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CHAVÍN'S PSYCHOACTIVE PHARMACOPOEIA:
THE ICONOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE
Constantino Manuel Torres

P

revious studies of the Chavín culture have established general evidence supporting the use
of psychoactive plants in the rituals and religion
of the culture (Burger 1995:157-159; CordyCollins 1977, 1980, 1982; Mulvany de Peñaloza
1984; Sharon 2000). This paper is an effort to determine more precise information concerning this
presumed use of inebriating plants in Chavín ritual activities. To accomplish this, it is necessary to
establish clear criteria for the inquiry. In such an
investigation, four categories of archaeological evidence can be considered:
1. Remains of psychoactive plants
2. Implements related to use of psychoactive
materials
3. Representations of psychoactive plants
4. Depictions of the use of psychoactive materials
(1) The most direct form of evidence would
be the finding of plant remains in an archaeological context. Anadenanthera seeds have been found
in northwest Argentina and in northern Chile
(Fernández Distel 1980; Llagostera et al. 1988).
Tobacco and Ilex guayusa leaves were excavated at
the site of Niño Korin in Bolivia (Wassén 1972;
Schultes 1972). However, these are rare occurrences, possible only in environments with good
preservation of the archaeological remains, and
there is no long-term organic conservation near
Chavín de Huántar. Although numerous Chavín-

style artifacts of organic composition have been
recorded from sites with conditions conducive to
good preservation, virtually none have been excavated scientifically or with the care required for
the identification of plant remains. Thus, as yet,
no remains of visionary plants have been discovered in Chavín archaeological contexts.
(2) Implements utilized in preparation and ingestion of psychoactive plants constitute the most
frequent evidence. Evidence of this type is best
provided by snuffing paraphernalia and smoking
pipes. The equipment for nasal inhalation of psychoactive powders consists of a distinct set of implements specific to the task: a small rectangular
tray, a snuffing tube, a spoon, and leather pouches as containers for the powders. Bone, ceramic,
or stone smoking-pipes are also frequently found
in archaeological sites throughout south-central
Andes. In Formative Period (600 B.C. - 300 A.D.)
cultures of northwestern Argentina, particularly
those in the Puna de Jujuy, such pipes have been
associated with Anadenansthera seeds (Fernández
Distel 1980; Pérez Gollán and Gordillo 1994).
Snuffing paraphernalia is not frequent on Chavín
sites, and smoking pipes are unknown.
(3) Plant representations constitute a third
type of archaeological evidence for the use of psychoactive plants. San Pedro cacti, as will be seen
below, are represented in Chavín stone sculptures,
ceramics, and as painted images on textiles. Representations of Brugmansia flowers, leaves, and seed
capsules are also evident on the stone sculpture.
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(4) Depictions of the ingestion of psychoactive plants and the instruments employed in their
preparation and use provide yet another category of evidence. Snuffing implements, for example,
are prominently displayed by the monumental
stone figures at the sites of Tiwanaku, Bolivia, and
San Agustín, Colombia (Berenguer 1987; Torres
1981). Chavín stone sculpture and ceramics provide suggestive evidence of this type.
In addition to the four categories of evidence
outlined here, an alternative line of inquiry can be
established through analogies with shamanism.
The link between shamanic ideas and the Chavín
style initially becomes apparent in the frequent allusions to vision-inducing plants. Shamans utilize
psychoactive agents in attempts to modify states
of consciousness, in order to travel to supernatural realms. Unlike other drugs that normally only
act as calmatives or as stimulants (for example, alcohol, caffeine, tranquilizers), the visionary plants
commonly employed in South American shamanism (see below) trigger instead a series of extreme
changes in spatial and temporal perception,
thought patterns, and mood, simultaneous with
profound flights of ideation, without major disturbances of the autonomic nervous system
(Schultes and Hofmann 1980:14-15). This is accompanied by enhanced coloration of the visual
field, intense patterning, and figurative visionary
phenomena. It should be stressed that the ecstatic experience is not the ultimate goal of the
shaman; rather, it is the means through which
specific objectives are attained.
To refer to ritual and religious practices at
Chavín de Huántar, or any other large-scale monumental site in the Andes, as shamanism is not correct. Properly speaking, shamanism is a phenomenon of small communities with little or no social
stratification or hierarchical institutions, where the
shaman coexists with other related professions
such as healers. What distinguishes the shaman
from priests and mystics is the capacity to access
ecstatic states and travel to supernatural realms
(Eliade 1964:4-5). In the Americas the ecstatic state
is eminently provoked by the ingestion of a variety
of psychoactive plants (Furst 1974). The Chavín
pictorial configuration suggests a highly organized
and complex society that included institutionalized
religious structures with its attendant priestly class,
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unlike the communities where shamanism thrives.
However, concepts such as animal transformation,
repetitive imagery, accumulation of motifs, skeletonized representations, metaphoric expressions,
and anatropic images are widely associated with
shamanism and, as we see below, also characterized
most of Chavín art. Shamanism is intrinsically
composed of performance and site-related activities; this suggests the possibility that the spatial
arrangement of a ceremonial center could provide secondary evidence for ecstatic or visionary
performances (see Rick, this volume, chapter 1).
Therefore, it could be profitable to identify
shamanic elements in the art of Chavín in an effort to clarify certain aspects of the iconography
that might otherwise remain unclear.
It thus becomes very important to ask how
the use of visionary plants is reflected in Chavín
art. First, issues related to plant availability are
considered in order to define the parameters for
the iconographic search. Second, previous studies
are discussed to bring out the findings of archaeological botanical specimens, identification of
plant representations, as well as the paraphernalia
utilized in the preparation and ingestion of the
inebriating plants. This work concludes with a
discussion of issues related to composition, iconographic and narrative structure, and probable
affinities with the art of other cultures where
shamanism and the use of psychoactive plants
have played a major role.

P L A N T A VA I L A B I L I T Y
Inebriating plants likely to be available in Chavín
include Trichocereus pachanoi (huachuma, San
Pedro), Anadenanthera (vilca, cebil), Brugmansia
(borrachero, floripondio, misha), Nicotiana (tobacco),
and Erythroxylum (coca). Each of these plants is
briefly discussed below in order to determine the
feasibility of its use.
Anadenanthera
Siri von Reis Altschul (1964), in her taxonomic revision of the genus, considered Anadenanthera to
consist of two species, A. peregrina (L.) Speg. and
A. colubrina (Vell.) Brenan, with each species having two varieties. The two varieties of Anadenanthera peregrina are A. peregrina (L.) Speg. var.
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peregrina von Reis Altschul and A. peregrina (L.)
Speg. var. falcata (Benth.) von Reis Altschul. The
varieties of A. colubrina are A. colubrina (Vell.)
Brenan var. Colubrina von Reis Altschul and A. colubrina (Vell.) Brenan var. Cebil (Griseb.) von Reis
Altschul. A. peregrina var. peregrina and A. colubrina var. Cebil (figure 9.1) are the two varietals employed as the source of psychoactive preparations,
most notably in the form of snuff powders. The
genus Anadenanthera has a wide distribution on
the South American continent and on the Greater
Antilles. The two species have a preference for savanna habitats, although they seem to be adaptable to altitudes up to 2700 m. Neither species of
Anadenanthera is present, to my knowledge, in the
coastal valleys or in the western slopes of the
Andes of northern Peru, Ecuador, and Colombia.
The earliest evidence for the use of
Anadenanthera consists of materials found at the
site of Inca Cueva, located in the Puna de Jujuy,
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northwest Argentina, at an altitude of 3860 m
above sea level. The finds included Anadenanthera
and Prosopis seeds and two smoking pipes made of
puma bone (Felis concolor). Chemical analysis of
the pipe residue indicated the presence of tryptamine alkaloids. Radiocarbon testing yielded
dates of 2130 ± 80 B.C., and 2080 ± 80 B.C.
(Aschero and Yacobaccio 1994; Fernández Distel
1980:56, 57, 65, 75, Fig. 5). The main psychoactive alkaloid in Anadenanthera species is 5-hydroxy-dimethyltryptamine (bufotenine); also
present but in significantly smaller amounts are
dimethyltryptamine (DMT) and 5-MethoxyDMT (Torres et al. 1991; Torres and Repke 1996).
Trichocereus pachanoi
The genus Trichocereus comprises approximately
40 species of cacti distributed throughout the
Andes. Several Trichocereus species are used as ritual inebriants, although most documentation

Figure 9.1. Anadenanthera colubrina var. Cebil, in fruit. Cerro San Bernardo, Salta, Argentina.
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refers to T. pachanoi, known in Peru as huachuma
or San Pedro (figure 9.2). It is a tall, tree-like cactus, 3 to 6 m in height, with numerous ramifications. Britton and Rose (1920) first identified it
as Trichocereus pachanoi based on a specimen from
Cuenca, Ecuador. These cacti are abundant in
northern Peru, including present-day Chavín de
Huántar. Mescaline is the principal psychoactive
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alkaloid present in these cacti and has been
found in 12 Trichocereus species (Ott 1996:88).
Potions based on T. pachanoi are apparently restricted to the central and north coast of Peru
and adjacent highland areas, although there is
mention of its use as far south as Cusco during
the sixteenth century (Polia Meconi 1996:279).
The earliest evidence for its ritual use was found

Figure 9.2. Trichocereus pachanoi, Chavín de Huántar, Peru.
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at Las Aldas, on the north-central coast of Peru
(ca. 2000-1500 B.C.) (Fung 1972a; Polia Meconi
1996: 289). In addition, a cache of offerings deposited in the atrium of the temple at the ceremonial center of Garagay (1200-1000 B.C.), on
the central Peruvian coast, included two figurines
with San Pedro cactus spines on their back
(Burger 1995:64). It is still used in shamanic rites
in Peru and Ecuador (Polia Meconi 1996; Sharon
1978).

various species of Brugmansia contain tropane alkaloids, most notably scopolamine and atropine
(Ott 1996:364-365). It is most frequently prepared as an infusion of leaves and twigs; its pulverized seeds are added to fermented drinks
(Schultes and Hofmann 1980:271). Brugmansia is
frequently added to San Pedro cactus potions.
Probable representations of this genus are seen in
Chavín stone sculpture.

Brugmansia

Tobacco (figure 9.4)has played a central role in
American shamanism. There are at least 64 species of tobacco, but only a few were of widespread
use during pre-Columbian times (Wilbert 1987:
1, 4). Snuffing was the most frequent method of
use, but tobacco was also chewed and smoked, or
applied to the skin as an ointment. Nicotiana rustica and N. tabacum were the species widely cultivated. N. rustica is hardier and higher in alkaloid content; it is also the older of the two, and
has a wider geographical distribution. N. tabacum
did not extend beyond the tropics during preColumbian times (Wilbert 1987:4-6). The use of

Brugmansia (Fig. 9.3) are small trees (3-5 m tall)
closely related to Datura, but classified as a distinct genus. All five species of Brugmansia are
South American in origin; none is known to occur
in a strictly wild state, suggesting long-term association with agricultural practices (Schultes and
Hofmann 1980:264). Several species of Brugmansia have been used in Andean America since
ancient times; among these the most frequent are
B. aurea, B. sanguinea, B. suaveolens, and B. versicolor. These trees and shrubs are variously known as
borrachero, chamico, floripondio, misha, and toa. The

Nicotiana

Figure 9.3. Brugmansia aurea (after Schultes and Hofmann 1980:Fig. 119).

Figure 9.4. Nicotiana species.
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tobacco in the ancient Andes has been clearly determined, and it is mentioned by Garcilaso de la
Vega and in the compilations of Jiménez de la
Espada (1965). A leather pouch containing tobacco was found at Niño Korin, Bolivia (ca. 300500 B.C.) (Wassén 1972:43). Greater antiquity of
use, however, has never been conclusively determined. The iconographic evidence for its presence in Chavín art is inconclusive.
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Erythroxylum
The coca shrub belongs to the genus Erythroxylum (figure 9.5), which consists of about 200
species found mostly in the American tropics; it
is also present in Africa, India, tropical Asia, and
Oceania (Plowman 1984:130). However, only two
species, each having two varieties, are the sources
of all cultivated South American coca: E. coca var.
coca, E. coca var. ipadú, E. novogranatense var. trux-

Figure 9.5. Erythroxylum coca, front and back views.
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illense, and E. novogranatense var. novogranatense.
Truxillense is the variety utilized in the Peruvian
coast and represents the most ancient evidence
for coca use. Examination of extant archaeological coca leaves from coastal Peru determined that
most samples represented Trujillo coca (Plowman
1984:135; Rury and Plowman 1983:312). Bolivian
or Huánuco coca (E. coca var. coca) grows in the
montane tropical forest areas of the eastern slopes
of the Andes, between 500 and 1500 m in elevation. Its range extends from Ecuador to southern
Bolivia and extreme northwest Argentina
(Plowman 1984:133). The habitat of the droughtresistant Trujillo variety reaches from the north
coast of Peru up to the arid thorn and scrub area
of the upper Marañon and its tributaries, where
it interacts with E. coca var. coca. Plowman (1984:
144) suggests that both varieties were probably
traded to the adjacent highland areas, including
Chavín de Huántar.
The earliest evidence is from the site of
Culebras (ca. 2000 B.C), Department of Ancash,
where leaves were found in association with
gourds containing powdered lime (Engel 1957:
67-68). At the site of Asia, on the central Peruvian
coast, Engel (1963:77) found coca leaves and large
deposits of burned lime dating to about 1800 B.C.
Coca leaves have twice been reported from Ancón
in contexts dated ca. 1800–1400 B.C. (Plowman
1984:140). It should be noted that none of these
have been identified botanically. Coca leaf representations are infrequent in pre-Columbian art, although coca-related rituals are variously depicted
throughout the Andes. One of the oldest effigy
vessels depicting a coca chewer was found in the
Jequetepeque Valley of north Peru (Jones 1974:4,
Fig. 1). The stone sculpture of Chavín de Huántar
lacks any apparent references to coca leaf use.

A R C H A E O L O G I CA L E V I D E N C E
Evidence for San Pedro cactus use in Chavín
stone sculpture and textiles, as well as in
Cupisnique ceramics, has been extensively discussed (Cordy Collins 1977, 1982; Sharon 1978,
2000). San Pedro cacti are frequently represented in Cupisnique or Tembladera pottery (ca.
1500–500 B.C; figure 9.6). At least 32 stirrupspout vessels are decorated with representations
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of ribbed cacti in association with spotted felines,
spiral volutes, serpents, and a raptorial bird
(Sharon 2000:3). It should be noted that some of
the ceramics reported by Lumbreras (1993:196,
184–204; see also Burger 1995:139) from the Galería de las Ofrendas are of Cupisnique affiliation.
The Circular Plaza of the Old Temple is located
adjacent to this galería. It is significant that one
of the stone slabs forming part of the wall of this
sunken plaza depicts a profile zoomorphic being
holding a stalk of San Pedro cactus (plate 9.1).
This figure stands above a row of spotted felines,
indicating an iconographic linkage with Cupisnique ceramics.
While representations of San Pedro cactus are
varied and frequent, support for the use of Anadenanthera is indirect. Representations of this leguminous tree, its pods, or seeds are infrequent, and no
Anadenanthera remains have been reported from
Chavín-related sites. Smoking pipes have never
been found, and snuffing paraphernalia of the type
commonly found in the south-central Andes are
infrequent. A whalebone snuff tray (figure 9.7) was
found in the coast around the village of Supe, and
small stone zoomorphic trays were excavated at
the Galería de las Ofrendas (Lumbreras 1974:Fig.
88). Elaborate stone mortars (figure 9.8) and pestles carved with feline, avian, and reptilian motifs
were presumably used in preparing the snuff
(Burger 1995:200, Figs. 145, 217). Bone and gold
spatulas (figure 9.9) or small spoons formed part
of the snuffing paraphernalia (Burger 1995:200–
201, Fig. 219). Burger and Cordy-Collins have
proposed that the tenon heads from the Old
Temple illustrate the gradual acquisition of zoomorphic attributes (Burger 1995:157–159, Figs.
144, 147–155; Cordy-Collins 1980:86–87, Fig. 3).
Some of these exhibit prominent nasal discharge,
suggesting snuff use as the method employed to
elicit the transformation (figure 9.10). Copious
mucus flow is characteristic of the intense snuffing sessions recorded throughout the Amazon and
Orinoco basins. Nasal discharge is only prominent
on tenon heads that exhibit an advanced stage of
transformation. San Pedro cacti sprout from the
eyebrows of one of these tenon heads (figure
9.10b).
The probability of Anadenanthera snuff use
in Chavín is reinforced by the early presence of
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Figure 9.6. Cupisnique vessels with Trichocereus representations: (a): Jequetepeque
Valley, Peru; after Sharon 2000: Fig. 3. (b): Chongoyape, Lambayeque Valley, Peru; after
Sharon 2000:Fig. 23. (c): Jequetepeque Valley, Peru; after Sharon 2000:Fig. 5.
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Figure 9.7. Snuff tray, whalebone, Supe, Peru. The
Phoebe Apperson Hearst Museum of Anthropology,
University of California, Berkeley.

Figure 9.8. Stone mortar
and pestle. Height of mortar
7.5 cm; length of pestle 10.5
cm. Pacopampa, Peru. Rafael
Larco Herrera Museum,
Lima.
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Figure 9.9. Effigy spoon, gold and silver, 11.1 cm., probably form Chavín de Huántar.
Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, Washington, DC.
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Figure 9.10. Tenon heads illustrating different
stages of shamanic transformation, Old Temple,
Chavín de Huántar, Peru
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this practice in Peruvian coastal sites. The oldest
evidence for snuffing consists of whalebone snuff
trays and bird-bone tubes excavated by Junius
Bird (1948b:27) at the site of Huaca Prieta, Chicama Valley, and dated ca. 1200 B.C. The coastal
valleys and the adjacent highlands are not part of
the habitat of A. colubrina var. Cebil. This variety
is the more variable of the four and has the wider
east–west distributional range of the genus. It is
found in Argentina in the provinces of Salta,
Jujuy, Catamarca, Tucumán, and Misiones. It can
also be found in Paraguay, Bolivia, and Peru
where it grows as far north as the Marañon River
valley on the western slopes of the Andes (Reis
Altschul 1964:35). The Yauya stela (figure 9.11)
is clear evidence of the presence of Chavín influence in the Marañon River basin. Therefore, the
availability of Anadenanthera seeds is a distinct
possibility. If these seeds were used as part of ancient coastal snuffs, as seems likely, it further reinforces the probability of snuffing in Chavín. In
addition, Anadenanthera is frequently represented on Moche pottery (ca. A.D.100–900), where
it is usually associated with deer. The bipinnately compound leaves and the sinuate, irregularly
contracted pods with cuspidate apices are all
characteristic of Anadenanthera (Donnan 1976:
104, Fig. 88; 1978:Figs. 211, 262; Furst 1974:84,
Fig. 18). Usually the complete tree is represented in Moche pottery, but in some instances only
pods or seeds are shown. Anadenanthera trees
generally form part of deer-hunting scenes (figure 9.12a). These seem to be ritualistic in character, since elaborately dressed individuals,
sometimes with supernatural attributes, conduct
the hunt. We have no evidence for snuffing or
smoking among the Moche; however, several
scenes involving deer depicted on stirrup-spouted vessels suggest the possibility that Anadenanthera preparations might have been administered orally. In one of these scenes two female
figures are associated with large vessels with
domed lids and attached tree-branches that,
when compared with those on the vessels with
deer-hunting scenes, could tentatively be identified as of Anadenanthera (figure 9.12b). Deer
heads replace the domed lids of two of the vessels represented on this vase, further suggesting
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Figure 9.11. Stone stela, 1.65 m, Yauya, upper
Marañon River drainage, Peru. After Rowe 1967a: Fig.
18.

a direct relationship with Anadenanthera trees.
The constant association and identification of
deer with fruiting Anadenanthera and its association with these containers underscore the possibility that its seeds were included in Moche ritual beverages. Psychoactive potions were
reported by early chroniclers, who frequently
mentioned that vilca seeds were added to chicha
(see, for example, Cobo 1964:272). This is noted
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in order to suggest the possibility that such a
brew was used in Chavín, and it could partly account for the paucity of evidence regarding
snuffing and smoking in Chavín-related sites.
Representations of the pods of this leguminous tree are restricted to painted cotton textiles
from the Karwa (Carhua) cemetery in south-central Peru. Cordy-Collins (1982) identified a motif
represented on one of the textiles as an Anadenanthera seedpod and another as a San Pedro cactus (figure 9.13). A third representation eluded
identification. Two cacti flank this enigmatic
plant; a profile figure holding an Anadenanthera
pod flies above. Its placement in the composition
and its close association to Anadenanthera and San
Pedro suggest an inebriating plant. Its projecting
inflorescence and the slightly curved lines issuing
from the center indicate a Tillandsia species.
Similar representations are seen on Moche ceramics, most likely T. purpurea (see figure 9.14), where
it is frequently associated with Anadenanthera and
various cacti. Psychoactive Tillandsias have been
reported, but further studies are needed. The
Tarahumara of Mexico consider T. mooreana, a terrestrial bromeliad, a companion to the peyote cactus. Aqueous extracts of T. usneoides are used to
evoke visions in northeastern Brazil (Ott 1996:
420).
Probable Brugmansia and Trichocereus (San
Pedro) representations form part of the engravings within the body of the Tello obelisk (figure
9.15). On one of the narrow sides of the sculpture, a plant with oculated stems issues from the
fanged mouth of the monster’s penis. Visionary
plants are frequently described as the semen of
the Sun among the Tukano and other Amazonian
groups; one of several definitions for the word
vilca given in the Aymara dictionary compiled by
Bertonio (1984:386) ca. 1612 emphasized its relation with the Sun. Given the stem structure and
the palmate pattern formed by the leaves, it can
be suggested that the plant represented is a
species of Brugmansia (figure 9.16). This identification is reinforced by the presence of Brugmansia-related motifs elsewhere on the body of
the monster. Its seed capsules might be represented by the ovoid objects protruding from the
mouth, eyes, and nose of the heads on the back
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a

b
Fig. 9.12. Moche ceramic vessels: (a): Deer-hunting scene, pottery dipper. After
Furst 1974:Fig. 18. (b): scene from stirrup-spout vessel. Line drawing by Donna
McClelland, courtesy of Christopher Donnan, Moche Archive, Fowler Museum, UCLA.
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Figure 9.13. “The Shamanism Textile,” cotton, 54.61 × 68.58 cm, Karwa, Ica Valley, Peru. Photo courtesy William Conklin.

Figure 9.14. Moche dipper
with Tillandsia representations. After Donnan and McClelland 1999:Fig. 6.29.
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Figure 9.15. The Tello obelisk, 2.52 m high,
granite, Chavín de Huántar. Museo Nacional de
Arqueología, Antropología e História del Perú,
Lima.

Figure 9.16. Stem of Brugmansia showing eyelike nodules and leaf pattern typical of the genus
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Figure

9.17.
Stone
zoomorphic figure with Brugmansia seed capsules emanating
from
its
mouth,
Archaeological
Museum,
Chavín de Huántar

Figure 9.18. Cotton textile with disembodied eye
representations, Karwa, Ica
Valley, Peru. After CordyCollins 1999:Pl. 6.
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claws (Mulvany de Peñaloza 1984:61, Figs. 2-4).
Indicative of this identification are the two bellshaped flowers attached to winged capsules.
Similar capsules are shown on a carved slab now
in the Chavín site museum (figure 9.17). Such
seed capsules are typical of Brugmansia species
(see figure 9.3). The wing attached to two of the
presumed Brugmansia seed capsules and flowers
further suggests the inebriating quality. The eyes
engraved in the stem of the plant in the monster’s
penis is another factor that supports the argument
for an inebriating plant. Disembodied eyes are indicative of the visionary state in many cultures
that use psychoactive plants; eyes are represented
as part of the roots of the plants in the painted
textile from Karwa previously discussed (see figure 9.13). Disembodied eyes are represented on a
second Karwa textile, where they also form part
of the waistband of a figure holding three rattles
(figure 9.18). The headdress of the personage on
this textile is composed of three leaves suggestive
of tobacco. In addition, several star-like shapes
with a circle in the center are scattered all over
the Tello obelisk. These, apart from being very
frequent decorative devices, are suggestive of San

Figure 9.19. Slice of Trichocereus pachanoi (San
Pedro).
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Pedro cactus slices (figure 9.19). In recent times
the cactus is usually cut into thin slices in preparation of the potion. Before concluding this discussion of shamanic elements within the Tello
obelisk, it should be noted that the figure at the
lower end of the continuous mouth-band representing the spinal column holds an object suggestive of double snuffing tubes. Double and Y-shaped
tubes are frequent components of Amazonian
snuffing paraphernalia.

COMPOSITION

AND

ICONOGRAPHY

Certain elements of composition, iconography,
and narrative are reflective of ecstatic states. Repetitive imagery, including symmetry as a form of
repetition, is characteristic of Chavín art. Shamanic
performances comprise long periods of sustained
repetitive movement, chanting, and music. In
Chavín art, as in ecstatic states, these repetitions
form part of an evolving flow, which is reflected,
for example, in the headdress of the Raimondi stela
(Fig. 9.20). A distinctive feature of Chavín art is the
accumulation of motifs within one composition.
The Yauya and Raimondi stelae, the Tello obelisk,
and the painted textiles from Karwa all share dense
ornamentation that is not restricted to the principal figure, but also includes numerous peripheral
accessories. The constant accumulation of motifs
seen in the art of Chavín is analogous to the complex costumes worn by shamanic practitioners.
Such costumes are created by the attachment of diverse objects are attached, including numerous
metal objects, animal pelts, copper disks, and cloth
and leather fringes and appendages (Eliade 1964:
145–152). This continual accumulation is also seen
in the mesas used in all-night healing ceremonies
with San Pedro cactus by north coast Peruvian
healers (Sharon 1978). This accretion of elements
is paralleled by the immersive approach seen on the
Tello monolith, where the primary personage (feline, cayman, or chimera) contains within its body
or as appendages a wide variety of themes and motifs, repetitions, reversible imagery, and so on, with
little or no space devoid of engravings.
Occurrences of reversible and anatropic imagery are also frequent. Most important is the use
of unfolding space seen in the frequent ventrally
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split representations such as those on the
Raimondi and Yauya stelae. Ritual reversals are
frequent occurrences in shamanic performances.
The Huichol pilgrimage to seek peyote in
Wirikúta is illustrative of such inversions. During
this long journey, from their homeland in Mexico's
Sierra Madre Occidental to Wirikúta (near Real
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del Catorce, San Luis Potosí) over 350 km to the
northeast, the pilgrims engage in complex reversals of meaning. Peter Furst (1990:155) has suggested that the reversals emphasize the metamorphoses that characterize the peyote quest.
Iconographic affinities with widespread
shamanic concepts, such as transformation and

Figure 9.20. The Raimondi monolith, 1.95 m, Chavín de Huántar, Museo Nacional de
Arqueología, Antropología e História del Perú, Lima
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skeletonization, are also evident. Transformation
(see Roe, this volume, chapter 7), or the acquisition of zoomorphic attributes, is a common thread
running through the literature on shamanism.
During the apprenticeship process the novice
gradually acquires a host of spirit or animal
helpers. It is not only transformation into jaguar
or bird, but also the accumulation of diverse
zoomorphic traits (figure 9.21). Representations
in which a human being exhibits feline, avian, and
reptilian characteristics are frequent in Chavín art.
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This configuration of motifs, in an ethnographic
context, likely refers to the shaman’s ability to acquire animal characteristics, most often while
under the influence of psychoactive plants. This is
a frequent theme in snuffing paraphernalia, and it
is common in Amazonia and in snuff trays and
tubes from northwest Argentina. The emphasis in
skeletonization, seen in the frequent representation of the backbone as a continuous band of canines and teeth (for example, figures 9.15, 9.22), is
another direct link to shamanic ideas. The process

Figure 9.21. Cupisnique steatite cup: personage with avian and feline characteristics, 10 cm. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, Washington, DC.
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Figure 9.22. Rollout drawings of transformed personages from the Black and White Portal, Chavín de
Huántar. After Rowe 1967a:Figs. 8, 9.

of skeletonization is intimately related to shamanism (Halifax 1979:13-15) and suggests a modified
state of consciousness, propitiated in this case by
snuffing or by the drinking of San Pedro and/or
Brugmansia potions. According to Mircea Eliade
(1964:59, 63), this reduction to a skeleton and the
acquisition of new flesh could be seen as a rebirth
into a shamanic or mystical state.
The architecture of the site at Chavín de
Huántar and its pattern of multilevel plazas,
carved monumental entrances, and subterranean
galleries suggest a relationship with the performative features implicit in the ritual and shamanic use of psychoactive plants (see Rick, this volume, chapter 1). The Old and New Temples are
crisscrossed with a network of at least nine subterranean galleries with sharp right-angle turns
and changes in floor level and width, resulting in
a maze-like environment. These galleries include
numerous smaller shafts, presumably for light and
ventilation, which emerge on the outer walls or
connect to different tunnels. Ritual activities are
also suggested by the presence of monumental
stone sculpture within; the Lanzón is located at

the center of one of the Old Temple galleries, facing east. The performative aspects of shamanism
are also emphasized by the frequent occurrence
of highly polished anthracite mirrors throughout
the Chavín sphere of influence (Burger 1995:34,
169, 170, 204). Burger (1995:205–206) cites the
burial of a shaman from the Early Horizon site of
Morro de Eten that included an anthracite mirror in association with snuffing paraphernalia.
Mirrors are of great importance in shamanic performances. Among the Wichi (Mataco) of the
Chaco Central in northwest Argentina, small
mirrors are used as therapeutic agents in the extraction of pathogens. In Siberian shamanism
mirrors help the shaman “to see the world”; for
some groups, such as the Tungus, mirrors are as
important as costume and drum (Eliade
1964:154, 498). Multilevel plazas and monumental entrances, such as the Black and White Portal,
further demonstrate the performative aspects of
the site. This portal served as the main route of
access to the New Temple mound. It is composed
of carved stones of black limestone and white
granite, suggesting concepts of duality integral to
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Andean cosmology. The carvings on the two
columns depict human beings with eagle and feline characteristics (figure 9.22).

S U M M A RY
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The evidence presented in this paper indicates
the use of a variety of psychoactive plants by the
Chavín people. In the absence of psychoactive
plant remains, Chavín iconography provides clear
evidence for the use of Trichocereus (San Pedro)
and Brugmansia species. San Pedro cactus representations are seen in Cupisnique ceramics and in
relief sculpture of the Old Temple. Depictions of
Brugmansia flowers, leaves, and seed capsules are
apparent in the Tello obelisk. Evidence for the use
of Anadenanthera is suggested by the presence of
probable snuffing paraphernalia at Chavín-related sites, by its representation on painted textiles,
as well as by early documentations of its use in
northern Peru (ca. 1200 B.C.). The habitat of this
genus extends to the upper Marañon River drainage, an area located within the Chavín sphere of
influence, increasing the likelihood of its availability. Effigy vessels in the form of coca chewers
attest to the use of coca leaves during Chavín
times in northern Peru; two coca varieties were
likely available at Chavín de Huántar: E. coca var.
coca and E. novogranatense var. truxillense. It is highly probable that tobacco was available to the
Chavín people, but the art does not include apparent references to its use.
Chavín art, it can be concluded, is largely constructed by a metaphoric process, which ranges
from complex series, such as the metamorphosis
of the primary personage on the Raimondi stela,
to simple substitutions such as the transformation
of hair into snakes seen in numerous Chavín personages. This represents the outcome of gradual
processes of transformation in form and meaning
in order to articulate or encode diverse aspects of
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the ecstatic experience. In general, shamanic ideologies are also expressed through metaphors.
This trope is apt to describe situations of metamorphoses, because of its capacity to transfer
qualities proper to one object onto another.
Sometimes the metaphor implies a permanent or
constant equation such as in the Huichol deer/
peyote complex that equates the deer with the
peyote cactus and the quest for peyote at Wirikúta
with a deer hunt (Furst 1990:146). In other cases
the metaphor’s function is ephemeral and variable, as in the long shamanic chants of María
Sabina, the renowned Mazatec shaman, with its
constantly accumulating identities and shifting
functions:
I am a daylight woman
I am a Moon woman, says
I am a Morning Star woman
I am a God Star woman . . .
I am the woman who works, says
I am the woman beneath the dripping tree,
says . . .
I am the woman who looks into the inside of
things, says . . .
[Estrada 1981:65]

Compositional devices and organizational
structures such as repetition, accumulation of
motifs, and reversible and anatropic imagery
demonstrate clear parallels with the ecstatic
state. Issues of transformation and skeletonization provide links to shamanic ideas. Monumental entrances, multilevel plazas, and subterranean passages contributed to the performative
qualities inherent in ceremonial activities. The
display of imagery directly related to psychoactive plant use in public monumental stone sculpture and architectural decoration, such as the
tenon heads and the relief carving in the Old
Temple, provides strong support for the importance of these plants in the ritual life of this archaeological culture.
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