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Preface

O B E R T  W O O D S  B L I S S  began collecting Pre-Columbian art because he wasR lured by the beauty of the materials, the fineness of the craftsmanship, and
the fascination of the iconography of the first Pre-Columbian objects he

saw. The Bliss Collection has been, since its beginning in 1912, primarily an esthetic
one-probably the first esthetically oriented collection of Pre-Columbian artifacts-
so it seemed appropriate to organize a conference that would focus on a cross-cultural,
art-historical approach. When we sought for a theme, the first that came to mind was
that great unifying factor in Pre-Columbian cultures, the feline. Large cats such as the
jaguar and puma preoccupied the artists and religious thinkers of the very earliest
civilizations, the Olmec in Mesoamerica and Chavín in Peru. The feline continued to
be an important theme throughout much of the New World until the European con-
quests. We are indebted to Barbara Braun for the title, “The Cult of the Feline.”

Pre-Columbian studies merge many disciplines. This conference was not only cross-
cultural but cross-disciplinary-with contributions from anthropologists, archaeolo-
gists, art historians, and ethnologists-since we believed that the art-historical ap-
proach to iconography should be based on the knowledge of what has been found
archaeologically and what is known of the customs of the present-day peoples who
have been isolated enough to carry on what must be very ancient traditions. Perhaps
we should also have invited a zoologist. The conference, ably chaired by Geoffrey
Bushnell, covered various facets of the feline presence and meaning in Pre-Columbian
cultures from the Valley of Mexico to Argentina, from 1200 B.C. to present-day sur-
vivals. We have published in this volume not only the papers of the panelists but vol-
unteered contributions from Alberto Rex González, David C. Grove, and Chiaki
Kano (whose material was presented at the conference by Donald Lathrap). Other
material-of great interest, but not suitable for publication here-was presented by
Mary Elizabeth King, Arthur G. Miller, and Peter Roe.

We are grateful for help received from the many members of the Dumbarton Oaks
staff who worked to make the conference a success. In the preparation of this volume,
we are appreciative of the editorial assistance of Barbara Braun, formerly the Assistant
Curator for the Pre-Columbian Collection, most especially in transcribing the dis-
cussion-period tapes.

E L I Z A B E T H  P.  BE N S O N

M I C H A E L  D.  CO E
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Fig. 1 Jaguar. Painting by Walter Weber, © National Geographic Society.



Olmec Jaguars and Olmec Kings

MICHAEL D. COE
Y A L E  U N I V E R S I T Y

T his is the second version of a paper which I have prepared on the feline motif
in Olmec art. I tore up the first and began again after hearing a fascinating
talk by Eric Thompson at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, in which he

demonstrated the close connection between the supreme god of the Maya—Itzamná—
and the cult of the Maya kings, While initially somewhat skeptical, I have become
convinced that just such a relationship, involving the very same god-complex, exists
between the jaguar and the royal house of the Olmec. While some of my paper may
seem farfetched to those unfamiliar with the unbelievably tortuous details of Meso-
american religion, it should be pointed out that this study is only part of a much larger
structural investigation of all known Mesoamerican theogonies, which I strongly feel
comprise a single great system of tremendous antiquity.

There are four possible sources of information available for the interpretation of
Olmec iconography, the religious imagery of a civilization which began over three
thousand years ago and thus is the earliest known in Mesoamerica. The first is Olmec
art itself, which can be viewed from a purely formal standpoint; such an iconologic
study has been carried out by David Joralemon  (1971) of Yale University. The second
is the natural history of those animals—including man—which play a major role in
Olmec iconography. The third comprises the rich data from native New World cul-
tures on the relationships between man and those groups of animals which seem to
have been of overriding importance to the Olmec; here I call attention to Peter Furst’s
(1968) excellent examination of man-jaguar transformations in the tropical lowlands
of South America. Fourthly and lastly, there is the possibility of a genetic analysis
which would detect the homologies between Maya and Mexican religious iconog-
raphies; after relatively late items of diffusion between the two have been screened out,
it is quite obvious that those images which are cognate should stem from their com-
mon origin, an origin which can only be Olmec.

Olmec art focuses most obviously upon felines and men, and upon combinations of
these. What was this feline, what was its meaning to the Olmec, and how can we
analyze the symbolism in back of the bewildering variety of combinational forms
which have been termed“were-jaguars”? There are a total of five cat species in the
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Michael D. Coe

Olmec  “heartland” of southern Veracruz and Tabasco. These are 1) the jaguar, Felis
onca, 2) the puma, Felis concolor, 3) the ocelot, Felis pardalis, 4) the margay, Felis wiedii,
5) the jaguarundi, Felis jaguarundi. While all are closely related and are adapted, like
all cats, to the carnivorous life of nocturnal hunters, only two, the jaguar and the
puma, play any great role in the lives and thinking of Mesoamerican natives. The
others, being of no greater size than large house cats, are of slight importance; in addi-
tion, the margay is of such rarity that most lowlanders have never seen one.

A more-than-casual review of Maya and Mexican art styles will show that the feline
depicted is almost exclusively the jaguar, with only a few possible representations of
the puma; the same is true of Olmec art. Similarly, a survey of Mesoamerican verbal
imagery indicates that it is the jaguar which is of overwhelming concern, receiving the
name balam among the Maya and océlotl among the Aztec (the ocelot itself being
separately and derivatively termed tlacoocélotl and thus not to be confused with its
larger relative).

Just what sort of animal is the jaguar? Unfortunately, there are no studies of its be-
havior in the wild or in captivity, and certainly nothing as illuminating as Schaller’s

field study of the Indian tiger. The jaguar (Fig. 1) is the third largest cat in the world,
and the largest spotted cat. As with all felines, its massive head is perfectly adapted to
its role of catching prey at night: since it detects game largely through sight, touch,
and hearing, the jaguar’s face is rounded, with large eyes capable of binocular vision
and with well-developed earflaps. Whiskers are long and sensitive, enabling the crea-
ture to find its way through brush in total darkness. A peculiar feature, perhaps present
in all the large cats, is a furrow running longitudinally along the top of the head,
formed by the folds of the loose scalp.

The jaguar pelage has unique coloration. The kittens have a pale, buffy ground
color, heavily marked with rounded, solid black spots. When the animal matures,
these tend to form rosettes with interior spots (which differentiate it from the ocelot,
which has only streaks). Black coloration along the tail is irregular, but the tip is
usually black, again distinguishing it from the superficially similar ocelot. Thus, any
Olmec feline with rosette spots and black-tipped tail is likely to be the jaguar and
none other.

The jaguar is typically feline in that its claws, unlike the dog’s, are retractable into
the pads on which it walks. This animal is notably solitary, and it stalks its prey alone
and at night. The victim is brought to the ground by the awesome feet, claws, and
mighty forearms, and is dispatched by a bite from the extremely well developed ca-
nines on the neck or throat. While the puma exists almost exclusively upon deer, and
the smaller cats feed mainly on birds, the jaguar has catholic tastes as far as its food is
concerned. Peccary, deer, agouti, monkeys, rabbits, and other mammals are all
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hunted, usually along the borders of watercourses which form the favored habitat of
the stalking jaguar. In fact, the jaguar is an excellent swimmer and is quite at home in
the water. Turtles and even f i sh  form part of the diet, and it is reliably reported that
jaguars will lie above the water and attract fish by slapping their tails upon the surface,
imitating the sound of falling fruit.

To the Indian peoples of the tropical forest who live mainly by hunting, it is very
clear that jaguar and man are extraordinarily alike: they both hunt the same animals.
The major difference between them is that man has culture and thus cooks his food,
while the jaguar eats it raw. It is this theme that Leví-Strauss has explored in his book
The Raw and the Cooked (1969), and it is one which turns up in such widespread
South American myths as the jaguar as Master of Animals, or the jaguar with the
human wife from whom fire must be stolen by the hero. Peter Furst (1968) has fully
documented another widespread South American concept, that of the near-identity
between jaguars and powerful shamans, and has suggested that certain Olmec repre-
sentations of were-jaguars embody just such a man-animal transformation.

There must certainly be a strong element of the shaman-jaguar idea in Olmec art
and in what we can reconstruct of the religion. This notion may, in fact, lie at the bot-
tom of the Olmec interest in this feline in the first place. However, there are, I think,
additional elements to be taken into consideration. One of these is that there were
definitely various were-jaguar images in Olmec art, each of which was probably a
particular god different from the others. Five of these gods are distinctly shown on the
greenstone figure from Las Limas, Veracruz (Fig. 2). One lies in the arms of the seated
youth, while the other four (Fig. 3) are incised upon his shoulders and knees. It can
readily be seen that the image of the jaguar has been considerably altered by the Olmec
iconographer in this and other examples of Olmec art, principally by the amalgama-
tion of the jaguar with the human infant. In fact, these representations are only
slightly jaguarlike, the snarling mouth, occasional fangs, and furrow or cleft on top of
the head being the only indications that we are dealing with a feline component.

The presence of deliberately opposed were-jaguar images on the Las Limas figure
led David Joralemon (1971) to a formal study of all available Olmec objects in public
and private collections. He was able to isolate about 175 individual motifs, which tend-
ed to cluster together into ten images which might well be thought of as Olmec gods.
While one of these is obviously none other than Quetzalcóatl, the Feathered Serpent,
the others are were-jaguars. A constant feature of these monstrous deities is the cleft at
the top of the head, which I suggest originated with the furrow on the crown of ma-
ture jaguars. One possible meaning for the cleft is fertility, for on Joralemon’s God II
(Fig. 4)—surely to be identified as the Maize God—sprouting corn rises from it. A
further meaning (not necessarily in contradiction) has been suggested by Peter Furst
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Fig. 2 Cast of greenstone figure from  Las Limas, Veracruz.    Photograph Michael D. Coe.
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Fig. 3 Drawing of four god-faces on the Las Limas figure.

(1967: 42), namely, that the cleft represents the fontanelle of the infant god, for it is a
widespread New World belief that this is the seat of the soul.

Besides the fact that we are dealing with a complex pantheon, there is another reason
why it is likely that the shaman-jaguar transformation does not satisfactorily explain
all of what we are looking at in Olmec art. It is almost certain that Olmec society was
not tribal and egalitarian, but was, like later Mesoamerican societies, composed of
ranked hereditary classes dominated by royal lineages; it is inconceivable, for in-
stance, that the Colossal Heads (Fig. 5) are not actual portraits of Olmec kings. In such
a milieu, shamans would have played a relatively minor role, as we know was the case
among the Aztec and Maya. In my opinion, by 1200 B.C. the shaman-jaguar relation-
ship would have been superseded by one in which the equivalence was between hered-
itary lord and the jaguar, an animal described by Sahagún’s  Aztec informants in terms
fitting for a king: “It is a dweller of the forests, of crags, of water; noble, princely, it is
said. It is the lord, the ruler of the animals. It is cautious, wise, proud . . . It is noble,
proud” (1963, Book II: I).

Now, in Aztec times the god of the royal cult was the great Tezcatlipoca, “Smoking
Mirror,” so called because in his magic mirror he could look into the hearts of men. It
was he who bestowed rulership. Thus, on his accession the ruler was not only placed in
the “obsidian sandals,” raiment of Tezcatlipoca, but garbed as Xiuhtecuhtli, the Fire
God or Old God. During the inaugural prayer, the new king specifically refers to
Xiuhtecuhtli as the progenitor of Tezcatlipoca, in his role of “father of the gods,
mother of the gods” (Sahagún 1969, Book 6: 19, 41);  in other words, the Fire God
was the supreme Double God of all Aztec theology.

I would conclude from this that both gods, father and son, were to be identified with
the royal line and royal succession. Eric Thompson (1970: 209-33) has shown that in
the Maya area Itzamná, the supreme god of all and the progenitor of the other gods,
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Fig. 4 Celt from Arroyo Pesquero, Veracruz, with incised representation of God II. Edward H. Merrin
Gallery, Photograph © Justin Kerr.
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Fig. 5 Colossal Head San Lorenzo 1. Museo de Antropología, Jalapa. Photograph Michael D.
Coe.
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Fig. 6  Tepeyóllotl. Codex Borbonicus
(after Seler 1904: Fig. 28a).

was also the god of the royal house. Now, there are strong iconographic reasons to
identify Itzamná with the Aztec Fire God, especially in the latter’s guise as Xiuhcóatl
or “Fire Serpent. ” Like Xiuhtecuhtli, Itzamná is also supposed to have his female
counterpart (Ix Chel), by which was produced a son, Bacab. I would here suggest
that Bacab and Tezcatlipoca were one and the same.

To return to Tezcatlipoca, the Aztec definitely thought of him as a jaguar, and so he
is often pictured in codices, under his jaguar name Tepeyóllotl, “Heart of the Moun-
tain” (Fig. 6). Their justification for this, and for all other aspects of Aztec theology,
was contained in the origin myth. Actually, there is a single origin myth for all Meso-
american peoples, which must be reconstructed from several widely scattered sources,
no one of which tells the complete story.

This myth can be summarized as follows. Originally, the world consisted of nothing
but an ocean, in which two creatures resided: the male-female Fire God and the Feath-
ered Serpent. Out of this opposition the dry land was produced. Then, the old father
god and mother goddess contained in the dual Fire God produced four offspring who
were also gods. These were the four Tezcatlipocas, each assigned to a color direction;
the third of these was the Feathered Serpent, while at least to the Aztec the fourth was
Huitzilopochtli, their tribal Sun God. These last two created the Death Gods and
Water Gods, as well as fire. Most importantly, they created the first pair of common-
ers or macehualli, thus announcing for all time the separate origin of the divine Tez-
catlipoca line and that of the plebians.
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Eventually, since there was only a half-sun giving faint light, the four Tezcatlipocas
initiated a series of four consecutive “suns” or creations, each of which ended in de-
struction. These were also conceived of as the result of a never-ending opposition be-
tween Tezcatlipoca and Quetzalcóatl. At the end of the First Sun, Tezcatlipoca was
knocked from the sky by the Feathered Serpent, fell into the sea, and was changed
into a great jaguar, which form he apparently retained throughout the entire cycle
of suns.

At the end of the Fourth Sun, which was destroyed by floods, the sky fell to the
earth. Just after the start of the Fifth Sun, it was raised again by the four Tezcatlipocas,
who created the four world trees to help in the gigantic task; this part of the myth is
also found in the Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel, where the identity of these
gods with the four Bacabs of the Maya becomes clear.

The remainder of the origin myth describes the creation of the Sun (the Fifth, the
one in which we live) and the Moon and deals with other divine and astral matters. It
then moves into the world of demigods and heroes who are the ancestors of all the
Mesoamerican dynasties. Finally, we come down to the world as we know it, begin-
ning with the purported stay of various royal groups in  Tula and their supposed mi-
grations to the lands over which they ruled until the Spanish Conquest.

The primary purpose of this myth, like origin myths found among early or primi-
tive states in other parts of the world, seems clear. By means of a long series of struc-
tural oppositions, the divine nature of the royal line and its total separation from (and
superiority to) the common people are stated in vivid terms. The kings are descend-
ants of the Fire God and of Tezcatlipoca and are their living representatives on earth.
By means of this, all of creation becomes the realm of the royal house, the well-being
of the king and well-being of the external world having become identical.

What does this mean for the Olmec? Specifically, that a theology and cosmology
shared by both the Mexicans and the Maya must be as old as the Olmec civilization,
from which they both stem. We should thus not be surprised to find many Olmec
representations of the Fire God; in fact, the most common representation found by
Joralemon (1971: 35-51) is what he calls God I and which he demonstrates actually    is
the Fire God. We should also find a close relation between Olmec rulers and Tezcatli-
poca symbolism. The one object which most obviously points to Tezcatlipoca is the
mirror; dozens of magnificent concave mirrors fashioned from iron ores have been
found in Olmec sites, and sculptures show that they were worn as pectorals by Olmec
rulers. But I should particularly like to point out Offering  1943-E  at La Venta (Drucker
1952) with its cache of jade celts laid out to form a World Tree (Fig. 7), which is
typically cross-shaped; at its base was a concave mirror, symbol of the quadripartite
god who raised the World Trees.
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But most convincing of all would be an association of jaguar and divine ruler. Here
I turn to some remarkable wall paintings recently found in caves in Guerrero. Among
the polychrome figures depicted in the last chamber of the Juxtlahuaca caverns is a
standing, bearded Olmec ruler, wearing the quetzal-feather headdress that was a royal
crown among later peoples like the Maya and Aztec (Gay 1967).  His own limbs are
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0dFo Fig. 7 La Venta Offering 1943-E.
Dotted lines=celts accidentally
removed. Trowel points to
mirror.

covered with the legs and paws of jaguars, and an almost phallic, black-tipped jaguar
tail hangs below his tunic. This apparently is a scene of royal dominance, the king
arrayed as Tezcatlipoca, God of the Warriors, since what seems to be a captive or
subordinate cowers before him.

An even more compelling representation is from Oxtotitlan cave (Fig. 8), brought
to light by David Grove (1970). A phallic human figure, with body painted in black
(like a warrior), stands with arm upraised. Before him is a fairly realistic jaguar un-
mistakably emanating from his testicles as though it were the embodiment of his pro-
creative power. I am reminded of those old stained-glass windows in European
churches which show the entire lineage of Christ arising from the loins of Jesse. In my
interpretation, the Oxtotitlan painting would be the expression of Tezcatlipoca as
deity of the royal lineage and royal descent.

In summary, the feline element in Olmec art stands for Tezcatlipoca. In its purest
form, it is the god himself. The other gods partake of this element because they, too,
were created by the quadripartite god or his progenitor the bisexual Fire God. At the
same time, the feline-Tezcatlipoca image is the symbolic expression of the separateness
and dominance of the Olmec royal line, possibly a concept that goes back to an earlier
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link between jaguars and powerful shamans. But by the time that Olmec culture had
taken form, by about 1200 B.C., society was no longer tribal but thoroughly stratified
with a royal dynasty having taken all power into its own hands.

Olmec religion was therefore a royal cult, in general outline like that of the ancient
Egyptians, among whom Osiris and his son Horus stood for the deceased and living
kings respectively. I would imagine that among the Mesoamericans, including the
Olmec, the Old Fire God and Tezcatlipoca played the same role. I would also put for-
ward the following propositions: 1) that the main point of Mesoamerican theogony
was to confirm royal power, and 2) that the entire origin myth, like the Memphite
Theogony of the Egyptians, was recited at the accession of a new king so that he,
chosen by Tezcatlipoca himself, might know who he was and that his people might
know him.

Fig. 8  Painting 1-d, Oxtotitlan, Guerrero. Rendering by Felipe Dávalos (after Grove 1970:
Fig. 13).
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DR. STIRLING: I was reminded that Marshall
Saville, back in the early 1920’s, published an
article on the jaguar axes that were known at
that time-no one even knew they were Olmec
axes then; they were just axes with the jaguar
motif-andidentified the were-jaguar on those
axes with the god Tezcatlipoca, which I think
is very interesting, since you independently
reached that same conclusion. Saville gave con-
siderable detail as to why he thought this was
the case. Amongst other things, Tezcatlipoca
was identified with the lightning bolts that
showed up in the form of jade axes in the earth,
and one of course is reminded immediately of
the Olmec specialty of jade axes as offerings at
La Venta and other places—another thing that
Saville knew nothing about. It’s rather remark-
able that at the time, with no knowledge of the
time-gap that existed between the Olmecs and
the Aztecs, he managed to arrive at that conclu-
sion. I mentioned this, by the way, and quoted
Saville in my last Dumbarton Oaks paper on
the Olmecs, if anyone is interested in seeing
some of Saville’s reasons for this.

that it is Tezcatlipoca and Tezcatlanextía who
are the two gods that represent not only the
center, but the periphery and the center. This is
really monotheism after all.

DR. COE: I must have shoved this into my un-
conscious or subconscious, because when I first
heard about this I thought that the suggestion
was so ridiculous it couldn’t possibly be correct.

DR. COE: What I am struck with—as he and
everybody else who has gone into this material
have been—is that it is almost as though Lévi-
Strauss himself had invented Mesoamerican re-
ligion. It is a series of structural oppositions
used to make certain points that they wanted
to define.  In Carl Jung’s essay “The Answer
Job,” he takes the Book of Job, which is trying
to define for us who Jehovah is (for after all we
believe this is the supreme monotheistic re-
ligion), and comes to the conclusion that, while
Job is put on trial, Job also puts God on trial.
God is put in the position of having to define
Himself, and when He defines Himself, it be-
comes clear that this is no longer monotheism
but dualism. Job is the first to discover that God
is in effect a dual god. I feel the same way about
the Mesoamerican religions. This isn’t mon-
otheism, it’s dual oppositions all the way
through, for certain structural reasons related
to Mesoamerican societies.

DR. GRIEDER: It seems to me that it is loading
the argument to refer to these images by
Nahuatl names.

DR. COE: I use the name Tezcatlipoca since
that is the best-known name we have, the best-
known tag, for the image of the god Tezcatli-
poca, and the best description of this particular
god who was shared by all these peoples.

DR. FURST: The really fundamental nature of
the Fire God is very clear in Huichol religion.
The Fire God is the original deity. It is the Fire
God who raises the four trees to keep the sky
from falling down on the earth. It is the Fire
God who presides over the birth of the  sun.
You have two types of fire in Huichol religion:
the fire of the earth—that is, the Fire God—
and the other fire, a more secular one that had
to be stolen from the underworld shamans by
the animal people. But there is no doubt that
the Fire God is the fundamental deity, and
since Huichol religion is about the only system
you have left in Mexico that is fairly pure,DR. GRIEDER: Miguel Léon-Portilla  has argued

that Tezcatlipoca is half of the basic duality, without the Catholic admixture, I think you
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as being very specific reflections or projections
of specific types of social and organizational
ideas. Now, if one follows the latter school, an
interesting aspect of felines might be that they
reflect very specific and different kinds of so-
cial phenomena in different cultures, and that
conceiving of all Mesoamerica as a unit might
be missing just what is the important central
point of using animals to project certain kinds
of things.

can take this as the fundamental type of
Mesoamerican religion.

DR. COE: I was much struck by this in your
study on the Huichol soul journey. I reach the
same conclusions with the rest of Meso-
america.

DR. KUBLER: Am I mistaken in thinking that
Joralemon has changed his mind about the
identification of these forms as gods since sub-
mitting his manuscript? Didn’t he say at the
Metropolitan symposium that he had aban-
doned their designation as gods and preferred
to call them clusters of traits?

DR. COE: That is a question he raised from
the floor at the symposium after Henry
Nicholson’s talk. Nicholson agrees with him
that, as far as the Aztec gods were concerned,
there is a curious clustering of motifs that go
into making these gods. But the fact that many
of the motifs shift onto other gods, or god
images, is typically Mesoamerican. The hard-
est word in the English language to define is
god, as all theologians know, so, rather than
going into that point, I think it should be
stressed that these are central foci more than
things you can draw lines around. I would
prefer simply to use the good old-fashioned
word god for them instead of anything else.
However, it does point up the curious over-
lapping and  shifting back and forth between
all these forms in all the Mesoamerican sys-
tems that we have any data on (mainly we
have it on central Mexico; the Maya material
is extremely poor). I don’t think Joralemon
really wanted to ditch the word god.

DR. LINARES: Among the people working to-
day on problems of ritual and symbolism,
there are two very distinct groups: there is
a theoretical group that takes ritual and sym-
bolism as systems of organized ideas; there
is another group that takes symbolic systems

DR. COE: In Lévi-Strauss' book on totemism,
he goes through all known explanations of
what totemic animals are there for in these
systems—for example, that these animals and
plants are important because they are great
food sources for those people. However, you
run into some very strange things like inedible
trees that turn up as totems. Going one by one
through all these things, he dispenses com-
pletely with the projective psychological ap-
proach—like that of Abraham Kardiner, who
has come forward with the idea that these
religious systems are projections of the child-
hood situation in the particular socialization
stress for the child in a particular society—and
arrives at a final explanation of totemism as an
expression of thought about differences be-
tween groups of men in terms of analyzing the
differences. Their analysis of the differences
between groups of animals is simply telling
them and the rest of the world that the differ-
ences are between groups of men. You can ac-
cept or reject Lévi-Strauss, but I think that
probably—in the systems we are dealing with
—his is the most plausible explanation. The
animals may once have been totemic, but with
the groups that I am dealing with here I think
they go the next step beyond totemism.

DR. LINARES: I was curious if, for example,
the people who have been working in South
America—like Terry Turner, who has been
working with the jaguar myth—find that
even among a single linguistic unit like Gê,
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the jaguar sometimes is female, sometimes
is male, sometimes stands for a matrilocal-
centered unit, sometimes stands for a more
patrilineal group, etc., so that it varies signifi-
cantly within one area.

DR. COE: Again Lévi-Strauss, with his fan-
tastic ability to explain anything, would dem-
onstrate why, for instance, you find shifting,
let us say, between a Bororoan and a particular
Gê group, where this group does one thing and
that group does another, because these people
are living in a watery environment and those
people are living in a dry environment; you
have exactly the opposition, the reversal of
everything, which to Lévi-Strauss merely
proves the case. I think you could jump
around in Mesoamerica and do the same thing.
There are great ecological differences between
the lowlands and the highlands, and I would
expect to find these closely correlated with
aspects of Mesoamerican religion. Obviously
there are going to be differences, but I think
there is an essential body of thought that you
can draw a line around and call Mesoamerica.

DR. MILLER: I would like to return to the
point having to do with loaded Náhuatl
terms used as Olmec terms. I find no objection
at all to using a term like Tezcatlipoca to de-
scribe something earlier. At Teotihuacan, for
example, goggle-eyed forms with fangs are
described as Tlaloc because this is convenient.
However, I do object to what it seems to have
done to your thinking, in that you have phrased
Olmec things in terms of what we know about
the latest manifestation of Pre-Columbian
civilization, the Aztecs. The best example—
and this seems to be an important point in
your argument—is the description of the Fire
God, where obviously you are thinking of
Náhuatl tradition and seeing the eyebrow as
flame. I see little reason to define this as flame.
I find this dangerous because this is a label;
it could be feathers or cut leather or cut bark

or cut paper or almost anything, as well as
flame. That’s my criticism of what’s in a name;
a label is all right, but it has meaning behind it.

DR. COE: I’m not just talking about Aztec
iconography, I’m talking about Maya iconog-
raphy as well, Zapotec iconography, all Meso-
american iconography. I could demonstrate on
that last point about the flame eyebrow that
the fire serpent with the turned-up snout,
which is the form of this in Aztec sculpture,
shows up in Maya pottery, as well as Teoti-
huacán pottery and elsewhere; that the brow
of the creature in Maya art is demonstrably the
flame brow developing out of the flame brow
of the Olmec God I. I don’t care what you
call it. Christ was never called Christ in his
own day; he was Joshua Ben Joseph. To every-
body dealing with this religion he is Christ,
but you can call him Joshua Ben Joseph if you
wish. He is an image shared by many different
cultures. We’re not just dealing with Aztec
iconography here, although we are much in-
fluenced by it because the materials on it are so
rich. Joralemon’s catalogue will have a post-
script in which some of these identifications
are put forward. Most of them are considered
tentative. There is, for example, the Rain God,
whose identification is not at all sure; it is
merely a literal catalogue of what you see.
That is why you put numbers on them.

DR. MILLER: I think that in making a cata-
logue what you call something becomes very
important. I’m simply not convinced that this
“flame” becomes in the Aztec period what you
are describing in the Maya area. I don’t think
it is the same form.

DR. COE: I withdrew one slide—of the so-
called Temple of Quetzalcóatl in Teotihuacán.
One of the figures is feathered and obviously
Quetzalcóatl; the other figure was once identi-
fied, not as Tlaloc, but—in Caso’s and Bernal’s
Urnas de Oaxaca—as the Fire God. Caso
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dropped this identification in his last study of
Teotihuacán glyphic motifs, saying he didn’t
know what it was. But he was right; this is the
Fire God. I think this is the illustration of the
first moment of creation in the Popol Vuh.
Quiche material, such as the Popol Vuh, fills
in all sorts of things we don’t know about
Mexico. When I go through the Maya ma-
terial, such as the Books of Chilam Balam, and
then compare it with the Aztec data, I’m
struck that we are not dealing with incom-
parable things, that there are cognates, that
they are simply different sections of one large
story. As far as I am concerned, you can put
tags like alpha, beta, gamma on these images;
the images are the same, and that is all I am
saying.

MR. EASBY: You don’t have to go to the
Maya or Zapotec; you’ve got a fire snake
on Monument 19 from La Venta.

DR. KUBLER: In the book by Bodo Spranz on
the god shapes in the Borgia group of manu-
scripts, he tabulates the costumes of some
twenty-four “god figures,” and he finds it
very difficult to find out who is who because
they are always wearing each other’s clothes.
How does one identify Tezcatlipoca when he
is wearing everybody else’s clothes?

DR. COE: The gods disappear and reappear in
costumes in strange ways; this is an essential
part of the Borgia Codex which nobody yet
understands. There is a descent into the under-
world by a set of what are obviously twins.
Sometimes it is quite clear that these twins are
Quetzalcóatl and his twin brother the dog god
Xólotl. At other times, it is quite clear that the
twin is Tezcatlipoca. If we had some sort of
exegesis from an Aztec priest, he would recite
a myth with at least two sets of oppositions.
This kind of thing doesn’t bother me; it is
found in the mythologies of people all over
the world. I doubt very much whether people

were ever confused by this because they knew
the myths; we don’t.

MR. KAN: I would like to get back to the
question of identifying elements like the ser-
pent brow. It seems entirely conceivable to me
that there could be a double entendre intended
here, that there isn’t a single identification for
a lot of these elements, but an intentional
confusion. You find it in Chavín, where there
is a simultaneous image or double entendre.

DR. COE: In this type of visual system, you
get redundancy. If you didn’t you wouldn’t
get the message. You have this with the Maya,
for instance, the way the language is con-
structed and the way the Maya thought of
their gods. It has been brought out by Eric
Thompson over and over that there are mul-
tiple meanings to these words, puns—perhaps
theological—so that what you are talking about
does occur, but there would be another kind
of communication which only the cognoscenti
of the system would have been able to in-
terpret.

DR. FURST: You mentioned that you thought
the identification of the jaguar with the royal
lineage might go back to the identification of
jaguars with powerful shamans. Perhaps we
can carry this a step further and suggest that
the royal house were shamans, especially since
we know from Sahagún and contact sources
that the jaguar was still identified with shamans
and sorcery, and that powerful sorcerers could
transform themselves into jaguars. The found-
ers of the Quiché lineage, for example, were
all called jaguars.

DR. COE: The Popol Vuh is the sacred book
of the Cauek—or rain—dynasty of the Quiché.
Maya, and the first ancestor had the title
Balam; he is called Balam—jaguar—Quiché.
In Olmec country, in the town of Sayula, very
close to San Lorenzo, where the Popoluca
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Mixe-Zoquean group are, there is a wonderful
Popoluca story about the witchdoctor who is
a jaguar and vice versa. This sort of thing
persists today in Mesoamerica. The kings were
obviously divine kings and priests, perhaps in
part because of their fire-god descent—
descent from Tezcatlipoca is important—but
also because they were descendants of Quet-
zalcóatl. A lot of shamanism went on. Among
the Maya the shaman was quite distinguished.
He had a title of Chilam, but he was a special
kind of shaman who received messages from
the gods, perhaps in some kind of gobbledy-
gook language which was then translated—
like the Greek Delphic oracle—to the kings.
The kings acted mainly as priests apparently
rather than as shamans, but who knows . . .

and Quetzalcóatl was the god of the priests.
One wonders what this meant to this king
who, in his own body, apparently combined
the two aspects.

MISS BAILEY: In the drawings you made of
the engravings on the Las Limas figure, the
basic design of each form is similar. Is it pos-
sible that these could be four representations
of the same basic idea or the same form, rather
than four separate forms?

DR. COE: They’re the same in that they are
cleft-headed were-jaguars, but they are all
different as far as all other details are con-
cerned, and they are in opposition, right and
left, up and down, and perhaps even associated
with different parts of the body. This quadri-
partite division would be typically Meso-
american: for example, the four Tezcatlipocas
who were all different, as well as being one
Tezcatlipoca; four World Trees as well as one
World Tree—it makes five, and on Altar 5
from La Venta you have five representations,
two babies in the arms of the adults on the
sides and the child carried by the man in the
center. You find the same thing on the Las
Limas figure, and in other places in  Olmec art.
I am convinced that on the sides of Altar 5 we
have infantile forms of four different creatures,
all of whom have different features—the head
of one is badly broken, but the other three are
there. By the way, one of those four gods on
the Las Limas figure is a death god—the one on
the lower left—with closed eyes and fleshless
upper jaw, so I can’t imagine that the death
god is going to be amalgamated with any
other three gods into one sort of single god. I
think there is an opposition there.

DR. FURST: The dividing line between sha-
mans and priests sometimes becomes a little
indistinct. What I am thinking of specifically
is that even in hunting and gathering cultures
you seem to have almost an incipient theoc-
racy, even among the Yanoáma. The only
chieftains among the Yanoáma are shamans.
The community of the village is run by a
shaman who is recognized by the group as the
chief.

DR. COE: I would call that theocracy, but I
would be very loathe to use the word theocracy
for the Mesoamerican states as we know them
at the time of the Conquest. I spent a week
once in a theocracy in Mt. Athos in Greece,
and I doubt very much whether this—which
is government by God or his priests as defined
in the Bible—is what we find in Mesoamerica.
Rather, you find certain functions combined
in the top man in the royal lineage; the king
acts as a political war leader as well as priest.
The two gods, Quetzalcóatl and Tezcatlipoca,
among the Aztecs at any rate, have different
functions in terms of the religion. Tezcatlipoca
was quite clearly the god of sorcerers. He was
the god of the shamans and the witch doctors,

MISS BAILEY: Would you eliminate the possi-
bility of the glyphs that you drew being name
glyphs?

DR. COE: That these heads are name glyphs
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of gods? I think that there is a more abstract
glyphic system which is, I suspect, relatively
advanced and a shorthand way of writing these
gods down.

there is another way of thinking of the origins
of groups as emanating from caves. There are
the Chicomoztoc stories, where the groups
come out of caves already divided into their
lineages.

DR. GROVE: I would like to point out to Dr.
Miller that flame eyebrow was used as a descrip-
tive term for that type of eyebrow long before
Dr. Coe identified it as a fire symbol. Let’s say
serrated eyebrow. Referring to what you said
about the Olmec altars and the figure seated in
the niche, I have been pushing for this idea of
coming-out-of-caves to be part of Olmec ori-
gins. You’ll note, if you look on the altars and
at Relief IX at Chalcatzingo, which surrounds
a cave mouth, that their jaguar faces have the
“flame eyebrow.”

DR. COE: That is interesting and not in oppo-
sition to what I have said. As with the Aztec,

MISS BRAUN: In the Oxtotitlan image that
you showed, could the curious headdress the
figure is wearing perhaps be an obsidian mir-
ror? Also, the jaguar has a foot which is curi-
ously like some of the Tezcatlipoca images
with an obsidian mirror replacing the missing
foot.

DR. COE: That’s an interesting suggestion. I
believe that David Grove thinks that there was
a mirror fixed into a depression in the front of
the bird that’s over the main figure of  Oxtotit-
lan, the magnificent seated Olmec.
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J AGUARS 1 appear to be more clever at Teotihuacán than jaguars anywhere else
in the Mesoamerican world. They seem on first acquaintance to perform a
whole variety show of trained animal acts, such as straddling corn-grinding

tables, wearing flowers and feathered ruffs, blowing on shell trumpets, swimming
among waves, and shaking rattles. They appear both as cubs and as gravid cats. Men
dress up as jaguars, and jaguars wear netted garments.

This first impression of an animal vaudeville is, of course, wrong. When studied in
context, all these turns and costumes fit into a coherent pattern of ritual and ceremony
that centers upon a jaguar-serpent-bird icon, known first at Teotihuacán2 and re-
appearing much later at Tula and Chichén Itzá.3 The cult of this icon with clan-
protector aspects and dynastic associations may have had its own priesthood at Teoti-
huacán.

The main argument of this paper is that at Teotihuacán the jaguar image always
mingles with other life forms, chiefly bird eye and serpent tongue, to appear as a cult
figure with its attendants or worshipers. These wear the insignia of a ritual we may
designate as that of the jaguar-serpent-bird (Fig. 1). This ritual was first mentioned as
one of a group of schemes in a Dumbarton Oaks paper on the iconography of the art
of Teotihuacán (Kubler 1967: 10). I propose here to describe this jaguar scheme in

1. The type known to the people of the Valley of Mexico was Felis hernandesii goldmani,  inhabiting
the humid tropics of Mexico and appearing sporadically north as far as Texas. It is a subspecies
known also as the Campeche jaguar (Mearns 1901), differing from felis centralis in Central America
and from the Mazatlan jaguar of western Mexico, felis hernandesii (Gray). The east coast jaguar has
a tawny ochreous coloration more intense than the pallid western Mazatlan jaguar, and it is larger
than the Central American species. Its black rosette markings are larger than those of western or
Central American jaguars.

2. Kubler 1967: 9, cluster D. Caso (1966: 254) separates “man-jaguar-serpent” forms from
“man-bird-serpent” forms, connecting the former with Tlaloc and the latter with Quetzalcóatl,
and disregarding the avian eye forms and feathered surrounds common to both.

3. Tozzer 1957: 126-32. Tozzer noted that jaguar-serpent-bird appears almost 500 times at
Chichén Itzá but he was unaware of its occurrences at Teotihuacán.

19
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Fig. 1   Cylindrical tripod
vessel with appliqué
molded relief of the
jaguar-serpent-bird
icon. Museo Regional,
Teotihuacán. Photo-
graph C. Reyes
Valerio.

greater detail, by classing jaguar-serpent-bird images under several headings as quad-
rupeds and bipeds, as helmeted busts, as priestly headdresses, as ritual instruments, and
as frontal icons. The intertwining and alternation of jaguars and coyotes will be dis-
cussed, as well as the absence of any pictorial relationship between jaguars and eagles
before the Toltec emergence. Finally the ancestry and the descendance of the jaguar-
serpent-bird theme will be considered, as well as the problem posed by analogizing
from recent to ancient forms of behavior.

Q U A D R U P E D S

When all jaguar images and compounds including jaguar forms at Teotihuacán are
considered as a group, it becomes evident that uncompounded images are nonexistent.
Every four-footed image of the jaguar is in one way or another compounded with
nonjaguar parts drawn from other life forms. The eyes are usually round and rimmed
by feathers; the broken-circle spots on the pelt are treated as flowers or seashells; the
tongue is a bifid serpent tongue; and the entire body is often covered with a design
resembling a fishnet. For example, the most integral jaguar from Teotihuacán is the
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Fig. 2 (above) Jaguar vessel of onyx. British Museum, London.

Fig. 3 (below) Tetitla. Mural painting of a female jaguar. Drawing by H. Sanchez Vera,
courtesy Photographic Archive, Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia.
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Fig. 4  Temple of Agriculture. Detail of mural of the Mythological Animals. Photograph
Arthur G. Miller.

thirteen-inch-long onyx (tecali) figure in the British Museum (Fig. 2),4 shown lying
belly-down with its paws extended. On each front paw is a glyphlike cipher re-
sembling the serpent mouth associated with rain. The eyes are the round eyes of a
bird, and the legs are shown fringed with serrated forms like the “paw-wing” of avian
derivation in Olmec art.

Similar interferences abound in the murals. Some jaguars wear feathered headdresses.

4. Batres 1888: Pl. XII. Other fragmentary stone jaguars were published by Séjourné 1966c:
Fig. 181A. See also Acosta 1964: Figs. 51-4, for the paw-wing incised upon an onyx seated jaguar
discovered during the excavations of the Quetzalpapalotl court. For the paw-wing motif, see
Joralemon 1971: Motif 36.
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Fig. 5  Drawing of a carved cylindrical pottery vessel wall, found near the auto entrance at Teotihuacán

(after Séjourné 1966a: Fig. 85).

Others hold shell trumpets in their paws and their bodies are outlined by pecten shells
from neck to tail. All have round avian eyes bordered with feathers. A bifid serpent
tongue hangs from the mouths of netted jaguars. A mural jaguar at Tetitla, with
floral ornaments painted upon her pelt, is shown as gravid with the rump turned out
frontally behind the swollen belly shown in profile (Fig. 3). The flower forms on the
pelt resemble Maya imix glyphs, signifying fertility or abundance. A connection with
the Maya lotus-jaguar is possible (Thompson 1960: 72). Among the pelt markings of
this jaguar there is also a star-shaped sea creature. The jaguar is shown as if in arrested
motion, with raised front paws and head looking backward.

In the mural of the mythological animals at Teotihuacán, which Clara Millon (n.d.a;
see also Miller n.d.) has assigned to an early stage 2 in the history of wall painting at the
site, various four-footed jaguars appear among the waves (Fig. 4). One has a winged
figure halfway down its throat. One square-jawed feline swims with an overhand
stroke, spitting vigorously and wearing a floral pelt like that of the Tetitla cat. Another
lacks some claws, having perhaps been flayed. Two more join their profile heads to
compose an iconic frontal mask which will be discussed in more detail later. These
early jaguars all have round bird eyes.

Such four-footed jaguars are rare in pottery decoration, but the example published
by Laurette Séjourné (1966a: Fig. 85) as having come in 1964 from the new roadway
surrounding Teotihuacán is also set among wave patterns strewn with starfish and
seashells (Fig. 5). The jaguar has seashells outlining his muzzle, and a double scroll
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Fig. 6 Drawing of a tripod vessel wall with netted jaguars (after von Winning 1968: Fig. 6).

bordered with flowers comes from his mouth. His eye, however, is taken from a 
feathered serpent-head profile, of which examples are common in murals and on
pottery. Throughout the design there are flame elements among the seashells. This
tripod cylinder, of Teotihuacán III date, bears the design in a diagonal band like those
which contain Tajín scrolls in Teotihuacán III pottery. Its derivation from the earlier
mural of the mythological animals seems clear.

Hasso von Winning (1968:  39) has published a plano-relief cylinder, in a Los
Angeles collection, which has two rampant, four-footed, netted jaguars (Fig. 6). Their
eyes are round bird eyes, and their bodies have feathered surrounds. The ground in
front of them is marked out in rising paths with human footsteps, and on each path a
feathered eye-disk appears. , The surrounding ground contains seashells and jaguar
paws, and at the top of each path is a hanging water drop.

Fig. 7 Tetitla. Mural showing jaguar-man approaching a temple. Dumbarton Oaks Collections.
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Fig. 8   Zacuala. Mural showing a jaguar-man bearing shields. Photograph Arthur G. Miller.

H U M A N  W E A R E R S  O F  J A G U A R  C O S T U M E

By far the largest class of jaguar images consists of human beings wearing jaguar
costumes. Sometimes the costume is an entire pelt, with head and claws and tail, but
more often it is only a jaguar headdress. Whether on full garment or headdress alone,
the jaguar traits are always compounded with others drawn from bird and serpent
images.

The kneeling jaguar-men of the wall paintings at Tetitla (Fig. 7) wear a full netted
costume with the meshes extending to the muzzle and ears of the jaguar suit. But the
wearer’s human identity is given by his holding a shield and a staff in his hands. He
kneels upon a pathway leading to a temple decorated with floral spots like those of the
pregnant she-jaguar in Figure 3. These spots surround the doorway and fill the
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Fig. 9 Teopancaxco. Casa de los Barrios. Replica of a mural depicting a netted  emblem flanked by
celebrants wearing jaguar-serpent-bird headdresses decorated with starfish. Courtesy
Photographic Archive, Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia.

crenelations below a band of netting like that worn by the man-jaguar on the right.
They probably signify the dedication of the temple to a spirit or force characterized by
these markings.

Elsewhere the netted figure is associated only with the jaguar-serpent-bird figure in
murals and pottery decoration.

Another variety of jaguar-man at Zacuala wears imbricated scales on the pelt, and
boots to which claws are fixed (Fig 8). The head has the round, feathered avian eye,
but the muzzle is distinctly jaguarlike. Thus the usual association of bird, serpent, and
jaguar traits reappears, but with an unfamiliar insistence on body scales.

P R I E S T L Y  J A G U A R - H E A D D R E S S

The mural in the Casa de los Barrios (Fig. 9) shows two priestly figures sym-
metrically flanking a netted disk upon a pedestal. The priests scatter water. Flowery
scrolls emerge from their mouths. Both priests wear jaguar-head helmets with feath-
ered bird eyes and starfish incrustations. Beneath the upper jaw of the jaguar-head
helmet an outline appears which represents the serpent element unframed by fangs.5

The netted disk upon the pedestal seems to be the object of the priestly songs and
offerings, and it contains within its sawtoothed border the netted design we have seen
on jaguar bodies.6 This netted design has as its preferred setting the body or limb of a

5. Seler (1915: 415, Fig. 8) interpreted the helmet as a “fantastic serpent head,” but his drawing
shows a serpent-mouth profile within a jaguar’s upper jaw.

6. Von Winning (1968: Fig. II) illustrates a molded clay adorno of the net in a ring of conch
shells. Arthur Miller calls my attention to a netted serpent mural at Atetelco (Patio Blanco, Portico
2) in the lower-wall dado border.
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jaguar or jaguar-man; when it appears separately in the Casa de los Barrios mural,
jaguar-helmeted priests officiate in its cult. Alfonso Caso regards the net in this scene
as a glyphic equivalent for jaguar.7

F R O N T A L  J A G U A R - S E R P E N T - B I R D  I C O N S

If we suppose that frontal figures are more likely to represent objects of worship
than the profile figures serving or accompanying the frontal figure (Kubler 1967: 6),
it is plausible to maintain that large and isolated frontal figures represent cult objects
or icons.

A crouching jaguar-serpent-bird in frontal aspect appears both alone and attended
by priests on tripod cylindrical vessels of Teotihuacán III date (Seler 1915: Fig. 168,
Pl. LXI; von Winning 1949: 137). In one liturgical scene (Fig. 10), the headdress of the
priest is unclear, but the icon he approaches is the familiar bird-eye, serpent-tongue,
and double-profile jaguar-mouth figure. It appears frontally with a large pecten shell
on the chest and serpent scales on the limbs. The background contains conch shells,
feathered eyes, and flames. The offering borne by the priest is like a bird with beak and
round eye, reminding us of the mural scene of the mythological animals where a

7. Caso 1958-9: 55. C. Millon (n.d.a: 311, 352) was inclined to identify it with the Aztec day-
sign of olin or motion.

Fig. 10 Fragment of cylindrical brown-slipped vessel incised with celebrant bringing an offering to the
jaguar-serpent-bird icon (after von Winning 1949: Fig. 10).
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Fig. 11

Fig. 12

(left) Tripod blackware plano-relief vessel  with frontal jaguar-serpent-bird icon (after
Seler 1915: 516).

(right) Fragment of blackware plano-relief pottery with frontal icon (after Seler 1915 :
Pl. LXI, no. 2).

jaguar is seen swallowing a bird (Fig. 4), and suggesting that birds were offerings
welcome to the jaguar-serpent-bird.

Two other pottery designs, both from Ahuizotla, show the frontal jaguar-serpent-
bird. One (Fig. 11) has a conch-shell border, a crenelation, and radiant-eye forms. The
other (Fig. 12) consists of clearly delineated bird eyes, jaguar mouth, and serpent
tongue, upon jaguar limbs, above a cluster of flames and conch shells (reminiscent of
similar offerings in the mural at the Temple of Agriculture), beneath a sectional
conch-shell outline, all suggesting an icon to which offerings are made by burning.

This scheme reappears without offerings in a number of molded pottery fragments
published by Séjourné (1966a: Fig. 149). The feathered bird eyes surmount a jaguar
mouth, from which the bifid serpent tongue hangs between crouching jaguar legs and
claws (Fig. 13). More or less abbreviated, this theme reappears at Tula and at Chichén
Itzá (Figs. 25 and 26), and we shall examine it later.
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Fig. 13 Fragments of appliqué molded reliefs showing the frontal jaguar-serpent-bird icon  (after
Séjourné 1966a: Fig. 149).

H E L M E T E D J A G U A R - S E R P E N T - B I R D  B U S T S

Frequently represented in murals, on pottery designs, and in clay figurines, is a
human shown only to the waist, as a pyramidal bust, wearing the jaguar-serpent-bird
helmet. In a mural found at Zacuala (Fig. 14), this figure carries a shield on his left arm,
and a feathered jaguar-mask in his right hand, held like a vessel or censer. The helmet
bears the iconic form of a double-profile jaguar mouth. It has feathered bird eyes and
netted panels. The censerhlie mask repeats these forms in single profile, with a crown-
ing element which consists of a netted jaguar paw and a bifid serpent tongue. Among
the feathers on the mask are drops of water and cusped lines like those of the waves in
the fresco of the mythological animals.

Other examples are pottery figurines of a late period in the Diego Rivera collection
at the Anahuacalli Museum (Séjourné 1966c: Fig. 73). One type is enthroned upon a
platform with an architectural screen at the back (Fig. 15). The jaguar-serpent-bird
mask is not netted, and the serpent tongue is like a beard. Both the back screen and the
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Fig. 14

Fig. 15

Fig. 16

..>_ ‘*,

(above) Zacuala. Mural showing a human bust
wearing the jaguar-serpent-bird helmet and carry-
ing a censer with similar shapes. Photograph
Arthur G. Miller.

(left) Drawing of a pottery figurine bust seated in an
architecturalframe, and wearing the jaguar-serpent-
bird helmet. Museo Anahuacalli (after Séjourné
1966c: Fig. 63).

(below) Drawing of a molded pottery bust wearing
a jaguar-serpent-bird helmet and goggles, probably
representing a corpse. Drawing by Anne-Louise
Schaffer.
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Fig. 17 Drawing of a man-jaguar of pottery holding
a bust with jaguar-serpent-bird helmet. Mu-
seo Anahuacalli  (after Séjourné 1962:

parted upper lip8 of the jaguar mask are more
like those of Monte Albán in Oaxaca than
Teotihuacán. Another type differs in having
serpent scales on the borders of the jaguar
mouth and bird eye (Séjourné  1966c: Fig. 73
and Pl.23; 1962: Fig. 99-Diego Rivera Col-
lection). Here the serpent tongue hangs like
an inverted flower beneath a rain-mask nose
ornament; the eye goggles, which usually
accompany this mouth form, reinforce the
meaning. A helmeted bust illustrated by
Covarrubias (1957: 129) is of this type (Fig.

16), but the eyes behind the goggles are closed, suggesting death, and the plumage
stresses a butterfly identity, often associated with burials (cf. Kubler 1967: 9).

The significance of the form is suggested by a double figurine of baked clay in the
Diego Rivera Collection (Séjourné 1962: Fig. 99). A standing human with a jaguar
head carries such a helmeted bust in his outstretched arms (Fig. 17). The helmet is of
the Oaxacan type with parted upperjaguar lip. The feathers with jeweled ends are not
uncommon on jaguar-head figurines of clay (Séjourné 1966c: Fig. 181), which may
have either the parted lip of Oaxaca or the continuous lip of Teotihuacán. Some of
these were jointed figurines of several parts intended to be strung together as puppets
or toys (see also von winning 1955: Fig. 3).

The scenic and narrative context of the jaguar-headed figure holding the helmeted
bust allows a provisional interpretation. The helmeted bust may have been intended
as the portrait likeness of a dynastic personage, whose clan or family membership was
indicated by the heraldic bearer. This reading is reinforced by the architectural setting
of other jaguar-serpent-bird busts. It should be noted that thrones9 or architectural
settings support other figural types of busts as well. Upon such thrones, goggled busts
wearing the headdress of the Las Colinas-bowl figures 3 and 4 are known in two

8. The parted upper lip of the jaguar characterizes Oaxacan representations. Cf. Paddock 1966:
Figs. 103, 109, and 187. For the architectural screen, see Acosta 1965: 827 and Fig. 7f,  the doble
escapulario panel at Monte Albán.

9. Cf. the “throne” of stone published by Gamio (1922).
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Fig. 18 Jaguar court. Mural of netted jaguar cub held by human hands. Photograph
Arthur G. Miller.

examples.10 A turbaned bust and a butterfly-helmeted bust (cf. Barthel 1968 and
Kubler 1969), similarly enthroned, increase the variety of these portraitlike figures, for
which a dynastic interpretation is not inconsistent with coeval customs in Oaxaca and
at Classic Maya sites, where rulers usually were shown wearing the costumes and
attributes of their priestly functions.11

Among the murals in INAH-designated Zone 2, one repeating scene shows human
hands holding a netted jaguar-cub (Fig. 18). The meaning perhaps inverts the pre-
ceding relationship: instead of the animal protector proffering the bust of a member of
the lineage, here a human supports the heraldic animal, as if it were an emblem of a
newly born member of the dynasty.

10. Examples in the American Museum of Natural History (30.1/6894; 30.2 /8945).
11. The bust form appears as a cremation bundle in Codex Nuttall, f. 82.
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Fig. 19 Atetelco, east structure. Drawing of mural on dado showing a coyote (left) and a netted jaguar
(right) within a frame of entwined serpentine jaguar and coyote bodies. Photograph
Arthur G. Miller.

C O Y O T E  ( C A N I S  L A T R A N S )  A S S O C I A T I O N S

Cats and dogs do not usually walk together, but at Atetelco jaguars and coyotes12

appear in peaceful procession (Fig. 19) inside a border where a coyote body inter-
twines with a netted jaguar, suggesting the interchangeable and complementary char-
acter of the two ideas. The netted jaguars have feathered bird eyes and bifid serpent
tongues. Under the mouths of both creatures appear trilobed water-signs (Neys and
von Winning 1946) like those common in Oaxaca. In the border the watery sign is
augmented by an eye signifying the brightness of running water. Séjourné13 inter-
preted this sign as a human heart, by misreading the eye as the top of a heart sliced
open and seen in oval perspective—but such Renaissance perspective rendering was
unknown to Pre-Columbian painters. The water theme reappears in the upper-wall
border, where goggled rain-faces appear among the twining bodies of netted jaguars
and coyotes. We are invited to consider the union of cat and dog as connected in some
unexplained way with water in various forms.

The dog-and-cat themes appear again on a tripod cylinder published by von
Winning (1968: Fig. 6), more condensed but equally contrasting. A netted quadruped

12. Canis latrans is the North American prairie wolf. Jiménez Moreno (n.d.) has argued that its
appearance at Teotihuacán proves that Náhuatl was spoken.

13. 1956: Fig. 39. Caso (1966: 255) prefers “ojo arrancado con el nervio óptico y gotas de sangre.”  I
propose “bright, fleshy vegetable or fruit, dripping moisture” (possibly nopal).



34 George Kubler

Fig. 20

Fig. 21

(right) Drawing of plano-
relief pottery fragment
showing a netted jaguar
between upper and lower
borders of coyote-fur
strips (after von Win-
ning 1968: Fig. 6).

(below) Drawing of the
Malinalco wooden drum
carved with eagles and
jaguars as emblems of the
Aztec warrior societies
(after Marquina 1951:
Fig. 15).

jaguar occupies the central zone (Fig. 20), bordered by herringbone coyote-fur bands
set with flames and interrupted by disks with a stepped border resembling that of
flayed “Xipe” figurines at Teotihuacán. Pedro Armillas reported finding clay plaques
with coyote and jaguar figures as decorations of the final rebuilding at the patio
pintado of Atetelco (see C. Millon n.d.a: 25).
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Neither jaguar nor coyote was unknown in the Valley of Mexico, but the coyote
was most common in dry northern plateaus, while jaguars abounded in the humid
lowlands of Veracruz and Tabasco. Their encounter at Teotihuacán may have signi-
fied some resolution of opposites in the cult of Teotihuacán, such as the unifying of
unlike peoples in a common ritual.14

The coyote association is both intertwining and complementary or reciprocating.
It is also a singular association, for the jaguar-serpent-bird associates with no other
land animal at Teotihuacán unless it is with humans, as in the case of the jaguar cub
held by human hands (Fig. 18) or the jaguar holding a human bust (Fig. 17).

This fact is important to any interpretation of the meaning of the jaguar-serpent-
bird formula, because there is no example at Teotihuacán—in any medium—of that
association between jaguar and eagle which became common at Tula and of central
importance in the warrior cult of Aztec religion at Tenochtitlán (Fig. 21).15 It there-
fore becomes doubtful that eagle or jaguar images at Teotihuacán corresponded to
Aztec warrior societies, or that these images prove the existence of Aztec beliefs in the
history of Teotihuacán.16

By the same token, doubts arise about the credibility of extending Aztec religious
beliefs about jaguars to the Teotihuacan horizon. These latter-day beliefs of the Aztec
were summarized on textual and archaeological evidence by Eduard Seler (1915:
47off.) under five headings concerning jaguars: (1) as the image of Tezcatlipoca in his
aspect as patron of the north, struck by the spear of the planet Venus in the second
phase of its revolution (as shown in Codex Vaticanus B, 84); (2) as designations for
brave warriors; (3) as the devourer of the sun during eclipses, hence the representative
of darkness and earth; (4) as an image of Tlaçoltéotl,  the moon goddess and regent of
the fourteenth day; (5) as the jaguar form of Tepeyollotli,  the god of caves and regent
of the west where the sun goes down.

These associations have in common only the idea of darkness as expressed by night,
caves, eclipses, and the disappearance of the sun. But no such expression of darkness is
manifest in the repertory of jaguar  representations at Teotihuacán.

Warriors at Teotihuacán identified themselves with a weapon-bearing owl (Fig. 22;

von Winning 1948; Kubler 1967: 9-10). As to the supposed warlike aspect of the
jaguar at Teotihuacán, only one mural displays such attributes (Séjourné  1956: Fig.

14. Cf. Palenque at the three temple buildings where highland and lowland peoples may be
represented (Kubler 1969: 19) in a ritual of unification.

15. Tozzer (1957: 129-35) noted that the jaguar-eagle cult was unknown at Teotihuacán or
among the Classic Maya, and believed that it originated at Tula.

16. On warrior societies of the Aztec eagle-and-jaguar type claimed for Teotihuacán, see
Séjourné 1956.



George Kubler

Fig. 22 (left) Drawing of a clay figurine fragment of
a warrior in quilted cotton armor, wearing
owl and speur panoply (after Séjourné
1966c: Fig. 75).

Fig. 23 (right) Monte Albán. Drawing of incised
stone slub. Danzante 41, Mound J (after
Caso 1965: Fig. 8).

34); these are attached to one of the human helmeted busts (Fig. 23) we have seen as a
possible dynastic image of a person devoted to the cult of the jaguar-serpent-bird. The
figure wears the jaguar-serpent-bird mask and carries darts. The weapons may only
characterize a person in command, rather than expressing the aggressiveness of the
cult to which he belongs. A clay figure shows a helmeted man with a shell at his throat,
wearing quilted armor, suggesting that he is a warrior (Séjourné  1966c: Fig. 79).
Apart from these two examples, the jaguar repertory seems to lack all other warlike
associations at Teotihuacán. The compounding of properties suggested by jaguar,
serpent, and bird elements, as emblems of water, earth, and air, points rather more to

transcendent powers of a metaphysical nature than to a cult of war.
Looking for pictorial ancestors of the jaguars at Teotihuacán, we fmd that their

predecessors in Mesoamerica were Olmec jaguars and jaguars in Oaxaca. Olmec
jaguars usually are humans who wear either jaguar dress or a mouth mask conferring
the jaguar aspect. As at Teotihuacán much later, such Olmec traits are compounded
with serpent and bird forms as jaguar-dragons to make what we should perhaps re-
gard as adjectival clusters descriptive of natural forces, rather than as gods or idols.
The wearers of this gear were possibly priests or chiefs who assumed different combi-
nations of apparel for different rituals.

This behavior also appeared among the early peoples of Oaxaca. Danzante 41 at
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Monte Albán (see Caso 1965: Fig. 8) from Period II belongs in this Olmec tradition
of the hunter wearing a buccal mask and a headdress featuring jaguar forms (Fig. 24).
A severed jaguar head is brandished in the left hand, while the right hand carries a
flint knife.

In later periods the jaguar forms of Oaxaca are limited to these same costume traits
worn by humans, and to jaguar-paw vessels. These latter are lacking at Teotihuacán,
but the processional priests of the murals and incised reliefs of Oaxaca resemble those
of Teotihuacán. Monte Albán was in contact with Teotihuacán as early as Teotihuacán
II, during the Monte Albán II-IIIA Transition (Caso 1965: 856), when Monte Albán

Fig. 24 Tepantitla. Mural showing frontal jaguar-serpent-bird icon as a bust, grasping darts and wearing
jaguar-foot claws. Photograph Arthur G. Miller.
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Fig. 25 Examples of the jaguar-serpent-bird helmet from Piedras Negras (a, e); Oaxaca (b, c, d); Chalco
(f); Chichén Itzá (g); and highlands of Mexico (h) (after Spinden 1913: Fig. 251).

turned away from ties with Veracruz and Maya peoples toward the Valley of Mexico.
In brief, there are fewer Olmec and Oaxaca felines than those at Teotihuacán and

they display less variety, but their ritual significance may prefigure Teotihuacán more
than Teotihuacán prefigures Toltec or Aztec ritual.

The topic assigned me was jaguars in the Valley of Mexico. I have talked mainly
about Teotihuacán, finding its jaguar compounds much like those of the Pre-Classic
era, yet more intelligible, various, and coherent. To conclude, it may be useful to
contrast the felines of Teotihuacán with those of the Toltec and Aztec peoples. These
peoples brought about a new era of political expansion, using old symbolic forms for
the worship of the new gods brought into the Valley of Mexico by wandering tribes
from the north who came as hunters and nomads after the collapse of the polity and
the faith represented by Teotihuacán.

When the new Post-Classic peoples began to use the jaguar-serpent-bird form, it
was already two thousand years older than they, and it had changed meaning from a
miscegenated Olmec were-jaguar to a transcendent spirit compounded of various
animal powers. The new folk in due time used the variants as they saw fit. Spinden
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(1913: 221-2) was the first to collect some of the regional varieties of this form in

Maya art (Fig. 25), and Tozzer (1957: 123ff.) increased the catalogue (Fig. 26), with-
out drawing upon the rich selection at Teotihuacán. These lists included mainly
Toltec and Toltec-Maya examples dating from after the destruction and abandonment
of Teotihuacán in the eighth century. The new people transformed the jaguar and the
eagle into a symbol of warfare conveyed by the complementary images of these
creatures. The earlier compounds of the jaguar were converted to other purposes.
Thus the old jaguar-serpent-bird acquired a new Toltec meaning as a symbol of the
underworld by being placed in a new context at Tula and Chichén Itzá.17

17. An identification by Seler (1915: 367) as Quetzalcóatl-Kukulcán is based only upon
Mexican texts from the highlands and upon Bishop Landa, without specific application to jaguar-
serpent-bird forms. 

Fig. 26 Jaguar-serpent-bird icons at Chichén Itzá (after Tozzer 1957: Figs. 314-22).
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At Chichén Itzá it appears on the bases of square piers, as Tozzer (1957: 123) has
noted, “almost 500 times in connection with the top figure of sun disk, the atlantean
bacab, or a mask.” Tozzer (1957: 123) believed it to refer to the underworld when
conjoined with the sun disk or with a sky-bearer. At Tula the same figure is shown
between pairs of eagles and vultures, and on column bases in the “underworld”
position beneath the feet of a warrior or priest.

At the same time, however, jaguars and eagles devouring hearts became the em-
blems of the new warrior societies at Chichén Itzá and at Tula (Tozzer 1957: 129-35,
Figs. 410-67), with the result that jaguars acquired new meanings in two ways, as
underworld figures when represented as jaguar-serpent-birds, and as warrior emblems
when shown as seated or walking animals. Neither of these meanings is evident from
jaguar contexts in the usage of Teotihuacán, nor in the usage of Pre-Classic Olmec or
Oaxacan peoples. It seems certain, on the evidence of their representations, that
jaguars meant different things before and after the end of Teotihuacán.

Fig. 27 Stone Jaguar, Aztec  period, 2.75 m. long. Photograph courtesy Museo Nacional de
Antropología e Historia.
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Fig. 28 Cuauhtinchan (Puebla). Early colonial mural in the Franciscan convent depicting the Annun-
ciation, flanked by jaguar and eagle. Photograph C. Reyes Valerio.

With the Aztec emergence, the symbol of the jaguar-serpent-bird waned and
vanished, perhaps because of two developments: 1) its replacement by the  eagle-and-
jaguar warrior cult; and 2) the separation of the cults of Tezcatlipoca as a jaguar from
Quetzalcóatl  as a feathered serpent. This separation was probably meant, among other
things, to factor out jaguar traits for separate treatment. Its effects are visible at the
Museo Nacional in one of the great jaguar images of all time (Fig. 27)—the reclining
but menacing feline with the eagle basin in its back, carved with two relief figures.
The penitential deities, Tezcatlipoca and Tlahuizcalpantecutli, draw blood from their
earlobes in a rite of blood-gift closely connected with the eagle-and-jaguar warrior
cult (according to Seler 1904: 901). The jaguar now has a teardrop eye. There is a
suggestion of a feathered surround in the hairy mane which Seler compares to that of
a Bengal tiger, but all traces of serpent nature are gone, having been arrogated pre-
sumably by the spreading cult of the feathered Quetzalcóatl  snake, whose ancient
Olmec form of still unknown meaning was reactivated during the Toltec rule in the
Valley of Mexico, this time as a dominant figure.

Our last image is an illustration of one of the rare survivals of Pre-Conquest
imagery in colonial Christian art (Fig. 28). It is a fresco in the sixteenth-century
Franciscan church at Cuauhtinchan in the state of Puebla. The Annunciation, which
marks the displacement of the Old Testament by the New Law and the beginning of a
new world age, is shown flanked by aa jaguar and an eagle. These positions were usually
reserved in Christian iconography for the moon and the sun as symbols of night and
day. Here the native painter’s intention was clearly to equate jaguar with night or
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moon, and eagle with day or sun. But, as I hope to have shown in this paper, such
meanings for jaguar and eagle were no older than the Toltec era, which had begun in
the Mexican highlands at Tula, after the fall of Teotihuacán. The people of Teoti-
huacán never connected jaguar with eagle in this fashion. Their respects to the jaguar
were addressed to the jaguar-serpent-bird, whose representation ceased after the fall
of Tula and before the rise of Tenochtitlán.
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D I S C U S S I O N

DR. COE: According to you, the coyote and
the jaguar are allopatric, let’s say, for the Val-
ley of Mexico, presumably for Mexico in gen-
eral. But I think there have been a number of
find-places of coyotes in the Valley of Mexico.
Coyotes get all the way down into the Olmec
area. Not far from San Lorenzo there are
coyotes near a place called Cerro de la En-
cantada; also around nearby Jaltipan. As a
matter of fact, they overlap with jaguars. As
you know, jaguars occur all the way up the
western side of Mexico into Arizona and even
Texas. They do coexist.

DR. FLANNERY: There is some reason to be-
lieve that the coyote’s range is expanding into
these tropical areas of southeasten Mexico
because of land clearance; they are moving
into second growth. That is, there is reason to
believe that they were not formerly in some
parts of the lowland tropical area that they are
in now.

DR. COE: The area that they are in near San
Lorenzo has not been cleared. As a matter of
fact, it is one of the few primary grasslands;
that is, the coyotes inhabit the edge of the
grasslands into the forest. And they are also
found in the drier areas of the isthmus. They
have a very wide distribution, and I think it’s
reasonably ancient.

DR. GROVE: If I understand you correctly, Dr.
Kubler, you don’t see a continuous meaning
between jaguars in Olmec times and jaguars in
other cultures. And yet I was struck by the fact
that the feathered fringe around the eyes,
strongly identified with Teotihuacán, could
well be a continuance of the serrated eyebrow
in the were-jaguar motifs. I would like to
point out that coyotes also have a serrated
brow around the eye.

DR. KUBLER: It might be analogous to the
situation described by Bodo Spranz, in which
he tabulated everybody wearing everybody
else’s costume in the Codex Borgia group.
Possibly, in the delineation of the identifying
characteristics of animal types, there is a
shuffling going on-plugging in a bird’s eye
here and a jaguar mouth there. A flame eye-
brow, or a serrated eyebrow, would be an
element in the game. All of these are parts of
the apparatus of representation which is an
exercise in imitation. It is very much like the
classical doctrine of mimesis, the imitation,
not of nature, as in the ancient world, but of
ritual.

DR. SAWYER: Both the jaguar and the coyote
are animals that salivate-couldn’t this have
suggested to the people why these animals
should be connected with water? They go
around with their tongues hanging out and
moisture dripping from their mouths. I am
sure that the Pre-Columbian people weren’t
great zoologists, but that they saw in the jag-
uar and the animals of the dog family, in Peru
as well as in Mesoamerica, a common denomi-
nator in the canine teeth and in the salivation
and in the craft of the two animals. They were
not dealing with zoological species so much as
with a canineness, or a canine essence, which
was common to both animals, and perhaps
they didn’t make the distinction between the
canine and the feline as much as we are tending
to. I have a little impatience with our being
very modern and zoological, because it’s the
feline aspect they cared about, not the species,
and the feline aspect might be in a wolf or a
coyote or-as in Peru-an otter.

DR. KUBLER: I’d be sympathetic to another
kind of Linnean system at Teotihuacán that
might have put butterfly together with bird as
flying things.
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DR. COE: They are put together in the Borgia
Codex.

DR. LATHRAP: I was wondering if the juxta-
position of jaguar and coyote might indicate
some sort of vital-forces/death dichotomy,
since in the western United States death, evil,
and pain are always introduced into the world
by coyote.

DR. FURST: There is a very peculiar thing all
through tropical South America—which Dr.
Reichel-Dolmatoff probably can talk about
better than I—and that is that the jaguar is
very often called the dog of the shaman. So
you have an association of cat and dog. I have
a comment on one other point that Dr.
Kubler made, and that is the jaguar-eagle-
serpent association. I think this is very ancient.
Maybe it goes back to Asia, where you get the
association of the bird, the tiger, and the ser-
pent, which becomes the dragon. All through
tropical South America you have jaguar, bird,
and serpent. The other thing is the continuity
of the jaguar. Maybe we’re misled by the fact
that, in Aztec times, or, let’s say, in Toltec
times, the jaguar does become a symbol of a
warrior society. It never ceases being, at the
same time, the symbol of sorcery and shaman-
ism. This seems to go back to times long be-
fore the Olmec, so that you do have conti-
nuity from, let’s say, ten thousand B.C. t o

1970.

DR. KUBLER: Are you describing continuities
of meaning or continuities of form?

DR. FURST: Continuities of meaning.

DR. KUBLER: How can you be sure of the fit
between form and meaning in 2000 B.C.?

DR. FURST: If you go to surviving hunting
and gathering cultures today, let’s say the
Yanoáma or any other group in South Amer-
ica, and to incipient agricultural societies, you
find that jaguar and shaman are always associ-
ated. I don’t know of one in which this is not
the case. We can assume that this is a very
ancient trait. You get it also in Mexico and in
Asia, where the shaman is identified with the
tiger.

DR. KUBLER: That’s interesting in that partic-
ular context, but to take it out of context is
like The Golden Baugh—it’s Frazerian, stimu-
lating and suggestive, but it doesn’t really
prove much.

DR. GRIEDER: One of the names, one of the
disguises, of Tezcatlipoca was Huehuecóyotl,
“old coyote.”

I’m a little nervous about our identification
of what we call owls. I wish we could stick to
alpha, beta, and gamma, because I suspect that
a lot of the things that we identify as owls by
the feathers around the eyes could easily be
eagles.

DR . KUBLER: Or a butterfly. Laurette Sé-
journé saw as quetzal what I call owl and what
Hasso von Winning calls owl. I call it owl
because he sees it as owl. There is always this
problem of identification; we are always on
shifting sand because of this game of plugging
in different parts to round out an idea that is
being conveyed. Many of these eye surrounds
are clearly linked to butterfly representations.

MR. VON WINNING: The idea of the bird as an
owl is first of all borrowed from Seler. Also,
the big wing with the fluffy feathers is very
typical of an owl, and, in the examples shown
today, you could see many times an owl’s head
with the typical beak and the tail feathers on
the body below. The large eyes on the jaguar
could very well be owl’s eyes.

MRS. PASZTORY: You felt that the jaguar was
not an image of the warrior. Do you feel the
same way about the coyote with whom he is
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MR. GRIFFIN: Could the net costume be not a
net but a series of olin symbols, a network
meaning energy or movement, the olin being
the singular of a net? The way they are woven
and the way they are depicted suggest olins,
especially on that thing they are worshiping
in the center of the Casa de los Barrios mural
and on the fresco here at Dumbarton Oaks.

associated? The coyote appears as a coyote
warrior in the same mural, for example, at
Atetelco, where he clearly is carrying weap-
ons, and figures wearing—I shall simply say
“bird costumes” since there is a discussion
about the identification of the bird—also carry
weapons on the third of these three symmetri-
cal patios. Therefore war, or at least weapons,
is present in this single group of buildings
that were obviously painted at the same time.
Although weapons do not occur in that fresco,
that particular problem still seems to be in-
volved there and needs to be explained. You
also said that the jaguar represented a southern
people and the coyote a northern, and I would
therefore like to ask you why it is that the
jaguar appears so much more frequently and
is so much more important at Teotihuacán
if it is a foreign kind of symbol.

DR. KUBLER: First, there is certainly no reason
to preclude multiple meanings at all times; a
cult image can have one system of associations
for one group of faithful, and another set of
applications for another. Santiago becomes a
military saint, the saint of the conquering
Spaniards. This sort of interpenetration of be-
haviors on the same symbol is not at all un-
common. As to the point about the ethnicity
of these animal representations, the notion of
their southernness and northernness was pure
guess—with very little to back it in the case of
the coyote, as Michael Coe pointed out. I was
led to it by what I had observed at Palenque in
the Temples of the Cross, the Foliated Cross,
and the Sun, where there is always a pair of
figures, one of them muffled up, obviously
wearing the clothes of someone coming out
of the cold weather, and the other wearing
very little. They are repeated three times, con-
fronting each other in different aspects of a
ritual. I suggested that there was a contrast of
lowland and highland in the observances of a
cult, and I was extending this to the interpreta-
tion of the jaguar and the coyote.

DR. KUBLER: Yes, it has generally been
thought that crossed bands and interlaced
bands would be related to the olin.

DR. MILLER:  I think there is an interesting
possible relationship between the jaguar repre-
sentations at Teotihuacán and during the
Olmec period and in the Maya area, which
is implied in your paper, and that is the associ-
ation of the jaguar with an important individ-
ual. Michael Coe also implied this in his paper.
There is the mural, which you showed, de-
picting a man holding a small, netted jaguar.
There is a new mural at Teotihuacán, just re-
stored, which shows a jaguar whose arm is
wrapped around a flowering maguey. I see a
similarity in theme in that perhaps the earlier
one is a presentation of the young ruler and the
later one—since it is well known that the
maguey plant flowers just before dying—is
a representation of an old ruler. The only
thing in the Olmec area and in the Maya area
which is similar in theme is the infant presen-
tation. I am thinking of the numerous were-
jaguar infants that are presented by priestlike
figures; the only example in the Maya area
that I can think of is the Bonampak presenta-
tion scene. This may be an indication of how
the jaguar is used at Teotihuacán; it may be
related to the Olmec and Maya areas in this
way—the jaguar is a dynastic personage, a sign
for kingship.

DR. KUBLER: I was discussing with some of
you the problem of those very long king lists
from the Valley of Mexico, some of which
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Vaillant and Spinden thought might very
well apply to Teotihuacán. That is still a whole
textual chapter of the history of the Valley of
Mexico that needs to be worked out in better
detail than we have.

George Kubler

DR. COE: Since Palenque has been men-
tioned, I have a comment about the night
aspect of the jaguar, which, according to your
ideas, doesn’t appear until Tula. You will re-
call that Eric Thomspon points out in his
Maya Hieroglyphic Writing that the representa-
tion of the sun in its night aspect takes on
jaguar characteristics: the face of the sun takes
the ears of a jaguar. At Palenque in the so-
called Temple of the Sun, the image between
the two figures is actually a shield of the night
sun as a jaguar with crossed spears. David
Kelley has written a very interesting paper in
which he suggests that the entire temple is
dedicated to the god of war, to the idea of
warfare. I would therefore suggest that this
idea of the night aspect of the jaguar and the
jaguar as war symbol is older than Tula.

DR. KUBLER: David Kelley’s argument is that
the temples commemorate the births of dif-
ferent gods, but against that one could say that
this shield is an extension of glyph 624 in
Thompson’s dictionary, which is an appella-
tive. It’s a name and it’s the name of the occu-
pant of the tomb in the Temple of the Inscrip-
tions, and his name is probably Sun Shield, so
that another view is that this is a further glori-
fication of Sun Shield.

DR. COE: I go back to the original statement
by Thompson, his identification of the jaguar
as a sign for the night sun, the jaguar trans-
formation of the sun—the sun goes under the
earth, disappears, and becomes a jaguar. I
think that will hold up, at least in Late Classic
art.

DR. KUBLER: with regard to Teotihuacán,

though, I have an impression that the jaguar is
a daylight creature, not a night creature. It re-
turns to the night world after Teotihuacán,
but during Teotihuacán it seems to be out in
broad daylight and, as an animal, is not really
available except possibly in zoos and animal
parks that were kept for the purpose.

MRS. PASZTORY: I have a comment about the
persistent association of the jaguar with water,
which is so evident at Teotihuacán. It is seen
surrounded by shells, and actually swimming
in water and flowers. This is something you
also have in Maya art, where, as Thompson
suggested, the jaguar stands for the earth as it
floats in water surrounded by flowers. This
might bring us back to the idea of earth and
perhaps underworld and water, taking it back
to the Olmec. What is interesting here is that
we are dealing with two clusters of ideas: the
water association and the dynastic, and we
haven’t quite put them together yet. Are kings
water priests—is that really how the two fit
together?

DR. FURST: There is another association of the
jaguar which I think ought to be mentioned.
There is at Teotihuacán an abundance of
flowers, but if you look carefully you will find
that it is almost always the same flower. Rich-
ard Evans Schultes at Harvard has identified the
flower—we worked on this together—as most
likely the morning glory, ololiuhqui. If you
look at the procession of jaguars, particularly
on some vases in plano-relief, you will find
priests and jaguars or a group of jaguars
marching along like human beings with
scrolls issuing from their muzzles with these
flowers attached to them. If Schultes is correct
—and there doesn’t seem to be another flower
that fits this description—then these jaguars or
were-jaguars or humans in jaguar guise or
transformed humans are associated with olo-
liuhqui, which was the principal and most
sacred hallucinogen of Aztec times in the Val-



Jaguars in the Valley of Mexico 49

ley of Mexico. Ololiuhqui apparently came
primarily from the Xochicalco area, near
Cuernavaca; it is not very common in the
valley of Mexico itself, but very abundant at
the south. The idea of using hallucinogens and
transformation by the priests seems to be ex-
pressed here in these jaguar representations,
but no one as far as I know has commented on
the botanical identity of this flower. I gave a
paper in Mexico City on this and some of the
other better-known hallucinogens, as repre-
sented in Pre-Columbian art. Another problem
that ought to be investigated more thoroughly
is that of the association of jaguar and toad.
Like so many other motifs this extends from
Mesoamerica right down into northern South
America. On the one hand you have the
jaguar as alter ego of shamans and chiefly
lineages, on the other you have the toad as a
transformation symbol, as originator of culti-

gens and in South America even as the Mother
of Jaguars. One cannot help but feel that this is
somehow related to the fact that toad skin
contains powerful poisons with hallucinogenic
constituents and that the poison of toads and
certain frogs is utilized in shamanistic and
magical practices by anumber of South Ameri-
can forest tribes whose shamans are identified
with jaguars. Also there is the ancient practice
of adding poisonous toads to fermented ritual
beverages in highland Guatemala. Jaguar asso-
ciation with certain hallucinogenic cacti is yet
another field for iconographic inquiry, espe-
cially in Chavín and Moche art—the cactus
here is the mescaline-containing San Pedro,
Trichocereus pachanoi.  We need much closer co-
operation with other disciplines, particularly
ethnobotany, to understand the significance of
some of these associations of plants and animals
in Pre-Hispanic art.



San Agustín. Jaguar copulating with a woman.



The Feline Motif in Prehistoric San Agustín Sculpture

G E R A R D O  R E I C H E L - D O L M A T O F F
I N S T I T U T O  C O L O M B I A N O  D E  A N T R O P O L O G Í A

B O G O T Á ,  C O L O M B I A

ELINE representations are a common feature in Colombian archaeology and
appear in many different cultural contexts with chronological positions ranging
over many time periods. The feline motif is found in almost every region of the

country, in varying stages of elaboration and in different materials, from simple clay
modelings to complex pottery vessels, from small stone figurines to gigantic statues,
and from wood or shell carvings to intricate gold castings.

The most spectacular feline representations are found at San Agustín, on the head-
waters of the Magdalena River, and I have chosen this archaeological area as a focal
point of my discussion.1 San Agustín probably contains the greatest number of large
stone statues found in any prehistoric context in the western hemisphere. These
statues which are found standing on hilltops and mountain slopes seem to have had a
variety of functions; some were public monuments which stood on prominent spots
while others were exclusively of a funerary character and were buried together with
the dead in subterranean chambers built of large slabs and covered with earthen
mounds. The sculptures fall into several categories: large freestanding statues carved
fully in the round, relief-carved slabs, isolated heads, boulder carvings, bedrock carv-
ings, and small peg-shaped figures. The marked divergences in style make it extremely
difficult to establish categories of form and expression.

The schemata for the representation of bodily forms are mainly the same in three-
dimensional sculpture and in relief carvings. An almost straight-sided trunk, with high
square shoulders, is surmounted by an enormous head; the thin flat arms hang down
or are bent stiffly at the elbows, the hands clutching some objects in jointless fingers or
simply meeting over the chest, empty and in a rigid pose. The lower part of the body,
the legs and feet, are barely outlined, the whole figure, because of the hunched
shoulders, appearing to lean slightly forward. Otherwise, the body hardly ever ex-
presses any movement or emotion. It is the face, the grim mouth, and the huge eyes,
in which all expressive force is concentrated; the body seems to be only a base, a

1. On San Agustín, see Preuss 1929; Pérez de Barradas 1943; Duque 1964.
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plinth, meant to sustain the head, the masklike face which is the true center of the

sculpture.
A large percentage of San Agustín  sculpture shows feline features and it is to this

category that I shall turn my attention. A few statues represent a rather naturalistic
jaguar, shown in a crouching position, but in the majority of cases the statues show a
combination of human and feline features, a monstrous being, half man, half jaguar.
The sculptures show a heavily compressed body with a large head, the composite
features of which represent a fanged creature in the shape of a snarling feline. In repre-
senting this creature it was obviously less the sculptor’s intention to make a jaguar into
a man than to make a man into a jaguar. The body, no matter how distorted and
compressed, is essentially a human body; the arms end in fingers, not in claws; and the
legs, however shortened, are human legs. Even eyes and ears are human although the
former vary greatly and sometimes have a catlike slant. The short flattened nose with I
its flaring alae, although quite out of proportion, is more human than animal, and so
are the deep furrowed lines which often separate the mouth from the cheeks. Although
all these features are grotesquely deformed, conceptually they are human, but by their
very exaggeration they readily blend with the bestial mouth into a dreadful nonhuman
face. In reality, with the exception of two or three naturalistic jaguar representations,
the feline features in San Agustín art consist exclusively of fanged mouths.

It would be difficult indeed to find significant correlations between the sculptural
representations of the jaguar-monster of San Agustín and certain minor traits which
accompany them. One statue carries a coiled snake, another a fish, and others hold in
their hands some unidentified objects, but there is no fixed pattern and clearly diag-
nostic attributes seem to be absent. Decorative elements which adorn these statues are
not frequent either and, when present, do not show any recurrent characteristics. Nor
is it possible to associate the jaguar-monster with particular sites such as shrines,
mounds, or habitations. The statues with the feline motif are found in all these con-
texts, ceremonial and domestic; in burials, near middens,  and on house sites. To this
we must add that archaeological research at San Agustín is not sufficiently advanced
yet to be able to attribute precise dates to any of these stone carvings. The marked
differences in form, expression, and technique can probably be attributed to differences
in time, but we cannot yet arrange the major categories of sculptures into a sequence
which would show us the chronological and iconographical developments of the
feline motif. The earliest carbon date goes back to the sixth century B.C. and from the
available evidence it seems possible that local developments began at an even earlier
time level, so that the sculptures might range over many centuries, but it would be
impossible to say more at this time.

The problem of interpretation, then, is a most difficult one. Archaeology does not
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yet provide a framework of developmental stages which would allow us to trace the
feline motif through time, and stylistic analysis does not seem to offer a sufficiently
well defined set of iconographic criteria which might help us to interpret the signifi-
cance of certain categories of stone carvings. But this may be just as well. I do not
think that, in the case of San Agustín, a comparison, on stylistic grounds, of sculptural
details with feline representations from Mesoamerica and the Central Andes would
constitute a fruitful approach. It is obvious that in the two high-culture areas to the
north and south of Colombia the jaguar motif has undergone—especially during the
Classic and Post-Classic periods—a much more complex development than among the
less advanced cultures of the Intermediate Area where, it seems, the motif presents far
more simple, fundamental characteristics. This may be an advantage because there are
fewer variants and ramifications, and we are, perhaps, closer to the original sources of
jaguar imagery. However, under the circumstances I have pointed out before, any
attempt at interpretation in strictly archaeological terms is greatly limited by the lack
of chronological sequences and contextual units. I shall rather try to examine some
broader, underlying ideas which, I believe, are very widespread, deeply rooted, and
possibly significant to our inquiry and, in doing so, I shall take frequent recourse to
ethnological analogies.2

As an archaeological starting point I shall use a group of San  Agustín  stone carvings
which appear to be of special interest. I am referring to certain sculptures which show
a jaguar in the act of overpowering a smaller figure which represents a human being.
Until early this year only one sculpture of this type had been known, designated in the
literature as the “monkey group,” a name introduced some fifty years ago by Preuss
who interpreted the main figure as that of a monkey because of the coiled tail-end
which recalls the prehensile tails of New World simians, and who thought that the
sculpture represented an adult animal with its young (Preuss 1929, II: Pls. 8.3-4, 9.1-2).
A reexamination of this stone carving, however, does not bear out this identification
and it rather appears that the animal is a jaguar copulating with a woman. As a matter
of fact, the broad head and the snout are not at all like a monkey’s, and the posture of
both figures certainly does not correspond to the way monkeys carry their young.
The important point, however, is the recent discovery of another sculpture which is
very similar in composition and which shows, beyond any doubt, a jaguar which over-
powers a human figure that has marked female characteristics. Besides, the jaguar
grasps the figure of a child which lies across the back of the female figure. The most
significant detail is that the end of the jaguar’s tail is coiled in a spiral, showing that

2. See Furst 1968; this paper is of special interest to our discussion.
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Preuss’s interpretation of the first sculpture as a monkey was erroneous, since this
type of tail corresponds to a jaguar.3

We can speak then of three basic categories of feline sculptures at San Agustín: one
in which a rather realistic jaguar attacks a human female; one in which a man acquires
feline attributes and is partly transformed into a grotesque jaguar; and one in which a
jaguar-man is combined with other monstrous beings, as in the so-called alter ego
statues which show a fantastic secondary figure crouching over the back and shoulders
of an upright standing jaguar-man. In any case, the feline beast is always shown in
close association with human figures and this association obviously constitutes a
central theme of an ancient aboriginal belief system which found its concrete expres-
sion in these sculptures.

In trying now to discuss this system of beliefs I must refer briefly to the Olmec
culture. Among the stone monuments of Potrero Nuevo, Veracruz, Matthew Stirling
found a sculpture which he described as representing a jaguar copulating with a
woman. Stirling comments: “The episode represented must have been an important
feature of Olmec mythology. It is particularly interesting in view of the frequent
representation of part human and part jaguar figures in Olmec art” (Stirling 1955:
19-20). The parallel with the San Agustín sculptures is thus a very striking one because
the Olmec stone carving is a virtually exact equivalent of the San Agustín carvings
which show a jaguar overpowering a woman. The similarity, of course, does not
refer to any stylistic resemblances, but exclusively to a common theme, the idea of a
powerful feline which enters into a direct relationship with a member of the human
species thus establishing a bond which eventually leads to a close and permanent
association which is of a sacred or, at least, otherworldly, character. We must look
then for other parallels of this kind, and consider the nature of this man-animal
relationship.

Quite close to San Agustín, in the region of Tierradentro, several thousand Páez
Indians still live, a Chibcha-speaking tribe which conserves many traits of the ancient
belief system. Given the close proximity of this large tribe to the San Agustín area,
this body of living traditions is of marked interest to our discussion.

According to Páez mythology, in the beginning of time a young Páez woman was
assaulted and raped by a jaguar, and from this union the thunder-child was born. This
child grew up into a man who became an important culture hero and eventually
retired to a lagoon where his spirit continues to dwell. Thunder is the central theme of
all Páez myths and is closely associated with the jaguar-spirit, the concept of fertility,

3. Jaguar representations with spirally coiled tails are frequent in aboriginal wood carvings from
the Amazon area.
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and with shamanism. In fact, a prospective shaman receives the supernatural call to his

office from thunder, and it is near a lagoon where apprenticeship takes place, ac-
companied by hallucinatory experiences. A Páez shaman can turn into thunder, and
evil shamans can turn into jaguars in order to do harm to other people.

According to Páez mythology this original thunder-jaguar has many children who
combine in their features feline and human traits, and who occasionally manifest
themselves in a miraculous manner and become the shaman’s helpers. These thunder-
children are most voracious little creatures, each of them having several female ser-
vants, young girls whom they kill while growing up, by drinking their blood and
milk. When these thunder-children appear in a shaman’s vision they ostentatiously
display their male sexual organs and, once they are grown up, they steal women and
carry them off to their dwellings at the bottom of the lagoons (Bernal Villa 1953,
1954; Nachtigall 1955; Otero 1952).

This complex of ideas, found so close to San Agustín, acquires special significance
and provides a body of information from which we can follow new directions of
inquiry. First of all, it is remarkable that the Páez creation myth should clearly describe
the theme I have mentioned when speaking of the San Agustín/Olmec parallel in
sculpture, namely the rape of an Indian woman by a jaguar and the origin of a new
race. This theme is quite frequent in Colombian Indian mythology and tradition. For
example, some of the ancient Chibcha groups of the highlands claimed to be descend-
ed from legendary chieftains and shamans who were of jaguar origin (Piedrahita 1881:
24; Lehmann 1920: 50-I). The eighteenth-century Caribs of the Orinoco Plains
traced their descent from mythical jaguars (Gumilla 1955: 83) and so do certain
modern groups of semi-nomadic Indians who still raid Guahibo settlements (Reichel-
Dolmatoff 1944). The myths of the Kogi Indians of the Sierra Nevada of Santa Marta
tell of jaguars which were created at the beginning of time, and of the jaguar-people
who were their descendants and, at the same time, the direct ancestors of the modern
Kogi (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1950-51). Several Tukano groups of the Colombian north-
west Amazon also claim descent from mythical jaguars, and so do a great number of
tribes of the Caquetá-Putumayo region.

The striking fact is that not all Indians trace their origins from the jaguar; many
tribes, notably the Arawak, Chocó, Makú, and some others, claim to be descended
from other animals, or from trees, caves, or rocks and, in that case, they greatly fear
those who are said to be of jaguar origin. The Arawak, Sáliva, and Guahibo tribes
of the Orinoco lived in terror of the “Carib-Jaguars” (Gumilla 1955: 83; Reichel-
Dolmatoff 1944: 488) and the modern Noanamá and Emberá of the Pacific lowlands
still speak fearfully of a race of jaguar-faced enemies who used to raid them and whom
they identify with their northern neighbors, the Cuna.
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Now this is precisely the point: jaguar-descended Indians lived (and sometimes still

live) in fairly close proximity to Indians who did not descend from jaguars, and those
of jaguar descent were feared mainly because they abducted the women of nonjaguar
people. It is then most significant to point out that, according to the Páez myth I have
quoted, the jaguar which assaulted the girl and became the progenitor of a new race
was a transformed Pijao Indian, a tribe ofjaguar-descent which, even in the seven-
teenth century, still carried out raids against their Páez neighbors (Simon 1892, V: 228).

As expressed in myth and tradition, the danger personified in the jaguar—to be
eaten or devoured—is fundamentally the danger of sexual assault and of the abduction
of women. It seems probable then that this  jaguar/nonjaguar opposition which figures
so prominently in many aboriginal traditions, refers in all essence to an underlying
principle of exogamic relationships. Now many creation myths are basically accounts
of the nature and consequences of a primordial sexual act which is incestuous in the case
of general human origins, but which is explicitly exogamous in the case of specific
social origins, for example when the origin and genealogy of a lineage, clan, or
phratry are spoken of. In Colombian Indian mythology the jaguar is never the pro-
genitor of mankind as a whole, but only of certain groups of it, while other, comple-
mentary groups trace their origins to other generative principles.

Within this wider context of a basic jaguar/nonjaguar dichotomy there often ap-
pear similar complementary subdivisions within the same tribal unit. Among the
Sierra Nevada Indians, for example, all of whom claim to be of jaguar descent, there
exist, among others, a jaguar and a puma clan whose male members have to marry
women of the deer and peccary clans who are intrinsically “female” because they
constitute the natural food of the two feline species (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1950-51, I:
168-92). A similar situation prevails among many Tukano tribes of the northwest
Amazon where exogamic reciprocity is frequently expressed in the definition of
intrinsically “male” and “female” phratries. The structural principle is thus the same,
the “male” group taking part in the jaguar essence while the “female” group is
“eaten” by the jaguars. I would suggest that the many myths and tales in which a
jaguar abducts a woman, marries or devours her, might sometimes be interpreted as
accounts and precepts of exogamic marriage rules.

This jaguar/nonjaguar division is sometimes expressed in territorial terms. In the
Sierra Nevada certain regions or spots are pointed out which in ancient times were
inhabited by “Jaguar People” and where at present the Indians can live only after a
purification ritual has been performed. The entire Guajira Peninsula was formerly
jaguar territory and could be peopled by the Arawakan Guajiro Indians only after
their culture hero had driven the beasts away (Hernández de Alba 1936: 61-2). In
many regions (Sierra Nevada, Eastern Llanos) the mere fact of crossing a traditional
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“jaguar territory” is likely to cause disease in the traveler, and objects taken from this
region are thought to be contaminated by the jaguar’s evil powers. Many archaeo-
logical sites in Páez territory are still greatly feared for this reason by the local Indians
who attribute them to the ancient “Pijao-Jaguars. ” In the Pacific lowlands the Indians
will point out rivers which in ancient times formed the limits of advance of the
Jaguar-People who formerly attacked them.

But before going further and in order to establish a tentative conceptual frame of
reference, we might ask at this point: what exactly is it the jaguar stands for in this
context?

Zoologically speaking, the jaguar impresses the rain-forest Indians I know, not so
much because it is powerful, swift, or, perhaps, physically dangerous to the hunter,
but rather because it can easily be associated with vital forces which act upon society.
The main distinguishing trait is that the jaguar is by far the largest carnivore of the
American tropics and that it depends for its food almost exclusively upon herbivores.
Herbivores have a wide range of food resources while felines are very specialized
animals which depend entirely on the flesh of their prey which, we may note here, are
the very same game animals man is hunting for. This distinction is essential because it
provides a ready model for society. The jaguar has to attack in order to survive, and
the cunning and bloodthirsty fierceness of his predatory nature are taken by the
Indian to be an essentially male attitude which stands in opposition to the passive and
fearful attitude of the herbivores who thus acquire a marked female character. The
Indians also point out that the jaguar is a great hunter and that this activity implies a
strong erotic element, the act of hunting being equated with a form of courting the
game animals (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1968: 169-70).  The feline is thus seen as a male in
pursuit of the female, as a devouring animal which personifies a vital energetic princi-
ple in nature.

There are then two different, but related, aspects of the jaguar. As a general power
symbol with strong male fertility associations the jaguar is certainly a very basic and
ancient concept, while as a symbol of exogamy it seems to undergo a specific elabora-
tion in the raiding patterns between wandering hunters and sedentary farmers where
the jaguar image matches that of the predatory conqueror opposed to the sedentary
colonizer. The subject is much too complex to be treated here in adequate detail but
I think it has become clear that it is necessary to pass from the perceptual, zoological
species to its conceptualization, to the different aspects of “jaguarness” which seem to
lie at the center of feline imagery.

After this long digression I must return to the Páez myth. From the short descrip-
tion I have given of it it has become clear that the power of the jaguar-monster has a
strong sexual component. First we learn of the assault upon a Páez woman, and then
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we are told that her offspring display their sexual organs and, eventually, grow up to
assault women whom they kill by drinking their blood and milk. This motif finds a
close parallel in several Kogi myths according to which the jaguar-monsters used to
assault women, sometimes under the guise of a shaman pretending to effect a cure. A
Kogi tale tells of a girl who lived with her family in a region formerly inhabited by
Jaguar-People. One day the girl was attacked by a jaguar and bitten in the breast. The
girl began to growl like a jaguar, and died shortly after and was buried. During the
night the jaguar returned and devoured the corpse. The men killed the jaguar and,
upon examining the beast’s body, discovered that one of its paws was shaped just like
a human foot (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1950-51: I, 267-68).

In the Páez myth there appear several additional motifs which invite discussion. The
association or, rather, identification of the jaguar with thunder is a point of interest
here. In the sixteenth century the temple of the great thunder deity Dabeiba,  in north-
western Colombia, had a jaguar for a guardian and a loud thunderclap was taken as a
sign that the deity was angry (Vadillo 1884). Among the Kogi Indians the jaguar-
spirits are often identified with thunder, lightning, and rain and, again, appear as the
supernatural guardians of ceremonial sites. Thunder and lightning appear in shaman-
istic visions among the Tunebo Indians (Rocherau 1961: 46). Similar associations
are found among the Tukano of the Northwest Amazon; a Tukano myth says: “The
Sun created the jaguar to be his representative on earth. He gave him the yellow
colour of his power and he gave him the voice of thunder which is the voice of the
Sun” (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1968: 20). In fact, the concept of a thunder-jaguar which
represents the solar creator figure is common among these Indians, and is also present
among several tribes of the Caquetá-Putumayo area.

The voracious little thunder-jaguars of Páez mythology make one think again of the
Olmec. Michael Coe (1962: 85) emphasizes the childlike aspect of many sculptures
and Covarrubias (1954; 1957) has suggested that these personifications were essentially
rain spirits and the prototypes of the later rain gods of Mesoamerica. On the other
hand, these ferocious little jaguar-babies still survive in the folklore of the coast of
Veracruz under the name of chaneques, small dwarfed beings who live in cascades and
who, besides being rain-spirits, are said to persecute women (Covarrubias 1954: 98-

9). It is evident that all these attributes make them appear closely related to the little
thunder-jaguars of the Páez. But in Colombia these similarities go still further; in the
entire highland area of southern Colombia, a region contiguous with the San Agustín
area, the local Indians believe in the existence of childlike spirits who live behind
cascades and are associated with thunder and rain. They too persecute women, some-
times appearing to them in sexual fantasies and causing them to waste away if not
treated by a shaman. When annoyed, these little spirit-beings turn into jaguars and
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may attack a person or even a house, but then the men frighten them off by putting on
masks and a dress of Spanish moss.

The Mexican chaneques  are also the supernatural masters of game animals and fish,
and here a new parallel with Colombian Indian cultures arises. Among the Tukano
tribes the Master of Animals is imagined as a red dwarf who dwells in caves or at the
bottom of deep pools; he is closely associated with the jaguar, assaults women sex-
ually, and watches over the fertility and increase of the animal world. It is from him
that the shaman must obtain permission for the hunters and fishermen to kill game
(Reichel-Dolmatoff 1968: 58ff.).

As we can see, jaguars, voracious little beings, and thunder combine with rain,
fertility, and sexual aggression into a complex pattern of inter-related beliefs which, as
we now can recognize quite clearly, constitute the principal sphere of action of most
shamanistic practices.

The close association between shamanism and jaguar-spirits is too well known to
need to be emphasized here, and I can turn therefore to the local Colombian scene.
Among most Colombian Indians the basic idea, stated briefly, is that the shaman can
turn into a jaguar at will, using the form of this animal as a disguise, sometimes in
order to achieve benefit  ends, sometimes to threaten and to kill. The jaguar appears as
a helper, a friend of the shaman, lending not only his exterior form but also his powers
to the shaman’s quest. Eventually, after death, the shaman turns permanently into a
jaguar and can manifest himself in this form to the living, again in a benevolent or
malefic way, as the case may be.

According to the Spanish chroniclers, feline representations in Colombia were fre-
quently associated with ceremonial sites and shamanistic practices. An eyewitness to
the conquest of the Cauca Valley tribes writes in 1540 that the Indians of Caramanta,
a region to the northwest of San Agustín, had in their temples: “. . . certain boards in
which they carve the figure of the devil, very fierce, and in human form, with other
idols and figures of cats which they worship” (Cieza de Leon 1941: 44). Among the
Chibcha of the Bogotá highlands the jaguar occupied an important position; Bochica,
the principal culture hero, is described as having a jaguar’s tail (Piedrahita 1881: 24),
the same as some of the priests of the great ceremonial center of Sogamoso, and many
of the mythical ancestors were known by names derived from the word for jaguar
(Lehmann 1920: 50-I). These priests were said to be able to turn into jaguars and
pumas (Castellanos 1886, I: 50, 51), to produce rains, and, in general, to “speak with
the devil” who appeared to them in feline form. The jaguar-monster also played an
important part among the ancient Indians of the northern provinces; among the
Indians of the chiefdom of Guaca for example, the chronicle says, “the devil appeared
in the form of a very fierce jaguar,” and the same is reported in early Spanish sources
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for the chiefdoms of Sinú, Nutibara, Catío, and others. The shamans who officiated
in these temples were said to communicate with a jaguar-faced “devil,” consulting
him or receiving his orders. Of the Guayupe, a rain-forest tribe which in the sixteenth
century lived to the northeast of San Agustín, the chronicles report that their shamans
turn into jaguars at will (Aguado 1956, I: 598), and the same belief is mentioned
from many other tribes.

Among the many Indian tribes which survive in Colombia, the jaguar continues to
occupy this important position in myth and ritual. Among the Kogi (Reichel-Dol-
matoff 1950-51: passim) there are many traditions which speak of different jaguar
personifications, and of all these beings it is said that they were great shamans who
were able to change freely from human to animal form and back again, and who
established rituals, fought wars, and exercised their dominion all over the mountains.
The Kogi still use elaborately carved wooden masks representing the jaguar-monster,
and during certain dances their songs are addressed to this animal (Preuss 1926: Fig.
31). Among the Chimila, Catío, Yuko, Tunebo, and many tribes of the Orinoco
Plains the jaguar is associated with shamanism. The rain forests of the Colombian
northwest Amazon constitute another immense area where this feline plays a central
role in tribal beliefs (Preuss 1921; Whiffen 1915). Among the Tukano tribes, both
their eastern and western sections (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1968: 99ff.), as well as among
the Witoto and their neighbors, shamans are believed to turn into jaguars, and many
myths and rituals refer to the powers and attributes of this beast (Preuss 1921: passim).

The person of the shaman contains many aspects of sexual energy which are partly
derived from, partly reflected upon, the spirit-beings and material objects which are
his helpers and tools. Among practically all Tukanoan and Witotan tribes the shaman
and the jaguar are designated by one single term, a name derived from the word for
cohabitation (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1968: 99). The man and the beast are both conceived
as progenitors and procreators, as possessing great sexual energy, the former repre-
senting society, the latter nature. Within the context of northwest Amazonian cul-
tures the sexual energies are condensed and concentrated in the shaman’s person in the
sense of a powerful life force, to be freed and used by him for the benefit of his group
only. His ceremonial adornment, an elongated cylinder of whitish quartz is called
“the Sun’s penis”; his ceremonial staff is the phallic world axis from which, according
to myth, the Sun Creator’s sperm dripped down to earth and brought into existence
the first men who peopled the land.

The jaguar, on the other hand, expresses this vital energy in nature. According to
the Tukano Indians, his roar is the roar of thunder which announces the fertilizing
rains; his color is the bright color of the East, the rising sun, the seminal color of
creation and growth. His attribute is the quartz and the rock crystal, another symbol
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of seminal fluid, particles of which are the thunderbolts the shaman collects at the
spots where lightning has struck. The jaguar is the guardian of the sib house which is
imagined as a great protective womb over which he dominates with his fertilizing
power. A Tukano myth says: “Just as the Sun, with his power, procreated the earth,
so the jaguar is procreating, clad in his yellow coat. Like a man dominating a woman”
(Reichel-Dolmatoff 1968: 57). Thousands of kilometers away, in the mountains of the
Caribbean coast, the Kogi Indians of the Sierra Nevada express beliefs which are
similar in detail to those of the rain-forest tribes of the Amazon (Reichel-Dolmatoff

1950-51).
Among all these Indians, then, the jaguar is essentially a symbol of procreative

power but as such-it must be pointed out here-he is ambivalent, the male sexual
energy easily becoming a destructive agent, profoundly affecting the fine equilibrium
of kinship and social relations at large. It is this ambivalent force the shaman has to
master and here seems to lie the key to the close relationship between the man and the
beast, between the representative of a social order and the spontaneous life force he
sees embodied in the powerful carnivore. According to many Colombian Indians,
part of man’s essence is of jaguar origin, a wild, untrammeled energy, all-devouring in
its impulses (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1950-51), and containing the potential danger of
incest. The Arawak Indians say: hamáro kamungka turawati / “everything has jaguar”
(Roth 1915: 367). It is this “jaguarness” the shaman must tame, and this is why he has
to become a jaguar himself in order to control and orient this energy into channels
which will avoid harm to others. It is important to emphasize here the role the shaman
plays as an agent of social control; even in his capacity as a curer he continues to fulfill
this role because among many Indians a state of disease is often interpreted as being
caused by magical sexual contamination.

I must turn now briefly to another, most important aspect of shamanistic practices
connected with jaguar imagery. Most, if not all, Colombian Indian religions were
based upon or, at least, closely related to, the interpretation of drug-induced hallucina-
tions, and these altered states of consciousness provided an important mechanism for
individual and collective supernatural experience. The use of hallucinogenic drugs
derived from certain plants was, and still is, very widespread among these Indians, and
is already mentioned in the earliest Spanish sources (Aguado 1956, I: 599). The prin-
cipal drugs are concoctions of different species of Banisteriopsis and Datura and, above
all, narcotic snuffs prepared from Anadenanthera peregrina or Virola. The important fact
is that in the preparation of these drugs and in the hallucinations produced by them, the
imagery of the jaguar plays a major role. As a matter of fact, hallucinogenic drugs pro-
vide the mechanism through which man’s jaguarness is brought under control. In the
first place, the drug itself is often interpreted as of jaguar origin in the sense of being the
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jaguar’s sperm which, when absorbed, impregnates the user with the essence of the
jaguar. For example, among the Tukano tribes and among the Kori hallucinogenic
substances are said to be “jaguar’s sperm” or ‘jaguar’s seed”; among the Guahibo and
their neighbors the narcotic powder is designated as “jaguar’s excrement” (Reichel-
Dolmatoff, MS), and among the Ingano and Kamsá, a certain hallucinogenic drug is
called “jaguar’s intoxicant” (Schultes 1955). In the second place, in the preparation of
these drugs the jaguar image is of importance. The Guahibo keep the narcotic snuff
in a tubular jaguar bone, and the shaman wears a crown of jaguar claws and a cover of
jaguar skin when he takes this drug (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1944).  The snuff tablets of the
ancient Chibcha are often adorned with jaguar representations.4

Under the influence of these drugs people project the culturally preestablished
image of the jaguar upon the wavering screen of colors and shapes produced by these
psychoactive drugs; they turn into jaguars or, at least, see feline monsters in their
hallucinations which the shaman explains to them. The shaman’s role is essential in
this context. He is the mediator who “talks to the jaguar” and who, at the same time,
is the jaguar’s voice. It is his task to bridge the ambivalence of the jaguar image which
to some might appear as a threatening and horrifying monster, to others as tame and
subservient. In those cultures on which there exists a body of detailed information, it
seems that the psychological projection of the jaguar is closely connected to the prob-
lems of incest and exogamy which underlie the social structure, and in the solution of
which the controlled use of hallucinogenic drugs, under the guidance of the shaman,
is an all-important mechanism.

In summarizing, then, I suggest that it is this range of ideas  which is expressed by the
feline sculptures of San Agustín.  The psychoactive stimulus which triggers off this
imagery might have been of a different nature in other cultural areas, but in the case
of Colombia I am inclined to believe that hallucinogenic drugs provided this mecha-
nism and exercised a strong influence upon many aboriginal artistic expressions.

I hesitate therefore to speak here of a “feline cult” or of the jaguar as a “divine”
personification. The feline rather represents an energetic principle, the natural life
force which, on a social level, has to be controlled if a moral order is to be preserved.

4. Museo del Oro, Bogotá.
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D I S C U S S I O N

DR. GRIEDER: This seeing of jaguars every-
where reminded me of a prayer that Jacinto
de la Serna recorded for the Aztecs, in which
the Aztec prayed to his bed and his mattress
and his pillow, saying that they were all
“atigrada”—all tigerish, all tiger-spotted.

DR. SAWYER: I’m curious about the iconog-
raphy of San Agustín. In what way besides
fanged canine teeth is the jaguar aspect im-
parted to these anthropomorphic felines? Are
there any pelt markings or claws?

DR. REICHEL-DOLMATOFF: I would say that
about 60% of the statues show these feline
teeth. In the human-feline statues we only
get the teeth. Once in a while we have some-
thing more naturalistic.

DR. SAWYER: It occurred to me that, since we
are dealing in San Agustín and in the funda-
mental culture of Peru—Chavín—with an-
thropomorphic felines, it is perfectly possible
that the Pre-Columbian people—I again stress
that they were not zoologists—may have
looked upon monkeys, with their canine teeth
and humanoid features, as anthropomorphic
felines, and felt these were feline humans of a
strange supernatural mode. I’m not saying I
have proof of this; it simply occurs to me
because monkeys do appear very frequently in
Peruvian art, and they do usually have the
coiled tail, as opposed to the gently curving,
thicker tail of the feline.

DR. REICHEL-DOLMATOFF: The coiled tail is
quite frequent in many representations on
snuff tablets and wooden sculptures; in the
rain forest area, it’s definitely the way to
represent the jaguar’s tail.

DR. SAWYER: You don’t think there is any
confusion between them?

DR. REICHEL-DOLMATOFF: No, I don’t think
so. Of course, there are monkeys with enor-
mous canines. The basic concept is one of
eating and devouring. It is not exactly a mat-
ter of what kind of animal it is, but what is
important is the mouth and fangs, the idea of
eating and devouring, or rather, the concept of
incorporation, of finding somehow the expres-
sion of something that devours, that kills, that
incorporates.

DR. SCOTT: How do you find these alter-ego
figures working in with the jaguar image? Is
the jaguar being transformed into another
type of animal? Is there any consistency in  the
alter-ego images on top?

DR. REICHEL-DOLMATOFF: There are only a
few of these, and they don’t show any con-
sistent pattern, I would say. I believe it is a later
elaboration than the associations of feline fea-
tures, birds, and snakes at San Agustín. Those
alter-ego images are, of course, tremendously
elaborated in the Central Andes and Meso-
america. At San Agustín it is sort of a feline
figure crouching at the back of the human
figure. This could be just the shaman’s own
kind of protective spirit. We simply don’t have
sufficient material on this.

DR. LINARES: I was interested in a compari-
son between that kind of principle and the
fire of the jaguar myth that Lévi-Strauss ana-
lyzes among South American groups. There
it is not really an exogamic principle, but
a more generalized type of principle involv-
ing the transition from nature to man—that
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is, the jaguar eating raw meat versus man
eating cooked meat. The jaguar is very often
used as a symbol of the nature principle and
man of the culture principle.

monkey. My only point is that they were not
restricted in feline symbolism to animals that
we classify as part of the feline family.

DR. BREW: As I understand Alan Sawyer’s
remarks, what he said was that the primitive
people were not taxonomists. For instance, the
Hopi don’t have a word for snakes in their
language; they have names for the different
kinds of snakes, but there is no taxonomic rela-
tion linguistically among these names. They
have a terrific amount of knowledge of these
creatures, but they don’t have it codified this
way. As you say, they could see aspects. In the
Hopi murals, there are a lot of animals, but
very few that don’t have characteristics of
others, sometimes three or four. We have a
beautiful mountain lion with eagle’s claws,
and we also have one little burrowing animal
whose tail is a ladder.

DR. FURST: With respect to what Alan Saw-
yer said earlier, I would not underestimate the
“primitive man” as a scientist and a zoologist
and a classifier. I think that Lévi-Strauss made
that very clear. It seems to me in my work
with these people that they often know a good
deal more about nature and zoology than we
do, and are capable of telling creatures and
plants apart that we would classify as the same.
Some years ago a Smithsonian-National Geo-
graphic scientist in Australia had the experi-
ence of wrongly classifying a fish while being
watched by an Australian aborigine who
pointed out to him that there was a very
minute difference on the interior of the fish
which in fact made this a different species. I
think these people know a great deal more
about what animals are and what they are not
than we do. However, in defense of what you
say, I might suggest that the people in the
Tropical Forest might group certain animals
that have jaguar characteristics, like fangs.
Why, for example, is the bat so important?
The bat is an animal of night and of caves, it
is the only animal that nurtures its young from
two breasts like a human, it has fangs like a
jaguar, it has the characteristics of a bird, so it
incorporates a great many concepts like this.
But I think they knew that a bat was a flying
mammal and not a bird, not a jaguar, not a
man.

DR. SAWYER: I agree with you completely.
I’m glad you clarified it-it sounded as if I
thought the Pre-Columbian people did not
know the difference between various species.
I feel that it wasn’t important to them whether
they saw a feline quality in a fox or in a wolf
or in a bat or in another animal-perhaps a
monkey, just as they saw a man quality in a

DR. DOCKSTADER: One other thing you have
to remember in ethnography is that you are
very often translating concepts that you
simply aren’t able to do concretely. You’re
asking a Hopi or an Arawak or a Páez Indian
to tell you in his terms what a given thing is.
If he knows what it is, you may not know
what he calls it specifically and taxonomi-
cally.

DR. KUBLER: Between the San Agustín sta-
tues, as Preuss published them, and the Olmec
colossal heads there are astonishing similarities
in respect to certain conventions in the ren-
dering of anatomical forms: the eyebrow, the
nose, the socketing of the eyes. Have you any
opinion on this?

D R . REICHEL-DOLMATOFF: I’ve tried to com-
pare these things, and frankly I did not find the
similarities very convincing.

D R. KU B L E R: What is your opinion on the
dating of the San Agustín monuments?



The Feline Motif in Prehistoric San Agustín Sculpture 67

DR. REICHEL-DOLMATOFF: The oldest carbon
date we have is about 550 B.C., but, from some
pottery evidence that we have now, it prob-
ably goes back to the second half of the second
millennium B.C.

DR. GRIEDER: I have been working in Ancash
in Peru, and have what is still a hypothetical
style, in which the art of Huaraz, Pashash, and
Marca Huamachaco all fit together at a core,
but it spreads out in a lot of relationships to
Pokotia and to San Agustín that are really
very specific, particularly the carving of a
channel for the neck and a square for the
shoulders-I’m not speaking of mouth forms
and fangs and all these things. I’ve got carbon
dates which should be right in the middle of
that sequence beginning A.D. 310. I think the
relationships are much more specific to the
Central Andes than they are to Mesoamerica.

DR. SAWYER: In the personifications that were
shown, you have a very close stylistic relation-
ship to the Huaylas stone sculpture.

DR. MILLER: What’s the source of the myths
and stories you describe? Is this largely mod-
ern ethnology or is it sixteenth-century
texts?

DR. REICHEL-DOLMATOFF: Part of it is six-
teenth-century chronicles, part of it is fairly
recent ethnology.

MR. ROSE: Do you have any archaeological
evidence for the use of psychoactive drugs?

DR. REICHEL-DOLMATOFF: We have snuff tab-
lets archaeologically. We have some of stone
from northern Colombia and quite a lot of
gold snuff tablets, which are very similar to
those Amazonian or Chilean ones that have
been published. Then, we have representations
of lime vessels for chewing coca-this, of
course, is quite frequent.

DR. FURST: We seem to be dealing here not
so much with direct diffusion or contact be-
tween Olmec and Chavín, but with remnants
of what we might call an archaic shamanic
substratum which runs all through the Amer-
icas, maybe not only through Mesoamerica
and South America, but from the Arctic to
Tierra del Fuego. I was reminded of this par-
ticularly the other day when Johannes Wilbert
came up with an account of shamanic initia-
tion among the Yanoáma, in which the pro-
spective shaman in a hallucinatory trance in-
duced by epéna or yopo snuff goes into the
forest and meets the Great Jaguar, the initia-
tory jaguar, who takes him and rips him
open and replaces his internal organs with
supernatural organs: a tongue, for example,
that is capable of singing the beautiful sha-
manic chants and a heart of a jaguar; his en-
trails are tom out, and so forth. There is a
Jaina figurine in the National Museum in
Mexico City of a gigantic jaguar seated in a
human pose, dandling a little human figure on
his lap. The human figure has one arm up
stroking the jaguar’s face; the jaguar in turn is
ripping open with his claws the human whose
entrails are dangling out, and whose neck is
torn open as well, but who shows no fear. The
jaguar is maybe four or five times the size of
the human. I think this must be a representa-
tion of such a jaguar initiation. The only place
I’ve ever seen it published it characteristically
says “jaguar devouring human”—never mind
that the jaguar is much too large to be an
ordinary jaguar and is in fact a supernatural
jaguar. So you get this on the one hand in a
hunting-gathering culture in Venezuela, and
on the other hand in a high culture like the
Maya.

DR. BREW: In this connection, I’d like to ask,
has any overlap been found between early
man and this so-called Giant Jaguar in the
jaguar areas in South America? In a cave in
Idaho, bones of the Giant Jaguar and of hu-
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man beings were found. It is not entirely
clear, but it appears that these jaguar bones
are in the same level with the human associa-
tion. I was wondering whether there was any
specific, absolutely proven association in addi-
tion to this.

jaguar dominant over a human figure, which
occurs in a number of early cultures. For ex-
ample, there is a famous ceramic pot from Virú,
published in the Art of the Andes catalogue by
Wendell Bennett, that depicts a big jaguar
figure dominating a small human figure with
what looks like, but can’t be assumed to be, a
royal crown. It is a sort of protective figure,
like Horus with its wings around the head of
Cheops, a guardian figure apparently. Then,
in Moche iconography a little bit later, you
frequently fmd jaguar figures shown peering
over the shoulders of wounded men, and
it’s sometimes represented in painted scenes as
a wounded man holding his wounds, appear-
ing before a seated jaguar, as if he were the
guardian of warriors, receiving perhaps the
spirit of a dead warrior.

DR. FURST: That would be good. The only
thing is that it is a characteristic of hallucino-
genic snuffs like yopo or epéna that there is a
tremendous enlargement of nature. The Yano-
áma says that he sees the world enormously
large-the jaguars, the birds, everything is gi-
gantically enlarged in his trance. So I don’t
know whether we need to account for it by
actual natural species.

DR. SAWYER: I am reminded of the common
motif in North Peruvian archaeology of the
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M I C H A E L  K A N

T H E  B R O O K L Y N  M U S E U M

I N T R O D U C T I O N

E L I N E S  or great cats such as the jaguar, puma, or leopard are renowned through-
out the world for their strength and courage, and thus have become power
symbols in the art of many peoples. This is not only true of those areas inhabited

by the great cats, but equally true of areas where large felines do not exist or have
long been extinct.

The paramount importance of the feline motif has always been stressed in discus-
sions of the Chavín art style; and here I wish to adopt Gordon Willey’s definition of
the style “as being identical to, or closely resembling, the designs of the stone carvings
of Chavin de Huántar” (Willey 1951 : 109). However, few scholars have systematically
studied the Chavín feline motif within the many contexts and the many iconographic
themes in which it appears. Others have generalized the Chavin feline motif to such
an extent that the whole picture has become clouded and confused. Tello, for ex-
ample, in his 1943 article “Discovery of the Chavín Culture in Peru,” describes a
monument of this type at Cerro Sechín (Fig. 1) as carved with a “half-human, half-
feline monster” (Tello 1943: 141) in Chavín style. Yet there is no cluster of traits in
this carving that is truly diagnostic of Chavín art. Furthermore feline attributes appear
to be totally lacking. Clearly Tello allowed his visual judgment to be affected by
other concepts which he had of the Cerro Sechín site.

It is important to make a distinction between the works of art that can be identified
as Chavín on a purely visual basis, and the works which are identifiable as Chavín
only by association. In the study of post-Chavín art in northern Peru it is equally
important for us to distinguish between the feline motif which is demonstrably
Chavín-derived and the motif, which, lacking diagnostic Chavín traits, may equally
well show a feline representation of purely local or independent origin.

Although the alotted length of this paper does not permit me to present anything
approaching an exhaustive study, I shall attempt to make a brief survey of the feline
motif as it occurs in Chavín art, and then trace its possible survival into several later
Peruvian art styles, including Salinar, Mochica, and Recuay.

The study of Chavín art in our present state of knowledge is like putting together a
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F i g .  I Monolithfrom Cerro
Sechín (after Tello
1956: Fig. 77).
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gigantic jigsaw puzzle. Two pieces will fit very nicely
together, and yet it will be difficult to find the third
piece that joins the first two. I hope that in this paper
I will be able to show how a few more pieces fit into
this vast and complicated puzzle.

THE FELINE PER SE IN CHAVÍN A R T

I should like to begin my discussion of the feline
motif in Chavín art with a quick rundown of felines
as they appear in natural or near-natural form, as
opposed to feline-human or feline-bird representa-
tions. I shall call these felines per se.

Since, as Rowe (1967: 77) has pointed out, “the
task Chavín artists set themselves was to produce a
linear design on a surface which was either flat or
treated as if it were flat,” I shall start with the feline
motif as it appears in flat relief carving in stone, in
incised designs on Chavín pottery, or painted on
walls. In this context the feline per se appears, as far as I
know, only in profile.

These Phase AB felines, carved on the cornice stone
at the southwest corner of the New Temple at Chavín
de Huántar (Fig. 2), can be considered the standard or
classic profile types. The following details are particu-
larly noteworthy: 1. the round eccentric eye with a
brow kenned as a snake; 2. the feline mouth with
rounded corners and crossed fangs; 3. the hair and
whiskers kenned as snakes;  4. the unusual markings on
the body which resemble figure-eights with eyes;
5. the projecting body appendages such as tail and
legs which are compared to a tongue and shown ex-
tending out of an extra set of fanged feline mouths;
6. the frontal fanged feline mask centered at the end
of the tail. It is also interesting to note that the snakes

bear different pelage markings of the circle-and-dot variety in addition to feline
crossed fangs in their mouths.

A frieze of felines (Fig. 3), shown in Figure 65 of Tello’s 1960 work on Chavín,
represents a simpler version of the southwest cornice frieze and is probably from about
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Fig. 2  Feline-and-serpent cornice, southwest corner of the New Temple, Chavín de Huantar.
Courtesy John Rowe.

the same period. The eye on the end of the tail suggests that a comparison to a snake
may be intended.

Felines incised in profile on two Ofrendas pottery bowls illustrated by
Lumbreras (Fig. 4A) again represent simplified versions of the southwest-corner felines.
The pair above are distinctive, however, because the paws do not rest on a ground line
but are raised off the ground as though the beast were springing.

The group of felines forming a frieze around the bowl (Fig. 4B) is unusual because
there seems to be no indication of the typical Chavín crossed fangs. Pelage markings
are shown as plain circles.

Although partially obliterated, the profile feline figure from the top of the Phase C
Tello Obelisk (Fig. 5) can be identified as a jaguar by its cross-shaped pelage markings
(Rowe 1967: 78). The claws are treated in a fashion similar to those of the standard
feline of the southwest corner, as is the tail which is kenned as a tongue protruding

Fig. 3 Frieze from Chavín de Huantar (after Tello 1960: Fig. 65).
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Fig. 4 Ofrendas shallow bowls from Chavín de Huantar (after Lumbreras 1971: Figs. 11 and 13 ;
drawings by F. Caycho Q.).

from a large profile fanged-feline mask. This, in turn, fits over the animal’s rump, and
I propose to call it a “rump mask. ” However, unlike the southwest-corner cat, this
animal’s tail terminates in a profile feline-serpent head. The jaguar mouth is also
peculiar inasmuch as it shows only a large upper canine in a mouth which is rounded
but has the typical wavy points which are also to be seen on the mouth of the main
cayman deity.
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Fig. 5  Jaguar. Detail from Tello Obelisk (after Tello 1960: Fig. 31).

A tail ending in a profile feline mask can also be found on this
four-inch gold plaque from the Textile Museum (Fig. 6). How-
ever, the treatment of the claws and legs, shown as if they were
off the ground, is closer in type to those of the incised feline on
the Ofrendas bowl. A lower fang is also shown overlapping the
upper lip, differing from the one on the cat on the Tello Obelisk.

Now that we have some idea of the profile feline per se ex-
amples showing diagnostic Chavín stylistic traits, I would like
to examine a couple of examples which qualify only as “weak sisters” or feline repre-
sentations which are doubtfully classified as Chavín.

The first is this relief carving of a crouching feline (Fig. 7) said to come from Chavín
de Huántar. Studying Tello’s drawing, one is immediately struck by the lack of
Chavín figurative devices and the generally naturalistic treatment of the subject. True,
the beast has a set of crossed fangs but that is about the extent of the characteristics it
shares with Chavín art. Crossed fangs can also be explained as the natural characteristic
of a cat. The position of the paws, which are tucked under the crouching body and

Fig. 6 Gold jaguar plaque. Textile Museum Collection, Washington.
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are equipped with only three claws, and the realistic tail, which is held over the back,
are more reminiscent of the later puma slabs from Huaraz and Aija that were described
by Schaedel (1948: 74).

By the same token, one might question the Chavín attribution of the painted feline
representation (Fig. 8) from the inner wall of the Temple at Cerro Sechín. Although
it is true that there is a great deal missing from the original representation, enough can
be seen to realize that no Chavín figurative devices are immediately discernible.

Fig. 7

Fig. 8

(left) Sculpture from
Chavín de Huantar (after
Tello 1960: Fig. 62).

(below) Painted figure
from Cerro Sechín (after
Tello 1956: Fig. 109).
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THE FELINE PER SE IN THE ROUND

The feline in the round, particularly in stone, is relatively rare in Chavín art, for, as
was mentioned earlier, the primary emphasis is upon the two-dimensional elaboration
of flat or near-flat surfaces with figurative devices. Form is usually subordinated to
relief carving as in the famous mortar from the University Museum which may be
considered the standard or classic Chavín feline in the round (Fig. 9). The angular,
squared-off forms of this mortar are ideally suited to displaying flat relief carving, and
the designs, with the exception of the cross jaguar-pelage markings, are almost identi-
cal with felines of the southwest-corner cornice.

Two famous mortars from Pacopampa (Larco Hoyle 1966: Pls. 99, 100), one a feline
and the other a felinized eagle, possess the same squared-off forms described for the
University Museum mortar, and are carved with circle-and-dot pelage markings. The
pestle accompanying the feline mortar is also decorated at one end with a fanged feline
head with curved S-shaped elements over the eyes, which correspond to the snake
brows of traditional Chavín feline representations.

The feline per se is relatively rare in our present sampling of tenon heads from
Chavín de Huántar. Most of them are primarily human with added feline character-
istics, such as the typical agnathic feline mouth, with only the canine showing. Other
common forms are felinized serpent heads, and faces of old men with wrinkles kenned

Fig. 9 Mortar in form of a jaguar. University   Museum,   Philadelphia.
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as snakes. The tenon head illustrated in Figure 10 has a classic Phase D feline mouth
with the typical pointed corners and cross-fangs which overlap the upper and lower

lips.
As one moves away from the style of the classic Chavfn mortar in the University

Museum, feline representations in the round tend to become more naturalistic, more
rounded in form, and generally tend to lack the figurative elaboration of surface which
we associate with the Chavfn style. I would cite as an example the painted feline head
and paws formed out of clay (Fig. 11) which stood midway on the stairway joining
the two lower terraces which formed the temple platform at Punkurí, Nepeña. Al-
though there is archaeological evidence that the Punkurí Temple is a Chavfn structure,
there are no specific visual diagnostic traits relating to the feline representation which
would definitely classify it as Chavín in style.

When one isolates the feline per se from other feline representations in Chavín art,
it becomes immediately apparent that it represents only a very small fraction of the
total Chavfn output in terms of the feline or elements of the feline. Moreover, the
feline per se does not occur in contexts in which it occupies the central or most im-
portant position. Usually it is shown as an attendant figure such as the one I discussed
in connection with the Tello Obelisk. Why then, is the feline considered to be of such
great importance to the Chavfn art style? Primarily because feline elements are the
most omnipresent figurative devices, and, as Rowe (1967: 80) suggests, are the ele-
ments that generally distinguish natural from supernatural or mythological repre-
sentations.

Beginning with the chief deity of Phase AB, known as the Great Image (Fig. 12),

Fig. 10   Tenoned head from Chavín de
Huántar (after Tello 1960:
Fig. 96).
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Fig.11 Punkurí feline (after
Carrión Cachot
1948: Fig. 5).

the feline elements are already very much in evidence: the large upturned mouth with
the long upper canines prominently displayed, the eccentric round eye with its S-
shaped serpent brow, the large rounded nostrils, and finally the chain of paired,
fanged, profile heads which decorate the girdle and the raised arm. These profile
heads are arranged in such a way that two of them joined together create a third image.

In Phase C, the main monument of this phase, the Tello Obelisk (Fig. 13), features
as its central image a humanized  cayman deity with a long body, to which is appended
what is possibly the most complex set of figurative devices in Chavín art. Some of the
more salient feline elements are the continuous cross-fanged mouth band which ap-
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Fig. 12 (left) The Great Image, Chavín de Huántar. Drawing by John Rowe.

Fig. 13 (right) Tello Obelisk. Courtesy John Rowe.

pears to mark the backbone of the deity, disembodied feline and feline-human heads
shown with only one large protruding upper canine, and the half-face of an interesting
supernatural feline-human being with cross-fangs and the eye markings of a hawk.

The eagle guardian-angel of the south column of the Black and White Portal (Fig.
14) is an excellent example of the way in which feline elements are used in Phase D in
combination with human and avian attributes. The body, arms, and legs of this
elaborately kenned figure are human, but the wings and claws belong to a raptorial
bird. Unlike the body, which is shown frontally, the head of this guardian is shown in
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Fig. 14   Eagle from the south
column of the Black-
and-White Portal.
Courtesy
John Rowe.

profile and tilted upward. It consists of an elaborately kenned feline face with three
fangs shown in a mouth with the typical Phase D points. An eagle’s beak is then
attached to this profile face almost as a mask. Continuous fanged-mouth bands not
only delineate the main axis of the body but also decorate the weapons which are held
in each claw horizontally across the body. Feline masks literally cover the entire
figure. Profile masks, of both the double and central fanged variety, can be found on
wings and knees. Frontal feline masks with prominent central fangs are placed above
the two diagonal side appendages and over the clawed feet.

For Phase EF, the flat relief carving from the La Copa Temple (Fig. 15) provides an
interesting example of the use of feline elements in this phase. Two profile feline faces
are brought together face to face to form a frontal feline mask with large round
earplugs and hair and brows kenned as snakes. Each profile feline mask is shown with
cross-fangs and a third fang which is angled back.

The confusion that is inherent in certain Chavín images such as this is quite inten-
tional on the part of the artist, and a meaningful convention of the art style. The
viewer is intended to see simultaneous images of the same mythical being or, in other
cases, to associate two animals whose attributes are joined.



80  Michael Kan

Fig. 15 (above) Relief from La Copa (Kuntur Wasi) (after Carrión Cachot 1948: Fig. 17).

Fig. 16 A (below, left): Two-feline effigy vessels from Salinar. Museo Larco Herrera. Drawing by
Anne-Louise Schaffer after Larco Hoyle 1944. B (below, right): Feline effigy vessel from
Tembladera. Collection Mr. and Mrs. Harold Rosenberg, Chicago. Photo courtesy
Alan C. Lapiner.
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THE POST-CHAVÍN FELINE

The feline is quite common in many of the art styles of cultures of the Early Inter-
mediate Period of the Northern Coast and the Highlands. How different are these
leering, almost comical cats from the powerful felines of Chavín art! The change does
not come suddenly. It now seems likely that whatever change was to take place in the
treatment of the feline motif in Early Intermediate Period art had already started to
develop in the Late Chavín traditions of Cupisnique and Tembladera.

If we compare Salinar pots which represent felines (Fig. 16A) with the vessel of
almost the same construction from Tembladera (Fig. 16B), we can note immediately
how close they are in feeling, particularly in the more generalized naturalistic treat-
ment of the feline motif. The stirrup-spout vessel of Late Tembladera type actually
shows a monkey with feline markings standing on a feline head.

A Tembladera hollow painted figurine in the collection of Frederick Landmann
(Fig. 17A) wears a double-crested headdress and plays a double flute which he holds in
two hands in front of him. A rear view (Fig. 17B) shows a large Chavín frontal mask
at the back of this figure’s head which enables us to place this piece in a late Chavín
context. The feline mask is a typical example of the agnathic central fanged frontal
mask common in the EF Phase.

A companion piece to the Landmann figurine, in the collection of the Brooklyn
Museum (Fig. 18), is not only close to the latter piece in style, but possesses certain
features which appear to relate it iconographically to objects in the Recuay and
Mochica traditions. The headdress of the Brooklyn figurine is highly distinctive,
consisting of a jaguar with circular pelage markings. Its body is spread out, encircling
the top of the head of the flute player, and its head and front paws are raised so that
they stick up and can be seen from the front. A typical Period IV Mochica portrait
vessel in the Nathan Cummings collection (Fig. 19) shows an almost identical feline
headdress.

The flutist must certainly represent a particular iconographic theme for it is the
subject of a Recuay effigy vessel in a private collection (Fig. 20). The central per-
sonage is in a frontal position shown holding his flute in front of him as in the Brook-
lyn example. He is flanked by two feline heads, which also face forward, and the
flanking felines suggest that the central figure is a personage of some importance.
Stylistically these felines share nothing of early Chavín style. Their heads are round-
ed and more naturalistic. No figurative devices decorate this piece, and the feline’s
crossed canines do not overlap their lips but are completely contained within their
mouth.

The lack of diagnostic Chavín traits in Recuay ceramics is entirely consistent with
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Fig. 17

Fig. 18

A (above, left): Figurine
from Tembladera. Collection
Frederick Landmann, New
York. Photo Robert Sonin.
B (above, right): Rear view.

(left) Figurine from Tembla-
dera. The Brooklyn
Museum.
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Fig. 19 (left) Mohica head-
effigy  vessel. Metro-
politan Museum of
Art, New York, gift
of Nathan Cum-
mings, 1964.

Fig. 20  (center) Recuay
effigy  vessel. Private
Collection, Buenos
Aires. Photo Alan R.
Sawyer.

Fig. 21   (bottom)  Puma slab
from Aija (after
Carrión Cachot
1959: Fig. 1).

,..
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Schaedel’s findings in connection with the carved stone Puma slabs (Fig. 21) from
Aija (Schaedel 1948: 78). In addition to the lack of kennings or other figurative

. devices, these felines are shown with their bodies in profile but their heads in frontal
view, a convention which does not exist in Chavin art. Here again the feline figures
appear to be attendants of the central personage.

In the Vicús and Mochica traditions the Chavin feline motif survives primarily in
the fanged feline mouth of the principal deity of these cultures. However, contrary to I
Chavin, Vicús and Mochica artists did not employ the fanged feline mouth on lesser
supernatural beings. Following the work of Alan Sawyer (1968: 25), this well-
modeled and highly burnished grayware effigy bottle figure can be dated from ap-
proximately 400 to 300 B.C. and identified as a prototype of the Mochica god “Ai
Apec” (Fig. 22). Seated cross-legged with his hands on his knees, this small but monu-
mental figure has the mouth of a snarling cat, with his teeth bared and his long
crossed canines overlapping his lips, a testimony to the longevity of the Chavín
symbol of supernatural feline power.

Fig. 22 Early Vicús bottle, D.  Collection Domingo Seminario, Piura.
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D I S C U S S I O N

DR. BIRD: You mentioned that there was
nothing feline about the Cerro Sechín figure,
but the eye is specifically feline. I believe that
in Chavín art and in some of the Olmec
representations the eye is just as diagnostically
feline as are the claws and fangs. Your point,
of course, was a different thing—that it was
not characteristic of Chavín.

DR. SAWYER: It has a very close corollary in
one of the large adobe reliefs at Moxeque: the
same face, the same marks going through the
eyes and down. However, I doubt seriously if
it’s Chavín. I personally feel they are both pre-
Chavín or something else completely unre-
lated to what was going on on the Marañón.

MR. KAN: What I was trying to stress was the
fact that there wasn’t a cluster of features that
identified it as Chavín; I didn’t mean to throw
it out completely. Obviously we know there
are traits that do link it to Chavín.

DR. GRIEDER That also fits with what Dr.
Reichel-Dolmatoff was saying, because the
warriors at Cerro Sechín have this jaguar eye
and the trophy heads have a separate kind of
eye, indicative of different people.

MR. KAMPEN: You mentioned several times
that the circles and the crosses were symbolic
of the jaguar or symbols associated with the
jaguar. I was wondering particularly what was
the symbolism of the cross that recurred in
Chavín art.

M R. KA N: I think that the cross and the
quatrefoil are pretty close to the actual jaguar
pelage markings. I think it doesn’t take much
to abstract those or to stylize them into a
quatrefoil or a cruciform design.

MR. ROE: Most of the difficulties in accepting
these later examples of art as being Chavín in
derivation, i.e., the material from Cerro
Sechín,  Moxeque, and others, come from the
fact that they are late in the Chavín sequence,
and as such have lost many of the attributes of
the more confident iconographic style.

DR. SAWYER: If these non-Chavinoid things
like Punkurí and Moxeque and Cerro Sechín
are late in the Chavín sequence, show one
sherd to prove it.

MR. ROE: I am not basing my evidence par-
ticularly on sherds, but on a seriational study
of the sculptures.

DR. BUSHNELL: How many sculptures are
there to get a seriation out of?

MR. ROE: You have the one example from
Punkurí, one particular example from Cerro
Sechín—these are primarily cat figures—and
then there are two from Moxeque, which are
not cat figures. All of these are tied in through
a reexamination of the seriation from Chavín
itself. In other words, there are specific icono-
graphic features that these elements have that
pertain to the end of the Chavín sequence,
rather than the beginning.

DR. BUSHNELL: Does this tie up with anything
in Chavín itself, for instance, on this pottery
found fairly recently in the galleries of Chavín?

M R. R O E:  Some of it very precisely. That’s
mostly C in Rowe’s chronology. For almost
all of these, and especially Moxeque, I would
argue very definitely for a dating of C. There
is a large, reconstructed beaker from Ancón,
now in the National Museum in Lima, which
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represents a very close parallel with the sculp-
ture at Moxeke in terms of style. On it a cen-
tral personage holds some objects in his two
outstretched hands. If you study the types of
snake heads on that piece, the formation of the
hands, and the execution of the extremities
including the hands, you will find that they are
nearly identical with the larger-scale reliefs at
Moxeke. Since the “C” context of the Ancón
specimen is secure, one could argue that a simi-
lar dating may hold for Moxeke. Furthermore,
the occurrence of the hawk marking also
occurs in period C for the first time—it is
present in Moxeque. The scalloped skirt on
the central figures is taken from the Lanzón,
which would put it in the earlier part of the
seriation. Most of the later sculptures are very
difficult to plug into the series because through
time they have lost the more complex traits of
the earlier sculpture. The specific eye type on
the late cats that you showed—the Tello cat,
for example—is very simplified; it has a
double-winged eye, which is very character-
istic of this, too. Also, on smaller examples,
such as Tello’s Figure 239, there is a sort of
circular appendage which is characteristic of
Cerro Sechín. You can plug that in also to
Punkurí, which has this identical type of eye
formation, and to Salinar and to the Tembla-
dera piece—if you look on the bottom it has
the same kind of eye and an almost identical
kind of head. Punkurí and Cerro Sechín would
be at the very end of the sequence, on the
EF, or even G, end.

from figure to figure, depending on its com-
position.

MR. ROE: I think that Mr. Kan’s observation
is undoubtedly correct. To take one example
of an eye form that has chronological im-
portance, the double-lobed eye, note that it
does not appear early in the Chavín sequence.
This type of eye occurs on those two figurative
examples that Tello shows from Chavín de
Huántar (Tello 1960: 228, Fig. 62, and 239,
Fig. 72) which are late. It occurs on this bottle,
which is a relatively late piece. So, it would be
my opinion that these simplified felines are
really simplified because they are at the end of
the sequence.

DR. GRIEDER: I think it is exaggerated to call
that eye a Punkurí eye.

MR. ROE: Of course, no two representations
of an eye would be identical—they would
have to vary somewhat—but an eye like this,
that is roughly cut in half, that has the iris
located near the top and both ends going down
into extensions of variable shapes—usually
crescent-shaped—is very characteristic. You
have to remember that this is a whole different
culture area, so that all these forms can be
susceptible to local changes, but the central
idea is the same, and its occurrence on this
piece is exactly where it should be.

DR. COE: Above and beyond the sequence
and all the details of everything, the rest of us
in Mesoamerica and to the south have been
really sticking our necks out or pulling them
in, as the case may be, about what all these
things might or might not mean. Would you
care to freewheel about this as far as Chavín
goes? Are these things gods, and, if so, are all
the gods feline or what? I remember that even
Rowe identified something as a Staff God with
feline characteristics.

DR. KUBLER: There is a narrow slit eye, and
an eye within a three-sided rectangular field,
and a round eye with the iris at the top or the
bottom, as the case may be. Are those marking
differences of meaning or differences of
period?

MR. KAN: I haven’t made a specific study of
this, but I think both are true. The eye has
chronological significance as well as varying
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MR. KAN: I think that Rowe makes a pretty
good case there, just from the placement of the
Great Image—its placement in the temple
does suggest that it is a deity. Is that what you
are driving at?

_ DR. COE: I’d like to hear what you and the
others would say about this—whether there is
something comparable to what you fmd in
Mesoamerica or San Agustfn.

DR. SAWYER: It is pretty hard to prove one
way or another whether this is a cayman or
crocodile or just a very elaborate feline. It has a
fan-shaped tail that is certainly more likely a
hawk than a cayman trait. I think that Rowe
has a good suggestion, but there are no monu-
ments that clearly show a cayman in them. I
may point out that the Yauya Stela is even
more obtuse and difficult to interpret than the
Tello Obelisk. So you don’t have a very strong
case there either.

M R. K AN: I feel, at this state of knowledge,
that there is not as great a range of deity
figures as there is in Mesoamerica. Maybe I’m
wrong, and we just haven’t identified them,
but I don’t feel there is nearly the number that
one has in Mesoamerica.

M R. KAN: I think the strongest piece to sup-
port your argument is the quite recently
pieced-together lintel from Chavín de Huán-
tar that has frontal feline masks running the
length of the body, and is sort of cut off mid-
way.

DR. SAWYER: The “doctrinaire diffusionists”
have missed a wonderful opportunity here
with this splayed figure between two obvi-
ously phallic cats, as did those who would like
to tie the Callejón with San Agustin. I thought
that lower of the two lintels you showed was
rather remarkably like San Agustfn, on the one
hand, and Borneo, on the other.

MRS. PASZTORY: It has been picked up by a
diffusionist: Douglas Fraser has it illustrated, I
believe, in his article on heraldic woman.

M R. K AN: One thing that does puzzle me is
that this cayman from the Tello Obelisk seems
to be shown in very few examples, and one
would expect that, if it was as important as it
seems to be, it would be shown more often.

DR. LATHRAP: The Peruvian archaeologists
haven’t been quite as reluctant to make com-
plex iconographic interpretations as some of
the preceding remarks might indicate. Tello,
himself, identified the creature on the “Obelisk
Tello” as some kind of a feline monster mix-
ture. Rowe has castigated him for not identi-
fying it as a cayman, but beyond the simple
identification, Tello went on to give a very
elaborate and highly convincing discussion of
this creature as a donor of important crops.
Furthermore, Tello suggests that the two as-
pects of this deity presented on the momunent
can be identified with particular crops, and
appear respectively in the guise of spring—the
rainy season—and fall drought, harvest. All
this is very Lévi-Straussian. In fact, I recently
received a strong endorsement of the interpre-
tation in a letter from Lévi-Strauss. Tello’s
interpretations are remarkably fresh and “in”
considering that they were conceived around

1919.

D R. CO E: You find a very similar case in
Mesoamerica with the so-called Great Croco-
dile, the cayman or crocodile floating in a pool
of water, which is one way of viewing the
earth, the earth as vegetation with everything
growing from its back. There are very few
representations of that, and yet we’re pretty
sure that’s what it is.

DR. SA W Y E R: These two fragments which
have been discovered by Amat and Lumbreras
also match up with one published by Tello.
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DR. GROVE: I’d like to reiterate what Dr. Coe
said about earth monsters, etc. The cayman
motif, if you want to define it as such in Meso-
america, does occur in conjunction with feline
motifs at Chalcatzingo, at Oxtotitlan cave, etc.
If you’re not going to claim diffusion, then it
is certainly odd that you have feline motifs and
this cayman-type deity occurring in Meso-
america and in the highland Andes at approxi-
mately the same time.

MR. KAN: The cayman on the Tello Obelisk
and the figure on the Yauya Stela are both
associated with fish, and this again tends to
strengthen their identification as some sort of
aquatic reptile.

DR. C OE: We doctrinaire diffusionists are told
that we shouldn’t be comparing anything, or
that we’ve got nothing comparable between
Mesoamerica and Peru. However, we don’t
know what we are supposed to be comparing.
Peru hasn’t been organized in such a way that
you know what you are dealing with.

DR. SAWYER: Here are slides of the two recently
discovered lintel fragments mentioned by
Mike Kan. Joined together they display the
forward two-thirds of a monster figure facing
left with the head of a second opposing mon-
ster beginning about one-quarter of the way in
from the left on the left fragment. The piece
published by Tello (lost in the 1954 landslide)
completed the head and showed part of the
body of this second monster. Together the
three fragments represent about eight feet of a
massive lintel that must originally have been
nearly twice that long. As you can see, the head
of the monster is composed of two anthropo-
morphic faces, one behind the other, sharing a
single fang-filled mouth with serpent whiskers
below. The body has a mouth pattern running
horizontally through its center, as does the
being on the Tello Obelisk, but, unlike that
representation, the mouth pattern is fringed

above and below with agnathic frontal masks.
Two short legs below with claws pointing
forward were probably balanced by two point-
ing backward: this opposition of leg direction
is a trait shared by the beings of both the Tello
Obelisk and the Yauya Stela and is undoubt-
edly one of the major reasons Rowe identifies
all three as caymans. Though this orientation
does not occur in nature it might be suggestive
of a crocodilian aspect. The hands of all three,
however, appear to be human with bird talons.
Obviously we are dealing with a complex
mythical representation rather than a literal
one. None of the three is cayman anymore than
it is feline, human, bird, or fish, though it may
display attributes of all of these.

MR. KA N: The thing that distinguishes this
from the cayman deity on the Tello Obelisk is
the fact that there there is one set of eyes for
this long mouth, whereas here it is almost like
a continuous mouthband, and belongs really
to two sets of profiles. That to me is very
different from the long mouth that the cayman
deity has—it clearly belongs to one being.

DR. SA W Y E R: I compared this mouth to the
spinal central band on the body rather than to
the mouth of the cayman.

MR. KA N: You get that here, too. Also, the
cayman does not have claws, but human
hands, or something very close to it.

D R. SAWYER: These are not reptilian, but
more avian. Many of the features of the Tello
Obelisk could be interpreted as avian, for
instance, that fanlike tail.

DR. B USHNELL: Could you tell us where you
place this thing in the development. Is that C?

DR. SAWYER: I would place it later than the
Tello Obelisk and earlier than the Raimondi
Stela period. I think it is in a late phase.
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Because there are so few monuments to ana-
lyze, neither John Rowe or anyone else can
get a very definitive, detailed seriation, but
I think John would probably agree that this is
a bit earlier than the Raimondi. The eye form,
for instance, falls about midway between it and
the Phase D portal style.

DR. KUBLER: Michael Coe was asking for an
Andean theogony that would compare to the
one that is being proposed for Mesoamerica.
And it is clear that there is an extensive discus-
sion by Tello of possible meaning in those

Michael Kan

terms in his early studies on Wirakocha, with
a projection backward from Inca theogonies
to Chavín.

DR. SAWYER: There are many instances in
which Tello is much maligned because he is
the first one to give any solid information to
go on, and people who followed devoted
themselves to criticizing him, but haven’t
been able to improve on his insight. We come
back to Tello’s original thinking time after
time.
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A L A N  R .  S A W Y E R

T H E  T E X T I L E  M U S E U M ,  W A S H I N G T O N

N my presentation at the Dumbarton Oaks Conference on October 31, 1970, I
covered the broad subject of the “Feline in Paracas, Nazca, and Wari Iconog-
raphy” with the help of over eighty slides. Since it is obviously not possible to

use so lavish a number of illustrations in this publication, I shall limit my written
discussion to “The Feline in Paracas Art” with only a brief mention of developments
that followed. In this way, I will be able to concentrate on that portion of my talk in
which newly available evidence made it possible for me to offer fresh observations not
put forward in my previous publications.

The area of the South Coast in which remains of the Paracas culture are found
comprises one of the most extensive groups of closely interrelated valleys on the
entire coast of Peru: the Topara, Chincha, Pisco, Ica, and the Río Grande de Nazca
with its several tributaries. Communication between portions of these valleys was and
is relatively easy, while at the same time, their far-flung branches provided isolated
pockets conducive to the development of regional variation in culture. Little is yet
known about the area’s Early Ceramic Period, though it is evident that the valleys
supported fairly large populations possessing relatively advanced social organization
and technology.

Geographically, the South Coast was far removed from the natural habitat of the
powerful jaguar, though the inhabitants were familiar with the local ocelot and must
have had occasional encounters with a small, shy mountain puma. Neither of the latter
creatures, however, gave inspiration for the creation of awesome anthropomorphic
feline deity images comparable to those introduced around 1OOO B.C. by the Chavín
culture and again by the Wari during the seventh century A.D. Rather, it would appear
that the fox and the vencejo (relative of the whippoorwill) were given local promi-
nence since both, though of non-Chavín origin, played important roles in the iconog-
raphy of the Chavinoid-Paracas Period and persisted in the South Coast long after the
wane of Chavín influence.

T H E  C H A V I N O I D - P A R A C A S  P E R I O D

Space will not permit us to consider the fascinating problems of the reasons for and
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the routes by which the Chavín culture may have spread its influence and its feline-
attribute-permeated iconography to the South Coast of Peru. We can only observe
that that influence acted as a catalyst for rapid cultural advance in the area and was
sustained for a considerable length of time.

An important body of new evidence has recently come to light which dramatically
reveals the extent to which the Paracas people were exposed to the intricate complexi-
ties of Chavin religious iconography. I speak of Chavinoid-Paracas painted textiles.
Until recently, the only known examples of those fabrics were two remarkable pieces
purchased about ten years ago by Michael Coe and later given to Dumbarton Oaks.
During this past year, a large number of related textiles appeared on the market. Over
120 of them were acquired by two New York dealers and placed on study-loan at the
Textile Museum. (They were made available for inspection by members of this
symposium at a reception at the Textile Museum on Sunday, November 1, 1970.)

No Peruvianist can ignore the enormity of the tragedy inherent in the fact that
these textiles were all the product of huaquero activity rather than scientifically con-
trolled excavation. A preliminary study of this material, together with photographs of
pieces still in Peru has, however, revealed some surprising facts. All appear to be
fragments of (and in rare cases, complete) temple hangings, designed, like medieval
Christian murals, to illuminate religious doctrine. The subject matter of many is
extremely complex, comparable only to the more elaborate carved stone reliefs of
Chavín de Huántar and other northern highland Chavin religious centers. Some
feature a repetition of more reduced and abstract religious symbols, but these relate
more closely to the motifs found on Cupisnique and Tembladera ceramics than to
those occurring on pottery of the Chavinoid-Paracas culture.

Let us first consider one of the two Dumbarton Oaks specimens (Fig. 1), a fragment
of a hanging that displayed a repeat of an almost square, compact feline monster
depicted in a splayed position and bristling with feline fangs, eye patterns, and claws.
In its complexity, it is comparable to the Tello Obelisk and Yauya Stela (Tello 1960:
Figs. 31 and 34) but unlike those stone monuments, it is composed almost exclusively
of feline attributes, the exceptions being a small human head enclosed in a mouth
pattern in the upper center, and feline-headed serpent tresses to the sides and below the
being’s agnathic mouth. In style, it would appear to belong to the transition between
Chavín phases C and D (Rowe 1962) which would place it in about the middle of the
Chavín period.

Junius Bird, the first Peruvianist to examine this textile and its companion piece
when they appeared on the New York market in 1960, immediately commented on
the purity of their Chavin style and suggested that they might be evidence of the
manner in which Chavín iconography had been introduced into the South Coast.
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Fig. 1    Fragment of a Chavinoid-Paracas painted hanging, 34 3/4" x 25 1/4". Callango (?), Ica valley,
ca. 800 B.C. Dumbarton Oaks Collections, gift of Michael D. Coe.
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Other Peruvianists  excitedly concurred with Bird’s observations, but none of us was
prepared for the complete presence of the Chavín religion and its iconography that is
now dramatically demonstrated by the abundant new textile evidence. The major
reason for our miscalculation was that the distinctly regional style of most Chavinoid-
Paracas ceramics then available gave little indication of the Paracas people’s direct
contact with so broad a representation of pure Chavín art.

In 1962, John Rowe cited the extremely important observation of his colleague
Dorothy Menzel that Paracas ceramics consistently reflected progressive changes in
Chavín stylistic conventions (p. 6). He, Menzel, and Lawrence Dawson made full use
of this basic assumption in the preparation of their outstanding study of Paracas
ceramics published in 1964, yet they, as well as I, still tended on occasion to fall victim
to a second general assumption since proven false: that the closer a Paracas motif
followed Chavín precedents, the earlier was its date. A graphic illustration of this
logical error is offered by our dating of the ceramic related most closely to the Dum-
barton Oaks textile illustrated in Figure 1.

Fig. 2     Chavinoid-Paracas double-
spout bottle, carbon black-
ened ware, incised and
polychrome resin-painted,
6 1/2” high. Chiquerillo, Ica
valley, ca. 800 B.C.
Raymond Wielgus

Collection.
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There are no known Chavinoid-Paracas ceramics which bear decoration as complex
and as pure Chavín in style as the textile under discussion. A bottle in the collection of
Raymond Wielgus, however, may display a much-reduced symbolic representation
of the same mythical being (Fig. 2). The frontal feline mask with its agnathic mouth
and rounded eyes relates closely to the head of the monster on the textile and is
probably contemporary in date (Phase C-D). When I first published this piece (1961:
Fig. 4a, b), I assigned it a very early date on the basis of its being one of the most
strongly Chavinoid of known Paracas ceramics. Menzel, Rowe, and Dawson followed
suit, assigning it on similar grounds to an early phase (1964: 13, and Fig. 16). Later, I
went farther afield, citing the curved mouth and exaggerated and differently colored
central fang of the motif as possibly offering a precedent for the grinning “occult
being” with protruding tongue characteristic of later Paracas times (1966: 86). I can
take little comfort in the fact that the literature on ancient Peruvian art is filled with
similar erroneous conclusions drawn from the incomplete evidence available at the
time of writing. With the abundant new textile evidence before me, I wonder how I
could have been so blind to a relationship that is now so obvious.

Our second textile example is drawn from the collection placed on loan at the
Textile Museum (Fig. 3). It is the corner fragment of a hanging, bearing repeats of a

Fig. 3 Fragment of a Chavinoid-Paracas painted hanging, 9 1/4" x 13 l/4". Corawa, on the coast between the
Pisco and Ica valleys,  ca. 1000  B.C. Property of Alan C. Lapiner and Andre Emmerich.
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Fig. 4 Fragment of a Chavinoid-Paracas painted and tie-dyed hanging, 17 3/4" x 26 3/8". Corawa, ca.
700 B.C. Private CoIlection, Lima.

feline-eagle motif which, though simplified, is reminiscent of the feline-eagle and
falcon frieze of the Black and White Portal at Chavín de Huántar. It appears to be
somewhat earlier in date than both the portal and Dumbarton Oaks piece just dis-
cussed and to belong to Rowe’s Phase AB. To my knowledge, there are no known
examples of the feline-eagle  motif on Chavinoid-Paracas ceramics although the related
falcon motif does occur and becomes quite common in the following Early Paracas
Period.

The Paracas rendering of the falcon bears little resemblance to its treatment in
Chavín art; although it shares the same identifying eye markings and is given feline
attributes in the form of ears and circular pelt markings, its configuration is frontal
rather than profile (see Sawyer 1966: 110). The textile demonstrates the fact that the
Paracas people ornamented their ceramics with only selected Chavín motifs and that
their exclusion of others was not due to a lack of familiarity with  Chavín iconography.

The next example is a textile from a private collection in Lima (Fig. 4). It is a frag-
ment displaying two rampant felines with tie-dyed patterns supplementing the painted
designs. The angular mouth corners and other stylistic features place it in Rowe’s
Phase D, the time of the Black and White Portal. In general, the profile feline figures
of the textile are closely comparable to those found on the famous feline frieze on a
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Fig. 5    Chavinoid-Paracas double-spout
bottle, carbon-blackened ware,
incised and polychrome resin-
painted, 6 1/2” high. Corawa, ca.
1000 B.C. Private Collection,
Lima.

stone cornice still in situ on the temple at Chavín de Huántar (Sawyer 1966: Fig.
Both versions feature a series of  volutes at the top of the head, serpent tresses along the
back and tail, and agnathic masks at the root and tip of the tail: all fundamental traits
of Chavín art which are omitted in the rare renderings of the motif on Chavinoid-
Paracas ceramics. One stylistic feature that is shared by the textile and Chavinoid ce-
ramics in general is the use of dotted circles as jaguar pelt markings.

The principal reason that the full-profile feline figure was generally avoided in
Paracas ceramic art appears to have been to prevent its confusion with the locally
important fox motif (see Sawyer 1961: 289; 1966: 76). In all but a few Chavinoid-
Paracas ceramic renderings, therefore, the head of the snub-nosed feline was shown
fullface. In later periods this convention was followed consistently and, when a profile
feline body was depicted, it was attached to a frontal head. The juxtaposition of
rampant felines in the textile illustrated in Figure 4 suggests that the Paracas fullface
rendering of the feline head was perhaps arrived at by combining two profile heads
nose to nose.

The most common occurrence of the feline motif in Chavinoid-Paracas ceramics
was a simplified frontal face mask ornamenting a double spout-and-bridge bottle. A
characteristic example of this type (Fig. 5) is d rawn from a private collection in Lima
and is said to be from Corawa, the coastal site midway between the Paracas peninsula
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and the Ica river mouth, at which the painted Chavinoid textiles are reported to have
been found. As in the case on the Wielgus bottle, the spout above the motif is blind
and in the form of a bird containing a whistle. (Both the whistle device and the double
spout-and-bridge arrangement evidently predated Chavín influence and were indig-
enous to the South Coast.) In style, frontal feline masks of this type are definitely a
regional variation on Chavín art, but the curvilinear eyebrows and rounded corners
of the mouth of the Lima example make it possible to correlate it with the early
Phase AB of Chavín. In both its form and style of decoration this very early Paracas
ceramic demonstrates the surprising degree of artistic freedom permitted by the
Chavín priesthood whose presence is eloquently proven by the textiles.

A few of the Chavinoid textiles are much less formal in their design scheme than
those we have just discussed. A fascinating example of this kind in the collection lent
to the Textile Museum (Fig. 6) is composed of fragments mixed in the lower and

Fig. 6 Composite of fragments of a Chavinoid-Paracas painted hanging with parts of a second textile,
21 1/2 x 27". Corawa, ca. 900 B.C.  Property of Alan C. Lapiner and Andre Emmerich.
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Fig. 7 Composite of fragments of a Chavinoid-Paracas painted band, 6 1/2” X  39 1/2". Corawa, ca. 700 B.C.
Property of Alan C. Lapiner and Andre Emmerich.

upper left corners with pieces from another textile. In the upper right you can see a
small profile jaguar figure with what resembles a speech scroll emanating from its
mouth. It is surrounded with a jumbled array of other motifs, including figures
holding long strings of rounded objects, flying birds, llamas, and a curious composite
motif resembling both a double-headed bird and a cactus plant. I know of no prece-
dents in Chavín art for this casual composition and most of its motifs. Certain stylistic

features of the feline and human(?) f gi ures are reminiscent of a series of small square
reliefs found at Chavín de Huántar (Rowe 1962: Fig. 12 [feline]; Tello 1960: Figs.
72 [feline], 81 and 12 [human]). The textile is difficult to date, but apparently belongs
to an early phase of Chavín art.

For the benefit of “diffusionists,” I would like to briefly mention another textile in
the group made available to the Textile Museum (Fig. 7). It is a composite of frag-
ments from a horizontal band about 16.5 centimeters wide bearing what appear
to be highly abstracted feline-headed plumed serpent motifs alternating in orienta-
tion (shades of Quetzalcóatl!). The only remotely comparable Chavín motifs I have
seen occur on Tembladera ceramics. Again the angular mouth treatment and other
features place this textile in Chavín Phase D.

An important Chavín motif occurring rather frequently on Chavinoid-Paracas
textiles is the anthropomorphic feline staff-bearing god, best known through its
representation on the Raimondi Stela (Tello 1960: Fig. 33). The second Dumbarton
Oaks Chavinoid textile is a fragment showing the upper portion of one version of
this motif (Fig. 8). A more complete and directly comparable rendering of the same
deity is illustrated from the collection lent to the Textile Museum (Fig. 9). Both hold
staffs in the form of double-headed serpents with plumes emanating from feline-
fanged mouths and the agnathic mouth bands of their headdresses. In style, the two
paintings closely relate to the slightly earlier small square relief of a frontal figure
without staffs found near the Black and White Portal at Chavín (Sawyer 1966: Fig. 4).
In date, both of the textiles are pure Phase D in style. A number of other variants of
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Fig. 8 Fragment of a Chavinoid Paracas painted hanging, 10" x 30 1/2". Callango (?), Ica valley,
ca. 700 B.C.  Dumbarton Oaks Collections, gift of Michael D. Coe.

frontal anthropomorphic figures both with and without staffs occur in Chavinoid-
Paracas textiles. (The serpent tresses and agnathic mouth band of an earlier variant of
this staff god may be seen in the upper left-hand corner of the textile illustrated in
Figure 6.)

As is true in the case of the full-profile feline figure and other motifs occurring on
this group of Chavinoid textiles, the awesome anthropomorphic feline god of Chavín
is seldom found represented in its complete form on Paracas ceramics. It does occur
in a rare simplified version without staffs on a ceramic given to the Peabody Museum
of Natural History, Yale University, by Michael Coe and obtained by him from the
same source as the two painted textiles (Fig. 10). Occasionally it is found represented
by an abstract version of the head alone featuring stylized serpent tresses at each side.
There is an interesting example of this type in the collection of the Museum of
Primitive Art (Fig. 11). By far its most common symbols, however, are a simple
frontal human face with rectangular eyes or, most frequently, the rectangular eye
pattern alone.

In view of the purity of Chavín style and the comprehensive coverage of complex
Chavin religious iconography present in Chavinoid-Paracas religious painted textiles,
we must conclude that they were highly ceremonial in nature and under the direct
control of the Chavin priesthood. One possibility that immediately presents itself
is that, just as Bennett concluded that Tiahuanaco religious iconography must have
been transmitted to Wari in textile form, the primary vehicle for the introduction of
Chavín religious symbolism to the South Coast peoples could have been easily trans-
portable painted fabrics such as we have just seen. A great deal of careful research
must be done, however, before we can determine whether any or all of them were



The Feline in Paracas Art 101

Fig. 9 Fragment of a Chavinoid-Paracas painted hanging, 26 5/8" x 21 5/8". Corawa, ca. 700 B.C.
Property of Alan C. Lapiner and Andre Emmerich.
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Fig. 10  Chavinoid-Paracas
double-chambered
bottle with incised and
resin-painted decora-
tion, 6 3/4" high.
Callango (?), Ica valley,
ca. 600 B.C.  Peabody
Museum of Natural
History, Yale Uni-
versity, gift of
Michael D. Coe.

brought from the north or were instead created on the South Coast by imported
Chavín artists or by local artisans under the direction of Chavín emissaries.

We have seen that contemporary ceramics, by comparison, exhibit a much more
limited design vocabulary and are usually rendered in a distinctly regional style. The
contrast is very similar to that existing between official Wari interlocking tapestry
poncho-shirts and the local coastal Wari textiles often found in the same tomb. The
latter appear to have been strictly secular in nature and not subjected to the same rigid
iconographic requirements as the official garments. We must also remember that in
ancient Peru, ceramics were not always the primary medium for the exposition of a
culture’s religious iconography, especially when that iconography was complex. Con-
sider the plain undecorated ceramics that Tello found associated with the elaborately
embroidered textiles of “Paracas Necropolis.” On the other hand, when the con-

temporaries of Necropolis peoples in the Ica and Nazca valleys mastered the fluid and
flexible Early Nazca polychrome slip technique, ceramics quickly became their princi-
pal bearers of complex religious motifs, taking over the religious function of labori-
ously embroidered textiles.
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Fig. 11   Chavinoid-Paracas,
double-spout bottle
with incised decora-
tions and traces of red
and white paint, 8 1/2"
high. Teojote, Ica val-
ley, ca. 600 B.C.
Museum of Primi-
tive Art, gift of
Raymond Wielgus.

The simplicity of Chavinoid-Paracas ceramic motifs was, of course, partly due to
the limitations of space as well as to the rather awkward technique of incised and
resin-painted decoration they employed. Motifs tended, therefore, to be reduced to a
shorthand symbolism, intelligible to the initiated, but often puzzling to those not
thoroughly familiar with Chavín iconography.

In 1952, Ubbelohde-Doering published (Pl. 235) a grayware stirrup-spout bottle
from the collection of the Museum für Völkerkunde, Munich, in the form of an
anthropomorphic feline deity head of obvious Chavín ancestry, but with an Ica
Valley provenience (Fig. 12). Most Peruvianists at the time were inclined to regard it
as a northern import even though it did not fit comfortably into the stylistic range of
any known northern site. Further credence to its South Coast provenience was given
by the appearance during the sixties of a number of other stirrup-spout bottles said to
have been found at Callango in the lower Ica Valley. All of these bear an applied
feline face on one side that falls stylistically midway between the Chavín rendering
and the local variant we saw on Figure 5. Still, many Peruvianists were reluctant to
accept these stirrup-spout vessels as being of South Coast origin. With the discovery
of additional Chavinoid textiles this past year, however, stirrup-spout bottles are now
acceptable within the known range of Chavinoid-Paracas art.
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Fig. 12 Chavinoid-Paracas stirrup-
spout bottle, grayware, 8 1/4"
high. Ica valley, ca. 700 B.C.
Museum für Völkerkunde,

Munich.

An interesting fact concerning these stirrup-spout pieces is that the Munich example
is the purest in Chavin style and closest to that of the textiles of the same period
(Phase D, cf. Figs. 6 and 7), while the others, though earlier (Phase AB), show a
regional adaptation of a Chavin motif (see Rowe 1962: Fig. 53). We may conclude
that the Munich ceramic, like the textiles, was made for ceremonial use, while the
others were less under the direct influence of the Chavin religious functionaries.
Though the god-head ceramic remains, for the moment, unique, we must now ac-
knowledge the wisdom of Ubbelohde-Doering’s prophecy: “Presumably there do
exist further sites, either in the Ica Valley or the Nazca Valleys, where ceramics of
pure Chavin Costeño style, such as this one, will be found some day” (1952: 50). I
have not yet seen any comparable ceramics from Corawa, but sherds I have examined,
which are said to have come from this site, indicate that pottery of extraordinarily fine
quality and pure Chavin style may also have been found there.

As indicated in the sampling illustrated here, a large proportion of the Corawa
textiles may be assigned to Phase D of the Chavin style, indicating a strong presence
of official Chavin religion in the South Coast at that time. Those textiles which may be
attributed to the remaining Phase EF are considerably less pure Chavín in style, re-
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flecting a weakening of northern influence and the assertion of dominant South

Coast control over all aspects of Paracas art.
The evidence of declining Chavín influence is already strongly apparent in the

Paracas ceramics reflecting Phase D traits. In spite of rare exceptions such as the
Wielgus and Munich ceramics shown in Figures 2 and 12, pottery was rapidly be-
coming more Paracas than Chavinoid in character. Pieces such as the one illustrated
in Figure 11 document the last vestiges of Chavín dominance and the inauguration of
an independent era which I have previously described as the “Early Paracas Period.”
The correlation of ancient Peruvian cultures from different regions is still highly
problematical but it is reasonable to assume that the decline of Chavín influence in the
south occurred at about the same time as the breakdown of its control in the north.
The emergence of the Salinar, Virú, Recuay, Vicús, and Moche cultures was the
parallel result.

T H E  E A R L Y  P A R A C A S  P E R I O D

The Early Paracas Period was characterized by a proliferation of regional styles
growing out of the Chavín tradition. The feline still dominated Paracas ceramic
iconography, but became more benign in character. The indigenous motifs of fox and
vencejo were given equal importance to that of the Chavín-derived falcon and serpent.
I will limit myself here to three examples representative of the many variants of the
feline motif found in the period.

The most conservative of Early Paracas styles is found in the upper Ica Valley and
is called “Teojate” after the location of the principal cemetery at which it has been
found. The most characteristic feline motif of the style is a feline “mask” displayed on
a double-spout bottle. Our example (Fig. 13) is drawn from the Nathan Cummings
collection at the Metropolitan Museum of Art and dates to the third quarter of the
Early Paracas period. (For the evolution of the style throughout the period, see
Sawyer 1966: 102ff.)

The Teojate bottle is an obvious descendant of the early Chavinoid version shown
in Figure 5. The eye and mouth elements have become elongated and elaborated and
a curl has been added to the ends of each eyebrow designating ears. The “brow” bears
pelt marks and may be interpreted as the body with the rear paws indicated next to the
spout (the latter feature retains its bird head, but no longer encloses a whistle though
the vent remains). Vestigial forelegs are indicated at the corners of the mouth, and
below the lower lip, flanked by whisker elements, are two “eye of god” symbols. The
latter appear on the breast of contemporary Teojate modeled representations of the
feline (Sawyer 1966: Fig. 152). Th e “mask” is thus shown to be not only a symbol, but
actually an abstract representation of the entire feline figure.
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Fig. 13 Early Paracas double-spout bottle with incised decoration and traces of,paint, 6 1/8" high. Ica valley,
ca. 500 B.C. Teojote. Metropolitan Museum of Art, gift of Nathan Cummings.

The middle Ica Valley Early Paracas style, called Ocucaje after the principal hacien-
da of the area, is represented by a detail of a painted mantle with triple-cloth borders
from the collection of the Textile Museum (Fig. 14). A highly geometricized frontal
feline face is set atop a simplified profile body differing from the configuration of
feline motifs on Ocucaje ceramics in that they show the body attached to the side of
the head. Alternate figures of the textile variant display pelt markings in the form of a
cross, indicating that, although the style is decidedly Paracas, the artist was aware of
late Chavín conventions (see the University Museum, Philadelphia, Chavín stone
mortar; Tello, 1960: Fig. 128).

A third regional Early Paracas style is found in the southern portion of the Ica
Valley in the vicinity of Callango. It featured the feline figure motif as a frontal head
with a profile body pendant to its chin. The device commonly appeared ornamenting
the sides of double-spout bottles and on the interior surface of shallow gambreled
bowls. An example of the latter type is illustrated in a drawing taken from a bowl in
the Cummings collection (Fig. 15). Felines of similar configuration are also found on
Early Paracas ceramics from sites in the nearby Río Grande de Nazca drainage.
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Fig. 14 (left) Detail of Early
Paracas painted
mantle with triple
cloth border.
Ocucaje, Ica valley,
ca. 500 B.C.
Textile Museum
Collection,
Washington.

Fig. 15    (below) Early Para-
cas feline motif from
the interior of a
bowl, diameter 6 3/4”.
Callango, Ica valley,
ca. 500 B.C.
Metropolitan Mus-
eum of Art, gift of
Nathan Cummings.
Drawing by Milton
Sonday.
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Fig. 16 Middle Paracas, trophy-head-deity motif from a funerary jar, 14 3/4" high. Ocucaje, Ica valley,
ca. 300 B.C. Museum of Primitive Art. Drawing by Milton Sonday after a rubbing
by Sawyer.

T H E  M I D D L E  P A R A C A S  P E R I O D

During the fifth century B.C., the Paracas culture was subjected to a second wave of
outside religious influence. The result was a radical shift in Paracas style and iconog-
raphy to the style identified as “Cavernas” when encountered by Tello at Cerro
Colorado on the Paracas peninsula. The new religion overwhelmed the lingering
Chavinoid traditions at Ocucaje, exerted a considerable influence on the art of Cal-
lango and the Río Grande de Nazca styles, but had little effect on the culture of the
upper Ica Valley. Teojate ceramics continued to follow their Chavinoid-based icono-
graphic tradition until the Proto-Nazca period, carrying it well beyond the time of
the eclipse of the Chavín culture in the north.

The new Paracas religion centered around a trophy head cult whose principal deity
was an anthropomorphic monkey. A typical ceramic rendering of this “occult being”
is shown in a drawing taken from a large Ocucaje funerary urn now in the collection
of the Museum of Primitive Art (Fig. 16). The gods hold an obsidian beheading
knife in one hand while others are attached to its head and tail. A trophy head is held
in the other hand and two similar ones are shown on the ends of long streamers
emanating from the head of the deity. While monkey attributes predominate in both
ceramic and textile versions of this personage, a survival of Early Paracas style con-
ventions is shown in the treatment of the whiskers in the variant illustrated. (Note
brow whiskers in Figs. 13, 14, and 15.) The rectangular markings on the body also
occur as pelt markings on contemporary feline motifs. In general, however, the feline
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and feline attributes played a decidedly secondary role in the iconography of the
Middle Paracas Period at Ocucaje and other sites where the new cult gained domi-
nance.

T H E  L A T E  P A R A C A S  P E R I O D

The remainder of the Paracas cultural sequence was characterized by a vigorous
inter-reaction of regional Paracas traditions ranging in locale from the small Topara
Valley just north of the Chincha southward to the Río Grande de Nazca drainage. In
the Chincha and Pisco Valleys, the Toparoid “Necropolis”  tradition of relatively un-
decorated ceramics and elaborately embroidered textiles won dominance while to the
south ceramics continued to be made with incised and resin-painted decor, and em-
broidered, painted, and other textiles played a less prominent role as carriers of re-
ligious iconography.

Leadership in the southern Late Paracas style evidently shifted from Ocucaje to the
important ceremonial center of Cahuachi in the Nazca Valley. Our illustration, from
the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts collection (Fig. 17), was found at Ocucaje, but is
indistinguishable in style from sherds excavated at Cahuachi by Duncan Strong (1957:
Fig. 6a). The decided trend toward naturalism exhibited by ceramics of this period is
even more strongly in evidence in the embroidered textiles Strong recovered from his
Late Paracas and Proto-Nazca levels. They show a close relationship to Late Necropo-
lis embroidery and perhaps form a precedent for it, though no large-scale works com-
parable to Necropolis mantles have so far been discovered in the Nazca Valley.

Fig. 17   Late Paracas incised and resin-painted bowl, 2 1/2” high. Ocucaje, Ica valley, ca. 200 B.C.
Montreal Museum of Fine Arts.
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While a technological revolution was going on in southern Late Paracas ceramics
that was soon to lead to the development of the Early Nazca polychrome slip style,
a similar revolution was taking place in the religion of the Paracas people. The awe-
inspiring power symbol of the Chavín anthropomorphic feline god was all but for-
gotten. The warlike trophy-head cult of “Cavernas” was being altered and extended
to direct the life force gathered from fallen enemies toward the assurance of successful
agriculture. A profusion of life symbols such as seeds, flowers, fruits and vegetables,
birds, fish and animals was being added to Late Paracas iconography. The ocelot was
reemerging as a major religious symbol and was soon to be combined with otter
attributes to become the important guardian of agriculture in Nazca iconography.

An interesting Late Necropolis embroidery fragment in the collection of the Textile
Museum (Fig. 18) graphically illustrates the ocelot’s emerging new role. The textile
dates either from the Proto-Nazca period or the beginning phase of Early Nazca and
shows an elaborate monkey deity with a serpentlike streamer ending in an otter head
emerging from its mouth. Under its arm it holds an ocelot with a protruding tongue

Fig. 18 Detail of Proto-Nazca “Necropolis” embroidered border fragment, 2 3/4" x 7 1/2". Paracas, Pisco
valley, ca. 100 B.C.  Textile Museum Collection, Washington.

in the form of a vegetable (yam?) and another streamer originating between its tail
and hind legs. It is tempting to interpret the otter-headed streamers as water-fertility
symbols. The ocelot’s association with water is logical in view of his natural habitat in
the undergrowth bordering streams and irrigation ditches. The otter shared the oce-
lot’s domain and the combination of attributes of the two animals into a single guardi-
an-of-agriculture symbol was no doubt deliberate. Even today in Peru the otter is
familiarly called the water cat (gato de agua). His upswept whiskers appear on the
Early Nazca version of the ocelot as shown in an example drawn from a double-spout
bottle in the Gaffron collection at the Art Institute of Chicago (Fig. 19).

It has long been the custom to refer to Nazca deity figures as “cat demons.” In view
of their direct descent from the monkey deities of Middle and Late Paracas and in
spite of the fact that their monkey-feet trait evolved into human feet early in the
Nazca Period, I feel that the identification is highly questionable. The gold whisker



The Feline in Paracas Art 111

Fig. 19 Early Na.zca ocelot-otter motif
from double-spout bottle, figure
2 7/8" high. Nazca valley, ca.
50 B.C.  Art Institute of Chi-
cago, Gaffron Collection.
Drawing by Grace Brennan.

ornament first appeared in the Proto-Nazca Period and may, like the monkey feet
characteristic of deity representations of that era, have been thought of as a monkey
rather than a feline attribute (see Sawyer 1960: 3). Whatever its original meaning, the
Nazca whiskered deity was primarily human in aspect although it exhibited a wide
variety of traits according to its context. In a characteristic version drawn from another
ceramic in the Gaffron collection at the Art Institute of Chicago (Fig. 20), the Nazca
preoccupation with agricultural fertility is clearly demonstrated. The deity holds a
dismembered human corpse in its hands while the life force of the trophy heads at-
tached to its “signifier” (Roark 1965: Fig. 36) is symbolized by lucama and guayaba
plants sprouting from their tongues. Stylized yucca roots within the “signifier” and
shirt of the figure, as well as guayaba fruits ornamenting its headdress, further empha-
size the agricultural fertility concepts behind the motif. The “signifier’s” probable
water connection is suggested by its termination in an otter head and feet in much the

Fig. 20 Early Nazca agricultural deity motiffrom side and base of a cup-bowl, figure 4 5/8" high. Nazca
valley, ca. A.D. 200. Art Institute of Chicago, Gaffron Collection. Drawing by Milton
Sonday.
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same manner as we observed in the much earlier Necropolis version illustrated in

Figure 19.

SUMMARY

The fate that awaited the awesome anthropomorphic feline god of Tiahuanaco when
introduced into the South Coast by the Wari centuries later was to be much the
same as had been suffered by the jaguar god of Chavín.  We must conclude that the
only feline that was meaningful to the South Coast peoples of ancient Peru was the
gentle ocelot. Since they had no first-hand knowledge of the formidable jaguar, its
significance as a symbol of supernatural power was difficult for them to grasp. They
may have been forcefully persuaded to accept a jaguar-god concept by outsiders to
whom it was a reality, but the idea never gained wholehearted local acceptance and
could not be sustained without continuous foreign domination.
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D I S C U S S I O N

MR. KAN: I was fascinated by the textiles. Do serpent on the Juxtlahuaca representation. It’s
you think this is the way in which Chavín a rather peculiar way to make a tongue. The
iconography reached the South Coast? tail of that creature is trident as well.

DR. SAWYER: Had I had time, I would have
developed a very favorite old thesis of mine,
which I have published and announced before,
that textiles must have played a very vital role
in the long range spread of religion from the
North Coast and highlands to the South Coast
in a very pure form, and from Tiahuanaco and
the Titicaca Basin to the Ayacucho and Huan-
cayo area. Bennett mentions this and makes a
point of it, too. The interesting thing in these
new Corawa textiles is how much more elab-
orate and complete they are, more like the
stone carvings at Chavín de Huántar itself than
anything you find in ceramics of the South
Coast.

DR. SAWYER: I was trying to stir things up a
little bit, but I’m not as unserious as it might
sound. I think there is very possibly some
relationship between Middle America and
South America. I don’t see why not. I’m less
ready to find any really crucial influence
coming across the Pacific, because I don’t see
how priest craft and the whole mechanism of
religion could be transported by a few boats
that might have drifted across. Now coastal
travel, which has always gone on between
Middle and South America, certainly could
carry substantial groups back and forth but I
don’t think that either area was dependent on
the other. Still exchange and influence are
certainly very possible.

MR. KAN: Don’t you think that it relates to a
point that I stressed, that Chavín art is basically
flat?

DR.  SAWYER:  It is indeed. That’s also true for
most ceramic motifs because they follow the
stone reliefs.

DR. B USHNELL: It’s easier to carry those on
textiles than it is on anything else, in fact.

DR. SAWYER: I’d hate to carry the Tello Obelisk
on my back.

DR. COE:  I would look rather to Peter Furst’s
substratum. There are resemblances that turn
up that are parallelisms or actual cognate
forms. The feathered serpent motif, for in-
stance, and the idea of the feathered serpent as
a basic figure in a theology is not confined to
Mesoamerica in the New world. It is found
widespread, for instance, in southwestern
iconography—Hopi religion is full of this
stuff. I wouldn’t be surprised if it is a very
ancient idea.

Any comments from the Mesoamericanists
who are interested in contrasts or parallels?

D R.  C O E: The one particular thing that I
noticed in your supposed Quetzalcóatl is that
the tongue coming out of the creature is not
the typical bifid serpent tongue, but rather a
tridentlike, three-way tongue, and of course
this is what is on the Quetzalcóatl or feathered

DR. SA W Y E R: Notice that these staff-bearing
deities, both the one here at Dumbarton Oaks
and the more complete one now at the Textile
Museum, appear to hold plumed serpents, or at
least I think that is a very logical interpreta-
tion.

D R . CO E: One of Wilbert’s informants, a
great medicine man among the Warao of the
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Orinoco basin, whose confidence it took Wil-
bert years and years to get, recently finally
spilled the beans, telling Wilbert the way the
Warao cosmic system really works. It is extra-
ordinarily Mesoamerican.

DR. EKHOLM:  —stirrup spouts—

D R. SA W Y E R: —there are a lot of things that
we can’t dismiss, such as the parallels you
showed between the Han Dynasty and the tri-
pod, straight-sided jars at Teotihuacán. As you
have pointed out, we must take this into con-
sideration and keep this question open. Our
most common failing as a group is trying to
get answers too quickly. You have been very
reasonable in your presentation of these items,
by pointing to things we must consider. I’ll go
along with you 100% on that.

DR. FURST: This is particularly interesting
since the Warao are certainly what Willey
calls a Meso-Indian culture, in other words, a
preagricultural, formerly hunting, now pri-
marily fishing, society. One thing that struck
me, during both your talk and Michael Kan’s, is
that association of bird-jaguar-serpent, which
you find in Chavín, in lowland South Amer-
ica, in Teotihuacán, throughout Mesoamerica,
and all the way up into the Southwest and
beyond.

DR. EKHOLM: It seems to me that if you had
this very early relationship all through the
Americas, it wouldn’t necessarily rule out a
much later contact. What do you think of the
various other items which seem to be indi-
cating a relationship between Middle and
South America, such as the things that Muriel
Porter pointed out in her thesis, the presence
of pottery stamps, the pyrite mirrors that you
get later on, the type of zoned, bichrome
wares typical of Honduras and Cupisnique,
complex kinds of things that seem to be dif-
fused southward. Perhaps we don’t get a simi-
lar iconography for the cats in the two areas,
but there are many other things which un-
doubtedly show relationships of these kinds.

DR . SAWYER: One must recognize also that
there are natural ways of going about early
ceramics, such as punctation and incising of
soft clays in low-fired ceramics and higher
oxidation and the development of slips in a
later stage. Some of the parallels, say, between
Tlatilco Olmecoid ceramics and those of the
Chavín period are somewhat superficial, but
certainly when you have such things as pottery
stamps showing up at Huaca Prieta—

D R. EK H O L M: I’m inclined to think, for in-
stance, that the interest in felines in South
America is probably closely related to the
interest in felines in Middle America, and that
they are all part of the same complex. Still, it
is very difficult to point out specific similarities
between the feline representations.

DR . SAWYER:  I  think we have probably
learned today that Olmec and Chavín were
twin brothers, results of a rape by a jaguar
of San Agustín’s daughter. I’m not being
totally facetious because there is still no ability
to explain either the origins of Olmec or of
Chavín, and perhaps we’ve got to leave the
possibility open that somewhere in between
we’ll find a common ancestral culture.

D R. EK H O L M: I think you’ve got to have a I
common ancestral culture, plus relationships
through time.

D R. BR E W: To get the diffusion of artistic
ideas, you don’t need to fmd exact parallels,
nor to find the step-by-step series, nor to say
this is like this and this is like this. At Awatovi
in northern Arizona, a site I excavated for five
years, we had a cook shack and a camp li-
brary, and the sisters, girl friends, mothers, and
what-not of our Hopi workboys used to come
over there and go through the books. They
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were particularly interested in Earl Morris’
La Plata report—it had a lot of early Mesa
Verde things from that area. The women
would bring us presents of pots, and show us
the picture of the Mesa Verde thing that a
detail was taken from. In the filler or part of
the design would be a checkerboard from
Mesa Verde; this girl was copying, taking
inspiration from pottery of another part of the
Southwest 700 or 800 years ago. And yet you
have to have the interpretation to show that
she wasn’t just showing you another modern
Hopi pot. There is a lot of this sort of thing.
When the normal craft artist takes inspiration
from something he copies, he is more likely
just to adapt certain things in a small way. I
think we therefore make a mistake in looking
for absolute carbon copies to show diffusion
or influence.

DR. BIRD: You can also have astonishing sim-
ilarities that have no connection at all. The
cartoonist Steinberg occasionally makes an
anthropomorphic cat with an angular head;
what identifies it as a cat are a couple of
strokes indicating whiskers. We have a cat
face in late Paracas or early Nazca almost
identical, and I’m sure Steinberg never saw
one of these Paracas cats.

DR. BREW:  It happens to the southwestern
Indians, too. If you take certain of their pot-
tery designs, you can find not just close rela-
tionships but practical duplications of them in
the Stein Collection from Chinese Turkestan.

DR. DOCKSTADER: I’m glad that Mike Coe
started out with the Life Tree, because every-
body’s gone so far out on a limb. In all of this,
the thing that distresses me today is the thing

Jo Brew mentioned: so few people consider
the individuals in all of this. There are con-
ventionalized designs, but there had to have

been little aberrances here and there. One of
Mike Kan’s slides had a very large Chavín
design, yet if you analyzed it piece by piece
looking for specifics in order to prove a point,
there were all sorts of variations, omissions,
and changes which could have led you right
up a blind alley. Lastly, I was very sorry that
there was no consideration of North America
in any depth. There are a great number of cat-
effigy vessels in the Southeastern pottery arts.
Many of these have quite interesting iconog-
raphy within themselves. They are not quite
so numerous as you find in Central and South
America, but they are certainly a carrying on
of the Pre-Columbian manifestation. I re-
member as a child being warned that unless a
quiver was made of mountain lion skin the
bow and arrow would not have any effective
quality, so this whole thing has carried over
for a long, long time.

DR. BREW: You’ve got quite a number of
cats in Watson Smith’s kiva paintings of
Awatovi.

DR. GRIEDER: To add to that, there is one,
probably a very early cat, in the so-called
Panther Cave in Texas, which may date some-
where between 6000 and 2000 B.C.

DR. FURST: As a matter of fact, in the rock art
in California you find cats all over the place
and there is reason to believe that some of the
cats that are shown in the rock art in the China
Lake area, for example, are “masters” of ani-
mals and not just simply cats shown as cats.
Their size and position in relation to other ani-
mals make it quite clear that they are super-
natural beings in addition to being cats. Also
certain arbitrary stylistic conventions tie these
early California felines to those in South-
western rock art.



Fig. 1 (above) Feline-human stone mortar from Tafí del Valle. Tafí Culture.

Fig. 2 (below) Condorhuasi negative-painted vase with a human modeled face on one end and a feline

on the other. Hualfín Valley, Catamarca.
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A L B E R T O  R E X  G O N Z Á L E Z
U N I V E R S I D A D  N A C I O N A L  D E  L A  P L A T A

GENERALITIES

ORTHWEST Argentina is, from the geocultural point of view, an area
peripheral to the nuclear center of Peru. We prefer “peripheral” rather
than “marginal” because many of the influences which originated in the

nuclear center were readapted to the new environmental and cultural media found
here. Even when many of the original features can be recognized, it is clear that a
great deal of change was involved which gave the cultures of northwest Argentina
strong and definite personalities of their own.

We shall try to outline briefly the felinic complex through the archaeological
iconography, showing the different cultures where this complex is found, some of the
main items of the associated felinic context, and the temporal order of appearance. In
a final summary we will point out the lines of change and evolution, and the main
trend of the felinic representation and associated images.

The feline representation appears in different associated cultural complexes, which
belong to different cultural levels. In the Sierras Centrales and in the Litoral, the
feline image is found as a simple and more or less realistic representation. From the
technological point of view and perhaps from the sociopolitical aspect, both regions
appear less advanced than northwest Argentina. The feline appears depicted in rock
paintings at Córdoba in a very simple way. In the Litoral the feline motif is found
modeled on simple pottery. In northwest Argentina, the felinic iconography is part of
a more complex society, which also had more technical possibilities (metals, pottery,
stone carving) and more highly developed artistic forms associated with other com-
plex groups of symbolic representations. The complexity of the cultural contexts and
associated images suggests the existence of a cult where the feline or felinelike figures
played an important role.

Before analyzing the iconography of the felinic complex, it is important to take a
quick look at the periodification of the archaeological sequence used by the archaeolo-
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gists working in northwest Argentina, together with the relationship existing between
this area and the cultures which developed in the nuclear centers of the Andes. Since
there is no evidence of the Chavín Horizon in northwest Argentina, the possibilities
of using the Andean horizons to build up a periodification are reduced to the Tia-
huanacoid and Inca influences present in this area. We are here mainly concerned with
agricultural and pottery-making cultures. These are usually divided in this area into
three main periods: Early, Middle, and Late. We have been using this system as an
operational tool for lack of a better periodification based on sociopolitical grounds.
This latter type cannot possibly be constructed now because of our scanty archaeo-
logical knowledge of the Argentine northwest. The Aguada culture, which extends
from A.D. 650 to 850 (González 1961), marks the beginning and the end of the Middle
Period; therefore, we consider as Early those cultures which developed before the
appearance of Aguada. Those that developed after Aguada and until the Inca conquest
are considered Late. The felinic iconography achieved its richest expressions from the
Early Period through the end of the Middle Period.

E A R L Y  P E R I O D

The main cultures of the Early Period are Tafí, Condorhuasi, Ciénaga, Alamito,
Candelaria, and Saujil. The felinic complex exists mainly in Tafí and Condorhuasi.

The geographical setting of this culture is the Tafí Valley in the western part of the
Tucumán province (González and Núñez Regueiro 1961). Five radiocarbon datings
and some cross-checkings place the beginnings of Tafí around the first century of
our era, and the end around A.D. 500-600.

The most important manifestations of the Tafí complex are found in its stone
carvings. The pottery of the Tafí culture is poor, mainly utilitarian and undecorated,
so no kind of figurative iconography has survived. Contrasting with this poor pottery
art, we find the following very rich expression in the stone carvings of the Tafí
culture: A. realistic felinic stone sculptures; B. stylized felines; C. feline-human figures,
as seen in Figure 1, which represents a sort of mortar with felinic circular spots, tail,
and legs, and a human head with a band on the forehead; D. monoliths, some   of which
could be felinic representations, such as the one from El Mollar (Bruch 1911: 6, ill.).

Some important features of the Tafí culture are the existence of artificial mounds,
around which these monoliths or stone pillars were found, and stone enclosures with
monoliths at their centers, or stone enclosures with pillars at their entrances (Bruch
1911: 3). All these elements suggest the existence of a quite complicated ceremonialism
in which the feline played an important role.
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Besides the cultural items we have mentioned, it is necessary to include the use of
copper and gold, stone masks, etc.

Condorhuasi-Alamito

The geographical center of Condorhuasi culture is the Hualfín Valley (González
1956) in Catamarca province, but its manifestations are found as far as Laguna  Blanca
in the north and San Juan province in the south. Two main phases of this culture are
recognized. The older dates back to the beginnings of the Christian era; the second
phase ends around A.D. 250-300.

The felinic complex appears in the second phase of Condorhuasi culture, according
to the data now available. The felinic figures are found in the following artifacts:

A. The pottery art of Condorhuasi was very rich, with polychromed effigy vases
or more simple types painted with one or two colors. The modeled figures are some-
times realistic, sometimes fantastic; but the modeling is always of a high quality. We
observe realistic modeled feline figures, stylized modeled felines, and a mixture of
feline-human features. There are some cases in which naturalistic human and feline
figures are represented in the same vase, one at each end (Fig. 2). Sometimes the
human figure may be realistically modeled, but it adopts a felinic attitude in its

Fig. 3 Condorhuasi plain pottery vessel.
Belén, Catamarca. Instituto
Torouato Di Tella.
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Fig. 4 Three stonepieces of the
Condorhuasi culture.
Top and center: shal-
low mortars with feline
figures around the
center. Bottom: a
mortar or container
with felinic and feline-
human figures.

squatting position. Others show a human figure on the back of a modeled feline (Fig.
3). Some other very peculiar vases are those that, when viewed from one side, show a
felinic figure in squatting position; if seen from the front, they show a human being.

B. Gold, silver, and copper were employed by the Condorhuasi smiths. One excel-
lent specimen is a gold pectoral with six feline heads in profile.

C. Stone sculpture reproduced the same representations seen in pottery, some of
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Fig. 5 Stone axe with a carved

feline-human figure.

them of excellent manufacture from the artistic as well as the workmanship point of
view (Fig. 4). There are stone double mortars (which were perhaps some kind of
ceremonial containers), on whose sides are carved felinic or anthropomorphic figures;
figures with double heads, one feline and one human; or figures with a mixture of
feline and human features. Shallow containers ornamented with felinic or anthro-
pomorphic figures have also been found. Sometimes the carvings represent feline
figures with human trophy heads. Other representations of human-feline features are
found in the heads of stone axes (Fig. 5). The mortars and containers suggest that
hallucinogenic drugs were used.

Burial practices also suggest the important role of the feline in the ritual. One tomb
found in Belén, Catamarca, has as funerary offerings two couples modeled in poly-
chrome pottery, one of them a naturalistic human couple, the other a jaguar couple.

According to all this information, there is no doubt that the feline played a very
important role in the Condorhuasi religious ideas, and also in the ritual practices. In
the Alamito culture (González and Núñez Reguerio 1958-59), which is very close to
Condorhuasi, there are also figures associated with the feline complex. A carved stone
figure of a woman with a felinelike form on its back (alter ego) was found between
two stone platforms. At the base of this sculpture, which is one meter high, a shallow
container, possibly an offering vase, was found.



122 Alberto Rex González

Fig. 6 Incised design on a Ciénaga gray vase.

La Ciénaga

The Ciénaga culture has a geographic distribution similar to that of Condorhuasi,

but it is more extended in some places, such as the Abaucán Valley, and its remains are

more abundant and frequently found. The Ciénaga culture is subdivided into three

main phases, from A.D. 250-300 to A.D. 650.

The felinic complex is mainly depicted on pottery. One of the main features is that

it is possible to follow the evolution and change of the simple feline representation to

more complex figures that have been called “draconian.” As we will see, the change

and evolution appear mostly because of the progressive arrival of external influences

coming from the north.

The pottery of Ciénaga I lacks figurative designs, so no felines appear on it; the

vases are decorated with geometric patterns incised on the surface of a gray or black

ware.

Fig. 7 Incised design on a Ciénaga gray vase.
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In Ciéniaga II, the figurative elements reappear; the feline now looks llamalike, and
is drawn in a sketchy and rigid fashion, with straight lines. Perhaps these figures, as
well as human representations or other geometric patterns depicted the same way, are
textile-derived. Starting with these simple, straight-line figures, we can follow the
changes and progressive evolution toward more and more complicated felinic figures, up
to the complex “dragonlike” figures found in the Aguada culture (see Figs. 6 and 7). At
the beginning, the feline figures are distinguished by their straight and pointed ears,
rectangular or triangular body, and simple tail. In the following step, it is possible to
see the appearance of protruding claws, and prominent lines of teeth; all of the figures
look forward. In a more advanced step, the head is turning back, the legs and tail are
curved, the simple straight lines are replaced by a more frequent use of curved lines.
The use of circular design representation of the feline spot is more and more frequent.
The associated human figures follow similar steps of increasing complexity. To the

Fig. 8 Ciénaga gray incised vase with simple human figures with two felinic headdresses.

sketchy simple images with rectangular heads and bodies and vertical lines over the
forehead representing hair, some felinic headdresses are now added (Fig. 8).

In Ciénaga III, the increasing complexity in pottery designs shows, on the whole, a
clear transition to the Aguada culture. The felinic figures are also found in some other
cultural items. The clay smoking pipes carry fantastic human or feline modeled
images. Frequently the plastic images are placed opposite one another on the pipe
bowl. One of the two figures can be human, the other feline. The exceptional and
elaborate character of these pipes, found in tombs, suggests a ceremonial use. Some
more or less realistic feline representations in effigy vessels are found in Ciénaga. They
are also clear influences from Condorhuasi (González 1954: 90).
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Fig. 9 Carved figures on stone vessels. Top:
a bird-masked human. Bottom: “the
sacrificer.” Late Ciénaga or Early
Aguada.

Some stone vessels are also found in some Ciénaga III tombs. These vessels seem to

be copies of similar wooden vases found in San Pedro de Atacama during Tiahuanaco

times. Some of these vessels have realistic feline carvings or human representations on

the rims or on the sides. In one case, a human figure wears a feline or a bird mask; in

others, it is the so-called “sacrificer”—a character with a human trophy head in one

hand and an ax in the other (Fig. 9).

Metals were widely used in Ciénaga times; chisels, ax blades, and tweezers are the

main implements, and ornaments (Fig. 10) were also made. Some of the axes have

felinic representations. These are the same axes represented in the “sacrificer” motif.
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Fig. 10  Gold ornaments of Ciénaga sculpture with felinic heads. Photograph Humberto

Institute Torouato Di Tella.

Rivas,

Thus we may deduce that they were, in fact, used in human sacrifices, for obvious

religious purposes; so the feline played an important or main role in the ceremonialism

and religion of these peoples. The warrior figures, with complicated headdresses, and

the decorated smoking pipes formed part of the ritualistic ceremonies of the feline

complex.
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LA AGUADA

The iconography of the feline and associated elements reaches the peak in frequency
and in artistic and technological development in the Aguada culture. From the point
of view of pottery and metallurgy, Aguada is the most elaborate culture of northwest
Argentina. It is also the hallmark of the period&cation actually in use, because it
marks the Middle Period.

The Aguada culture is found from the Calchaquí  Valley to the north of San Juan
province; but its distribution is uneven. In Santa María its appearance is sporadic;
great concentrations of its archaeological remains are found in the Abaucán and
Hualfín Valleys, in the Catamarca Valley, and north of La Rioja. To the east it reached
the western part of Tucumán and Santiago del Estero. The actual dating—based on
carbon-14—ranges from A.D. 650 to 850, but lately some deviant datings have fallen
off these limits.

The felinic representation has been found in all technological media: pottery,
metals, bone, etc. In the first case, abundant images of the feline are found in the gray

Fig. 11 Stone spindle-whorl of Aguada culture representing a felinic head. Photograph Humberto I
Rivas, Instituto Torouato Di Tella.
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Fig. 12 Late Ciénaga or Early
Aguada stone vessel with a
felinic figure in relief
Photograph Humberto

Rivas, Instituto

Torouato Di Tella.

engraved pottery, as well as in the painted kind, in its bichrome and polychrome

types. We will make a further analysis of the motifs. Metal ax blades have been found

with a more or less realistic felinic engraving on their surfaces, or a mixture of feline-

human creatures. There are also silhouettes of the feline, or of the “dragonlike”

feline, represented on the part of the blade opposite the edge. Another felinic repre-

sentation appears on the surface of pectorals, as can be seen in the famous “Lafone

Quevedo’s Disk,” which has a central figure flanked by two felines. Wood ma-

terial has been only poorly preserved in northwest Argentina, so very few speci-

mens have survived; the only wooden piece that we believe belonged to Aguada is an

ax handle with a “sacrificer” carved on one end, adorned with a rich headdress of

felinic motifs. In bone there are some rectangular spindle whorls of small carvings

decorated with felinic motifs (Fig.11).

Stone sculpture has disappeared by the time of Aguada; the only stone carvings are

found in vessels belonging to Transitional Ciénaga or Early Aguada, and are similar

to those already mentioned for Ciénaga (Fig. 12).
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Fig. 13 Felinic representation on an incised gray Aguada vase.

The ceremonialism of Aguada seems to be quite developed. Artificial mounds and
some prepared surfaces on hilltops with stairways and small structures are found
(González 1961), all of which speak in favor of this ceremonialism.

The feline or “dragon,” as it is called by some Argentine archaeologists, is also

found on several other items, such as the face painting on some characters depicted in
pottery; in small objects of daily use, such as stone or bone spindle whorls; on spear-
thrower handles; in the designs of pottery; and some kinds of helmets or hats worn by
warriors have one or more of these feline representations.
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Fig.  15 Two felines united by a “collar” and a dart or lance.

Fig. 16 Aguada gray incised vase.

A special paragraph must be dedicated to the different aspects offered by the felinic
figure—a really polymorphic representation. Among the best known we find: A. real-
istic felines, which are apparently of late appearance in the Aguada culture, contrary
to what was previously supposed (Serrano 1943); B. semi-realistic figures, similar to
the above-mentioned but with some added features like jaws or crested noses (Figs. 13,
14, 15, 16); C. fantastic or dragonlike figures, such as the multiheaded feline (Fig.
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Fig. 17 (top) Multihead feline. Aguada polychrome vase.

Fig. 18 (center)“Crowned” feline. Aguada gray incised vase.

Fig. 19 (bottom) Feline figure with human head. Aguada gray incised vase.
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17), which presents several variations, one of them with a snakelike body and feline
head; D. “crowned” felines (Fig. 18); E. heteromorphic, or mixture of, feline features,
such as claws, body, tails, spots, with a human head (Figs. 19 and 20).

Fig. 20 Feline with a human head. Aguada polychrome vase.
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Fig. 21 Figure of a warrior with feline
mask. Aguada incised gray
vase.

The figures associated with the feline are:
Snakes. They are found alone or mixed with felinic attributes like spots, heads, etc.
The double-headed snake (anfisbema) is also found depicted on Aguada pottery.
Toads. Isolated figures of toads are quite rare. Sometimes they include felinic spots,
claws, or legs.
Birds. There is only one known case of a bird figure with extended wings and a
felinic head. There is also some mixing of fantastic birds with human heads, extended
wings, felinic claws, and associated trophy heads.
Monkeys. These are quite rare, but have appeared in an unmistakable way. It should
be pointed out that there are no monkeys in this region.
Human figures. There is quite a realistic skill in modeling human features on Aguada
effigy vessels. More frequently, however, human figures are engraved or painted on
vessel surfaces.

Fig. 22 Two warriors with double feline headdress. Aguada gray incised vase.
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The human figures depicted are of different kinds: warriors, with rich headdresses,
carrying weapons in their hands, mainly spearthrowers and darts; the two-scepter char-
acter, well known in the Andean area; the sacrificer character, a warrior with an ax in
one hand and a trophy head in the other; warriors with felinic masks; human figures with
felinic attributes; felinic figures with tattooed faces, felinic spots, felinic jaws, incurved crests
as nose ornaments (Figs. 21, 22, 23).

COMPARISONS AND ORIGINS

The preceding paragraphs have sketched the appearance of the felinic complex in
northwest Argentina around the beginnings of the Christian era, starting in the Early
Period of the pottery-making cultures, with the Tafí-Alamito-Condorhuasi cultures.
The climax, decadence, and disappearance of the felinic complex occurs with the
Aguada culture, around A.D. 850; Ciénaga represents a transitional span between the
beginning and the end.

Fig. 23 Aguada modeled effigy vessel in shape of a human figure in squatting position with two felines
incised on its flanks.
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The felinic complex undergoes a great deal of variation from its first to its last
moments, especially in the formal means of expression and in its frequency. We
wonder in which way the differences in technology operated to produce these dif-
ferent appearances. As we pointed out in dealing with Tafí-Condorhuasi-Alamito,
stone sculpture and stone carvings are the most frequent media for the feline iconog-
raphy until the appearance of Condorhuasi polychrome pottery. On the other hand,
in Aguada, pottery is the most common and richest means by which the iconography
has survived. Nevertheless, the two central themes of this iconography, human and
feline images, or their combination, have a basic unity throughout the whole sequence.
In Tafí the feline complex is represented mainly in stone sculpture: monoliths, stone
containers with relief sculptures, etc. Since the pottery has no decoration, no traces of
the feline have been recovered from it. In Condorhuasi, later than Tafí, the feline
complex appears not only in stone sculpture but also in pottery effigy vessels. It is also
found in gold répoussé plaques; but these last are valuable exceptional objects, perhaps
reserved for the chief or priest.

One of the main features of the felinic iconography at this moment is the dualistic
aspect of the feline-human conception. Both figures recognize different degrees of
mixture and different means of formal expression. This dualistic quality can be seen in
the pottery vessels, as well as in the stone mortars and containers. The dual concept,
human-feline or feminine-masculine, results in a new “unity,” as can be seen in
different instances: A. in effigy vessels in which one of the ends is a feline and the other
a human being, both modeled in a more or less realistic way so that the body of the vase
is the union of both concepts (exactly the same thing is observed in stone containers,
mortars, and smoking pipes); B. in new fantastic figures created by mixing feline and
human traits; C. in naturalistic human figures with felinic attitudes—the characteristic
squatting position-or felinic attributes; D. by associating in the same tomb a repre-
sentation of a pair of human beings modeled in ceramics and a pair of effigy vessels
with jaguar couples.

Condorhuasi disappeared around A.D. 250-300, and was replaced by Ciénaga. At
its beginnings, and from the technological point of view, Ciénaga is not so well
developed as Condorhuasi. Along with the disappearance of Condorhuasi, stone
sculpture largely ceased. The ceramic effigy vessels with their skillful modeling were
replaced by a decorative tradition of figures incised on vessel surfaces. There is no
doubt that this technological change vigorously influenced the iconography, and that
the felinic complex survived and little by little recovered its former importance, along
the different steps of the evolution of Ciénaga.

Aguada culture shared many cultural traits with Ciénaga and Condorhuasi, but in
the former the feline complex acquired many features of its own. In the Hualfín
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Valley, the evolution from Ciénaga to Aguada is quite clear, but the persistence of
Condorhuasi traits—mainly as pottery shapes—which are not found in Ciénaga, sug-
gests that, in some place in the northwest, a Condorhuasi tradition survived without
many changes until Aguada times.

Since a good deal of stone sculpture had disappeared by Aguada times, our main
source of iconographic documents is furnished by pottery and metals. In Aguada the
felinic complex reached its climax; the feline cult and ceremonies associated with it
achieved their maximum development; diversification of the motifs and associated fig-
ures was at its peak. The warrior/trophy-head/feline trilogy shared part of a religious
structure that, even though we cannot understand it in its details, possessed an  iconog-
raphy so rich that it speaks for itself. The elements depicted on the surface  of the vases are
repeated again and again, and show a high degree of stability in their formal appearance;
no doubt their symbolic meaning was clear to the people of Aguada, even though it is
obscure to us.

The importance of a religious cult in the cultures of the Early and Middle Periods is
seen in the fact that only in these cultures do we find traces of real ceremonial centers,
such as the artificial mound of Tafí, surrounded as it is by monoliths, or the allpataucas
or mounds of Aguada, and its ceremonial centers on the hilltops. This kind of cere-
monial center has not been found in the cultures of the Late Period.

One important question, especially when we try to relate the feline complex of
northwest Argentina to similar manifestations in the rest of the Andean area, is: did
this complex originate in this region, or did it arrive fully developed? I will not try to
solve the problem of the origins of the feline cult or complex in the nuclear center of
the Andes. This problem is beyond the scope of this paper, but I think that a few
words concerning the area under study would be of interest, especially if someone
decides to take on the task of making a comparative study of the feline complex on
the continent.

Tafí appears as a fully developed culture with a high degree of technological skill in
stone carving, house building, sculptural art, and metallurgy. We do not know other
local predecessors for Tafí. In Condorhuasi the same thing happens, except for the
elements that it received from the preceding Tafí tradition. The Tafí material culture
(monoliths, stone carving, settlement pattern) points to the Bolivian Altiplano and to
the Titicaca Basin as the main source of cultural origins. Also, the main food sources,
such as quinoa, the microthermic tuber, and the llama, are all believed to have had
their center of domestication in the Altiplano (González and Pérez 1968). All of these
elements were readapted to the new ecological conditions of northwest Argentina,
thus giving birth to cultures with a high degree of personality, in which traces of their
origins had not totally faded.
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By the time of Ciénaga I, at its very beginning, some elements differing from the
Andean tradition appeared, obscuring the feline complex; but afterwards, step by
step, the felinic images and accompanying complex achieved again their main icono-
graphic expression, reaching their climax in Aguada. Even when a high degree of
local evolution is evident for the felinic and associated elements, it is also possible to
establish that the inspiration of some trend in that change has its source in another
place. We have discussed this matter elsewhere (González 1961), pointing out the
influences coming from San Pedro de Atacama, which in turn had been influenced by
Tiahuanaco at different moments. Many items, such as the two-scepter character
(personaje de los dos cetros), sacrificer (sacrificador), two-feline headdress, sacrificer with
felinic mask, as well as the use of bronze, etc., show the influences arriving from the
north, via San Pedro. The active interchange between that locality and the Hualfín
Valley is beyond doubt because of the frequent finding of Aguada pottery sherds in
San Pedro de Atacama. Since the time we pointed out these influences, much addi-
tional evidence has accumulated. Thus the conclusion is that the main ideas related to
the felinic complex could be traced to the San Pedro sources, where the felinic
complex is well represented, especially in the so-called “complejo del rapé,” or wooden
paraphernalia for hallucinogenic drugs. While agreeing that the main source in rela-
tion to the felinic complex came from outside, it is also possible that these ideas were
greatly changed and readapted to the preexistent local technical means of expression,
and that many iconographic themes of the felinic complex were locally reelaborated
to reach a new formal expression quite different from the original ones. Nevertheless,
the original ideas behind the original themes have such a continuity that they can be
perfectly recognized.

We have no ethnohistorical sources of any kind that could be linked with the
original feline complex, only some folkloric legends found in northwest Argentina
that refer to felinic man (el hombre tigre or runa-uturuncu), but this is very little indeed
when compared with what we know about the felinic complex from archaeological
sources. This complex disappeared along with Aguada culture. Some reminiscences
may be seen in the iconography of the Late Period, especially in the Santa Maria
culture, but these are far from the richest figurative elements of Aguada.

From the point of view of stylistic evolution, it is quite interesting to observe how
the llamalike felines evolve from very simple and stylized forms to naturalistic felines,
and also to a complicated and “dragonlike” fantastic figure. On the whole, northwest
Argentina shows, in the iconography of a theme very well known in some of the
high cultures of the Central Andes, a very rich expression, beyond what we might
have expected from such a peripheral area.
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Pre-Chavín Cultures in the Central Highlands of Peru:
New Evidence from Shillacoto, Huánuco

C H I A K I  K A N O
U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  T O K Y O

T HE Shillacoto site is located in the first block of Jirón San Martín, Huánuco
City, Peru. Excavations were carried out under the direction of Chiaki Kano,
during the 1967 and 1969 seasons, in cooperation with the University of

Huánuco, and assisted by Yasushi Miyazaki and other members of the Expedition
to the Andes of the University of Tokyo.

Since an outline of the excavations was reported in the 39th International Congress
of Americanists, held in Lima, Peru, in August 1970, and the preliminary report is now
being prepared, we will try in this paper to limit our description within the range of
an adequate discussion on the special subject of this conference.

As a result of the excavations at Shillacoto site, the following cultures were revealed:
Shillacoto-Higueras, Shillacoto-Kotosh, Shillacoto-Wairajirca, and Shillacoto-Mito.
All of them seem to correspond to those cultures already discovered at the Kotosh
site. However, at the Shillacoto site, numerous finds were recovered that should
serve as more important evidence in solving problems about the origin of Andean
Formative cultures.

S T R U C T U R E S

A structure, the so-called “Templo,” belonging to the Mito period, exists at the
Shillacoto site. Although the fundamental plan of this structure is almost identical
with those of Kotosh-Mito, its dimension is larger, measuring about 15 meters by
15 meters by 3 meters. The structure is accompanied by pottery sherds of Wairajirca
type. Because of this fact, it is assumed that some cultural relationship existed between
Mito and Wairajirca.

Among structures of the Wairajirca and Kotosh periods, the tombs are of particular
interest. In the former period, a magnificent burial construction was built of fine
stone masonry, measuring about 3.7 meters by 3 .2 meters by 2 meters. Its inner walls
were originally covered with white plaster painted red on its lower part. Because the
interior of this tomb had been much disturbed, few objects were found. In the latter
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C

Fig. 1 A,B,C: Vessels with anthropomorphic design of monkey faces. Shillacoto-Wairajirca period.
D: Bottle with representation of monkey face. Shillacoto-Wairajirca period. E: Deep bowl with
representation of monkey face, Shillacoto-Kotosh period. F: Effigy vessel of monkey. Shillacoto-
Wairajirca period.
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period, a semicircular subterranean tomb, utilizing part of a structure of the Waira-

jirca period, was made. Many complete ceramic vessels and jars, and lithic or bone

artifacts were contained there.

A R T I F A C T S

A large quantity of pottery sherds found at Shillacoto was of the Wairajirca and

Kotosh types. Most remarkable is the abundance of elaborate effigy vessels and jars

representing animals or human beings (Figs. 1 and 2). Above all, the existence of many

figurines of monkeys (Fig. 3-C) would suggest that in early pre-Chavín times some

totems or cults related to this animal species prevailed.

Further important finds were some pottery sherds of a type apparently foreign to

this region, probably deriving from the Tropical Amazon area. This fact indicates

that from early times a cultural interchange between both regions took place (Fig.

4-B, C).
Cat figurines also turned up in the Shillacoto-Wairajirca period (Fig. 3-A, B). In addi-

Fig. 2 Vessel of Shillacoto-Kotosh
period.
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tion to these figurines, bone implements were recovered with incised designs of

specific feline motifs that seem to be almost identical with the typical Chavín style

(Fig. 5-A, B, c). These specimens seem to be very good evidence clarifying the develop-

ment of the Chavín culture.

We also found a large quantity of stone objects. Almost all types of lithic objects

found in the Formative period were already known from the Initial ceramic period of

Wairajirca; they were made with a highly advanced technique. The most representa-

tive objects are as follows:

Polished T-shaped stone axes
This particular form of ax has been assumed to be typical of the Montana or Selva

zone in the Andes, where it was probably used as a tool for cutting trees. In the Shilla-

coto site, this type of ax appeared at first in the lower stratum of the Wairajirca period

and lasted continuously until the later Formative period of Shillacoto-Higueras, with

some transformation of shape which certainly reflects the changing of the function of

the ax (Fig. 6-A, B, c, D).

Fig. 3 A: Large sherd of vessel with cat figure. B: Sherd of
vessel with cat figure. c: Sherd of vessel with monkey

figure. All Shillacoto-Wairajirca period.
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Fig. 4    A: Double-spout-and-bridge
bottle. Collection Rector of
Huánuco University.
B, C: Sherds of ceramic type foreign
to Shillacoto region.

Polished stone knives
Numerous stone knives, mainly of slate, were also found. They were divided

largely into two classes by their form. One class has a rectangular shape; most of these
were found in the stratum of the Wairajirca period (Fig. 7-A, C, D). The other class is of
a semicircular shape and comes from the Kotosh period (Fig. 7-B, E). All of them have
a sharp edge on one side with high polishing; visible traces indicate that they were
used as cutting tools. We did not fmd this type of tool in the Shillacoto-Higueras
period.

Polished stone club heads
This type has been found commonly in other areas of the Andes as well. We have

obtained a considerable quantity of these in Shillacoto—enough to trace the transfor-
mation of the type, period by period (Fig. 8-B, C, D). They were most abundant there
in the Wairajirca period. The Wairajirca type, which was extremely well made, is a
magnificent large form whose center was perforated accurately with skillful tech-
nique.
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B

Fig. 5   A, B: Bone implements with incised design
of feline. C: Bone implement with incised
design. All Shillacoto-Kotosh period.

C
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Fig. 6 A: Fragment of T-shaped axe. Shillacoto-Wairajirca period. B: T-shaped axe. Shillacoto-
Wairajirca period. C: Large T-shaped axe. Shillacoto-Kotosh period. D: T-shaped axe. Shilla-
coto-Wairajirca period.
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B

Fig. 7 A:  Fragment of rectangular stone
knife. Shillacoto-Wairajirca
period. B:  Semicircular stone knife.
Shillacoto-Kotosh period. C, D:

Rectangular stone knives. Shilla-
coto-Wairajirca period. E:  Semi-
circular stone knife. Shillacoto-
Kotosh period.

Jet mirrors
Among various stone objects, we would like to mention especially the jet mirrors

(Fig. 9). There are many types. One specimen retains a brilliant surface on which one

can see a clear reflection. Consequently, we are almost convinced that this material

was used as a real mirror. Such mirrors were made in several shapes and sizes. One

example, illustrated in Figure 9-B, found in the Wairajirca-period tomb, is circular and

has in its center two depressions, possibly used for handling. Another was made in

rectangular shape, with very accurate cutting on each straight side (Fig. 9-C). This
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E F

Fig. 8    A:  Ground stone mano. Shillacoto-Wairajirca period. B: Circular stone club head. Shillacoto-
Kotosh period. C: Star-shaped stone club head. Shillacoto-Higueras period. D: Angular stone club
head. Shillacoto-Higueras period. E: Chipped stone projectile points and stone pendant. Shillacoto-
Wairajirca and Kotosh periods. F: Chipped stone projectile points. Shillacoto-Wairajirca and
Kotosh periods.

specimen was found in the tomb of the Kotosh period. The two types are con-

spicuously distinctive.

Stone bowls and plates
The specimen illustrated in Figure 10 is assumed to be one of the first examples of a
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Fig. 9 A, C: Jet mirrors of rectangular shape. Shillacoto-Kotosh period. B,D:  Jet mirrors of circular shape.
Shillacoto-Wairajirca period.
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stone plate with four legs in the highlands. This was found in the Wairajirca-period
layer with small ground manos (Fig. 8-A). We also found many stone bowls with legs
and with incised designs. Though most parts were in fragments, it is possible to re-
construct their original form. It should be noted that all of them were made in the
Wairajirca or Kotosh periods.

Other important stone objects include chipped stone projectile points (Fig. 8-E, F),
chipped stone axes, perforated flat stones, metates and manos, spindle whorls and
disks, stone figurines, earrings, pendants, etc.

The work on this branch of study in the highlands has advanced only a little because
of the scarcity of material or the lack of definite information. But now we are
convinced that the examples from Shillacoto will serve to solve many obscure points
in the work in this field.

D I S C U S S I O N

We now have some reliable information about the development of the pre-Chavín
cultures in the central highlands of Peru. Judging from the available evidence of
ceramic artifacts, stone or bone objects, and construction of stone buildings, etc., it is
assumed that these cultures had already reached a considerably high level, presenting
an advanced technique of manufacture with a well-organized religious system. Their
fundamental subsistence would have been based mainly on agriculture. In several
places, they constructed “temples” as a religious center, and developed a village or
town surrounding them.

Fig. 10   Large stone plate with four legs. Shillacoto- Wairajirca period.
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Although we do not yet know whether these pre-Chavín cultures originally devel-

oped in this region or derived from other places, we have some authentic evidence to

demonstrate the existence of the cultural contact or exchange between the highlands

and the lowland Tropical Forest.

Another important piece of evidence is the existence of double-spout-and-bridge

bottles, which we can take as a prototype of the ceramic category which in later times

was so prevalent in the Paracas and Nazca cultures of the southern Peruvian coast

(Fig. 4-C).

As for the ceramic ware of the Wairajirca and Kotosh periods, we can point out

not only the striking similarities to that of Tutishcainyo in the Central Ucayali basin,

but we can also recognize some resemblance to that of Valdivia or Machalilla in

Ecuador, Malambo or Momíl in Colombia, and Barrancas in Venezuela. Further-

more, in many respects, we can see that some ceramic traits exactly coincided with

those of several cultures in Mesoamerica. Consqeuently, on the nature of pre-Chavín

cultures in the highlands of Peru, it is necessary to discuss this problem under a wider

framework of the development of the Formative culture in Nuclear America as a

whole.

Since the pre-Chavín cultures of the Wairajirca and Kotosh periods showed a very

excellent character as far as ceramic cultures are concerned, in spite of the Initial

ceramic stage in this region, we should presume the existence of a long tradition of the

manufacturing technique which would yield such a prominent ceramic.

On the other hand, it seems difficult to make a distinction between cultures of the

Wairajirca and Kotosh periods. It is thought that the ceramic culture of the Kotosh

period-though we can distinguish the change in the shape or design and also admit

the appearance of some new types-lay essentially in the extension of the Wairajirca

culture, developing several of its ceramic traits. As a good example of this, we can

illustrate a series of vessels that obviously indicate the course of the transition from the

Wairajirca to Kotosh periods. As seen in Figure 1-A, B, C, we can recognize that vessels

with anthropomorphic monkey-face designs in the Wairajirca period were gradually

transformed to vessels with a human face. In the Wairajirca period, the characteristic

monkey traits were emphasized, but these gradually diminished and tended to be

replaced by a human character. Such a transformation finally resulted in excellent

vessels with five human faces in the typical Kotosh period of the Kotosh site.

In the excavations at the Shillacoto site, we found very important material, such as

ceramic cat figurines and bone implements with incised feline designs, which un-

doubtedly shows a definitive relationship between the pre-Chavín and Chavín

cultures.

The ceramic cat figurines were made by a modeling technique, with incision to
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represent more detailed features. Most parts of such figurines were originally attached

to the rim or the body of the ware as an accessory or “adorno.” The representation of

cats with realistic expressions was made mainly in Wairajirca and continuously

throughout the Kotosh period, but in the latter time it generally seemed to have a

tendency toward simplification or abstraction of design.

Apart from the above figurines, We found in the tomb of the Shillacoto-Kotosh

period, the bone implements, accompanied by many complete vessels and jars, and

several stone objects. The design of the bone implements, depicted by incision, repre-

sents the diagnostic trait most typical of the Chavín art style-the fang, an attribute of

the feline. Most suitable for comparison with this design are the many stone carvings

found at Chavín de Huántar, such as the “Lanzón,” the “Cornisa de los Felinos,” etc.

In this case, it should be noted that their identification specifically involves the repre-

sentation of two fangs, upper and lower, which correspond exactly to each other.

Thus, if we can admit this Chavínlike  design on bone implements as a real “Chavín

style,” we must allow that, even though these objects would have been brought from

another region to Shillacoto by means of trade or exchange, the so-called Chavin art

style would have prevailed to some extent in the highlands during the pre-Chavín

period, because this feline representation can be regarded as a considerably stylized

design pattern rather than a rudimentary one. In addition, it should be noted also that,

in one example of these bone implements, a human face has been depicted in combina-

tion with the Chavinlike design (Fig. 5-B). This human face in turn is almost compar-

able to the representation of the human face on vessels of the Kotosh period.

While any definite conclusions based only on these materials found at the Shillacoto

site should be reserved, at least it is necessary to modify somewhat the concept of

Chavin culture or the Chavin Horizon generally accepted hitherto, and we now have

to revise its chronological position to include a wider cultural range.

In any case, the appearance of the feline motif in the pre-Chavín period in the

highlands is very important evidence bearing on the origin of Chavín culture and its

development.
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Olmec Felines in Highland Central Mexico

D A V I D  C .  G R O V E
U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  I L L I N O I S

LTHOUGH  it has been noted that purely zoomorphic jaguar representations are

Arare in Olmec art (Furst 1968: 148), they are present in the monumental art,
including that of Mexico’s central highlands. Here, in addition to purely

zoomorphic forms, the feline is also shown in varying degrees of stylization. In this the
highland Olmec art differs little from its Gulf Coast counterpart. Although we tend
to identify the felines in Olmec monumental art as jaguars, it is only in the painted art
that typical jaguar markings such as spot motifs occur. Since the great majority of
felines in Olmec art occur in carvings lacking identifying characteristics, their jaguar
identification is hypothetical. However, there is good reason to suspect that many
Olmec carvings were painted. Stirling (1943: 58) found traces of paint on a colossal
Olmec head, and it seems possible that jaguar-spot motifs as well as other iconographic
devices were once painted on the carved feline representations.

Chalcatzingo, Oxtotitlan, and Juxtlahuaca are the three highland sites known today
to have major monumental Olmec art. These have all been reported upon previously
(e.g., Gay 1967; Grove 1968a, 1970) and need not be discussed completely here. This
paper will discuss feline representations at these sites, and particularly at Chalcatzingo,
but a few general comments appear appropriate first.

While the general consensus today is that highland Olmec art is derived from a
Gulf Coast Olmec source, there are some who for a variety of reasons still believe in
the highland origin of Olmec culture. Simply from the standpoint of the art style
(and not considering the archaeological data which currently confirms Gulf Coast
priorities), a highland origin for Olmec culture seems incorrect. The jaguar or feline
motif is popular in highland Olmec monumental art, but there is little if any data to
indicate that jaguars were native to the highlands during the past three thousand
years. However, the jaguar abounds along the Gulf Coast, and so too do the major
Olmec ceremonial centers. The presence of Olmec art in the highlands can best be
explained at this time by diffusion from a Gulf Coast center or centers.

The manner of the diffusion from the Gulf Coast to the highlands is important to a
proper interpretation of the highland feline motifs, for the mechanism by which they
arrive in the highland locale may determine to a large degree the iconographic
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significance placed upon them there. The basic question is, was the art brought to the

highlands by Gulf Coast culture carriers, or did it diffuse independently of actual
contact? The latter situation would suggest that different iconographic values and
roles might be placed upon the art. The similarities between the highland and Gulf

Coast Olmec styles are so close as to suggest not only actual contact diffusion, but also
that the persons executing the art were quite familiar with the style and iconography,
and were in all probability themselves from the Gulf Coast. The manner through
which such contacts could have occurred has been explored in other articles (Coe
1965: 123; Flannery 1968; Grove 1968b, 1970; Grove and Paradis 1971) and need not
concern us here.

Does the jaguar in Olmec iconography represent one or a manifold concept?
Miguel Covarrubias (1957: 57-60, Fig. 22) stressed the Olmec jaguar as a rain deity
which eventually evolved into the rain gods of later Mesoamerican civilizations.
Peter Furst, on the other hand, suggested that Olmec jaguar symbolism is related to
shamanistic transformations (1968: 150). Ignacio Bernal (1969: 103) and others feel
that no particular deities were present in Olmec religion, a conclusion not supported
by the recent investigations of Michael Coe (1968, this volume) and David Joralemon
(1971). It appears obvious to me that the jaguar enjoyed a number of iconographic
roles including some related to rain or to transformation, and others just now be-
coming apparent. Regarding the rain-deity aspect, to be discussed further below, this
concept may have been deeply rooted in Gulf Coast Olmec mythology, and during
the zenith of Olmec culture overpowered in the art by more dominantjaguar themes.
However,-the evolution of the were-jaguar face into the goggle-eyed rain deities of
the Classic and Post-Classic (e.g., Covarrubias 1957: Fig. 22) seems doubtful. Painting
A-3 from Oxtotitlan (Grove 1970: Fig. 27) and a recently discovered and yet un-
published Chalcatzingo carving both exhibit the goggle-eye motif. Both are apparent-
ly Olmec and Early Formative. The goggle-eyed deity is unknown on the Gulf Coast
at this time period, and its early presence in the highlands suggests that it may be a
highland innovation.

The Chalcatzingo bas-reliefs contain a number of feline representations, including
one purely zoomorphic and several stylized only in the head region. Several highly
stylized jaguar-monster faces also occur. These carvings are discussed individually
below.

RELIEF III  (FIGURE 1)

The feline in this large boulder bas-relief is purely zoomorphic, with no apparent
stylistic embellishments. In general form it is unlike most jaguars shown in highland
Olmec art. As with all carved felines, it lacks the jaguar-spot motifs, but is depicted
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with a line along its side. It is possible that this feline represents a puma rather than a
jaguar, for the puma has much lighter coloration on its undersides—if this is what the
line along its side is actually depicting. This feline is shown in a prone position, quite
similar to the felines of Río Chiquito Monument 2 (Stirling 1955: 8, Pl. 3) and
Monument 7 from San Lorenzo (Stirling 1955: 13, Pl. 17). However, the Relief III
feline is depicted with its tongue touching or licking an unusual plant. In comparing
this plant to the current flora of the Chalcatzingo region, the closest similarity appears
to be with the cardon cactus, Lemaireocerus weberi. The fruits of this tree cactus were
gathered for food in Pre-Hispanic times. Of course, this identification is extremely
tenuous, for it is equally probable that the plant illustrated is highly stylized or even
mythical. The act of the feline’s tongue licking the plant could perhaps symbolically
represent ingestion of something from the plant. Furst’s (1968) suggestion concerning
shamanistic transformations could be employed in interpreting this carving; the ani-
mal might be ingesting a psychoactive alkaloid from the cactus, while the feline
would represent the transformed state. Furst recently has noted (personal communica-
tion) that the cardon cactus is currently sold in the “curing” sections of some Mexican
market places and that at least one species in Peru contains mescaline. An argument
against an interpretation of transformation in this scene would be Furst’s own observa-
tion (1968: 148-9) that his “transformed shamans” are not zoomorphic but are shown
as were-jaguars.

Fig. 1 Relief III,
Chalcatzingo.
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Fig. 2 Relief IV, Chalcatzingo.
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RELIEF IV (FIGURE 2)

This relief is the only monumental Olmec art known today which depicts two

felines or jaguars together. With the exception of their stylized heads, these jaguars

can be considered zoomorphic. There is general similarity in the manner in which

each jaguar is represented. They have similar body postures and elaborate head

ornamentation, both lack ears, and each has a cartouche containing a St. Andrew’s

cross over its eye. Both in addition are depicted with unsheathed claws, crouching

over or leaping upon prone human figures. However, these jaguars also exhibit sev-

eral significant differences between them. The face of the upper jaguar is shown with

a snarling mouth with upper gums exposed, and the animal’s eye is realistically

represented. Its head ornamentation includes the motif which Coe (this volume)

has connected with the corn deity. In the area where the ear should be represented

there is a symbol or glyph which is difficult to discern on the carving today, but

which appears similar to Maya glyphs for Venus (e.g., Thompson 1960: Fig. 22.51)

and to the Olmec capital-U element which is often shown with stylized plant motifs

within it. In this case it shows similarities to stylized plant motifs on Chalcatzingo

Relief IX (Fig. 4C). The tail of this jaguar has three “notched” elements radiating from

its tip. These are similar in shape to many small Olmec jade “axes” and to the Olmec

notched-fang motif. The ornamentation of the lower jaguar is contrastingly different.

Its eye is a narrow, vacant slit; its fanged mouth lacks the snarling, exposed gums; and

in addition this animal has a stripe running along its side and up to its eye. The vacant

eye and stripe are reminiscent of Xipe symbolism. Of particular importance is the

head ornamentation of this jaguar, with the long plumes at the forehead and the long

notched piece at the rear. This is identical in form to the headdress worn by one of the

standing masked Olmec figures of nearby Relief II (Fig. 3).

The St. Andrew’s cross above the eye of each jaguar is probably significant to their

proper identification, as few Olmec jaguars have this iconographic device. To the

Maya it appears to have represented sky, heaven, or divinity, and in Olmec art it may,

when enclosed in the cartouche, be a symbol indicating a deity. It suggests that these

jaguars are jaguar deities. The plumed forehead of the lower jaguar and the “corn

motif” of the upper jaguar suggest they are in some manner fertility deities. The
figure in Relief II (Fig. 3) is probably a priest representing the same deity as the lower

jaguar. Within the headdress of the standing figure is a motif which I have earlier

suggested (1970: 9) was an Olmec glyph for water, which in my opinion tends to
support the fertility aspects in both these reliefs.

Because the jaguars are ornamented differently, are they different deities or simply

different aspects of the same jaguar deity? This is a difficult question to answer, for the
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Fig. 3 The masked face of a standing Olmec figure in Chalcatzingo Relief II.

dividing line between separate deities and separate aspects is often quite vague. The
fact that they are different may indicate that in Lévi-Straussian terms they are an
opposition of deities, such as life and death, day and night, or sky and underworld.
The fact that they are depicted together on the same relief may imply a concept of
duality. Thompson (1970: 293) has pointed out the duality in the Maya jaguar god
who reigns both in the sky and under the earth. The concept of duality was particu-
larly strongly associated with Mesoamerican creator gods who in turn were strongly
associated with fertility concepts and symbolism (Caso 1958: 9-10). The normal
association of the jaguar in Mesoamerican religions was with caves, the night sky, and
the underworld. The mythical origins of Mesoamerican foodstuffs were often also
attributed to caves and the underworld (Nicholson, n.d.: 6).
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It would be unrealistic at the moment to attempt a definite interpretation of this
relief, other than mentioning its fertility aspects. Using various types of ethnographic
and ethnohistoric data a number of analogies, none of them completely satisfactory,
can be offered. For example, the depiction of the jaguars leaping upon human figures
is quite similar to the idea of domination discussed by Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff
(this volume). He also spoke of a culture group thinking of themselves as jaguars, and
of neighboring groups fearing them because they too believed them to be jaguars. If
we were to ignore the deific aspects of our two jaguars, we could hypothesize that
they represent Jaguar-People (the Olmecs) dominating or “conquering” non-Olmecs:
the Gulf Coast “conquest” of the highlands. In this case the stylistic differences in the
jaguars would have to be interpreted as designating different clans or possibly different
Olmec centers. While this idea may appeal to those who hypothesize militarism as an
explanation for Olmec art in the highlands, it is probably incorrect.

It would be difficult to ascribe a theme of shamanistic transformations (e.g., Furst
1968) to this relief. While the jaguars could represent visions, alter egos, or naguales of
the prone human figures, the positioning of the jaguars and their overall ferocity
make such an interpretation improbable. They appear to be attacking the humans.
There are a number of mythical accounts in Mesoamerica concerning jaguars attacking
humans, etc. I would like to briefly mention two, both dealing with the destruction of
the world. The present-day Lacandón Indians believe that the world will end with
jaguars devouring the sun and the moon (Cline 1944: III). Could the human figures
in Relief IV represent these celestial bodies? In the Pre-Hispanic creation myth of the
five Suns, the initial Sun is presided over by the jaguar. At the end of this Sun, jaguars
devour the giants inhabiting the earth. I occasionally wonder if a trace of historical
reality lies behind this legend. The chronicles discussing this myth present actual time
spans which place the beginning of the Jaguar Sun at 1050 or 955 B.C., dates which
fall within our archaeological time span for Olmec culture. I infer no accuracy to
mythical time spans, and the similarity to Formative chronology may be purely
coincidental, but it is interesting that jaguar symbolism is strong in Olmec culture.
Does the myth faintly remember the dominance of Jaguar-People (Olmec) during a
date far in the past? A Lacandón myth (Cline 1944: 108, 110) states that one of the
first groups of people created on the earth were named the Jaguar-People.

RELIEFS I AND IX (FIGURES 4b AND c)

Because of their similarities, these carvings will be considered together. Both repre-
sent stylized jaguar-monster mouths, although this identification is certainly more
apparent in Relief IX (Fig. 4c). Relief 1 (Fig. 4b) shows the jaguar-monster mouth in
profile, as a U-shaped niche. Atop this niche is an eye motif with St. Andrew’s cross
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Fig. 4 A: Rain-cloud motif
from Chalcatzingo
Relief I.

B:  Jaguar-monster-
mouth motif from
Chalcatzingo
Relief Z, represent-
ing a cave.

C: Relief IX,
Chalcatzingo.

and flame eyebrow which aids in its identification. The connection between earth-

monster or jaguar-monster mouths and caves is well documented for Pre-Hispanic

Mesoamerica. Above the stylized jaguar-monster-cave mouth of Relief I are three

tri-lobed rain-cloud symbols (one shown in Fig. 4a), all similar in execution and
shape to the typical were-jaguar or “baby-face” mouth so prominent in Olmec art.
Whether this is purposeful symbolism or simply artistic expression is unclear at the
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moment. Plants are shown sprouting at various places on this relief, including from
the U-shaped niche itself. This relief clearly represents an association of caves, rain,
and agricultural fertility. The style and execution of Relief IX are quite similar to that
of Relief I. The cruciform mouth of Relief IX in frontal view is the same basic shape
and form as the profile mouth of Relief I. Relief IX also has plants shown sprouting
from its corners. The plants on Relief I appear to represent maize, but the long double
spikes emanating from the Relief IX plants seem to preclude an identification as maize,
amaranth, maguey, etc. Of course, these plants may be highly stylized and beyond
identification. There is some similarity between these double spikes and the unusual
motif on the rear of the head of Relief IV’s upper jaguar, which could be interpreted as
the Olmec U-element with the double spike growing from it. The association of
plant motifs with jaguar-monster mouths is not a phenomenon restricted to highland
Olmec art. Stylized plants occur with the jaguar-monster mouth of Altar 4 at La
Venta (Drucker, Heizer, and Squier 1959: Pl. 56b), and grow from the U-element. In
all these cases the jaguar-monster mouth appears to represent a cave, again reiterating
the cave-jaguar-fertility association.

Gordon Ekholm (personal communication) has recently suggested that Relief IX

may have been a free-standing slab rather than attached to the Chalcatzingo cliff face
(Grove 1968a: 489-90).  The cruciform mouth is hollow and shows a definite  wearing
of its lower edge, indicating it probably once served as a passageway. Furst (personal
communication) mentions the use of the jaguar mouth symbol in initiation ceremonies
of South American tropical forest tribes, with initiates being “re-born” in passing
through the jaguar’s mouth. Relief IX could have served a similar ceremonial purpose.

O L M E C  P A I N T E D  A R T

Today our only evidence of the Olmec painted art form is preserved in the Guer-
rero caves of Oxtotitlan and Juxtlahuaca. Both have recently been discussed in detail
(Gay 1967; Grove 1970). Three jaguar representations are known from Oxtotitlan,
and two from Juxtlahuaca. These latter occur deep within the cave in apparent
affirmation of Olmec associations between the jaguar and caves. In this case the jaguar
paintings probably decorated ceremonial chambers. The relationship between jaguar
and cave is also present at Oxtotitlan. Mural I at the site (Grove 1970: frontispiece)
contains an elaborate jaguar-monster face painted directly over one mouth of the
actual cave. Within the cave, painting I-d (Grove 1970: Fig. 13) shows a human and
a jaguar in an apparent act of sexual intercourse. Since representations of this nature
also occur in Gulf Coast carvings, this appears to relate to Olmec concepts of mythical
origins of the “Jaguar-People.” I believe that these mythical jaguar-human origins
are associated with caves, as at Oxtotitlan, and that the large stone “altars” found at
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San Lorenzo and La Venta relate in their iconography to this concept. These Gulf
Coast altars generally portray a jaguar-monster face above and/or surrounding a
concave niche at the base of the altar. Human figures are shown seated in (or emerging
from) these niches, often holding were-jaguar infants. The mating of human and
jaguar and the birth of infants with jaguar features is strikingly similar to the Páez
myths discussed by Reichel-Dolmatoff (this volume). The altar niches beneath the
jaguar-monster mouths certainly represent caves, the same association which appears
with the jaguar-monster mouth symbolism in the highlands. In at least two cases
(San Lorenzo Monument 14 and La Venta Altar 4) the figure emerging from the
altar niche-cave grasps a rope which passes along the base of the altar to the wrists of
human figures carved upon the altar’s sides. While this may represent captives, the
probable interpretation is that the rope represents tlacamecayotl, the “human rope” of
kinship bonds such as discussed by Carrasco for Post-Classic central Mexico (Carrasco,
n.d.: 28).

Finally, a number of otherwise human representations in highland Olmec art are
shown with the were-jaguar or “baby-face” mouth. Coe (1968: 114; this volume)
has demonstrated that the were-jaguar face occurs on a number of Olmec deities and
thus need not be restricted to the concept of shamanistic transformations. In the
highlands these baby-face figures are often shown wearing serpent or bird-serpent
masks. This indicates to me that the artistic canon of the baby-face mouth in these
cases is something apart from an iconographic symbol. Two plausible explanations I
can suggest are that it is an artistic means of denoting priests, or a means of denoting a
Gulf Coast (jaguar) person from a “non-Olmec.” Ethnic identification with the

baby-face mouth has been proposed previously (Covarrubias 1957: 58; Soustelle 1966:
35). Quite often the human figures which lack the baby-face mouth are bearded, both
in Gulf Coast and highland Olmec art. Perhaps the bearded figures (e.g., Chalcatzingo
Relief II, La Venta Stela 3) represent central highlanders.

In summary it seems apparent that there is no one concept involved with the feline
motif in Olmec monumental art. The art of the highlands and Gulf Coast appears
complementary, as one would expect from a direct and intensive contact situation
(at least at the sites discussed). The feline motif appears associated with a complex
conglomeration of ideas related to origins, fertility, and probably also rulership. The
feline can generally be identified as the jaguar, and its abode, caves and the under-
world.
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Concluding Remarks

G E O F F R E Y  H .  S .  B U S H N E L L
C A M B R I D G E  U N I V E R S I T Y

T the

A
start of the conference, I suggested a few points on which I would

appreciate information, and I am glad to say that some of them have been
covered in the course of the papers and discussions. One point was about the

actual animals involved-but of that more later—and another was about what was
worshiped in the pre-Chavín temples of Peru, to which Don Lathrap produced the
answer: “Cats!”

I can divide the papers we have heard roughly into two categories: the interpreta-
tive ones on Middle America and Colombia, and the remainder the illustrative ones,
which I think shows the difference between our knowledge of the areas of high
civilization, Middle America and Peru.

Mike Coe set things going with a masterly exposition of the relationship between
the jaguar and the Olmec kings. He began by showing us pictures of the various
species of feline, and in so doing clarified matters a lot, for me at least. I forget whether
anyone who said in the discussion that the Indians were good observers of nature also
said that they mixed up cats with foxes or dogs, but I am quite sure that those who
knew them cannot have been in any doubt which animal they were dealing with and
that any mixture was deliberate.

We can go a long way with Mike Coe’s identification of five Olmec gods, which may
rise to ten when David Joralemon has finished with them; but I feel very doubtful if
we can, as I think he implies, go the whole hog and postulate 2700 years of complete
Aztec theology. Surely the whole system can’t have been built up in a maximum of
800 years (say, from 2ooo-1000 B.C.), and then remained static for another 2700 years.
After all, new peoples sometimes arrived in the Valley of Mexico, and probably
elsewhere, too. Can they all have thought exactly alike?

Even the unbeliever will accept the association between the Old Fire God and the
feline, although he would prefer not to commit himself to calling the feline Tezcatli-
poca, and in this connection he was expecting somebody to mention the idea that the
volcanolike cone at La Venta might indicate the early worship of the Fire God there.
It is an idea which, if I may change person, has long attracted me, and it would
strengthen the association.
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If Mike’s ideas are right, how are we to fit in George Kubler’s scheme? It surely
must be admitted that a considerable change of symbolism did take place in the
Valley of Mexico between Teotihuacan and Tula, and I am going to be old-fashioned
enough to suggest that this is associated with the increase of militarism. What more I

natural than to give one of the new warrior orders a badge associated with your
top god? It might be profitable to follow Kubler’s work up with similar studies in
areas rich in symbolism like Oaxaca and the Gulf Coast.

In South America felines are widespread but not universally important. By chance ~
I have more than a passing acquaintance with the coast of Ecuador, where, at some
periods at least, much more interest was shown in pelicans than in cats, for no better
reason I believe than that they were-and are-so constantly before one’s eyes. Our
present concern starts in Colombia. In San Agustín most of the representations are of I
men with false feline teeth, but it seems to me that the evidence from the “monkey
group” and from the mythology of the Páez and others points to inspiration from the
north, perhaps from the Olmec. Incidentally we were told that the jaguar and puma
men among the Sierra Nevada Indians had to marry women of the essentially feminine
clans, but I omitted to ask, as I intended, what happened to the women of the jaguar
and puma clans? Were they stowed away in some sort of accla-huasi?

Passing to Peru, I have a strong impression that the only real, full-blooded fierce
felines are in Chavín and its successors in the north. In Moche also I call to mind a
naturalistic jaguar attacking a naked prisoner, as well as the many fanged personages
or gods.

I recognize that the South Coast is full of feline representations, but they don’t seem
very happy there, and sometimes turn into otters, foxes, and monkeys almost un-
awares. Alan Sawyer speaks of the awesome fang-and-claw feline of Chavín be-
coming a thoroughly domesticated cat. I like Sawyer’s suggestion that the cats were
carried there from the north on textiles in the first instance. Many years ago someone
-Bennett, I think-gave a similar explanation of how Tiahuanaco and Wari motifs
reached the coast, and I have proposed that some very Peruvian-textile-looking cat
faces on Mixtec polychrome pots were carried similarly to Mexico.

When he reaches his limit in Northwest Argentina, the feline gets so stylized that it
is difficult to tell what he is, although Rex Gonzalez assures us that there are natural
felines at hand for the artist to copy.

In all the Peruvian area we lack the wealth of literary material to aid in interpreta-
tion which exists in Mesoamerica, and the best hope which a number of participants I
saw was a renewed scrutiny of the speculations of Tello, who has so often proved
right when no one believed him. Unfortunately a great many of his ideas died with
him.


