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Realistic fignre of the armadillo serving ns a tripod support,—The armadille group of Chiriguian
potiery i3 unpainted, Lot s inferior to none in beauty of form and ovnament nand typifles the plustie

skill and nnerring taste of the ancient potter

In the armadillo ware, the figure of the animal is uwsunlly conventionalized. Here the carapace alone

gulfices for identification

It is helleved that in the develop-
mont of the armadille decorative
motive n representation of the en-
tire armadille came first, after which
cortnin parts, such as the carapace,
were used, and finally a single band
of the carapace might stand for the
whole animal. The arnamentatian
on the double neck of thia vessel js
made up of paired bands from the
earapace alternating with represen-
tations of the eye. Joat and tail
arc often uscd in & similar manner
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Nature Reflected in the Art of the

Ancient Chiriquians

By GEORGE GRANT MacCURDY

Assistant Y'rofessor of Prehistoric Archoology and Curator ef the Aanthropological
Collection, Yale University

HI3 age of the cave artist was
the age preéminent of funda-
mentals in art. It was then

that the arts of sculpture in the round
and in relief, of engraving, and paint-
ing were born and first flourished, This
troglodyte art was remarkable for ils
realism, especially throughout its earlier
phases. It dealt with life forms, for
the mast part those of animals uselul
to man. Its beginnings and its realis-
tie chiaracler were due in a mensure at
least 1o the necessity of controlling the
food supply.

With the final retreat of the conti-
nentul glaciers and the disappearance
of the reindecr and the mammoth from
western Burope, cave art suflered an
eclipse.  The Palweolithic period was
followed by a more practical if loss
artistic age, the Neolithie. While the
men of the New Stone age contributed
in their turn to art progress, it was in
other direetions, nofably through the
far-reaching discovery of the ceramie
art.

Tn any disenssion therefore of Neo-
lithie art, ceramic art plays an impor-
tant réle. This is true not only of pre-
historie Murope but also of prehistoric
America,  Sinee many of the orna-
mental designs that have had such a
vogue in lhistorie time had already
taken shape before the dawn of history,
their origin is to be sought for in pre-
historic records. Sinee the problem in
Eurepe i=s more complex than that in
America, T have chosen some prehis-
toric Ameriean examples, which seem
to illustrate the principles that eontrol
the origin and evolution of ornament in
art.  These prove that Neolithie art,
like cave art, reflected almost exclu-

gively man’s zotGlogic environment ; they
also indicate that man’sattitude foward
this environment had changed some-
what, the change being measured by the
exteni fo which realisin wns replaced by
conventionalism, and the ex-voto by the
totem.

During the earlicr as well as the
later Stone age, man must have taken a
certain delight in the beauty of animal
forms independent of their real or sup-
posed influence upon his fortunes; his
ability to reproduce the chief features
of the animal forms which interested
Lim most no doubt guve him added sat-
isfaction.

The examples chosen all come from a
single restricted culture ares, namely
the province of Chiriqui on the acifie
coast "of TPanama, and lave been se-
lected prineipally from the unrivaled
collection of Chiriquian antiguities in
Teabody Musewmn of Yale University.
The spectmens belong to the laie Stone
age, or, to be more exact, the transition
from the Neolithic fo the age of metals.
They are almost wholly from the field
of cerumic art and daie from a time
when tlie use of the potter’s wheel was
still unknown in Ameriea.

The pottery of aneient Chiriqui is
divisible inte a number of rather dis-
tinet groups depending on the nature
of the paste and slip, the form and fin-
ish, the presenee or absenre of paint,
and above-all the eharacter of the orna-
ment ; whether in the round, in relief,
ineised, or in color; and if in color, the
method of producing the design,

An outstunding feature of ancient
Chiriquian pottery is the ussociation of
a given animal with a given kind of
ceramic product. The next and chiel

141



142

phenomenon iz the proliferation of a
whole series of  decorative  motives
grouped about ‘a single animal form
and presumably derived {rom it. If
this bo true, then Chiriqui affords some
striking proof’s[0F the wur ornamental
designs have arisen and of the prepon-
derating infiuence of conventionalism
in their evolution.

A knowledge of the folklore of the
aneient Chiriquiang might throw light
on why the artist made o much of ecr-
tain antmals while ignoring others.
Thiz clivice might well have been influ-
enced by various considerations such ns
totemism, tradition, comeliness, or even
the niere coineidence of similarity be-
tween some artificial product and gome
well-known animal form, The favorite
models were the animals common to the
region in question, those whose peeu-
Harities of form and of habit were not
beyond the reach of eommon knowl-
edge. While the artist often produeed
fieures with mixed atiributes, their
compouent parts are always referable to
living local forms rather than to fabu-
lons creatures. ’

The largest group of ware is charac-
terized by o distinet kind of paste and
glip, the absence of paint, a remarkalile
purity of form and finish, and orna-
menfation in the round or in relief.
The ornamentation dominant is taken
from tle armadille. A favorife adap-
tation is the use of 2 more or less real-
istic figure of the armadille a= tripod
supports; another is the perching of
the fignre on the shoulders of vases
More remarkable still 1= the isolation
of a single frature or part of the arma-
dillo and its use as a decorative motive
indegendent of and at the same time
representative of the whale: the cye,
the foot, the tail, a band of the cara-
paee. A plensing pattern for the neck
of 1 vase is n serics of earapace motives
or tail motives, in zigzag, with a foot ar
an eye symhol filling each angular
spuce.  Iinch carapace bauvd, or ecach
tail, as the ease may bhe, is excented
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slallfully as well as realistieally. Only
when it comes to the arrangement, the
dizposition of the scries, is there a de-
parture frem nature.

In dealing with the armadille figure
a a whale the artist allowed himself
consideralle latitude. At times he was
sutigfied with nothing less than a faith-
ful copy. At other fimes reduetion and
simplification of yparts were carried so
far as to render identification diffienlt,
Again, the artist indulged in the redu-
plication, expgreration, elimination, or
fusion of purts, at all times, however,
leaving an ummistakable though in-
definable stamp upon his work, a touch
that entitled him to rank as a stndent
of nature and, by virtue of this, 2z a
true arlist; for the twe go hand in
hand, are inscparable.

The reazons why the Chiriquian ar-
tist gave speeinl prominenee to the ar-
madille are somewhat obreure, bevond
ity Tecal occurrence, peenlinr habits,
and itz utilily as an article of food. Tts
mytholegical baekeronnd is {rifling in
comparizon with that of some other
entmals; but this could be accounted
Tor in part at least by its limited range,
On the other hand the bird and the
eorpentt liave a very wide geographic
digtribulion; and curiously enough
these are, above all others, the myiho-
lozieal world favorites. 1t is therefore
not at all surprising to find the teail of
the serpent in ancient Chiriquinn sym-
holism.  Tn fact it iz the chicef decora-
tive feature in one small group of ware
and has left an lmpress on two other
groups.  Like the armadillo ware, the
serpent wire belongs in o elass Ly ifself
hecause of ite distinctive (black} paste
and slip and the fact that the designs
are incised instead of being in the
round or in relief. Morcover, the effect
of the incized patiern is heightoned
through the filling in of the incisiong
with a while substunce.

The Tavorite theme is a long serpen-
tine body with a lead and protruding
forked tonegue at each end. The whole
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forius ¢ balanced and somewhat stylis-
tic figure, which Is repeated on the
oppesite side of the vase. With the
elimination of 1he heads, the breaking
up of the body into geometric patterns,
and the shifting of the body markings
from their original position, the sym-
bolism sometimes reaches a stage of al-
most complete disguise. -As long, how-
ever, as the artist confined limself to
the distinetive serpent ware his mean-
ing is comparatively clear. When, and
if, he attempted te carry this conven-
tionalized cerpent svinbelizm over into
other groups of ware calling for a
change of medium and teelhnique, and
where other 1motives dominated, the
results beecame confused with designs
that started from wholly different orig-
inals.

Like the bird and the snake, the fish
has an all but universal range, but it
does not seem te have left sueh an in-
delible impress on the mind of primi-
tive man as have the former two. - Chi-
riquian waters abonnd in fish, which
must have been one of the ehicf sourees
ol food supply among the ancient in-
habitants. Nothing eould be more nat-
ural than that the petter should en-
deavor to reproduce a form of such
utilitarian as well as artistic adaptabil-
ity. In fashioning the long tripod sup-
ports for urn-shaped vases he would
inadvertently arrive st a form suggest-
ing the outlines of a figh ; the fertuitous
resomblanee eould be heightened nd
Ibitum by emphasis npon such details
as the nose, eves, and fins. In some
examples the pisentorial attribmtes are
suggested by the merest touch, such as
the slight flattening at the end to indi-
cate the tail fin or the application of a
gingle node on the hack to represent
the dorzal fin, Tn others the details
are worked out with suel care that one
is able to identify the cxact species.

Few animals have left a more petent
symholie impress npon the enlture of
various peoples of the earth than has
the alligator or crocodile (Spanish el
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lagarto). The extent of this influence
is revealed in art.  The prototype of
the Chinese dragon is no doubt the
alligator, with which the Yangtze
TRiver teemed in prehistoric thne and
which nust -have filled with terror the
heart of the riparian rice-grower of
that period (as peinted out by Dr.
Berthald Laufer). It was probably the
Eeyptian ecrocodile that inspived the
author of the Look of Job to write:
“Clangt, thon draw out leviathan with a
hook #* As was the case in China and
Beypt, so it was in Chiriqui, where the
record is none the less complete beeause
of its being pictorinl instead of written,

Ttepresentations of the alligator not
only are comfined almost wholly to two
related groups of Chiriquian pottery

. hut also are dominant in these groups.

Sinee hoth groups depend on color for
their ornamentation, the alligator oc-
curs consistently in painted forms only,
never as a figure in the round, in relief,
or inelsed.

The larger of the two groups is
known as alligator ware and is charac-
terized by a paste of excellent quality,
a ercam-colored slip, and by red and
black delineating colors, both being of
an enduring nature.  The more realis-
tic figures of the alligator are in profile
and decorate the bodies of globular
vasez, one heing painted on each side.
The artist emphasized certain features
of the auimal by preference: jaws of
cxagoerated length and recurved. espe-
cially the upper one, undue prominence
of the frontal region, a synelinal sweep
of the hody line, and a serupnlous care
that the seales and spines he not omit-
ted. A favorite method of bringing the
scales into view was to group them in
triangular or semicireular ficlds that
rose nbove the dorsal line. Profile fig-
ures of the alligator are encountered
ranging all the way from claborate renl-
iztie representations to a simple abhre-
viated horizontal boady curve with a
single dat in the hollow of the curve
to indieate the dorsal hody markings,
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SERPENT WARE

Representations of the
serpent  on  Chiriguian
pottery are anlmost wholly
confined to  one  small
ceramic group, the so
enlled Blaek ineised wure,
On this the serpent mo-
tive is so nll-pervading
ns to justify the name
gerpent ware, The deep
ingisions in this ware
were made before the
paste hardened and were
filled with a white sub
stance that stands out in
bold contrast with the
blnck ground., The geo
metrie decorations of the
uppermost  vessel  here
shown are a survival of
the serpent symbol. Tn
the second figure the
body of the serpent with
head at both ends passes
around the body of the
vase three times.

Opposite sides of the
third wvase are decorated
with a pattern evidentls
intended to represent n
similar serpent with head
und forked tongue at each
end. The body of the
serpent is folded on itself
in such & manner as to
produce  geometrie  out-
lines nnd thoroughly cover
the field to be decorated
The handles of this ves
sel, where they merge
into the lip, are erossed
by nn incised fillst re
sembling  the  carnpace
s¥mbol s0 common in the
armadillo ware., A break-
ing up of the elements
thnt enter into the real
istic  representation of
the serpent is sometimes
seen, n series of triangles
being formed by the body
motive with the mork-
ings appearing only in
the enclosed spaces, This
results not only in econ-
omy of Inbor but also in
more thoroughly cover-
ing the area to be deco-
rated ; henee convention-
alism has ever heen as
much the child of econ-
omy as of ritual
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ALLIGATOR WARE

The skill of the ancient
Cliriquinn artist is no-
where  better  displaved
than in his lreatment of
tle alligator, representa-
tipns of wlhich characler-
ize two relaled ceromic
grouds [(the so ealled wlli-
gator ware and the paly-
chrome ware) which, un-
like the armadilla ware,
tlepend on color for orna-
mentation.  In this pro-
fle figure are combined
the chief features of the
allipator, inrluding seales
nnd spines

Tt is by no mrans epr-
tain that the ancient CLi-
riquizns may nat Laye
Liad in mind the vrocodils
Tither than the alligutor,
‘siner beth are found in
Clirfquion waters. The
length of jaw depicted
at times Ly the nrtist
seoms to indicate  the
former  instead of  the
shorter muzzled alligz-
tor.  The stylistie fignre
tere shown hos a heod nt
Loth ends of the hody.
Dots  representing  eyes
rnd  teethh  are  Dlaced
where space invites rather
tlhan wlere ther belong

What at first glanee
laoks like o meaningless
Iendle of woaving arms
porirayed on this vase is
n ronventional treatment
of the alligator with the
head turwning backword,
The murely  epxagrerated
jaws extend aver the bark
and tail, balanced by o
long appendape pn the
neck, while the space Le-
low Is amply flled by g
relatively  smell  trunk,
tail, and leps
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A favorite rep
resentation shows
the alligator in
absolute profile
Note the open
mouth with teeth,
the upturned
snout, the dorsal
markings on the
hend and tail, and
the long crest at

tached to the neck

Vessels of the
alligntor group
mounted as  tri-
pods are compar
atively rare. The
SUpPPoris are usu
ally  short, solid,
pointed cones
marked by hori
zontul black bands,
In this vase from
Fl Banco the neck
is quite short and
the shoulder deco
ration consists of
three panels each
bearing o series
of senle-group
symbols,

The profile view
of the alligator is
here  reduced  to
its  simplest  ele
ments: the curve
of the body line
and a dot in the
hollow of the
curve to  repre
sent the scales on
the back of the
animal

A representn-
tion of the allign
tor similar to the
figure at the top
of the page is
here shown, the
body markings be
ing represented by

only « type of
seale-group ma-
tive repeated

three times on the
head and five
times on the twil
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Xot content witlt his suecess in exe-
cuting the profile view of the alligator,
the artist also took speeial pains to pte-
ture the dorsal aspect of the animal,
a diffieult preblemn  happily  solved
through the ald of conventionalism.
By means of a scries of parallel lines
the rows ef spines on the alligator’s
baek were indicated; while to the lat-
eral margins of the ceries were attrehed
gpines or dotted {riangles to represent
the scales, Fo these trinngles I have
givenr the name scale-gronp motive,
while the figure as o whole I hiave ealled
the dersal-view mnotive. The latfer is a
favorite deeorntion for aurched panels
on the shoulders of vases.

The ether growp of ware in which
alligator motives prevail i= small but of
spocial importance. It is known as
polychirome ware, and is at once ree-
agnizable through the addition of pur-
ple as a delincating color, specinl skill
in the claboration of designs, and versa-
tility in the shaping proeess. It iz in
this group alone that we find the highly
ornamental branching serell pattern
evolved frem the multiple hody line of
the alligator combined with a series of
alligator profile motives.

In this rare ceramie group we find o
painted figure with alligator and hu-
man  attributes  combined—alligator
head on o hmnan body to which are
attached humar srms and legs and an
alligntor tail—a figure which T lave
called the alligator god, The alligator
god was a particular faverite with the
Chiriquian metal worker. Over and
over again we find him among the gold
fisurines, iz luman fect are nsually
planted on the hody of an alligator, to
cach ond of whieh is attachied an alli-
gator head and uadificrentinted fove-
Iegs; while on his alligntor head rests
a similar double-headed alligater in-
verted, .

The octopus frequents the waters on
both sides of the Jsthinue, TLike the
altigator it might be expected to casl
a power[ul spell over the mind of primi-

147

tive man.  The reasons for this would
be clear enough if one could see it
through the vves of the Travaillenrs de
le Mer, as Vietor Hugo attempted to
do. The prehistorie as well as the his- .
toric art of the Mediterrancan region
bears abundant evidence of this. IFig-
ures of the octopus, both realistic and
conventionalized, oceur in the art of
anecient Greece and elzewhere. Passing
to the New World, one readily encoun-
ters two ecenters of the octopus cult,
TPeru and Chiriqui,

In Chiriqui we find the association
of the octopus with a single kind of
eernmic produet, whiel for the sake of
convenicnee we may call oetopus ware,
This ware differs from the alligater
group and both differ from the arma-
dillo ware. In point of numbers the
oclopus group ranks next te fhe arma-
dillo group. It consistz for the most
part of slender-necked globular vases of
wedimn size,  The prevailing color of
the slip = red, On this the designs
were lnid down in wax. The part to be
decorated was then treated with a uni-
forin ecoat of blaek. Later the vessel
wis passed through a hot baily; this
metted the wax whicht earried with it
portions of the everlying black, leaving
the desired pattern in the color of the
ground.  The technique and the nature
of the colors employed are thus wholly
different {rom those in the ceramic
groups already deseribed.  The only
point in commeon is that here again the
prevailing  decorative motives contfer
about a single zoGmorphie original—
the octopus—and are presumaldy de-
rived from it. '

There iz something peenlinrly fitting
in the nszociation of the octopus with
small-necked round-lodied vases that
depend for their ornamentation upon a
svetemn of negative painting. DBy add-
ing eight appendages the body and
motith of the vase at onee bhecome the
body and mouth of an octopus.  This
i= egually the ease whether the arms
depend from the neek ar rvise from the



148 NATURAL HISTORY

Polychrome ware is remarkable for its rarity as well as for its refinement and benuty of ornaments-
tion. It is more closely akin to the alligntor ware than to any other, the delineating colors, black and
red, being the same, while the addition of purple in many enses gives a distinguishing character. The
eluborate branching seroll decorating this vase is derived from the multiple body curve of the alligator,
to which seven alligator profile motives are attached (compuare with third figure, page 146)

The alligator god (at the left), —This extraordinary design on the inside of a ecup or chalice of
polychrome ware represents the human body and extremities surmounted by the alligntor's head with all
its characteristic traits. The nartistic red and purple spines are attached to the crests instead of to the
hend proper. It has been observed that there is grest resemblance in this decoration to that of the
earliest known period of Chinese art

The parrot god (at the right).—The human body is sometimes combined with avian attributes, ns
seen in this figure cast in gold. Even here alligator symbolism is present in the foot rest, which is
repeated in inverted position to form the headdress of the god
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Oretopus ware, showing realistic figure of sn ootepus. —One of the Lest examples of the nssociation
of n given animal with a certain ceramic produet is exemplified in this so-caled petopus wore, which
like the alligator ware depends on eolor for Ha ornncientation. The method of producing the design and
the nature of the colors used are, however, very different in the twe.

In this example of octoprs ware the octopus appendage alone iz used. It appears in n curved
frondlike representation nnd also in the guise of & short-based triangle with & eeries of dots represcoting
the suckers, these motives alternating io a seriea below the neck of the vessel
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FURTHER
EXAMPLES OF
OCTOPUS
WARE

Qullined in black on a
lizshit ground, eizlit octo-
pus arms (of the curved
frond type) depsnd from
the neck of this wase, the
neck and mouth of the '
vase Dbeing in the posi-
tion of body and mouth
of the ortopus,

Trinngular and
furved frond octopus
appendages  converg-
ing toward the cenfer
of n cireular panel,
On the vessel of the
right there are four
sets of  appendages,
namely, one descend-
ing from the neck,
one rising from thoe
base, unil twe ¢on-
verging  toward  the
centers  of  oppposite
cireular panels

Here  the  triangalar
and  fromd type {the
fronds are straightenod)
of octopus appendnge al-
teenate, Alling an arched
panvl.  The straightened
fronds bear two rows of
siuekers cach

A pale yellow  and
Waeck vase has a zonal
decorition, The twa hraid
bliack lunds are broken
up by a succession  of
diamond-shaped  fignres
cirll representing an ae-
topus  hody, {Compare
witlh Agure at top of page
149 Appendages hove
Leen eliminated and dots
indicating  the  suckers
have heren placed within
the boely nreas
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vessel's maximum horizontal circum-
ference.

Again the globular shape of the body
makes it possible to deseribe a eircular
panel on each side. This is sometimes
filled by a realistic figure of the octo-
pus. Again in the center of this panel
a small circle may be traced; and
toward this make-believe mouth -az a
center, octopus appendages converge
from the periphery of the panel. Thus
can & single vasc be made to represent
two complete ectopus figures. Tn zome
examples the reduplication is repeated
about the neck and bottom of the vase
respectively, resnlting in a quadruple
representation of the complete octopus
figure.

The onc cutstanding feature of the
oetopus is the set of eight suckered ap-
pendages; to these the Chiriquian ar-
tist gave special attention. The more
realistic appendage representations are

frondlike and accompanied by a row of -

sucker dots aleng the convex margin,
The less realistic appendage motive
takes the form of a shert-based tri-
angle, with a row of suckers paralleling
one or both of the long sides. From
both the frondlike and the triangular
appendage the suckers are often emit-
ted, er they may appear by transposi-
tion on the body of the octopus.

In addition te the armadillo, ser-
pent, fish, alligator, and oectopns,? each
nf which is dominant in a distinet ce-
ramie group, there are several other ani-

IMr. B, W. Merwin of the University Museum.
Philad#lphia, has recently called attention te a
annke (Crofalus durizsws) from Chiriqui, the seale
paitern of which is not unlike some of the designs
te be found hoth in the alligator and actopus
cergmic proups. In other words, with such an
exnberant proliferation of decorative motives de-
rived from n single zoiimorphie original there is
ever present the possibility of the overlapping of
motives that started frem wholly dilterent orig-
inale. For exnmple dots werc employed not enly
to represent tha eesles of the sllipator but also
for the suckers of the pctopus; theyr might alse be
made to stand for spots on a snake's back. The
dotted triangle gerved s & convenient symbol for
groupa of nlligator seales. On the othar hand o
ahort-bnaed iriangle necompanied by dots nlong
one or both of its longer sides was without the

mals which appealed more or less to the
fancy of the artist. Among these are
the frog occurring by preference in the
armadillo group, the monkey, raccoon,
squirrel, iguana, tapir, deer, peccary,
crab, owl, parrot, and jaguar. The two
last named are met with not only in the
alligator ware especially as whistles
but also among the metal -figurines,
Both are sometimes combined with
human attributes to form what I have
called the jaguar god and the parrot
god.

The development of decorative and
symbolie art is not to be demonstrated
by means of mathematical formulas;
that its manifestations arc however
sulsject to the laws of growth and of
decay, there ean be little doult. In the
evolution of ornament in art, the hap-
hazard plays an incignificant réle. The
reasons for cach step may not always
be obvious, but they exist nevertheless.
The work of a given artist refleets alike
his epiritual make-up and his environ-
tnent, cultural as well as natural. The
marks of kinship running through the
group of alligntor or octopus motives,
for example, rest on a more solid basis
than mere fortnitous convergence to-
ward a common type. Each artist
either had in mind the common source
of inspiration, or else copied from
someonc who was drawing on that orig-
inal source. The source is always and
evervwhere nature; and that art is best
which remains true to its source.

shadow of a doubt derived from the octopun ap
pendage. A realistic representation of the hody
pattern of o Chiriquian rattlesnake is satisfactorly
expressed by means of rhombs, and perliaps even
by triangles, The confusion arising from passible
confergences of this kind is. howerer, reduced to
& minimnm by the fact that the three animals
in gquestion are each dominant in its own distine
tive ceramie gronp.  Inm the allizator ware, the
influence of other anima! forms is negligible; the
same js truc of the octopus and the serpent warea,
The probabilities are therefore that s dotted tri-
angle is not & serpent motive when eccurring on
alligater or octopus warei meither i3 it a seale
group aymbol or appendage-socker motive if oc-
curring within the ceramic group known as mer-
pent ware. This much ean be said withant deny-
ing the possibility of the eeverse being true in
exceptional eoacs,



