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OF A FELINE HEAD
1000 – 500 BC 

SIZE : 20 CM HIGH, 19 CM WIDE, 16.5 CM DEEP – 8 INS HIGH, 7½ INS WIDE, 6½ INS DEEP

 
LITERATURE

THE BEST KNOWN OF THE EARLY PERUVIAN CIVILIZATIONS IS CHAVÍN. ITS NAME IS TAKEN FROM CHAVIN DE HUANTAR, AN
ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE IN THE NORTHERN HIGHLANDS OF PURU WHICH IS NOTABLE FOR ITS MONUMENTAL

ARCHITECTURE, FINELY CARVED STONE SCULPTURE AND ELABORATE ICONOGRAPHY.
ELABORATELY SCULPTED STONE MORTARS HAVE BEEN FOUND IN CHAVIN DE HUANTAR AND AT OTHER NEARBY SITES

AND MANY HAVE FELINE FACES. IN CHAVIN COSMOLOGY THE FELINE JAGUAR PLAYED AN IMPORTANT ROLE. THE JAGUAR
IS THE LARGEST, MOST POWERFUL, SWIFTEST, AND MOST FEROCIOUS CARNIVORE IN THE AMERICAN TROPICS. IT IS

BOTH A THREAT AND A COMPETITOR TO HUNTERS IN THE RAIN FOREST. ITS THUNDEROUS ROAR AND ITS NOCTURNAL
STALKING ALONG RIVERS ADD TO ITS POTENTIAL AS A SACRED SYMBOL WITH SEVERAL LAYERS OF MEANING.

THE RELIGIOUS LEADERS OF THE CHAVIN BELIEVED THE JAGUAR TO BE THEIR NATURAL ALTER EGO AND THEY CLAIMED
THEY COULD TRANSFORM THEMSELVES INTO JAGUARS IN ORDER TO COMMUNICATE WITH THE CELESTIAL FORCES AND

MEDIATE WITH THE GODS ON BEHALF OF MAN. 
HALLUCINOGENIC SNUFFS AND BEVERAGES APPARENTLY CATALYZED THESE CHANGES IN PRIESTS AND THEIR

CONSUMPTION OF THEM WAS AN INTEGRAL PART OF THE RITUALS OF THE OLD TEMPLE AT CHAVIN DE HUANTAR. THE
ROLE OF HALLUCINOGENIC SNUFFS IN SHAMANISTIC TRANSFORMATION IS CLEARLY EXPRESSED IN THESE CEREMONIAL

MORTARS WITH THEIR GAPING ROUND EYES AND ANTHROPOMORPHIC FACES.
THE QUALITY OF THE CARVING AND POLISHING OF THIS STONE FELINE HEAD, AND THE SMALL SIZE OF THE DEPRESSION

IN THE MORTAR, RULES OUT ITS USE FOR GRINDING GRAIN. IT WOULD HAVE BEEN IDEAL FOR PREPARING
PSYCHOTROPIC SNUFF FROM VILCA SEEDS OR EPENA THAT WAS TRADED UP TO CHAVIN DE HUANTAR FROM THE

TROPICAL RAINFORESTS.

 


