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Taino Mythology:

Notes on the Supreme Being
Oy JOSE J, ARROM

Ancienl beliefs were deeply enirenched in the New World when the
discavering caravels, arrived. OF such beliefs, none was so widely held
ronghout the entire hemisphere as that in a Great Spiril, invisible and kind,

Uie gencrous protector of man. That Supreme S F

intis, quite naturally, the first
of the

gods recorded by Pané. In the apening lines of his repart he deseribed
The Supremie Spirit in these terms: = They believe that he is in the he

is immortal, and that ne one can see him, und that he has a mother, but no
beginning, and tiey calt him Yacaliu Bugua Maorocoll. "' Father Las Cusas
puses on the informaton in this manners * The peopie of this islind ol
Hispanioln had & cenain faith and knowledge of a true and single God, wln
was immortal and invisible o that none could see him, whe had no beginning,
whese abode and habitadon are the heavens, and ey called him Yoecahn
Bugne Maorocotis [ do not know what they meant to signily with this name,
focwhen Imight well ave found eut, [ did not.™ Pané againrefers tothe same
podd when he wres: * And that Greal Lord, who they say is in heaven ns is
recorded at the beginning of this book (

avens and

ardered a chief o feast) ... and they
suy that this chief asserted he had spoken to Yocahuouama™ |, . And Las
Casus, echeing Pand's reference, also wranscribes the name i s way:
Yocahuguame ” The supreme Being has thus acquired several names, and in
capsule, Ihe essence of his nawre and his symbals, of his
luudtions and his atiribures,
Opening the cupsule is another matier, Pang, althocugh he seems 10
stderstand what the Indians meant by those terms, did not deem it NECCEsiry
wirunsiate them. And Las Casas, when he wished 1o do s, found that it was

tu late, Compounding tie difliculiies, the varian of these terms in the Pane

witand in the versions of the chroniclers who warked with the manuscripn
sprcdr clsotic, But the confusion is more apparent than real: all the
fwsriptions converge on those left by Las Casas.

* More imporantly, ey
sdtespond o Arawa

kan loculions susceptible 1o structural anulysis, Let us
bisin, then, by atempting to decode the messape hidden in these names.

lethe lerm Yocaiu, yoca is the same word which in modern Spanish is

tdnced prea.” And f s a nominal izer, frequently esed bothin Taino and
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Trina Mytholopy: Motes on the Supreme Heing ]

certain grooves in the shape of enveloping spirals'or meanders: in thiz one we
have straiphtline drawings which combine 1o form triangular designs and end in
waslpmeidal fpure atvcar level, The inzipient state of this study docs not permis
4 ealegonical explanation of these [ipures.

The specimen reproduced in piowe 4 may be a little disconcerting at first
sight. Looked @t sideways, as in the Uppar portion of the illustration, il looks
momentasily like the head of s fishor amphibizn. Butitis notso. More carelul
observation will reveul that the incisions at the right, which seemed o
epresent the lower cutline of the lish's head, in fact represent the flexed leg ol
the pod. This becomes even more apparent when we look at the imags {rom
sbove, asanthe |2t side of the illustration, The complex design which seemued
to be the upper part of the head, seen zgain rom above, reveals itseli o us us
te face, more stylized now, of Yucalnguamsa, And now we see ¢l sarly the
hollowed-out eyes, the head adorned with i ribbon-like set of incisions, the
tew hitle circles which indicate the nostrils--similar here w the snout o 4
replile—and, ol cowrse, the distended Jaws of the great being, the caith
swallowar and fertilizer of the sown fields,

Letus now examine the tripointed stone reproduced in plate 5. [Uis evidem
that its gencral desien is comparable 1o those seen belére. Whai miakes it
difTerent is that both srms and legs are extended forward, Sinee this cxlcnsm
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frees the back end, the craltsman uses it to sculpt a lgure which appears 1o be
anindeterminate zoomorphic representation. Above all, thisidol is ditferentin
that the vertex is lormed on this occasion by a strange helmet that covers Uie
ticad of the god. Thit head- gear no longer pives the impression of a phviemeor
phic bud er of a small anthropamorphic head; rather it looks like the head of o
turtle. Thus, from the comparisons made of all these icons it is clear tha
although the central concept prasented in them s alweys one and the same, the
artist was free to choose those details which best symbolized specific aspects
of the nature and functicns of the god,

The specimens we have just examined serve also as a key 1w the
interpretation of the vagus forms which were observed belore onone end of the
base of other tripointed stones, Those forms, compared now with the ones seen
in these images, evidently comespond to the extremetics of Yueahuyteama.
And the same can be said of the idols reproduced in plates & throogh 10, The
lirst of these, with a human-like face at one end and the aforementioned limbs
at the other, (5 esparially interesting becaase of the peemenric designs which
adorn the back. Since these desizns are tetally different from those previossly
observed, [ do nol know what their symbolic meaning may have been, On the

ther hand, itis evident that the strange imertwining of cireles, loops, orosses
and tiangles is astenishing for its precision of line and calculated symmetry
This amply proves the capacity fur visualization and consummate skill af the
Taino sculpror, The ather cemies, reproduced in plates 7 through [0 presem
a series al variations which run fram the anthropomarphie wothe roomarphe,
The vertex of the icon reproduced in plate 7 represents the fore part of a Troe.
Cn the extreme right of fHustration B, we can easily recopnize the head of o
water bird. Fipure 9 shows, at the base of the bulbous trunk, what is probalil
the head of a manatee. Figure 10 repeats the manzstze hesd and coils a snake
around the trunk. 1have seen other tripuinted stones which clearly portray v
heads ol iguanas, wnles and parrots. All are, onee apain, demonstransny, of
the admirzble warkmanship achicved by the Antillean artificers when dus
wished to apply their talents o realistic represemiation. These artifacts ala
riise new questions. Were those zoamorphic fgures the visible embadimenis
cfthe divinity’s absiract qualitics? Were they bield to be messengers ofanimals
sacrad to Yoeahu, as the eaple was to Tupiter and the owlto Minerva? Lacking
dafinitz answers to these questions we can at least recall that in Mexico, as Paul
Westhaim cbserves, "the pre-Cortes world by preference has recourse
animals to present, in a tangible, palpable way, its concept of the deiy, ™
Should vurs be a like case, it might possibly be suggested that thoze animals
BPE_.,.E avatars of the pod of the sea and agricullure, related to water { frmg.
wiater bird, manateg), to the metaphorization of rein clouds (snake) or o
animzls either benzficial or destructive of tie crops ™

In ad 1o the tricornered stones with anthropomorphic faces, v
marph motes and complex geameric designs, there are others in which T
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symbolic represenmiations are reduced 1o their minima! expression. Insome el
them we can percetve the lepidury s expert hand in the extrems simplicity of
the styhizatiens. Let the one reproduced in plate 11 serve as an example. This
specimen, presarved in the Musco de la Universidad de Puerto Rico, is ol 50
funclienal a design that it may have had a practical part to play in the rite: that
of serving as un implement o sow a few seads. Most of them, however, wro

medest aruifacts, mads of any resdily availaole material. Thase appearing 1r

plate 12 are average examples. All found in Santa Cruz, Virgn Lslands, thei
dimensions Quctuate berween that of the first on the left, which hardi
approaches 2 cm, . and that of the largest, which measures9 cm. There are glso
cthers made (fome the calearcous protuberance of the cobo (conch shell)
Among thess, the one reprodoced in plate [3 has a secies of incisions inoth
tarm of dots, rings, circles anc wavy lines which are similar w those sgen i,
plate 2. And i oreeent vears in Santa Domingo there have come o ligh
numersus tricuspid ohjects, made of biked clay, with bases meascring 3 1o 4
e The variety of materials, sizes and designs, and the extraordinug
aoundance ol afl wpes are eloguent testimony (o the common use of these
cemies, Perhaps cach lamily had its own w ferdlize s crops.
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1 with regard to the cone-shapzd fzures made from the

ous Gigas): Fred Olsen, whose excavations in the Lesser
no signs of hurman activity benzath the level where he

a1ens, suggests thal thetr ritual use may have begunwith il

ters af the Tainos in these lands. He thos opens upra now

wetive for dating the antiquity of this and possilly other

sebservations onthe Supreme Being, letus ook at the slary
and reponted by Las Casas and other chroniclers. Brotler

ullows:

.Lord, whothey say is in heaven, as is recordad at the

s book, made Cacitiy fast. . . And they say that thds

12 had spoken to Yuecalwpuama, who told him thatall

¢ his denth remained alive would enjoy their posses-

o, for there would come 1o this land a peapls wearing

suld conguer and Kill them, andd they would starve to

aposecd atficst that it must mean the cannibals, butthen

i
_,
i
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censidering tiat the latter merely stole and fled, they concludsd that

the cemu must kave been referring to seme other group. 5o now they

believe that it is the Admiral and his people >
And Las Casas. transeribing directly into Spanish what he ook from Pane,
tells 1o this way: i

Coning back to the chisf or lord who had begun that fast, they said.
and it was public krewledge, that having spoken (o a cerlain cemt,
whase name was Yucahuguzma, he had been told by him that those
who alter his death remained alive would little enjoy their lands and
houses, for a clothed people would come whowould lord it over them
and kill them and they would starve w death; from that day on they
bilieved the invading people must be the Caribs, who were then
cilled, both by them and by us, cannibals.™

It was, then, w0 Yucuhuguama that the sad task of pradicting tae
destruction of the Taino people and of their raditions) way ol lile wis
auributed. The reader may recall that, according o other chronicler. 1he
ritive gods of Mexico and Peru also announced, in very simibar terms, the
downrull of therr respective ovilizations, Was Lhis prophetc warninge ihe
expression of an apocalyptic myth created independently in ditferent rop
ol Amerien? Or did ittravel rom the West Indies 1o eontinental Americ alemg
with the conguarors” Parallelism of dillusion. the spreadiong abrood ot
sud aupurics may well have served another end commupnly dssociated wath
enterprises of conguest: that of stiributing o divine designowhat isin fact
luman ageression. Adl this hardly agrees with the compassion:iate character ainl
benelicial function of ¥Yucahuguama,

Summing up, we may say that the Supreme Being of the Tainos was nol o
philanclering Don Juan. like Jupiter; nor a demanding amd vindictive Jutdpa,
ke Jehovahs noranobstinate warrior, like Odin. Created by o people Bving in
almost paradisine islards, without peisenous reptiles or fierce heasts, withont
harsii winters or oppressive summers, without desyrts and withour chilling
heights, in which a benign nature ofTered an abundunce of hirds and fish a4
lertile land, Yucanu Eagea Maorozot was, as were his ereators, peacelul and
Lind. Closaly tied 1w the ecology of the islands, his functions were those ue o
renerous Sustaining Being ruling the creative lorees of land and sex. Scen i
this lizhit, the myth has o precise meaning with the environment inhabited b

AT RS

the Taina and reflects his charaeter and hiz world view. Yueahu o
wladrocet, Lord ef the Three names, leon of the Tripeinted Stones. Brings
wgether the three basic factors which so happily blend in the West Indiess land
sed and man,

oo L advees
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