables of different words 
are not grouped in the same foot. Nevertheless, in all the corpus, there only 
a few cases in which two syllables of different words have been grouped in 
the same foot, or cases in which the singer does not follow the metrical bars; 
I interpret these cases as stylistic deviations for aesthetic purposes. Finally, 
consider the following Figure 3, which shows the duration of light and heavy 
syllables in seconds. 

Figure 3. Type of syllable and duration

As we can see, light syllables tend to last on average (0.21s) and heavy syllables 
(0.49s); thereby, I propose that a light syllable, that is a syllable with a short 
vowel, carries 1μ and a heavy syllable or a syllable with a lengthened vowel 
carries 2μ, in accordance with the Khalkha criterion. Superheavy syllables are 
not included in Figure 3 because they are not employed in ño xakwati – see 5.2.
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Table 5. Type of syllable and metrical representation

Syllable weight in Kakataibo chants
Type of syllable Metrical representation Moras

(C)V(C) U 1μ
(C)Vː(C) – 2μ

5.1.1. Vowel lengthening 
As for vowel lengthening, we must first specify that, phonetically, monosyl-
lables and heavy syllables (C)Vː(C) have the same duration values; however, 
as discussed in §1, monosyllables are obliged to a priori follow the minimum 
phonological word principle, so I opted to consider them metrically as two 
light syllables. Because of this, monosyllables and the lines in which they 
appear have been excluded from the analysis to distinguish them from heavy 
syllables. On the other hand, in case the number of moras in the line does 
not satisfy 8μ, kakataibo singers create artificially lengthened vowels taking 
into account that (i) the metric template should be respected, (ii) there are 
predetermined lengthenings positions according to the particular metric 
organization of a chant, (iii) grouping two syllables of different words in the 
same foot is avoided, and (iv) there is a tendency to lengthened vowels fol-
lowing the stress pattern of the language. To exemplify this, see the case in (4).

(4)
shuinkikiraatsuu  
shuinki1ki2=ratsu  
oncilla=DIM  
‘Little tiger cat (Leopardus tigrinus)’
* shuinkiiki ratsuu   ∪ ∪ | – | ∪ ∪ | –
   shuinkiki raatsuu   ∪ ∪ | ∪ ∪ | – | –

In (4) we have two phonological words, shuinkiki ‘oncilla’ and =ratsu ‘DIM’. 
First, the final syllable <tsu> is lengthened due to the ño xakwati’s meter; 
then, the number of remaining moras is 5, so a vowel should be lengthened. 
Following the stress patterns in Kakataibo, syllables <ki1> and <ra> can be 
lengthened. However, if <ki1> is lengthened, syllables <ki2> and <ra> would 
be in the same foot violating the principle of not grouping two syllables of dif-
ferent words in the same foot. On the contrary, <ra> is lengthened satisfying 
(3). See the next example in (5).
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(5)
rëëchinkin  rëchinkiin  
rë1chin1-kin1 rë2chin2-kin2  
sniff-S/A>A(SE)  sniff-S/A>A(SE) 
‘Sniffing, sniffing’
* rëchiinkin rëchinkiin   ∪ – ∪ | ∪ ∪ | –
* rëchinkin rëchiinkiin  ∪ ∪ | ∪ ∪ | – | –
* rëchinkin rëëchinkiin  ∪ ∪ | ∪ – | –
   rëëchinkin rëchinkin  – | ∪ ∪ | ∪ ∪ | –

First, the last syllable in (5), <kin2>, is lengthened due to the metric organiza-
tion of ño xakwati. Then, the number of remaining moras is 5, so the line does 
not have the total amount of moras, 8, and one more mora is missing. Thus, 
following the stress pattern of Kakataibo, both <chin1> and <chin2> can be 
lengthened; however, it is not possible to lengthened any of them because if 
<chin1> is lengthened the order proposed in (3) would not be followed and 
if <chin2> is lengthened two syllables of different words, <kin1> and <rë2>, 
would be grouped in the same foot; in addition, <rë2> has the same problem 
of <chin1>. Thus, <rë1> is lengthened satisfying (3) despite not being the 
nucleus of its foot. Now, see the next example in (6).

(6)
tashiaa  rëchinkiin 
tashia rëchin-kin 
river sniff-S/A>A(SE) 
‘Sniffing around the Tashia river’

* ∪ ∪ | ∪ ∪ | – | –
– | ∪ ∪ | ∪ ∪ | –
∪ ∪  | – | ∪ ∪ | –

As in (5), in (6) <kin> is lengthened due to a predetermined metric organization 
and <chin> cannot be lengthened because <a> and <rë> would be in the same 
group. However, (6) does not follow the stress pattern of Kakataibo, because 
<ta> is not the lengthened syllable, but <a>. In addition, we have to consider that 
each of these two possible realizations both follow all of the principles proposed 
until here. In interpret this case as a manifestation of the creativity and stylistic 
play that kakataibo singers do for aesthetic purposes. Finally, vowel lengthening 
is done as many times as necessary to fulfill the meter template.
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(7)
rëëchitë   bëëxin  
rë-chitë   bëxin  
tip-reed   peeling 
‘Peeling reed’
– | ∪ ∪ | – | –

As shown, considering that the last syllable must be heavy, there are not 
enough syllables for the remaining six moras, since there are only four light 
syllables. Therefore, both syllables <rë> and <bë> are lengthened following 
the prosodic system of the language and fulfilling the first and the third foot 
respectively. At last, we see in Table 6 that vowel lengthening is a relatively 
productive strategy in Kakataibo chants, although the tendency is to perform 
the meter without lengthenings. Also, lengthening is more common in the 
first foot than in the second and third. Lines with monosyllables have been 
excluded in Table 6. In addition, examples like (7) with two lengthenings are 
extremely rare and one lengthening is the common strategy. In fact, (7) is the 
only case documented in all my data with two lengthenings; due to this I put 
(7) in ‘Other’.

Table 6. Type of scansion per chant

Lines EE-ñoxak- 
wati1-2010

EE-ñoxak- 
wati2-2010

EE-ñoxak-
wati-2015

Total

∪∪ | ∪∪ | ∪∪ | – 15 60.00% 20 71.43% 10 66.67% 45 66.18%
– | ∪∪ | ∪∪ | – 5 20.00% 7 25.00% 3 20.00% 15 22.06%
 ∪∪ | – | ∪∪ | – 4 16.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 4 5.88%
 ∪∪ | ∪∪ | – | – 1 4.00% 0 0.00% 2 13.33% 3 4.41%

Other 0 0% 1 3.57% 0 0.00% 1 1.47%

5.1.2. Duration of lines
In the three ño xakwati chants analyzed, lines usually last on average less than 
three seconds (Figure 4). This average duration applies to ño xakwati, no bana 
‘iti and bana tuputi. This fact supports the hypothesis of Turner and Pöppel 
(1988). However, it is necessary to take into account the debate regarding 
the duration of the lines and their implications for information processing 
(Fabb 2015).
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Figure 4. Average of line duration in three ño xakwati

Also, the duration of lines usually decreases progressively, or, in other words, 
singers tend to increase their tempo. For example, in these three ño xakwati, 
the first line lasts 3.09s, 3.08s and 2.52s seconds respectively. In addition, con-
sidering the total number of lines of each song, the middle line lasts 2.57s (line 
17), 2.45s (line 24), and 1.72s (line 13); and the penultimate line, 1.77s, 2.29s, 
and 1.22s. Thus, we see a decrease of approximately 17% between the first line 
and the middle line and, on the other hand, 43% between the first line and 
the penultimate line. Finally, the last line of ño xakwati ends with an extreme 
lengthening in the final syllable so the final line lasts 6.19, 5.62, and 4.70 sec-
onds. This lengthening at the end of ño xakwati should not be confused with 
the phenomena previously studied as it is merely a stylistic resource associated 
with this chant.

Figure 5. Line duration in three ño xakwati
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5.2. No bana ‘iti and bana tuputi

As for no bana ‘iti and bana tuputi, I proposed the same metric pattern for both 
chants3: 

(8)

 ∪ ∪          ∪ ∪      (∪) –––
    –                 –        

Like ño xakwati, the first two subparts are made up of two light syllables or 
one heavy syllable; however, unlike in ño xakwati, the last four moras can be 
realized in no bana ‘iti and bana tuputi as <∪ ––– >, 4 moras, or <–––>, 3 
moras, the segment (∪) may be realized or not realized. The suppression of 
(∪) is most common in bana tuputi than in no bana ‘iti. This indicates that 
Kakataibo traditional chants can have their own specific meter. In addition, 
following line typology, we could consider that final syllables are long to mark 
the limits and the completion of a line; however, as proposed in the next 
section on syllabic suppression, superheavy syllables (trimoraic vowels) are 
necessary for the analysis. Regarding the average duration of the superheavy 
syllables, we see in Figure 6 that they last (0.86s), differentiating them from 
light syllables (0.21s) and heavy syllables (0.49s).

Figure 6. Type of syllable and average duration

In this way, Table 5 is reformulated and I propose that Kakataibo system of 
versification distinguishes between light, heavy and superheavy syllables with 
Khalkha criterion as weight behavior.

3 Although the meter is the same, these two chants differ substantially in other aspects. For 
example, no bana ‘iti is sung only by men, while bana tuputi only by women. For further clari-
fication, see (Prieto 2015, 2019).
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Table 7. Metrical representation of light, heavy and superheavy syllables

Syllable weight in Kakataibo chants
Type of syllable Metrical representation Moras
(C)V(C) U 1μ
(C)Vː(C) – 2μ
(C)Vːː(C) ––– 3μ

5.2.1. Syllabic suppression and superheavy syllables
On the other hand, regarding syllabic suppression, a phenomenon only docu-
mented in these two types of chants, see the following example of no bana ‘iti 
(9). 

(9)
∪ ∪ | ∪ ∪* | (∪) –––
ain  xóon   ‘iraaan    
ain  xón   ‘irapa-nën 
3sg.GEN macaw  shotgun-INST
‘with his red shotgun (red as the macaw)’

The first thing to comment is that ‘irapa-nën ‘shotgun-INST’ has been realized 
as <‘iran>, because the meter in no bana ‘iti allows two syllables in the last 
foot: one light, one superheavy, respectively. Thus, the segment, /rapanën/, 
which has three light syllables (or three moras), suffers the suppression of 
<pa> and <në (n)>, relocating two moras to <ran>, which, as it is postulated, 
is a superheavy syllable with three moras. This process is summarized in (10). 
In addition, I interpret xón as two light syllables due to kakataibo’s principle 
of minimum phonological word as in 2(e), and to differentiate monosyllables 
from strictly lengthened vowels due to versification. 

(10)
* (‘i)rapanën    (∪)∪∪∪ 
   ‘irapanën > ‘ira(pa)(në)n  (∪) –––
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6. Summary

The study of meter in the Amerindian verbal art, especially in Amazonia, is 
still an under-researched area in linguistics and other related fields. About 
meter, we do not know how common or uncommon it is among Amazonian 
verbal art and so far meter it has been documented in a few cases, despite 
Edmonson (1971). I consider that Amazonia can offer new questions and 
approaches for line and verse typology, as well as for musical and anthropo-
logical theory. In the following, I summarize my findings regarding the meter 
of three Kakataibo traditional chants: ño xakwati, no bana ‘iti, and bana tuputi.

These three Kakataibo chants exhibit a quantitative verse that must 
have 8 moras and regulates the distribution of these by imposing grouping 
restrictions; also, for metrical purposes, the Kakataibo chants employ weight 
differences between light, heavy and superheavy syllables following the 
Khalkha criterion, this means that a syllable is heavy if it has a lengthened 
vowel, while the codas are ignored. 

In addition, the singer follows four principles in order to fulfill the metric 
organization of each chant: i) the metric template should be respected, (ii) 
there are predetermined lengthenings positions according to the particular 
metric organization of a chant, (iii) grouping two syllables of different words 
in the same foot is avoided, and (iv) there is a tendency to lengthened vowels 
following the stress pattern of the language. Also, kakataibo singers manifest 
their creativity and expertise by creating unexpected lengthenings or breaking 
the metric template. Besides, lines tend to last less than three seconds.4

4 My thanks to all the kakataibos who collaborated in my fieldwork, specially to Emilio 
Estrella, elder and sabio of the Native Community of Yamino who has passed away in 2020. I 
would also like to express my thanks to the anonymous readers who reviewed this paper and 
to DGI-PUCP.
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Abbreviations

> ‘Interclausal co-referentiality’ SE ‘simultaneous dependent event’

A ‘agent’ NOM ‘nominaliser’
CAUS ‘causative’ non.prox ‘non-proximal to the addressee’
DIM ‘diminutive’ NEG ‘negative’
DS ‘different subjects’ PERF ‘perfective’
IMPF ‘imperfective’ PLU ‘plural’
INST ‘instrumental’ POE ‘posterior dependent event’
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