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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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in other Arawakan tongees, that adds o the general meaning o sense of
L-:t:lemnit},'.1 Thus, in the same was that in present-day Arewak powa-in
means ‘forest spirjt,‘g Yoca-hu or Yuca-hu would be equivalent 10 " Yuea
Spirit,’ the Cassava Giver, the Immertal and Invisible Being from whe tha
Taino requested his daily braad,

The second name, Bagua, presents no particular difficulty since both the
word and its mezning have been recorded by Ovideo, whe notes: ™ The Inclisns
of this island of Hispanicla call the sea bagua; notbaygua, for hapzua is that
paralyzing substance with which they catch a greal many fish, as I have said,
but agua is the name for the sea on this island. ™ 11 it is remembered that the
Tainos were not only skilled farmers but slso excellent fishermen and baold
seamen, it is not at all surprising to find that this banefactor spirit was also
related to maritime activities-- aetivities crucial w Taino ecelogy and migri-
Luons.

The thicd term, Madroroti, seems 10 be made vp of the negative preiis
ma, @ characteristic of the Arawakan longues medning Swithout™ or
lackingy o dracotl, which in Tarne as well as inrelated Carib and Lokono
words means ' grandfather.”! Ma-érocori or “without grandfather is Bguivi-
lent, as Pang explains, to one “wha has a mother, but no heginning.”

In Yucahuguama, guama is the same word that C. H. de Geoje recordsin
Lokono as wama ‘Lord.™® Furthermere we koow that the natives ol
Hispaniola called Columbus “the guamiguina of the Christians™ {that is.
wanifa)-ikinf) because, according o Las Casas, ruamiguina was wh
they called the greal Lord.”" Yucahugrama, as Pane correctly translated, s
then ** that great Lord, who they say is in heaven.” And so also Las Cusas:
“ilye Great Lord who lives in heaven.” " Summing up, the evidence here
assembled seems sufficient to allow the free translation of the names Yircahu
Bagua Maurocoti and Yucaliguama as * Spint of Cassavi and the Seu,”
* Being without Male Ancestor” and " Lord Cassava Giver.™

Passing from linguistic deductions 1o ethnographic reports, we find Ut
other ohsarvations by Pang support and widen the foregoing analyses. Hu
declares in Chapter XIX of the Refacién: * There are several kinds of stone
cemies. There are . . . athers having three points, and they Lelieve that they
cause the cassava to prow.” Relating this quote to what we have seen
previously, wemay reasonably assume that these idols, in the shape of stones
with thres points, which made the cassava grow, are lithic representatives ol
Yucahvuguama. And one mighl even infer, on confronting these deductaons
with the paragraph of the Trearise which we shull examine helow, thal th
tripointed stones were used in agriculiural rites of a propitiztory nature, and
that such rites consisted of buryinp the stones in the cassava patches so thul
their m  ‘cal presence might fertlize the fields and multiply the crop. Tliis
may | erred from what happenatl Lo six subjects of Guaronex whe buried
some Utuictian images in the same muanner as they had previovsty bunsd
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:.J:]]‘_L:L._”El:[“.: cemivs. The story, as related by Friar Eamdn, ig us following:
viane, faving converied an Indian fumily 1o Catholicism, left them c*t':a}rlt
Imapes xa thal they might venerate them in a litile church w]::i-_'h thu:_\' Elrurihhtu'l‘
fur the puspase. Onee the friar had gone, the six lndizns earvied off e '.IITI' e l
And, Pane adds: ** Having leit the Paze of warship, they threw the [m-aa-:.lf‘l-::"
P'Liu: sround .'I.Il'llj covercd them with 2arty ancd the urir._med oIl 'I:um :;;L'?n ﬂ
I\Lw. your yield will be pood and abundan.” s they said '_5 i:.l_'r'ms.-}L" _-
I'i:u: Buried *.J’u:m ina cultivated ficld, saying that tie oo Ll J]l’. ":u:-_-lu IL'l [Ll.jj
i would be goad. "™ All of this is confirmed in the words L:| '»:-i:lr[?-t'cl*llL

rnmLaL“j'InJy c;l_lj ngafes (sweel potatoes) cassava, relaws the ;‘l_‘;“l‘i't'l-'il'l > " I ‘ Llll}:
rools of the ajes are veneraled those that are feundd QIONE L ajes Th' t-:'-rIL
say, the type of food that we spoke of abave, They say []|"~l" B
msteumental in the formtion of the bread, ! )

Hiske conies are

) ["r'If_'-‘.'I.'I‘.I_: o e 1I.'|:: archeclogical evidence, we see that, in licht of the
loregoing lavestiations, the lust symbolie meaning of nemerous so "'iI;'l" ;
before Tooked upos as sinple artificts now becomas clear 'E'I.n.w;: \LL 'k:E'b
aritlie :;-'.}- zatlled L‘.:J';_'_u‘J|1L-l'll|:.k. three cornered comies or 1|'fp:.1||ih.'-':i L.lx_r‘LH”!LJIJN
I;:.J:::?qi.;i::]t:E{C.m““m:l in Lhc principal eollections of the Uniteg Stuh-‘ II|:
Lntilles and BEurope nomber o ¢ lundreds and are very Ui iz,
form, material am-.JJ \'.r_w:111:;‘52:jlhrkl:]L:Ed:lzztj:I -1I-'~fif'-"-}'.L-'“'3"-=“"- % Lo
e Y 4 goed many of such stones have been
tescribed, classified and repreduced in specialized reviews." What hod nee
{ct bueen dE:u'.c was 10 identily them'as imazes related to the cult ntll' ‘| J
Buzua Muadroceti, w elucidate the specific use to which they x-.:.:w put 'L:IZJJ 'L'
el i 1

ey 9o \ g s=frctim el s f
give due value Lo the astistic achievements of somez of tiem in terms al their
recoversd meaning. o -
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So that readers unfamiliar with the wipointed stones may have an idea of
the varicty of form which the native craftsmen pave them, 1 will bagin by
reproducing three of the best known. They are the ones which appear in plawe
I, which I have taken from the recent baok by Frederick 1. Dockstader fidian
Are i Middle America. Doctor Duockstader, dircetor of the Museum of
the American Indian and an authority in these matters, says of these mages;

These finely worked objects, whose function is completely unknown, are
celieved to have a ceremonial use. The tri-pointed stone 3 rvings, commonly
lermed zemtd, have various forms, and vsually the heed of & human or aning
adorns the ends,'®

The evidence set forth in the previous pages suggests that, with e
exception of the imege on the right [ for reasons which will ke given in chapter
6) the cemies represent the countenance of Yueahuguamd, the Great Spirit
who made the caszsava grow, Bepioning, then, with the one in the CELEr, We
observe the solemn dignity of the prefile and the apparent simplicity witl
which the carver adapts it to the wiargular design of the composition; the
strunge elfect of the large, hollowed out eyes; the ear with pierced lube [or the
insertion of a plug of metal alloy called granin: the mouth prossly distended
as I avid to ingest nutritious substances w feed the cassava; aml,
concentrating all the germinative viper of the imape towerd the vertex, The
eve-catching protuberance which in this example may have mesnt to signily
the swellen bud, about to spropt inm o nesw plant. The result is an idol of
extraordinary strength, admirable for its powerul symbolism, it simplicity
of line znd itz exceptional ecanomy of resourees,

The image on the left is a variant of the one just described. [t repeats
face dominated by the distorted meuth, the large scooped cut syes, and &
forehead about to sprout in the budding of 2 new plant, This vepelative
tendeney appaars to reflact, in this cise as well as i the pravious one, Lhe
fundamental idea of the Amerindian peoples regarding their aprieulwr
gods: the plants graciously given ta man are a direct manifestation of the VETY
body of the god, constant renewsals of this immertal substance. Wha
distinguizhes this image from the one pravicusly described is. in the first place,
that the vertex here represents a sort of small anithrepomoerphic head,
elementally outlined. This little head, which we shall enchunter again in
unalogous pleces, may represent a similarly animutzd view of the sorout: ey
i, a view of the sprout as endowed with the inslinct to make its way to U
surface and direct the future transformation of trunk, branches and [eaves,
And it ditTers also in that the ends of the base begin tu take on an imprecise
representztional valus, These vague shapes will be easier to interpred if we
proceed first to the examination of the tripointed siones.

The anerepreduced in plate 2 has notvet heen ineluded in any specializg
pulbliz - Itis another tripainted ido!, carved i gray stone  whieh is it
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Museo de Antropologia, Historia y Arte de la Universidad de Puerto Rico,
Once again 1t appears 0 represent the selemn countznance of Yuezhuguama
adapted to the conteurs pfanz side of the trizngle, and in it the characieristics
previously pointed out rezppaas, The curious thing about this notable picce 15
that the Great Lord of Cassava now acquires an anthropomorphic body asa
stylized extention of the enormous, bulbous face, and the details of this body
are revenled by means ol a systent of incisions and low reliefs which. withinthe
required wiangular design, represent it in a position which would seem 10
condfim the fertilizing function of the image. It would be hardly reasonable o
intzrpretit, with reference to a religious tradition foreipn to the Taino culwre,
as' apraver'sorsupplicant’s pase.” Inthe context of the native beliefs which
we have been eluciduting, it is clzar that Yucahuguama is not praying 1o a
Euronsiatic god; he is, T would say, working the seil beneath the newly planted
cassava. It may be observed, in this regard, that the arm ends in fingers which
are contracted, the better to dig, and the leg Lerminates in a stylized foot, with
the five wees jointed into a serl of paddiz, in order 0 acclerate underground
lacomotion. And it may also be observed that the Taino sculptir, attemgting
1o heighten the impression of mation. imaginatively links the hmbs w the trunk
by means of skillful geometric incisions, These indisions make the ks
appear as if joined 10 the bady by a sort of peg which would allow them free
play: and the fact that the limbs are carved in Jow relief heightens the
impression of their independence. This detail makes one suspect that, as inthe
cuse of the so-called stene collars {which were not collars bt monolithic
belts),'” this type of cemies may have been initially carved in wood. 1T such
prior forms existed in wood, the evidence, perhaps destroyad by adversy
climatiz conditions, has not come down o us. I any event, there can be doubl
Unat the picce represents a being whese dynamism perfectly fits the [artilizing
funetion of the cassava-generating divizily.

The limbs which we have just pointed out in this spacimen appear with
equal clarity in other tripointed stones. Suchis the case in the one reproduced
in plate 3. Although there is greatar complexity in the general appearance i
details, it is evident that it is another representation of the same myhical
heing: disproportionately large face on one side of the triangle. scoopud-cut
eyes, enormously distended mouth, sars with ]JETEI‘JI}][EEI- lobes, incisions
wlhich represent an inexacl number of ribs. The sculptor undoubtedly had i
precise idea of the image he wishad to carve. Hawever, within the pexential
unity of desipn there appear variztions which we ought w0 keep in mind. For
example. the vertex of this ome does notend, as inthe two previous speciniens,
11 arounded surface on which is sketched o diminutive anthropomarphic icad:
it ends rather 1 a kneh which looks evenmors like 1 bud or sprout. And whatis
parhz o greater importange ir this effort at interpretation. the caranes
arour .o pod s laee are also differents insome ol the previous iImages wa sy

b iy (R

— —— — R g

e r— e
e ey A, —_ | r— i, R R 4

flore 3




!
et
s, T

— e

—

ERr N,

e

-

e ———
B e p—

et P b Ty AL e

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
g eategoncal explanation of these lipures.

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 Yucaluguamsa, And now we see clearly the
hollowed-out eyes, the head adorned with i ribbon-like set of incisions, the
Peo bittle circles which indicate the nostrils--similar here w the snout o 4
replile--and, of couwrse, the distended Jwws of the grem being, the carth
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

i
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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 g human- like face at one end and the aforenentoned 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
other hand, itis evident that the strange imertwining of circles, loops, grosses
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
represent avatars of the pod of the sea and agricullure, related to water { Frog,
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 wrufacts, mads of any resdily available material. Those appearing 1
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 el the Targest, which measures 9 em, There are 3lso
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
i e The variety of materials, sizes and designs, and the extraordinug
aoundance ol afl wpes are eloguent testimony (o the common use of these
| cominy ach family had its ewn wo fertlize jis coops,

o A - w1 TR _.T;u_— I-I
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One more ik
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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 possibly olher

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
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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
catled, both by them and by us, cannibals ™

It was, then, w 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 different TERL T
of America? Ordid it travelrom the West Indies 1o continental America alemy
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 a
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
the Taina and reflects his charaeter and hiz world view. Yueahu o
wladrocet, Lord ef the Three names, leon of the Tripeinted Stones. Brings
pether the three basic fcwoes which so aappily blandin the Woaest Indies: land
soaoand man,

Tode o aivess
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MNOTES
| Fray Ramon Pune, Relacion acerca de las antigusidades de dor mdios. od. Jose ] Arsam
thlexica: Bigh: XX Edilores, 18745, p. 21,
2 Fray Barslomede las Casas, Apelogetica fiviorie de las fadias, chap. 1200 Depecte room
the wxt reproduced in Appendiz © of the cited edition of (e Meleeive,, po 104,
¥ Kedacran, pp. 47-48,
4 Las Casas. Apelogetce haroeio, chap. 167,
3 The readerwill lind a detailed comparisanof the varians in my artizle ™ Bl nwendo mitcode
I tiainos: Motas sobre ¢ Ser Supremc,”” Thesairs, Babordn del Fustiraia Cove v Cuerva,
(Bogwnal 22,0 no. 3 (Sepember- December LR6T)E mpe 381-286. renrimed in
Revista Dominicena de Argueofopia v A4 airupolagis, | Santo Daminge) 1, no, |
tanuary-lune), pp, |84- 186,
i The hesitation between (ke vowels o and cpening ar closing the articulation, was
commen in the 1 &th century in the ranzeription of indian words (for sxamale, bonfare and
buarare, coco and cucs ), Inthe case of voca and pura, open areculation has been proserved
i such words as tap-isca, mend-foca and the Soulh Amerizan regianalism sraiace ur
mraniecd, inowhich o + yod fs f.
T Maney P, Hickersan records it as asominalize in Lokono or Trie Arawsk, Seeheranile
“Twn Yersions of 2 Lokoni VArawak) Tale,” fmiereativeal dournal of American
aeadssivs, 20 (145 po 29T, And CUH de Crovje mxplmng: = An cbject- word witloout by
denotes adefinice thingor thiongs ) with e, itdenstes e thirg in general orin g more solemm
neaning.” The Arawad Langawre of Guisin | A msterdam: 19283 p. 75
B Guogesap. eit, ppe 36 and 200,
4 Cruncala Ferrmder de Ovivlo, Histarie penerad v natyral do fus Tadios i Wladrid; 185171,
book R chap. 9.1, p 435 ;
10 Geoje. p. $9.
LE Dawgias Taylor recards the fonin dragind, with the Mg o grandlather,” amung the
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