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Chavín de Huántar. Northern highlands, Peru. Chavin. 900-200 BCE 

 

Chavín de Huántar’s Old Temple is a group of rectangular buildings, some standing 

up to 40 feet high. The U-shaped temple, inspired perhaps in outline, by El Paraiso, 

and other ancient architectural traditions of the coast, encloses a rectangular court 

on three sides, but is open to the east, the direction of sunrise, and of the forest. This 

original structure was subsequently rebuilt and extended with additional buildings 

and a new court. Inside, the buildings are a maze of passages, galleries, and small 

rooms, ventilated with numerous small shafts. Conspicuous, but inaccessible, the Old 

Temple was a mysterious, and powerful, focus of supernatural forces.  



No one knows what rituals unfolded in the innermost 

sanctum of the Old Temple, in the presence of the white 

granite monolith in a cruciform chamber near the central 

axis of the oldest part of the shrine. The lance-like figure 

(hence its name, the “Lanzón”) stands in its original 

position, perhaps erected before the building was 

constructed around it. Some 15 ft. high, it depicts an 

anthropomorphic being. The eyes gaze upward, the feline 

mouth with its great fangs snarls. The left arm is by the 

side, the right raised, with claw-like nails. Snarling 

felines stare in profile from the elaborate headdress. A 

girdle of small feline heads surrounds the waist.  

 

The Lanzón was built into the floor and ceiling, as if 

symbolizing the deity’s role as a conduit between the 

underworld, the earth, and the heavens above. Perhaps it 

was a powerful oracle, for Julio Tello found another, 

smaller cruciform gallery immediately above the figure, so 

close that one could reach the top of the monolith by 

removing a single stone block. Thus, divinations could be 

so arranged as to evoke responses from the Lanzón itself. 

There are early historical accounts that describe Chavín 

de Huántar as an important oracle many centuries after it 

fell into disrepair.  





Experts believe there were two 

major gods at Chavín. The first 

was the “Smiling God” 

depicted on the Lanzón stela, a 

human body with a feline 

head, clawed hands and feet. 

The second was a “Staff God,” 

carved in low relief on another 

granite slab found in the 

temple. A standing man with 

downturned, snarling mouth 

and serpent headdress grasps 

two staffs adorned with feline 

heads and jaguar mouths.  

 

Both these anthropomorphic 

deities were supernatural 

beings, but may represent 

complex rituals of 

transformation that took place 

in the temple. 



A granite slab from the plaza bears the 

figure of a jaguar-being resplendent in 

jaguar and serpent regalia. He grasps a 

powerful, hallucinogenic San Pedro 

cactus, a species still used today by tribal 

shamans peering into the spiritual world. 

The San Pedro contains mescaline, and 

has mind-altering effects, producing 

multi-colored visions, shapes, and 

patterns. This powerful hallucinogen 

gives the shaman great powers, sends him 

on flowing journeys through the 

subconscious, and gives him dramatic 

insights into the meaning of life.  

 

Perhaps the Chavín jaguar-humans 

represent shamans transformed into 

fierce, wily jaguars by potent does of 

hallucinogenic plants. Such shamanistic 

rituals, so common in South America to 

this day, have roots that go back deep into 

prehistory, to Chavín and probably 

beyond.  



The shaman and the jaguar, and the 

complex relationship between them, were 

a powerful catalyst not only in the Andes, 

but in Mesoamerica as well. This was not 

because a compelling shaman-jaguar cult 

developed in, say, Olmec or Chavín 

society and spread far and wide to become 

the foundation of all prehistoric American 

civilization.  

 

It was simply because of the deep and 

abiding symbolic relationship between the 

human shaman and the animal jaguar in 

native American society literally wherever 

jaguars flourished. Chavín ideology was 

born of both tropical forest and coastal 

beliefs, one so powerful that it spawned a 

lively, exotic art style that spread rapidly 

over a wide area of the highlands and arid 

coast.  



The architecture of Chavín synthesizes coastal and highland traditions, combining 

the U-shaped pyramid typical of the coast with a sunken circular plaza lined with 

carved reliefs, a form common in the highlands. The often fantastical animals that 

adorn Chavín sculpture have features of jaguars, hawks, caimans, and other tropical 

Amazonian beasts.  



 

The site, now badly damaged by earthquakes, had open courts, platforms, relief 

sculptures, sculptures in the round projecting from the walls, and small, secluded 

rooms. Such rooms, with carved images of guardian figures on their portals, may 

have housed sacred rituals held in honor of the Chavín deities. The content of Chavín 

art appears to be taken from many diverse regions- the neighboring coasts, 

highlands, and the tropical forests. The animals that appear most frequently in 

Chavín art- jaguars, eagles, and serpents – suggest elements of an Amazonian 

cosmology, but the diverse origins of the art and religion of Chavín de Huántar 

remain a matter of debate.  



 

The Chavín love for abstract patterns and complex 

subject matter is well illustrated in a bas-relief known 

as the Raimondi Stele. It represents a squat, 

anthropomorphic jaguar deity with a downturned, 

snarling mouth, fangs, claws, and serpentine 

appendages. This composite creature, known as the 

“Staff God”, takes its name from the ornate staff it 

holds. To display the headdress with four large, inverted 

monster heads sprouting serpentine appendages from a 

frontal point of view, the artists have raised the 

headdress above the Staff God’s head, where it fills the 

upper two-thirds of the stele.  



 

The Chavín staff god gazes upward, frowns, and bares 

his teeth. His elaborate headdress dominates the upper 

two-thirds of the slab. Inverting the image reveals that 

the headdress consists of a series of fanged jawless 

faces, each emerging from the mouth of the one above it. 

Snakes abound. They extend from the deity’s belt, make 

up part of the staffs, serve as whiskers and hair for the 

deity and the headdress creatures, and form a braid at 

the apex of the composition.  

 

The Raimondi Stele clearly illustrates the Andean 

artistic tendency toward both multiplicity and dual 

readings. Upside down, the god’s face turns into two 

faces. The ability of gods to transform before viewers’ 

eyes is a core aspect of Andean religion.  



The platform at Chavín de Huántar opens to the east with no habitations between it 

and the river and the distant mountains rising above the valley beyond. Its 

orientation seems to have been determined by a western axis taken from the point of 

sunset at the winter solstice. From the courts this would have been seen glowing 

above the snow-clad peak of Huánstan, a sacred mountain. The approach to the 

temple was from the west. Visitors were there confronted with a vast blank wall from 

which stone heads, about three times life-size, stared out. They had to walk down 

from there to the river and then climb back up again by stone-faced terraces to the 

court with its sunken circular plaza, which could hold some 500 people. It seems 

likely that rituals of some kind were performed on top of the great platform through 

they could have been seen only from below.  



The “priests” would have emerged from, and may even have lived in, the windowless 

interior. The recurrence in carvings at Chavín of the San Pedro cactus, source of 

mescalin, and the presence of mortars of the kind used for grinding vilca seeds, 

indicates that hallucinogenic drugs were used to induce shamanistic trances. 

Sequences of the giant heads originally on the west wall of the platform vividly 

suggest the transmutation of a human face into a fanged semi-animal and then into 

an entirely animal form such as would have been achieved by a shaman during the 

passage to the world of spirits. In a state of trance an initiate could also become an 

oracle conveying the wishes of the gods. And oracles were still greatly respected by 

the Inca rulers when the Spanish invaded Peru.  





Serpent Mound. Mississippian Culture (present-day Ohio), 11th century  



Nominated as a World Heritage Site, Serpent Mound is the largest surviving example 

of a prehistoric effigy mound in the world. Stretching 1,348 feet over the ground, the 

beautifully preserved ancient earthwork depicts the form of an undulating serpent 

with an oval shape at the head. 

 

Many groups of cultures called the area of Southern Ohio home for thousands of 

years prior to European contact, and vestiges of their sophisticated art and large-

scale earthen creations still remain. Unfortunately many of our land's prehistoric 

earthworks have been lost in the recent centuries to development and agriculture.  



The original purpose of the Serpent Mound remains a mystery - no record of 

explanation other than the earthwork itself has been discovered, and the historic oral 

traditions that might have connected us to the distant past were interrupted or 

discounted. However, there are many theories as to what the earthwork could have 

been intended for. Striking astronomical correlations suggest a sacred or practical 

calendar, and an earthly acknowledgment of cosmic celestial events. The nearby 

burial mounds (though the Serpent Mound itself does not contain any human 

burials), and the timelessly moving quality of the serpent's coils suggest it was once a 

site of sacred worship. Some people conjecture the serpent's form mirrors 

constellations found in the sky above. 



The serpent motif has a connection to the cycles of birth, death, and nature in many 

cultures throughout the world. Modern visitors may enjoy contemplating the 

mysteries of our land's ancestors, feeling a connection to the past, and sensing of 

wonder at the scale of early people's physical and artistic accomplishments. Mystery, 

rather than certainty, remains this site's greatest gift to present generations, and all 

visitors are welcome to enter the circle of conjecture. 



Cliff Palace, Mesa Verde National Park, Colorado, Ancestral Puebloan, c. 1150-1300 C.E.  



More than 600 cliff dwellings made by the ancestral Pueblo people, also known as the 

Anasazi, are scattered throughout Mesa Verde National Park in Colorado (shown here). 

The Anasazi arrived in the region as early as 550 C.E., building their homes and 

cultivating crops on the soaring mesa tops. Around 1150, though, they began to move 

their dwellings to the alcoves within the canyon walls. Most houses were quite small, 

but a few reached enormous proportions, housing up 250 people. 



The location for Cliff Palace was not accidental. The Ancestral Puebloans designed it to 

take advantage of the sun to heat the pueblo in winter and the sheltering ledge to shade it 

during the hot summer months. Scatted in the foreground are two dozen large circular 

roofed semi-subterranean structures called kivas. The Ancestral Puebloans entered the 

kivas using a ladder extending through a hole in the flat roof. These rooms were the 

spiritual centers of native Southwest life, male council houses where the elders stored 

ritual regalia and where private rituals and preparations for public ceremonies took place. 



The kiva painting from Kuaua, New Mexico, may represent kachina-like deities 

associated with agricultural ceremonies.  There are two human-like figures on either side 

of the panel, with a central region depicting a flying eagle, a fish, a batlike creature, and 

a ceremonial pot overflowing with moisture.  All of these stand on a base of horizontal 

bands probably representing a rainbow and the boundary between the underworld of the 

kachina spirits and the upper world of the kiva and the Anasazi clans who used it.  The 

kachina spirit on the left appears to be a male, with a staff in one hand and a prayer 

stick and feather offering in the other.  



There are feather-like shapes on top of his headdress and there is a kilt and skirt over 

the lower part of his body.  Below him to the left is a bird with some form of moisture 

droplets coming out of its beak.  The thin staff he holds appears to be set within another 

stream of moisture droplets, coming from the fish’s mouth.  Zigzag pointed arrows 

(representing lightning) also come from the fish’s mouth, as does a rainbow which arcs 

upward to the tip of the centrally placed eagle.  Lightning arrows and moisture or seeds 

are coming out of the eagle’s mouth and descend over a batlike form who has droplets 

falling from its head.  



Ancestral Puebloans entered their cliff-dwelling apartments through wooden ladders. 

Rooms in Cliff Palace were about 2 by 2.5 meters (6 by 8 feet). Families lived together, and 

historians say that two or three people often shared a room. Many rooms were originally 

plastered in bright colors—usually pink, brown, red, yellow, or white. Smaller rooms near 

the back of the cliff were used for storing crops, such as beans, corn, and squash. 



Although the name Cliff Palace is not altogether an appropriate one for this ruin, it is now 

too firmly fixed in the literature of cliff-dwellings to be changed. The term "palace" implies 

a higher social development than that which existed in this village, which undoubtedly 

had a house chief similar to the village chief (kimongwi) of the Hopi, who occupied that 

position on account of being the oldest man of the oldest clan; but this ruin is not the 

remains of a "palace" of such a chief. 



The site does not seem to have been occupied past 1300 CE. The generally accepted 

interpretation of the sudden abandonment of most pueblo communities by 1300 was that 

there was a drought whose effects were worsened by either internecine conflicts among 

pueblos or raids by the Athabaskan bands (Apaches and Navajos) that were entering the 

region. Anthropologists, who are specialists in agronomy in recent years have questioned 

if the drought of the late 1200s was severe enough to cause a region to be almost 

completely depopulated. Fortress-like pueblo complexes like the Cliff Palace would seem 

to have been the least likely communities to have been abandoned, yet while some mesa 

top sites like Acoma and Oraibi continued to be populated, while all of the cliff dwellings 

were abandoned. 



“Many of the cliff dwellings at Mesa Verde are small, only one or two rooms built in 

alcoves or shallow caves,” writes archaeologist Larry Nordby in a chapter of the book "The 

Conservation of Decorated Surfaces on Earthen Architecture" (J. Paul Getty Trust, 2006). 

He notes that one of the largest cliff-dwelling sites is a place we call “Cliff Palace.” It 

contains about 150 rooms and nearly two dozen kivas that were used, presumably, as a 

gathering place for rituals. 

 

Cliff Palace also had many decorations that are not well preserved. “Fairly typical 

examples of embellishments are a panel of numerous stamped handprints above doorways 

and a series of zoomorphic (animal) figures painted onto plasters,” Nordby writes. 



Sandpainting Weaving. 

Navajo, 20th century 

 

During the early 

twentieth century, most 

Navajo weaving was 

meant for outside 

markets. Anglo 

entrepreneurs at trading 

posts within the Navajo 

Reservation worked 

closely with weavers to 

develop categories of 

weaving and design that 

would appeal to outside 

buyers. Although many 

Navajo felt uneasy about 

borrowing sandpainting 

imagery for weavings, 

they used these designs 

that possessed sacred, 

healing powers. 



Sandpaintings are made for a ceremony 

called a “chant,” which is the recitation of 

part of a long story about the beginnings of 

the world. The sandpaintings are at once 

illustrations of the story and the “gifts” that 

are given to the heroes of the story. The 

narrative, its sandpaintings, and other 

details of the healing ritual are the property 

of a “singer,” or healer.  

 

When someone falls ill, the singer is hired 

to create sandpaintings linked to different 

events of the narrative depending upon the 

diagnosis of the ailment. Generally, a 

sandpainting ceremony will employ only 

four sandpaintings at most, representing 

only a small fragment of the entire 

narrative. The painting itself is produced 

with dry pigments mixed with sand on the 

floor of the patient’s home. When it is 

completed, the patient sits in the center of 

the painting and the singer and his 

assistants rub the sand on his or her body 

to apply the healing powers of the images. 



This weaving illustrates a 

sandpainting from the 

Shooting Chant, one of some 

twenty- to twenty-five 

different Navajo chants. 

Shooting Chant is 

particularly effective 

against diseases caused by 

lightning and protects 

against arrows and snakes. 

The chant begins with the 

time when Changing 

Woman lived in difficult, 

nearly barren land filled 

with dangerous monsters. 

Dripping Water and Sun 

impregnated her with twin 

boys who were to rid the 

world of these evil beasts 

and make it fruitful. The 

painting illustrated on this 

weaving is called “The 

Skies” and was taught to the 

twins by the Sun, their 

father.  



The image shows the four skies 

of a single day and their 

directional orientations: the 

white sky of dawn to the east, 

the blue sky of day to the south, 

the yellow sky of twilight to the 

west, and the black sky of night 

to the north.  

 

The horned faces toward the 

center of the composition 

represent the blue sun, the black 

wind, the white moon, and the 

yellow wind.  

 

In each corner is one of the four 

sacred plants recognized by the 

Navajo: corn, tobacco, squash, 

and bean. Like many 

sandpaintings, the composition 

is radial, growing outward from 

the center.  
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Above right: Thomas Moran. The Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, 1893-

1901, oil on canvas 

 

Shown here are two representations of the western landscape of the United 

States. Compare and contrast the two works by addressing visual evidence 

that reflects cultural attitudes or beliefs in regards to nature. 



The American artist Robert Smithson created his Spiral Jetty (seen above right) in 

1970 in the Great Salt Lake in Utah. In what way was his work innovative for its time? 

In what way does it borrow from long-held traditional ways of making art, exemplified 

by works such as the Serpent Mound, seen on the left?  




