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Since their discovery by Sapper (1898), conjecture concerning the use the
Maya had for their mushroom stones has engendered some controversy, the
principal evidence and arguments pertaining to them having been reviewed
by Mayer (1975). These enigmatic sculptures (Fig. 1) have been unearthed
exclusively in the Americas in regions inhabited in pre-Columbian times
predominantly by the Maya. Some of the earliest of the artifacts antedate by
more than a millennium the beginning of the Christian era, and the most
recent of them have been identified with the Late Classic period which
ended about 900 A.D. In an earlier paper (Lowy, 1971), I presented a brief
historical orientation relating to this and other ethnomycological problems.
In the interim additional evidence from the Maya codices has revealed that
the Maya and their contemporaries knew and utilized psychotropic mush-
rooms in the course of their magico-religious ceremonial observances, and
although no original mesoamerican documents or late commentaries have
yet been discovered that clearly link mushroom stones to their hieratic use
by the Maya, this continues to be the most plausible interpretation that has
been put forward. Ulrich Kohler (1976), however, in a paper in which he
attempts to show that mushroom stones were devoid of cultic significance,
proposes that they were potters' molds. The major objections to this hypoth-
esis may briefly be summarized as follows.

1) Mushroom stones were constructed of volcanic rock, and it must have
required considerable effort to carve them. They are heavy (about 7-9 kilos),
and many bear effigies of human or animal forms, some of them quite
elaborate (Fig. la). Their weight alone suggests that they were designed to
be kept in a relatively fixed position, since the effort required to handle and
move them frequently from place to place does not seem compatible with
their use as ordinary molds which potters then as now would prefer to have
made of materials less massive, better adapted, and more congenial to their
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FIGS. la, b. Effigy (a) and unadorned tripod mushroom stones (b) (height up to 34 cm).
K. H. Nottebohm collection.

craft. Kohler's hypothesis demands that we accept the view that these heavy,
often ornamented stone sculptures served only mundane, utilitarian needs,
whereas clay molds which are far simpler to make and more convenient to
manipulate would have been quite adequate for such purposes.



2) If mushroom stones were potters' molds, why have not an abundance of
them been found wherever potters worked? Instead, only a few hundred
have been discovered throughout the regions where the Maya flourished.
Their relatively small numbers and restricted geographic range indicates
some use for them other than potters' molds.

3) The Shook and Kidder (1952) effigy stone (Fig. 2), which is hand-
somely carved, and was excavated from the tomb of an important personage,
Kohler finds "more difficult" to interpret, but suggests that it might have
been a "gift of a potter or a stone cutter to the dead ruler." Even if this were
the case, it circumvents the major issue and offers no cogent explanation for
the function of this or other effigy stones. A strained interpretation need not
be accepted when a logical one supported by strong collateral evidence is at
hand.

4) Kohler's analysis of a pottery figurine (Fig. 5) from the Veracruz region

FIG. 2. Effigy mushroom stone (height 36 cm) excavated from Tomb I, Mound E-III-3,
Kaminaljuyu, Guatemala. National Museum of Anthropology, Guatemala.

FIG. 3. Tripod mushroom stone (height 25 cm) used experimentally as a potter's mold. B.
Lowy collection.



FIG. 4. Shallow ceramic dish (interior surface) 15 cm in Diameter x 3
cm deep produced by using the cap of the mushroom stone in Fig. 3 as a
mold.

of Mexico, now in the possession ofR. G. Wasson, * approaches the frivolous.
He concludes that it represents a "pre-Columbian female potter at work,"
and comments: "Why the woman has raised her arm is difficult to discern;
possibly she is greeting a passerby." That the turbaned figurine represents a
shamaness seated before a mushroomic idol is less forced, and in keeping
with cultic behavior. Borhegyi's (1963) opinion that the "hand is extended
upward trancelike as if praying to the sky," is a more likely explanation. A
photograph of the figurine is not reproduced in Kohler's paper, but sig-
nificant details have been overlooked. As Wasson (1980) has observed,
through the opening in the back of the figurine shown in Fig. Sb, "one can
blow smoke of tobacco or copal or aromatic plants," which then emerges
from the apertures beneath the figurine's nose (Fig. Sa). This strongly
suggests ritualistic use for the figurine, in no way associated with potters or
their trade. Also, the woman's earlobes are much distended and are pierced
by large apertures, as was customary among individuals of high rank who

* I gratefully acknowledge the use of the color photos of this figurine sent to me by R. Gordon
Wasson, from which these prints were made.



FIG. 5a. Pottery figurine (height 30.5 cm) of a shamaness seated before a ceramic mush-
room. Note the circular openings beneath her nostrils.

FIG. 5b. Back view of figurine showing large opening. R. Gordon Wasson collection.,

often wore ornaments of gold, jade or semiprecious stones. Her dress,
attitude, and unique construction are more in keeping with that of a priestess
than of a potter.

5) No attempt was made by Kohler to demonstrate the ceramic product
that would result from using a mushroom stone as a mold. The problem was
submitted to an experienced potter* who acted upon my suggestion and
used a mushroom stone in my possession (Fig. 3) for this purpose. Not
surprisingly, a piece of bisque ware (fired at 1800°F) was produced (Fig. 4),
which in the potter's opinion, could have been made much more readily
using a simple ceramic mold rather than a ponderous mushroom stone. The
ingenuity as well as the common sense of ancient potters should not be
underestimated.

6) By way of an "auxiliary criterion" in support of his hypothesis, Kohler
quotes Borhegyi (1965) to the effect that" ... the hallucinogenic mushroom
is unknown in the regions where mushroom stones are found arqueologi-
cally." It should be noted that Borhegyi's statement is no longer valid, since
Lowy (1977) collected and identified Psilocybe mexicana Heim in
Guatemala. Dr. Miguel F. Torres of the University of San Carlos in
Guatemala City subsequently collected Psilocybe cubensis (Earle) Singer,
sent to me for verification, and other species of hallucinogenic agarics will
also undoubtedly be found.

7) The question of the function of nine miniature mushroom stones, one of

* Prof. Joseph K. Bova, School of Art, Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, for whose
kind cooperation I am most grateful.



which is shown among the effigy stones in Fig. la, and which was found in a
cache in a cemetery at Kaminaljuyu, was the subject of a study by Borhegyi
(1961), who concluded that they were probably associated with the nine
Maya Lords of the Night. Kohler believes that they "served a practical
purpose," having been used to form "drinking cups" molded from them. It is
pertinent to note that the capacity of such cups would be minuscule, proba-
bly not exceeding a few centimeters, hardly sufficient to slake even a very
modest thirst. That the miniatures served a ritual purpose akin to that of the
larger mushroom stones is more compelling.

8) Kohler believes that "the frequent occurrence of plain, undecorated
mushroom stones suggests a practical rather than a ceremonial purpose," but
this inference has little to support it. The plain mushroom stones most
commonly have a tripod base (Fig. 1b) and appeared during the Classic
period toward the end of which (±600-900 A.D.) the Maya civilization
underwent a dramatic decline. I suggested (1971) that the trend toward
simplification in design of mushroom stones "may indicate a gradual attenua-
tion in the force of the postulated cult." Within the framework of the
arguments presented here, this interpretation now appears to have greater.,
force.

9) Kohler states that "neither the Mexican nor the Mayan codices provide
any evidence" for the existence of a cult in which mushrooms were wor-
shipped. This is directly contradicted by the available evidence. He appar-
ently was unaware that Caso (1963) had published an important page of the
Codex Vindobonensis, a Mixtec document in which the ceremonial use of
mushrooms is unequivocally and graphically shown. Furthermore, Lowy
(1972) drew attention to figures in the Codex Dresdensis which showed
mushrooms held in the hands of god-like personages, and in 1980, he also
interpreted the "diving gods" of that codex as individuals who are hallucinat-
ing under the influence of psychotropic mushrooms. In the same paper, two
mushroom stones with human effigies in a falling attitude are similarly
interpreted, linking them with the "diving gods" in the Codex Dresdensis.

For these reasons Kohler's hypothesis is not entirely convincing. Evi-
dence supporting the interpretation that mushroom stones were associated
with rituals in which psychotropic mushrooms were used is more tenable.
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