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Eya forttll!ate coincidence, the topic of this p�per bears a close re­
lation.ship to, and complements, the excell.ent'iconographic study cf 
Tlaltecuhtli which we heard earlier in this same symposium t'rom Professer
Nicholson. Bec9.use, a.s we shall. see, the concept of Tlaltecuhtli--that le,
the earth or ea.rth ri:other as a monstrous toad with feline ch9.rac';eristic:. 
who, a.:::ong other attributes, was origi.na.tor of usef\ù plants--is by no me9.!1S 
only an Aztec phenomenon, nor even a predominantly Mesoamerican one. R-3.t::ei;
the ee.rth mother as toad in Mexi'.:!l. cosmology and ·ritual seems to be long te � 
r::uch wider, and far older, aboriginal ideological stratum that exter:ds a. r. 
least to Ams.zonia and the ·central Andes. 

In Mesoamerica we find the toad widely represented in a.rt, often witr, 
feli.ne or other non-naturalistic attributes, including e.bove all jagu:1r 
claws and fangs. Particu1.arly striking are the well-km:,�zn yugos, or yckes. 
dating froc the Preclassic and .Early Classic; many of thesË,i rer,resent a 
si...pernature.l tœ.d, and even some that are usually identified with the ja.;:-,.,.'.,.r
might as easily be toadswith j?,gue.r charà.cteristics. A recen-:; publicatiC.!,. 
by Ig,ia.cio Bernal, with drawings by Andy Seuf'fert-, includes a nùmber of .yok;,s
with frontal representa.tions of the monstrous .toad in the coliec::tions ::!' :;he 
Museo Nacional de Antropolog{a �1970: Figs. 7;.14). · I woulè suggest !-.hese �z'-. 
:f.ig,.t :,rokes represent--the-"earth 6.other· in her toad form; hence these. image;;; 

·ëan· be regarded as early prot'ôt;ypes of Tlalteciuhtli, as she appea.rs Dn t;:,2
underside o: so r.iany monumental· Mexica stone SC'J.lptures. In ccritempor?.r:,r 
Mexico, as in Guatemala, toads play a role in.myth, sorcery and shama.n:i.s�, 
and in curing, a phenomenon which. 1s only sketchiJ.y reported and urgently
requires scholarly investigation; 

The symbolic œeaning of the toa.d' is much 'better. known fran South':Ameri,-;a ..
It is here that the toà.d as eé.rtn ·mo.thér or 2,Uardian is .still the .. focus of 
an important and widespre9.d 111Y.thol.ôgical a,nd.rS.tual compl:ex. It w'oill.d se-:m, 
then, that it is to the $ottthérn 11lAnif�stati�S :of 'Tla1tecuhtl1 .tMtwe 
should look for the sorts: of ètbnot?pbj;c':dti.t,a��t .could_hëlp·�laill her 
origins and perhaps illumi.Daw·.to.::lJOlllè�degret.::�r-,,Jdc:ler::l::ù].ture historical ',', 
implications. : · ·.,.� :, · · · (,ii\ · · 

:,<, :. < .· : .· , . · 

··• .. ,": 

As we tu..-rn to SouthAmerica.weàre-.at'.on�·�ro�ted1W'ith-a SE!�.;cf.tz:a.-:-:·
di tions .· whose genetic·. relations�p;.1i0 ;�$cl1: ,;,t1;�S:âii11iii��e.çf'. �soe.nier.i,:1, :' 0 

cà.n bs.rdly · be .doubted. · .:.Iti.northeni:Souttic 'Am� d;llê,"-�iè,�lenwmt:s.(o/;,.t.M · ·; 
story ar�}� follows: ' 

' .· '' :.':�·;_-/t'.fü�;,;:·r{:t?�::·.::,/<.: .< r 'Before the .birth of.the :di.vine :hero tw�.j:rtheµ;,��l: mot�;.is,.k;lled 
by the Jaguar. People. H��.r, th.t,"un})orn ·1:w�"a.ré sa,red0byToad·-Grandmo':.he+,·
who is Mistress of the Eartit;··.ewnel" -of 'Fire�· a:,;well è.S MQ'ther of'''tb:e Jaguars;..: 
an d wbo: berself has:f'eline- character'i-stic�· atid,cancliange··baclt. a�'.f'orth be�:::.·.:: 

. tweeo: jaguar and amphibian· :f'orzns;. The- mann�-'iil.. which she .preserves�.:the · ·· · ·,. -� 
. . ---- _- .,.,._. . . . ·, - . - ...... ·.<.i· .·.;r ·-,-" - . --· .:_:._::/.; ;�: .� '.· -.-·"'· .. �--
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;mborn twin.a di:f:fers somewhat :from area to area--·o:rfen it is ttie eggs -i,;ith 
th~ cr1ildren inside, or eJ.se the :pregnant uterus, which .Ehe pleces close 
:r .. ller magical fire. Event-,1B.lly the twins emerge and she rearE tn~ teac!'J.ing 
·::c:fo2 to hunt, cure, etc. .'.i'hey, in turn, have vowed ·to av.enfe the de:c.tb o:!' 
:)1s~:· n;;.tural mother, a.T!d as the foster mother is also llict.her cf the Ja.g.i.3.rs, 
Lbc,; till her a..'ld dismember e.nd incinerate her ·oody in .a cle:;,.ring in tile fo!'­
e:st: Frc::m the dismembered tcad sprout first of all cassav:;., or bitter =nioc, 
2.,!d other useful pla.nts. Manioc, which in its natural state is poisoncus, is 
:.'..:.c;nt::.fied with the- milky secretion flo'Wing ·from the veno:nous glands :in. the 
tood' s ~kin. Apart from these details the parallel between tbe dismemberment 

'.::\;e.d Grandmother by the divine twins a.nd that of Tlaitecuhtl:l 1y Tezcat­
lipo~a and Q-~etzalcoatl is u.".llll.istakable. 

It is impcrtant to note the.t these South American traditions are not ie­
~tric~ed to vne area or one lans~age group or related l.ar-!!,'"Ull,ges. On the 
::ontra1·y, they transC;e!ld li'1g¢.stic, cuJ. tural a.t\d geographical boundaries. 
3a.sically similar verl:lions of the tradition are shared a.t:1ong e. wide variety 
~f peo~les, ~ncluding tropical forest farmers, riverine fisher:nen and hunter­
ta tberers. Related versions are found among Ca:r;ibs, Araw_akans, 2:-upians, . 
:·1,tra.o, Wailr..a., and others. Moreover, the identi:f:i,cc:.t.:i.c!:;. q;Ltul.,Lana jagiia:i:.: 
i::. fou.:1d from one side of_ the subcontinent. to the other. Judging .from the 
fel:i:.ne .toad effigies 11, Mocbe art, it prevailed prehistoricall:r alsc in the 
~::,des. And since these feline, toads in Meche a:r:t are: SO!lletimes covered.with 
i~tmbols of :nard.oc and other vegetation, we can assume that the felir1e toad. 
;2 origino:.;or of cuJ.tivated piants was likewise. shared by the preb.iswric 
.~d~sr1s. 

As terries demonstrates in his monograph on.the Walka of Venezuela (1964), 
.. 1:rr:o!':t certa:L;.ly some elements of the. divine t.:in tradition were spread 
~-r.rough cclture contact; W'arao mythology, for exe.reple, contains much that 

t;;a:::eable to Carib sources, and some linguistic&.l.ly unrelated peoples 
:i:!''.ce related names for one or the other of the hero twins that ma.y have 
·c>-en borrcr,;ed. However, the basic content of the trac i tion as a whole, and 
.ertainly t~e role played in it by the toad, would seem to be very ancient. 

ln addition to the associat;ion of a. feline Tof'.d Gr;iw:h::other and the her0 
,,ins• there are also ms.ny related stories in wbich a First Indian or cul-
ll.l"e hero is taught hunting skills, etc., by a Toa,d or ,Frog Woman, wh9 
9ems to be i1entica1.with the .,earth goddess 1!'1 toad form in the twin tra­
:ltion. She appears a.s mentor of shamans, being herself,a great sha.manness, 
:ipabJ..e of transformation, especially betwee."l toad.and .ja~.iar·forms. My:th-· 
::a.l ,ia;:11ars may be !mown e.s Toad Woman and vice versa, and stci:ries abound · 
:: which an Indian ta.kes a.i."n at a giant supernatural. toa.d, mly to have her 
ii::s.ppear and re.appear elsewhere in ·.the .form of a"gigantir.::Ua.ck jaguar. 
', ma.n.y of' these tal.es, as also in the ,hero'. t.tiD tradition,, the toad is 
:le<.srly dualistic and her rfilationshi:p to.nan ambivaJ.ent:·:;,on the one",hand 
: . .,, i~ :protector, mentor of shamans, foster mother, teacher of m.mtirig 
:ills, regenerator of the earth, bringer of fire and cul ti v-c:1. ted plante, 

:'., :)1, .the other hand she is antagonist·.wJio·•em.bodies.nd.s:fortune.,:illness" 
death. i:,--j·c;" _;~. ··:.·.,;'.-,,i;J. 

,,_, · ,:::'iJil·~f!$tfE~l~ 
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In many respects the most interesting South American version of the earth 
mother as a monstrous toad is that of tl::te Ta.ca.na of lowland Bolivia, wtose 
mythology formed the subject of a. massive monograph by the German ethnologist 
Karen Hissink ( 1961). · · 

In the male-dOl!linated pantheon of the Ta<:ana., the Earth Mother is one of 
the few fema.J.e edutzi, or gods, but she is clearly of fundamental. importance 
in the superna. tural scheme of things. She is variously known a.s Pach~ 
a term borrowed from Quechua, or by one.of seyeral. indigenous Ta.cane. names. 
The most common of these is Ea.ua Quina.hi, literally Eartn Guar.dian. Otl::ter 
names a.re Anu Eaua, Grandmother Earth, or Eaua Edutzi, ·Ea.:rro Goddess. 

!n her human form she is seen a.s a. monstrous, old whitehe.'ired, cannf,.. 
ba.listic woman living alone beneath the earth, with enol"tllous breasts, 
gigantic arms and a huge mouth and vulva. Breasts and vul.va, of course, 
symbolize her generative, creative aspect, while the great mouth, through 
which she swallows the dead and evil-<ioers:, ~. her canniba.llstic 
side. 

It is her animal form, b.owever, tba.t interests us moti.t in the presen.t 
context. She is a toad, specitic:ally the large venDlllOUS Bururu toad# spe­
cies Bu:f'o ma.rinus, or some closely rel.a.ted specles·.oi' ~- T~ .repre~ent 
her, a large, live, female Bu.fo toad is kept :iJ:1 a ai~ boi~· &pp?'or.1-

matezy 30 centimeters deep,'"wiiicb is dug benea.th·the main al.tar in the,oen-,. 
ter of the cult hous.e, · or temple--aomewne.t. reminjscent o:f' .. the ~. or 
sacred emergence hole, in a Hope kiva, and the eQ..UV$l.en't .anu:gence ho1-of 
the subterranean gods in the Huie.ho],. tuldpa · ( or calihuey). 

·rhe ·toad's ·home 1n-the·temple. is kept covered wttb. . .a cl.Dth, or, more 
u.sual.ly, a flat disk of eeda:r wood. Perha.ps-:s.yml:loUnng, the oannibal.uti<i 
aspect of the earth goddess, she is regu:iaTJ¥ fed by tile yanaconl;t. ( another 
Quechua term; which the Tace.na use .for their s~l, on,a. ~et of Sll!!Ac-
J.:i. ve frogs. On cez,emoriial occasiOJ:UL. the yanacona !'b~n · ot'f.e;,itJgs of · · . 
chi~ meat, manioc and bananas on tb.e cedar disk.· There i:: ':!.lso a special. 
ritual chicha, brewed trom manioc fuber.s~ Which. the yanacona pours directly 
into the hole as an of1'erhlg to the Earth Mother {.reminiscent of the pou.ri,i;.g 
of pulque on the earth in Merlca rituals). · Accordi:lg to ~C!UJA tre.dition, 
the Earth Mother taught the first people to ma.ke . th.is manioc. chic.ha, to be . 
used both for her own special. cul.t and.to help blmter&·magioally to te.ke 
better aim. Manioc itsel.f.' was also originated by Ea.ua. Qlli.nahi, e.s were 
other proaucts of tropi.ca.l. :forest agr:iculture. TheSe beliefs in the toad 
as bringer of cultivated pla.nts are similar to those fow:id clear across 
South America., in Venezu1:1la, the Guy!ula.S and.~ 

Interestingly enOll.9'.)l, rather in the.manner at' Tlal..tecUb.tli· in the :_t,{u:t,can 
creation myth, Eau.a Qui:qahi survived. the cata.cl.ysmic destructioi:i 01' ~~:Pre-:,· 
vious cre,.tion by a great flood. h'all·thi.S flood.she~ to,.sa.ve fire,. 
and a. certain amount o1' c:1.ay.. Sne attempts to keep these ·vital things from. 
the cal..ture hero a.rid the .edutzt. of tbe upper vorld, blit· 1:br~. trickerl\, " 
~ manage to .'!teal. fire ~uf'fl.cient clay, to rebuil.4 ,the. :~d ,e,arth! . 

· wbi~ -is. gre.daally enlatged~t;b and .around~- -
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Thus we see her .as typically d:ual.istic. Essenti&lJ.y .she is a creator 
;;oddess: it is she who .saved clay and fi:re from the great deluge and 
~ventually she does s:ha.re these, however reluctantly, with tbti ~ and 
che first people. She is al.so originator of cultivated foou plants and 
tropical forest horticulture. In a very real sense she is a culture 
::,ringer: frcm her, men learn to use fire and women potter's clay; she 
teaches the first Sha.man and his feme.J.e helper how to prepare coca, how 
to brew ritual. manioc beer,. and how to make the first hallucinogenic snuff 
w·hich is so essential to communication ,.,'ith the edutzi· and through whose 
use the shama.n, in his vi te.1 role as media tor between man and .the super­
natural., .enables himself to transcend the limitations of the human condi­
tion and travel freely through the different planes of the universe. 
?u:rthe:.·, she is Guaxdian a.nd Mistress of various animal species ( especially 
those t::.a:t ms.ke their h:c:me under the earth), of the earth herself, and of 
fire, ci' cultivated and various wild plants, and of potter's clay and the· 
tools and vessels that are fashioned from it. 

Eau.a Quinahi also commands a pair of anthropomorphic bird-jaguars. The · 
Tacana have several different kinds of flying fel.ines, .:Some -hostila..:tl:wllan 
and others protective, but those belonging·to Eaua Quine.hi ~ave a s-pecial 
vital :f'unction assigned .to them in creation times by the earth goddess her­
self. The male of the :pair was ordered to assist the two Earth BE:are:rs by 
flying beneath them· a.mi supporting them in midair when they·tire of their 
bu:rd~.n; it is this which causes the regular alternation of night and .day. 
The other, his daughter, :functions as Bringer of the Seasons and of ReJ,n, 
and as Bearer o:f the Moan~ whose cycle of waning and waxing is related to 
her constant flight back and forth :f'ran one end of the world to the other 
at the behest of Eaua. Quinahi. 

In her nega:t:i ve role, Eaua Quinahi is first of all the primordial anta­
gonist of man and the other ~, because she refused to let go of ·her 
treasures of .fire and clay. By her ca.nni.balistic nature she is a figure· of 
death and the underworld, devouring the dead and intervening in negative 
ways in different areas of human existence. For · example she takes women 
who do not follow the Jr.roper ritual procedures in the preparation of potter's 
clay and the making of pots. Further, she punishes transgressions against · 
the delicate balance cf the ·universe-especially incest. As a matter of .fact, 
that was precisely the arigin of her .pair of flying jaguars. These ;were or­
iginally an Indian and ·hk. daughter, whom Eaua Quinahi transformed into 
flying felines be-ca.use the man bad .planned to sleep with his daughter in 
violation of the incest taboo. So much for the Toad-Earth Mother in 'I'Ei.cana 
mythology and rl:tuaJ.. . . 

Very briefly, we mw;t take note o£ same interesting parallels :f'rcin ·Asia.. 
E'Specially in China and Japan we .age.in f'ind :mnnel'Olls traditions in which 
toads appear asdemons skilled in tbe magic arts' transformers' mentors' .. 
spirit he1pers and a1ter~egoa of curing shamans,~etc. There are a numl:ifii'.. 
of apparently quite ·ancient 'tales of sages living:in :mountain caves.in the 
company of giant toads who taught them :their ·magical knowl.edge and who , 
function as their spirit. caqpanions and avatars.::; Some .. toads were. feared , .. ; .. 
as monstrous supernatural beings capable of iD:f'llct~ .deat~. and ~es.truction, 

,. ,, . ~ ' ·""" . '' 



others were highly regarded·. as benevolent · demons that cotild. draw down the 
cl.oUds and briDg rain and--perhaps most. significant.11' in: the light of what 
is to follow--possessetl magical powers to conjure.up the most beautiful 
and radiant visions (Volker, 1950:157-170). '. 

Why should this be so? lfny should such apparently lowly creatures be 
widely regarded as magical? Why the toad as agent of transformation, 
teacher or helper of shamans, owner of the arts of curing, origin.a.tor even 
of coca and hallucinogens? ifay, indeed, the a.ssociation 'of toad and tO!!Cic 
l!IUShrooms? We know of the "toad-stool" and the folJr.J.ore that associates 
toads, mushroor.is and magical transformation in the Old World. But s.Qlll~­
thing of the sort ma.y have prevailed a.lso in highland Guatemala. Only re­
cently Lowy ( 1971) described a newly discovered Precla.ssic mushroom effigy 
stone in which a toad is represented beneath the mushroom cap (Lowy, 1971). 

It must be obvious that something more is involved in .the origin o:f' 
such complex ideas than simple rain ma.gic--even though, undeniably, f:rogs 
and toads are in fact widely associated with the coming of rain. Recent 
research and a reevalllation of older data indicates that this other dimen­
sion has to do with the toxic properties of certain frogs and toads, and 
beyond these, the somewhat surprising discovery that certain spec~es are 
not merely poisonous but hallucinogenic. 

Before we get into this, let us briefly consider some of the better­
kncnm cultural uses of toad or frog poisons. In ·his two-part monograph on 
the frog motif in South American art and mythology, published nearly forty 
years ago, i·!e.ssen ( 193'+) brought together ethnographic da. ta. or.. the use of 
frog veno~s for blowgu,.~ dart poison and also cited a variety of magical 

'.:..ituals and ::yths involving these pc·erful venons. It was his conclusion 
chat apart from the well-known asso~iation of frogs with rain, the pro­
minence of the ::-,otif was probably in some way related to the magical use, to 
which the poisons were put. One of the most unusual of these, by the way, 
is tauirage--use of frcg or toad venom to bring about a change in the color 
of the natural plumage of parrots. Feathers are pulled from the living 
bird, a little poison is smeared on the woUlld, and the new feathers are 
said to grew back in a different color--surely a phenomenon that cannot 
help but .confirm the magical transformational powers of the venomous spe­
cies of frog or toad. Tapirage has been widely reported from different 
parts of South America. It would be useful to learn if this technique was 
know'!l also to the ancient Mexicans. 

· I became interested in the psyc:hopharmacology of toads or frogs about 
six years s,go when Drs. Gertrude Dole and Robert Carneiro described to me 
a rather ex~raordinary hunting ritual they had observed in 19(:,l a!ll.Ong the. 
Amahua<;a., of the Peruvian Montana"' These Indians bave several magical. ""' 
rites designed to improve a hunter's luck. The strongest magic of a.1:l is 
for a man to "inoculate himself witl;i. .an extremely potent frog poison. This 
is scraped off the back of a. certain frog 'or toad with a. small stick and 
rubbed into self-inflicted burns on the arms or chest. Within a short time 
the hunter.becomes violently ill, su.fferiJ:ii uncontrollable vomiting, diarrhea., 
convt!lsions and loss of consciousness. For sane time thereafter, while still 
una.er the influence of ~ poison, he experiences he.llucillations which he ·: 
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regards as supernatural. encounters with the spirits of the forest. ~..1'.l:11§_ 
pbue is accairpanied by the drinking of a.;ya.'lnul.sca, the pa,,erfu.l pellu- . 
c:inogenic drink brewed in JIJ&llY parts of Amazonia. frOI:l the Be.nisterioosis 
vine. It i~ not cl.ear ·lt,ow 11111ch of the ecstatic trance experie:cce can be 
ascribed to the f'rog l)Oi.Ban, and bOi'r mm:b to the effects of the ayahuasca. 
I· a:m told by toxicologists that some canstituents of frog poisons, a.ct on 
the c.ent.ral nervous system, e.o that ei'fects sim:!.iar to t.hose induced by 
the 1:Jo.tanical hallucinogens ~ not Clllt of the question. Of course, the 
.radical. ptarging of the -.system by means of the poison would tend to · · 
height.en the effects o:f the ayalmasca drink •. In· any event, the ·two as": ·, · 
pects of the ritua.1 a:re eanceptna.l.ly.and.:t'unctionall:y related • 

. The A:mahuaca, incidental:1y, ct.re not al.one •among Peruvian Indians in 
such magical use oi' 'frog poisons. ~ Kensinger (personal..cammmi­
cation) in 1966 ob:-erved Similar practices mm::mg the casbinahua, except·-. 
that· the .latter em:,-1.o;,ed a dil'rerent Etpeeies;. and tba. t they inter:i;n-eted ; 
the experience as one af .purification, deaigned to expel a sicltiless--,J.i.lte 
condition of bad 1U"!k, ·ll!l!lihly in .huntillg. In this case tcio the J)Oison 
ordeal :n.s followed by:: .the-drinld.Dg . of .:the naUvci nogenic . ayahp~ys ga •. 

Clear aeross the subcu'rtinent~ .as early a:s 1915 :Roth reported very 
s:fm.uar beliefs ana magical. ;,ract:!ees ·.4m!Ollg the ·Indians of the G~. 
Ac.carding to tbis 'li'll'iter~ '.the pciaonaas exuda"t:iaDs and spe.wn of .cmtain· ·. 
fl"Ogs Cl!: toe.ire were -robbed into ci:rts made in the :.ski.n, or .introda.ced .~ ' 
to"''fffie ·.eyes., nose., .JllOUth and ·.ear's of the mmter.: These practkes re- · 
cebed 'their cbarte:r in ~ llbDse eanmcm theme .is that a. primordial 
hUI'lter ffeeived his skill as 11 :p::f:'t ban a !ftll8¢.m- Frog :Wam.n; who.'fllbbeo 
her ·venan into his ·senaory'fQr,&aDB. :to beighten-their acuity~ After mi:r~· 
ing 1.be same ·arastie ·~ ~ea ~hnographically .·i'rom the Pe.:mvi&u .: 
Montaaa.t the mythic First lflmter •f:Dmld .·lJj;ms,elf :imbued '.ldth tnire.c:ulous slo,ll 
in .the lll,trs:ui t of . eame,. Tiilre'W'J:ae,. .Gu;:,li:na Itxti.im .s.bamens · employed tQe.dli :and 
venomous hogs in r.l:t:ual. curing, ~rubbing the,~ -over the body i:xr t,be .::; · 
patient, or else in~ the: 'pai..Son ';l.n:to. eu:ts.. .! am told "tb&t same~: . ·· 
thing o:f the 1>0rt S\tl'Yives :.in~ Gua:temala,;. ·albeit i.n ~ :sym.b~ 
fo:ca, the t~d being .pas~~~.'tbe 1Btient,.$ lrocly,"Witbout touchbJg,i.'\:..• .l'i 
(Note: I:n :the questian.and~r ~oil ~DE this pa.per, ee~\ ,· 
coll~ .mentioned 1dm:iJJt:r. ~ ~.,.i:n '::rnral .Mm.co -as ....UP .; .. :c 

Sme pf' the Smrt.h ·and ;t'!mltza:l ~ ~ea of ve!lOl!'lOUS f:rcgs.:_ ... 
espectally:·tree i'.l'Cgll-liave·bmm.·.~ 'w;::ta:dcolt:ig.i.ats .and.'.~,; , 
pa~ .and t~ p::d:eous~~ {Daly.cod 'Wi~ im; :llal.y-~ ,.;:t 
Mye:ra, 1967). some.a.re~~ ffbOm:oi' one~:, 
fUl. .apecies of PaP8'ffl9n,ao "tae·btlg ctha.t woru less tbul au i'ncb:b. '/'' 
su:f':tident to kiJ.,.l. ·orse ~.~ .J:D ·fae:t.s ;#le poi&-O?IS of s:~ 'Of ·.,·t 
theft ..li:. ttle ~bilms:en ealll~. ·"C'CIDJB.titute. · ttbe:'JliCSt·~. m.~. · ... ;.\/ 
V6l:lQlla. known ~t~ ·man. . 'l'bllft .. pc:ibaia,. .ft(lllff:~ '1So JllOt CCtl:tain 11'$t ;Ci:IOIW1 {>C :. 

be-~ b&lluei~~,.wa u~illilnefl:if ~l~ --.y .~f}f/. 
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It is a different story with cert&in toads; 8J1d here we get inb, a pro­
blem that is :fa.r from solved, but for which we ~ enough information, to 
allow ourselves some· educated speeula~. · · 

Among faunal remains at San Loren%0, Michael D •. Coe found three kinds 
of ske],etal material predominating! fish, man, and surprlsingly,)mfo 
rna.rinus (Coe, 1971). Surpris-ingly, because this poisonous tca.d is most 
unlikely to have been used as food, sinc-e the skin o:f this species con­
tains large poison glands :whose contents would _permeate the flesh in tbe 
skinning process. 

But if not as food, what purpose might Bu.fo mari.nus bare served the 
Olmec? The answer ma.y be found in the pharmacoloSY of this toad, and,. in 
part, in certain practices involving toads in the Guatemalan highle.nds.~ 
The exudates from the skin glands of this species contain, among ct.her 
constituents, bufotenine (5-0H-DMT). Bu.fotenine is an indole e.lkal.o:f.d 
also present in South American trees f:ran which hallucinogenic snuf.f'a are 
made. However, the action of bufotenine is stilJ. controvers.1a.l, in th&t 
laboratory experiments on humans have so far fa.il.ed to demonstrate con­
clusively that it is responsible for true psycbotOl!limetic, or ha.lluein­
ogenic,. effects. 

The reason is that bu.fotenine does not seem to penetrate the blood• 
brain barrier, which most investigators believe it would have to do to 
produce psychotomir.letic effects (Holmstedt and Lindgren, 1967). On tbe 
other band, Dr. Harris Isbell (1967:377-378) of the University of Kentucky 
1,redical Center, who experimented on hlmlleli' with bufoten::i.ne, sugges-t.s tbat 
.despite. it;:; apparent inabilit:r to cross the blood-bra.in. barrier, bui'otenine 
·may·yet be found .to have some kind of central action that wouJ.d m.a.ke it 
psychotomimetically ~ffective (c01111:lenting on this, a member of the audience 
said that his own self-experimentation with bu:fotenine had in fact resulted 
in visual hallucinations, such as flashes of intensely brilliant light, and 
that his field observations suggested that some moctern Indian cu.rande~·ci:: 
have complex techniques of separating the truly dangerous poisons from.the 
possibly psychoactive constituents of !:!Ef2 venom.. In tnis coru!i:!c.:Ll.l-'ll it 
should be noted that characteristic parotid poison glands of B".tfo n;a;:!.au,­
a.nd 3ufo americanus are often prominently emphasized in prehispanic to..a 
representations; the well-1;-nown large stone toad in the Me.xi.ca hall. of the 
Museo Na.cional de Antropologfa and certain Maya ceramic toad efficies and 
toad glyphs are e.xa.mples). In any event the questwn obvioualy arises 
whether Bufo r.ca.rinus could have played a rol.E in ritual intOJtic-ation in 
Olmec tirees. And if so, how? 

A :pa.rtial ans·,rer may in fa.ct be available - first, in the writings oi' 
the seventeenth century .Eri.srlish Dominican Thomas Gage, and eecondly, ·.1n 
the x:,.anner· in ,.-;dch sorr:e c~ntempora..ry Indians o:l: Guatemala prepare~, 
for. ceremonial occasions. Gage labOred among the Pokman Ma:-;ra in. b:i&\'llctnrl 
Guatemala. between l.625 a.nd 1637; his first-hand account of bis ad~s 
,ra.s · o:rigina.J.J.y published in England in l.648. '.fhe follClld.Dg abb,:,e'l"ie.ted 

'e :cqaotati9}I: ill :f'rom the 1958 University~ Oldaholl& . .Presa -edi.tirm.p ei:U.t~~ 
b~J~,<~~ s. ~on: :,, 



The Indians genera.l.J¥a:re much given to drinking, and if 
they .have nothing else, they drink of their J>Oor e.nd simple 
chocolate, without sugar or many compounds, or of e.tcle, un- . 
til their bellies be ready to burst ••• Among them.selves they- , 

· ma,ke drinks far stronger than wine. These they confection 
in those great jars that cane from Spa.in. They put in them a 
little water, and f:ill t.'l) the jar with some molasses or juice 

. of the sugar-cane, or some honey to sweeten it. Then, to 
strengthen it, they :put in roots and 1eaves of tobacco, -with 
other kinds of roots which grow there and which they know to 
be strong in ope.ration. Nay, to my knowledge, in some places 
they have put in a live toad, and closed up the jar for a 
:fortnight or a month, till all that they have put in be 
thorougl:>..ly steeped. the toad consumed, and the drirL'tc well 
strengthened •... ( i ~alics added) . 

This drink they call chicha. It sUnketh most filthily. 
and certainly is the cause of many Indians' death, especiaily 
where they use the toad's poison w.i.th it ••.•• _ 

In his recent book, Ma.ya History and Religion (1970), 'fh=p:w,, took note 
of this "ta1e of' uncommonly strong waters; 11 however, he was pr ir-.arily in­
terested in the use of tobaoco as an intoxicant, and probably did not rea.:Lize 
that Gage may have :provided a partial answer to a question Thompson himself 
posed elsewhere in bis book concerning the nature of hallucinogens employed 
among the Maya. 

I have been informed by my colleague Robert-M. Carmack that the pre.ct.ice 
of

0

steeping venomous toads--presumably of the species Bufo marinus--in fer­
menting~ still survives in the Gua.teroala.n highlands, at least among 
tbe Quiche, and that, as in Gage's time, the express purpose is to render. 
the beverage more potent. Perhaps the Indians know something the pharma­
cologists have so far. missed. There are, as mentioned, a number .of chemical 
constituents in Bufo poison. Their action in concert may be different from 
that of bufoteninealong. Perhaps, also, bufotenine has a different effect 
when taken in alcohol. Or else it may not rea.:Lly need to cross the blood­
brain barrier. In any event, whatever the ul ti.mate psychopharmacologica.:L· 
verdict, it is not unreasonable to suppose that what Gage observed in the_ 
11eventeenth century, and Carmack in the twentieth, represents a survival . 
fran the prehis:panic past that may reach back to Ollllec times and thus 
account for the Bufo marinus remains at San Lorenzo. 

If the potential. hallucinogenic effects of bufotenine are a~ yet unclear 
;u,d perhaps even questionable, the same reservations do not apply to the 
a:.Z:~loids recently discovered in surprisingly large amounts in the skin 
glands of ye': :3-nother species of American toad, Bufo alvarius •. While,bufo­
tenine, or to use its :proper chenical :f~, 5-Hydraxy-N, N-d~ethyltry­
ptamine, or 5-0H-DMT, is present in South American trees whose seeds er : 
bark are made into hallucinogenic smiff, the rea.:L ·active ca:iponent has .been 
found to be another, related indol_e. alkaloid: 5-Methoxy-N, N-dimethyltryptamine, 
or 5-MeO-IMI'. This is the main constituent responsible :for 'the' psychotomimetic : 
effects of s_e_l'el'al. snuffs ma.de frc:m. the species Anadenanthera· ~.ncl-Virola. : 



(Sclm.l.tes,, 1972). 

It i.s this same baJJucinogen that. ha.a been totmd to occur alao in .. 
Bui'o a.lvarius, in what the investigators. report to be "enormous amounts" 
(Erspamer, et alt 1967:1149-ll.64); Daly, 1967:381). What tbis means. iS 
that if Bufo alvarius rather than Bu:fo m.arinus were to be steeped in a. 
fermenting beverage, or its toxic secretion ingested~ in whatever manner, 
there woul.d be little question of its hallucinogenic effects. 

The problem lies in the present-day- distribution ot Bu.to alV!l.l'ius~ 
Unlike Bufo marinus, which is found from North America all the way to 
Patagonia, Bufo alvarius is a North American desert toad, its native 
habitat restricted mainly to Arizona. a~g l:lonora. Further, we lack the 
kinds of cultural data for Bufo alva.rius that we have for other species. 
Was it ever utilized by man? If so, by whom; and when? Was this toa.d 
ancientl.y more widel.y distributed than it is today? The area. to which 
Bufo alvarius is presently P.a.tive was once inhabited by archaic desert 
cultures; it is also the putative homela.nd of the Uto-Aztecans, from 
which they expanded southward· into Mexico as early as 1500 :e~c. Was it 
the shamans of the pre-agricultural desert cu1t1U:es who discovered .the 
potent psychotomimetic effects of toad poison and whose ecstatic trance 
experiences gave rise to the now wide-spread beliefs in the toa.d as a. 
transforming shamanness, mother of felines and earth monster? 

Perhaps. Or is all this older still: One tbinkB of the widespread 
toad motif north of Mexico, including the Morthwest Coast. Row a.re we 
to explain the association of toads or frogs with sha.raanism in British 
Col'Ulllbia, Mexico, South America., and in Asia? What about the widespread 
identification of the toad with t~uterus in the Old World? Or te>a1is 
with toxic =shrooms? Even the magical-medicinal use of toad poisons 
appears to have 1 ts Asian counterpart. Are we perhaps dealing with yet 
another manifestation of a very remote, cammon Asian-American sh.a.ma.2:li.stic 
Ur-kultur'? 

\1ltir111 ·ne·.fei- know for certain. But we must at least concede that the 
phenonenon of Tlaltecuhtli may not be comprehensible solely in the context 
of Mesoa::ierica, nor that of Eaua Quina.hi a.nd her tropical forest ane.1.Qguea 
in a purely South American framework, 
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