
Astronomy in
Tafno Mythotogy

by Sebasti6n Robiou-Lamarche

When Co lumbus  a r r i ved  i n  1492 ,  t he
Greater Ant i l les were inhabited by Tainos, s i
Arawak people originally from the-loiihern:i
coast of  South America. The Arawak mi_
grat ions to the Ant i l lean Is lands had taken place'
dur ing two epochs: the Sub-Taino (ZOO:tOOO
AD)  and  the  Ta ino  (1000-1500  AD l .

The Spanish chroniclers and histor ians
wrote abundant ly about the Taino cul ture;  yet
very l i t t le informat ion was girren about their
astronomical  knowledge. lVe know only that
tney counted the months by moons (Angler ia
I I 6 s ), . t ha t r he y uca ( tqC!.tq_S!!!1S49_!C!!t)
was  p lan teC and  the i r  po t te ry  made  a i l p r  t he
new moon (Oviedo 1959) and that the ap-
pe&rance of the Pleiades in May indicated the
beginning of  a new yeaf (Ti6 1966).

Nevertheless, archaeological  and m ytho-
logical  evidence show that the Taino cul ture,s
use  and  know ledge  o f  p r i n r i t i ve  as t ronomv  was
much broader.  In fact ,  some ceremonial  plazas
or bal l  courts,  such as Chacuey in the l jo-
minican Republ ic,  seem to have their  main axes
oriented towards the sunr ise at  winter solst ice
(Rob iou -Lamarche  1980) .

The present study presents two important
myths _recorded by Fray Ram6n pan6 in his
Relacion Acerea de la Ant isuedad de los Indios,
compr teo  upon  reques t  I rom Co lumbus  i n  h t s

?),picol ' rcohobo zemi, '  f igurine used by the Ioino stromon
during hol lucinogenic r i tudls. , ,Cohoba', pouder \ros Dlace(l an
lhe drsk ot),evp lhe [ igure s heod tFrom "iono Indion Arr" b)
Me lo  Pons  A leg r i o ,  ARCHAEOLOCY 33G) ,  j 960 )
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I n r l i i l - - t i , l  i o n - :  {  r , ( ' , l l , ( J  H r t r a ^ i . , n  { . h e  ^ ^ ^
l e g : p d  I  j . ' l r l n i n g ) .  . i r i p i  c . c u l k , .  r , t l p  - r c t t p r  

l rl h '  L . g r r r r i r r g - )  r t r c  R a \ a  f - a e u l L . ,  ,  t h ,  ; " : i
l - p  L u t i f r l l  L  j s r  l n i n g )  { 1 9 ; J : l  ) .  t r "  , r o  i ' m l
t r r e d i l t o l r  r e I  n d e J  o l  l ) J t . c  . :  u r . r . o u t r t ,  e h r  

' ' r -

\ \ l l l .  i t n o r e  t l r e  i d o i  r c c n r i )  r . , , , , n , , , , " " r - l _ ] l l
' , i d . L l  b )  t \ \ o  o t l  e r . :  r ; r - r i : i l r ' ,  , t , r r r , l n g * r  , : ' , i
I n e 5 - c r . g e r  u l  t l , e  r v i n c  - r r r d  f n e  r r r n r  3 n i
Coatr isquie (gatherer and dispcnser of  tne , ,1,
Pr. . t .  

l re.  might infer,  then, tnat thcse thrJe
Taino cglajes associated with storny waters-anl : ' r
destruct ive winds are equivalent to the three . l

the year ( f rom [ larch to August)  dur ing which
ihe Big Dipper wi l l  not bc t , is ib le at  dawn, Lrcing
benea th  the  ho r  i z  on .

Ursa  Na jo r ' s  "en t rance , '  i n to  the  sea  re -
sembles t l te entrance of Anacacuya head l i rst
into the water.  This disappearance i rom sight
takes place in l larch, and would logical ly
j nd i ca te  the  beg inn ing  o f  t he  my th ,s  cyc le ,  t he
mythical  morrent when the hero's saga starts,
r \ f ter four ntonths, around the f i rst  week ol
August,  the Ant i l lean and Nlesoamerican pr im-
rtrve would watch thc hel iacal  r is ing of  Ursa
\1ajor.  Today we know that the hurr icane
season runs front June to October,  and that the
nronths which have histor ical ly recorded more
storms are August and Scptember (Sal iv ia 19?2).
There{ore, thc reappearance of Ursa [ , la jor in
August-Sept e m ber coincidcs with the rnost dan-
gerous months of  the hurr icane season. I t  is
clear why the Maya-Quich6 named Ursa Major
w i th  the  namc  o f  t he i r  de i t y  Hurakdn ,  The
deity manifests i tsel f  when the constel lat ion
reappears.  Furthermore, the reappearance of
Ursa l'lajor in August was perhaps a]so con-
nected to the t ime of the year when navigat ion
on the high seas becomes hazardous. I f  i t  were
so, Ursa 1\ ' la jor 's cycle around poiar is,  as shown
in Figure 1,  would i l lustrate a Taino navigat ion
calendar s imultaneously integrated to the pos-
sible agr icul tural  calendar that is discusscd
ahead .

Yet the relat ionship between the Ant i l lean
and Nlesoamerican dei t ies is deeper.  The poool
vun  a tso  descnDe \  Hurakdn  as  hav ing  th ree
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rDovc  n ren t i onpd  e rp ress ion ,  o f  U , r rekan .  l n
t h e  I u i n o  e u l l r t r c ,  C u a o l n e " r .  L i u a t r u o a  6 n i
Cloataisqule would bc erpressions of  gnacacw*""
the dei ty that r ises from the sea as Ursa NlajJ i
in August,  the month of  hurr icanes and thunl
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u JEnuor!
I igure t i  Annual cycle of urs! t ]sjor around pol8rr is as a 

dcrstorms'

calcndar for the hurricsne season in the Anti l les
and i\lesosmericA. The Crying pleiades

Bcfore he went : rway with al l  le women,
Cuahayona asked them to gather a lot  of  gucyo,
which is a plant that has not been ciEar ly
idcn t i f i ed .  A l te rwards ,  as  we  have  seen ,  t he
navigat ing hero threw his brother- in- law
Anacacuva into the watef,  and i f  we agree up t0
this point ,  Anacacuya becan. le Polar is in order
to rnake possible the f i rst  journcS' in the canoe,
Guahayona and the women reach X, lat in in6,
where he leaves them and proceeds on his
nrythic t ravels.

This part  of  thc ' l 'a ino myth reminds us of
I  S o u t h  A r r r e r i e a n  \ r a r . o  m 5 t h .  i n  w h i r . l r  r n c n
are deprived of tobercco because i t  has been
taken away to an inaccessible is land by some
unmar r i ed  wonen  (Lev i - s t rauss  19?  2 :358 ) .
I lat in ino, in our case, was a mythical  is land,
much searched for and never found. Perhaps i t
was to that is land where the gi . ieyo was taken
after the long journey at sca. Tl is would mean
that gi ieyo was some kind of  tobacco, the "dr ied
leaves that they value highly" as Columbus
already not ieed in his f i rst  voyage, whcn he
encountered a canoe at sea near the Lucayas
which carr ied tobacco. I t  appears that the
pr imit ive Ant i l lean navigators chewed these
leaves to appease hunger and weariness.

As a resul t  of  Guahayona's f l tght,  the men
are lef t  wi thout women and
tobacco, and the chi ldren are
Pane's account says:

Later,  when they were
ger,  i t  is  said that they

possibly without
lef t  m ot her less.

bothered by hun-
cr ied and cal led



' l ' l r is  rrv r  o1'  the cryi t rg_hunSrV clr i lc l r .cn,wr1h, var jat ions, is rv idcly .p.&,f  i rnugf ' lo i , t '  ; i iSou t l  _  Amer i ca ,  as  l , 6v i - s r rauss  sho rvs  i n  h i s
U$lelglSs. 

' fhe 
nrost i rnportanr point  about

l ! i-r. 1l lO,t,_.. ir i .rs porcntiai u.t.ouoi,, i",rt "Joil
nect ton.  ' l ' l tc  

f  o l lowing South Anter ica, ,  n , ; t ; . r ,
a r e  d r a w r r  l r o r r  I _ 6 v i _ S l r a u s s  ( 1 9 6 8 ) :

a.  ' l 'he 
IJororo Inc l ians of  Braz i i  a t t r ibuteL l t e  o r i g i n  o f  t c  s t a r s  t o

:lli:tien,. \\,ilo, huvins cut",;1"'3,u"t#lill
g t a n d m o t h e r , s  t o n g u c ,  i i s c e n d e d  t o  h e a v c n  a n d0 e c d m c  s t a r s .

South Arncr ica.  t rTaking retcrence to the above_ment loned tcxt ,  hrc  can surn mal ize the fo l_l o w t n g :

a.  ' l 'he 
Shcrcnt6 keep count  o l  the months

9,y " l9o i .  
and thej r  year  begins wi th the r ise o it h e  P l e  i a d  e s .

^ .  b .  ' l i r e  
T a p i r a p 6  k e e p  c l o s e  w a t c h  o I  t h ePlc iades,  s ince thei r  c i isappearancc betow thehor ' izon in  Apr i l  an lounccs thc beginning of  thera l l ty  season.

- "  . ,  " .  ^ f o f  t h e  T a u l i p a n g ,  r h e  d i s a p p e a r a n c c
o1 the p lerac jes forec is ls  t t re  corn ing '  o f - ihJ
1ai1s. fo thc .t .upinarnbi i ,  

tne pieiactei is wfraimakes thc ] ruL.a grow.

d .  A m o n g  t h c  O r j n o c o  I n d i a n s ,  t h e  n c w
y , l : , 1  , . , , d  l l l e  r i t i n y  c , , u . o  h c g t n s  1 4 l r e l l  1 l , eJ . ' r . t a L t c s  " t : e  h p l i i r c a l l V  i D  t h p  i . a _ t .  t n  f r c f ,
"1he fcappearance of  the p le iac ies , , "p;n; ; ; ;
t h c  c h a n g c  

.  o f  y e a r ,  f r o l r  e a s t  t o  w e s t ,  a l ltnroughout  the Guayana area,  and f rom Or inocot o  C a y e n a . . . "  ( L 6 v j l S t r a u s s  r  9 6 8 ) .

, ,  _ 5  w c  c a n  s e e ,  t h e  r i s i n g  a n d  s e t t i n g  o ft t re  Ple iades is  in t imatc ly  associated tv i th  ther .a lny season in  the nor thern area of  Soui t tA m e r i c a ,  a n d  i t  i s  t h e  m e a n s  f o r  t i r e  m e a lsurement  of  t ime.  l !e  can considcr  that  tePle iades werc as meaningf  u i  to  t f le  , f .a i "os 'as
they we^re to the South Anler icans,  Oar"O on t i lum y l h ,  o l  t h e  h u  n g r y - n o  i s y _ c r y  i n g  c h i l d r e  .  T h cA n l  i l l e a n  m y t h .  r o o t e d  i n  s i m i l a r  S o u l h  A m e r _rcan myths,  var ies only  insofar  as the stars are
: : l l : : . . .  oy  . f rogs .  wh i , ,h .  r i k "  t r } "  p r . i ro . . .
sy .mDot t ze  ra inwa lc r .  Th i .  my t  ho log ie r l  sub_st i tut ion can be due ei ther tb panZ,s inter_pret.at ion or account of  the myth as he heard i t
;o,l 

to 
, 

the long perrod of Arawak m igrati,onsthroughout the Ant i l lean rstanos cur inf-  wnicivar iat ions coulci  have taken effect .

t o r  t h c i r  r t l o t h e r s  w h i c h  w , e r c  g o n e ;  a l t dl i . ' ,  
, l r l l , - r ' r  c u  t d  n o l  g i v ,  r , c l , o t  t o  t l r c

: ' i ] : l - l  
r h o  t ' t c r . ^  l , u n g l i l \  c , r i l i n r  r l , e

ntoUlcrs,  s : ry ing ntanta in  rvords,  but" t fu lv
e a F o l  l o  l r o  1 1 s 1 . 1 ' s ,  I  t . ui o r . ,  , r , o  rp , r  i , r , c  5uv jns  ; J : t i : f , , ' ; l : i l t
,  L r  r \  i r n , ' J  , l O \ v l \ .  t h o v  h ,  I , c  t t . i , r r - t O I , J r r e c J
rn to  i i t t l c  f rog t i kc  i n in tu l s ,  w l r j ch  a renan tcd  ' t onas " ,  

,  because  o f  t j r c j r  y " r . n in f
r o i ' t t t c  t  e i t t . . .  ( . , \ r r o n t  l 9 T - 1 : 2 1 ) .

b . . . A r n o n g  t h c  C a d u v e o s ,  t h e
l l 'ere c^ l t i lc l rcn convcr ted in to s tars as ai r e n l  1 o r  p l a y i n g  l o u d l S r  a i t c r  n i g h t i . r r l l .

. ,  .  : .  1 , ,  o l l i l . t  (  l r i r c o  r n J l i r _ ,
f t . t N ( l O r  r 5  a r c r i b o d  1 0  c n i l o r c n
s K y  a i  t e r  b e h a v i r r g  n o i s i l v .

, .  ! .  S o ! J h  o i  r h , .  O | j n o r . o  t t i r n r , ,  l h c
. r l o u i h i  

D o l i e v .  t l r J l  t  l r o  p l e i . , d e .  n r n , . ,  i u t o

i l ; .F^": ,  :1. : : l : r , .  D|orher_. in.o;, ,  i iy, . l - ; ' i ; ;
riiJ-ji"*,fl :" :1;S ;; ffi qf 

"',,#: 
:il"J="";"i::

, 1 l r | s o  
c ) ' r l n p l - s  , r r o  s r r i l j t . t p n l  t o  d e n o l e

i ]  , , i ' \ ' n  
o l  l l . r ,  l i  r n g r v  r r u i s r _ e r y i n g  c h i l .

Plc iades
punish-

t h c  o r i g i n  o f  t h e
dragged to the

( r 0 1 0 g  
c a l  r o l i , t i o r r s h i p  n . , i * " a n  l h c  l . r o g s  r 1 d

,  J t : : : 9 : ' l  l ) c f i n i t e l v .  r . r o g s  ; p p ,  ' i r . r  o r '
l, l,]"".:',, *r,"i '"i ,, i"-,i ",.. 

-ir"l '. i"?]
' r " . 1 ; . , ^ , : ' : : :  

r o "  .  r | t r i r . h  1 ] 1 a  g h 1 1 6 1 . p 1 , " c , , . ,

fiii,i.I'J i,; ;, ;' "l; lililif*;l'ii ii? :jr r l h n  i ^  ' \ u r v .  l i  j  I I C f O  l S
: r ,  i i ' " ^ r " t  

, t . o n . - l ' i p  u o r w c c n  . r o g s  i r n d  r d r n
t i u  o . ' t e t "  i ' l \ o  o  ^  D . l  w c p n  t h e  r l i n n i . t e rt h "  o , . , ) "  i , r s o  o  ^  D . l w c p n  t h e  r l i n n i . t e r
, r ; J ' ._ . "5 :  t . . v i -s l raur i  n r .  po in led  our

\s^rhc o.icin oi tne -sil. i 
"i:.,;.: id;"1,v';,*

1.,: ,^t". . l l :  t :u r A.rn crican mythologies.

;lll;- ;llHl:il, I,ll,,,,*l;^"t *"i:,;
n J / f  ' ^ , .  - - f

; " . ' : ,  "  U r , '  ( . n l J d T p  o n d s  i n  l t , u g . _u r  ( 1 r r . -  o r  p i e i r , r d e _ .  U u t .  t r  t n e r e  i . 1

.  
l l i th in the myth,s chronology, the de_parture.of  Guahayona takes place around [ iarch.w^nen Anacacuya, synbol ized by Ursa X{ajor,'cnters the sea' , .  In turn,  the pleiades alsodisappear about a month later,  , t  the ;nJ-; iApr i l .  ' l 'herefore, 

the rnetamorphosis of  thecrying chi ldren into frogs would io l low,no.t lv,
l i : . 1  

' : ' .  , l  l \ r av .  rndeed . . - rh rougnou l  l he  Anr i l l e5 ,. \ r&y  r s  t he  mon l l .  o f  t he  h ighes t  p rec ip l t a t i on
records. And i t  is also the month when thcPleiadcs reappear at  dawn on the eastern
:: . l lon. Thus, the disappearance and reap_pearance of the pleiadci  

"orncrdes wtth the
l l l , r i ]  , 11 " : i p ] ra t i on  cyc le .  g i v ing  mean ing  i o. ' " "  assoc ia t i on  o l  ra in  and  F l c iades  rn the Taino myth.

V ^ 1 " - ^  r m / r  . \  i ^ ^ .
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Let us analyze graphical ly these cvcies.
l n  l i gu l c  ? .  t he  uppc r  g raph  i nd i ca tcs  t l r c
precipi tat ion cvcle as compi led by the author
based on histor lcal  data from the Servic io
Nacional de Nlctcorologia.  There is a f i rst
minimum rainfal l  recorded (February),  a l i rst
maxinrum (N' lay),  a second nr inimum (June),  and
a second maximum (October).  The second graph
shows the four basic dates of  the solar cycle.
The third graph indicated the cycle of  the
P le iades  a t  1500  A l l ,  f r om Aven i  (1980) .  Pu t -
t i l l g  l o g e l l r e r  l h e s e  t h | e e  e y c l c s ,  w e  l i n d  t h e
basis  f 'or  a  possib le Taino agr icu l tura l  ca lendar .
' Ihe winter  so ls t ice would s ignai  the drought ,
the appropr ia te t ine to c lear  the land,  The
spr ing eqLr inox would lorecast  the coming ra ins,
as docs the d isappearance of  the Ple iades.  I t
would be the t ime to p lant  the yuca and the
t i m e  o l  t h p  r i r s l  , . o r r r  h a r v e s l  b e n e l i U i n g  f r o r r r
the occasional  showers.  Thus,  in  [ , Iay,  the i i t t le
p lants would bc s t rong enough to fes is t  the
hef lvv ra ins.  The sumrrer  so ls t ice should rep-
resent  the second min imurn ra infa i l .  In  th is
in terval ,  the l i rs t  corn would be harvested and
the new seed would be sown.  The autumnal
equinox would announcc the second r : r in fa l l
maxi rnun and thc beginning o l  the end o i  a l l
t h e  a g r i c u l t u r a l  c y c l e .

Conclusions

I l  thc present  mythologic : r l  an: . i lys is  holds
t r L l c ,  n c w  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  A r a w a k  m i -
grat ions f rom South Amer ica are possib le.
(  o n s i d e ' i n g  c o l : n r o u s  r r t n \  o D S e r v ; r l i o n s  a s  t r r
thc ' l 'a ino 's  knowlcdgc and sk i l l  in  navigat ion
( t l tor ison fS+Z),  i t  c i r r  be thought  that  they
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I  I  I  so!A(
. ' " _ v  *  

l c ) . c l E I 1  i .  a l s o  t e f r p t i n g  t o  p r o p o c e  l l l a t  c o n
lv i th  [ lesoamer ica was much nore than caqr

could even takc to the high seas at night
the  s tu rs ,  l n  f uc t .  we  ean  even  tn ink  l na i
A r i ,wuk  m ig ru t i ons  f ron r  Sou t l r  Amer i ca  6 j6
havc to take p lace f rom is land to is land,
s l o w l )  u p w f r d .  i n  t h e  L e s s e . r  A n t i l l c s  s p s h , ' r
has tradi t ional ly been held,  Perhaps
r n  i r " r t l  i n n <  r i d p d  h r r  m ., . , - r l nc  c  u r f c  n  t s ,
have come straight f ron the coasts of
Anler ica to the Greater Ant i l les.  This
. i b i l i t y  m i g h t  h e l p  t o  e x p l c i n  t h e
l !arao or igin of  some sett lements in p1
(Sea-rs t  gZf) .

\ \ c  a r e  i n d u e e d  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  t h c  A n t i l l e s  w ,
n p '  l , i n s  o l  n r r l t  r r r r l  p l . o h e n c r o  h d r

South America and [ ' lesoamerica. The parr i
le l ism between I Iurak6n, the Nlaya-Quich6 dei t
and Anaeacuya, Taino mythic cacique, and
hungry-noisy-crying chi ldren myths from
America and the Ant i l les,  would give grounds
such a t  heory.

We must not let  go unnot iced the r
lat ionship between Anacacuya and the seashe
or cobo (strombus gigas L,) .  The myt
c: lc ique is  thrown in to the water  when he
iooking at  a cobo. This beaut i fu l  seashel l ,  g iven
: c e L i o n i i l  e u t ,  r e s u l t s  i n  a  s p i r a l .  T h o  s y m o o l
t ho  sp i ra l  (a  un i vc rsa t  symbo l )  j >  c l so  p resen t  i n
al l  ' l 'a ino expressions of  art  and i t  could wel l .
rcpresent thc hurr icanc's rotat ing movement ' ,

around a central  point ,  a power symbol.  ln . :
addi t ion,  the cobo is  par t  o f  the cohoba r t tua l ,  ' i

s i n c e  l l r A  n  r l v e r i z e r l  c h e l l  c o m b i n e d  w i t h
coj6bana seed (piptadenia peregr ina L.) ,  or
sometimes with tobacco. Droduce the hal luclno-
c . r . n i e  e f f e c l s  c i - l i n c t i v e  o f  t h c  s a c r e d  c c r e -
n lony .

Furthermore, the meteorological  and as-
tronomical  cycles descr ibed can be studied in
unison with the solar cycles that seem to be
evidenced in the construct ion of  somc cere-
rnonial  plazas, in an ef fort  to arr ive at  a better
reconstructed Taino calendar and a deeper
understanding oFthe ' l 'a ino's knowledge of na-
tu rc .

The present study of  Taino mythology
f rom rn  asL ronorn je l l  pe r :pec r  i ve  dops  no l
pretend to be exhaust ive. On the contrary,  i t  is
succinct and further consiclerat ion may enr ich
this in i t ia l  explorat ion. I t  is our Er im to assert
that the lndians of  the Ant i l iean Is lands l {new
more oi  natural  cycles than the conqucror was
able to apprec iate.
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