Throughout history, civilizations worldwide have had the need for various types of worship.  This resulted in the creation of mythology, which varied between cultures.  Most ancient societies applied anthropomorphism, a combination between human and animal, to at least some of their mythological characters.  Our traces to ancient beliefs and ways of life are frequently displayed through the abandoned arts and writings of the ancient civilizations.  Unfortunately, due to the brutality of the Spanish conquistadors, majority of the books of ancient Mesoamerica were burned, with only a handful remaining.  That makes us depend more on the artistic images and artifacts left behind by the Olmec, Maya, Toltec, and Aztec cultures to assess their ethics, mythology, and living traditions.  The jaguar was a very important animal in the mythology and symbolism of ancient Mesoamerica.  There are traces of jaguar carvings dating as far back as the Olmecs, the earliest organized society of Central America and continuing all the way through to the Aztecs.  For the Mesoamerican cultures, the jaguar symbolized power, ferociousness, and association with the gods. 

The jaguar was a common animal in Central America.  There are records of jaguar carvings dating as far back as the Olmecs, who thrived circa 1500-300 BCE.  For the Olmecs, the jaguar was the most ferocious animal that would overpower any living creature (Baldwin, 1998).  The Olmecs support the idea that if a person is dressed in a jaguar-like costume, he acquired special powers that were usually associated with the jaguar.  Among the Olmec images there are some that display the mating between a man and a female jaguar.  This helps explain the popular carvings of jaguar paws on the sculptures of nobility that they use to display their relation to the gods.

There were many Olmec artifacts found that had people represented as “jaguar-like beings.” (Covarrubias:  1957, 27)  One example of a person with jaguar paws on his head is the Colossal Head 5 of San Lorenzo (Miller: 1996).  The Olmecs associated the jaguar with the Underworld, which for many Mesoamerican societies was located inside the mountains.  One example of that was found at the Juxtlahuaca paintings, that include an image of what is probably a god: “His arms and legs are covered with a jaguar skin and he has a jaguar tail.”  (Weaver:  1993, 48)  These paintings have been estimated to date back to circa 1000 BCE.  Another important attribute of the Olmec jaguars as displayed by Covarrubias, is that there is a definite pattern of evolution of the jaguar throughout time—starting with the basic Olmec image, eventually developing into a number of gods such as Chaac, Tajín, Tlaloc, and Cosijo (Covarrubias: 1957, 62) that would be worshipped by future societies, including Maya, Toltec, and Aztec.

The society that followed the Olmecs, the Maya, brought the symbolism of the jaguar to a new level.  The golden age of the Maya lasted from 250 to 900 CE.  Similar to the Olmecs, the Maya viewed the jaguar as a very ferocious beast, which therefore represented strength and power.  Based on many of the images and writings left by the Maya, they viewed many of the animals as having sacred powers (Looper:  2002).  According to the Maya mythology, there were four phases of creation.  “The second age of the world, in which the giants lived,” preceding the humans, was the age of the “jaguar sun.”(Tozzer, et. al:  1910, 358)  The Maya felt very threatened by the jaguar.  They gave the jaguar plenitude of power that they believed the jaguar to be the cause of both the lunar and solar eclipses, which resulted by the jaguar biting into the moon or the sun (Milbrath:  1999, 26).  

The Maya honored the jaguar so much that most of their gods possessed at least a small amount of jaguar characteristics throughout their body.  A number of Mayan gods had a complete resemblance to a jaguar.  Due to the jaguar’s nocturnal characteristics, these gods seem to prefer the dark (Milbrath:  1999).  In Chol, the language of the Maya, balam has two meanings: jaguar and high priest.  That displays that in the Maya community, the priests had great powers as well as very high status in the community.  They believed that there were four balams, one at each side of their city border, watching over the inhabitants thereof.  Ix, one of the days on the Maya calendar, was the day of the jaguar and of obsidian, “on which heaven and earth embraced” (Nicholson:  1983, 36).  

One of the major gods worshipped by the Maya, was GIII, who always possessed at least a small amount of jaguar characteristics throughout his body and has therefore been called the Jaguar God.  He is also known as Xbalanqué, one of the Hero Twins the Maya creation story—the Popol Vuh.  The Hero Twins are among the most important mythological characters in the Popol Vuh and carry a great deal of respect and adoration from the Maya.  At some point, the Jaguar God was considered the god of the Underworld, which is logical since he defeated the Lords of Xibalba, who originally presided over the Underworld.  However now, as stated by Milbrath, he seems to have a closer connection with the war and military (1999, 124-6).  One interesting criteria about the jaguar that applies to several gods’ characteristics is that the jaguar is a night time creature.  GIII always has the Akbal glyph on him, which means night.  That tends to follow along with the concept that the Jaguar God was also associated with the moon (Milbrath:  1999, 124-6).  Images of the Jaguar God are primarily found during the Classic Maya period.

Another major jaguar deity is the Jaguar Paddler, who is also frequently cross-referenced with Xbalanqué (Milbrath:  1999, 126-9).  Similar to the Jaguar God, he is also dominant in the Classic Period of the Maya.  The Jaguar Paddler has a jaguar tail and is also associated with the moon.  He usually has a counter-part, the Stingray Paddler who represents the sun and is frequently associated with the second twin:  GI.  Both of the two paddlers have the appropriate glyphs on their faces.  The Jaguar Paddler has the Akbal glyph, and the Stingray Paddler has the Kin glyph, which means day (Milbrath:  1999, 126-9).

Finally, there is also the Water-lily Jaguar, that represents yet another of the Mayan gods, that is represented by a full-bodied jaguar with a lily flower on its head.  It is associated with another Mayan god whose exact identity is not very clear, at this time. Water-lily Jaguar seems to be associated with the seasons, specifically pertaining to the rains (Milbrath:  1999, 120-1).  Milbrath believes that head of the Water-lily Jaguar is symbolic of the moon.  There are a number of pictures that display Water-lily Jaguar with his head cut-off, which Milbrath suggests symbolizes the concept of a lunar eclipse.  These gods are very important in the Maya mythology and display the jaguar’s importance in the Mayan culture. 

The jaguar was a symbol of power for the kings.  According to the Popol Vuh, the creation story of the Maya, the first real humans created by the First Mother (one of the first gods) were called:  “Jaguar-Kitze, Jaguar-Night, Mahukutah, and True-Jaguar.” (Friedel, Schele, & Parker:  1993, 111)  The first historic ruler of Tikal was Jaguar Paw I.  He ruled circa 292 CE.  There were a number of rulers that followed in various cities, whose names were affiliated with the jaguar.  This displays the importance of the jaguar as a symbol of origin.  All the royalty had to display their relations to them.  For example, the Oval Palace Tablet displays Hanab Pakal’s coronation while seated on a jaguar pelt cushion.  The cushion displays a double-headed jaguar, in order to emphasize the Pakal’s relation to the gods (Miller: 1999, 110).  The jaguar retained its prominence through the Classic Maya period, which declined towards the end of the first millennium CE.  

Jaguars had another significant power.  That was the ability to communicate between the living and the dead.  This was well displayed by the archaeological find at Copan, under Structure 16, which displayed fifteen statues of Yax-Pac’s ancestors being accompanied by fifteen jaguar bodies found, underneath the display (Weaver:  1993, 287).  That concept supports the fact that most of jaguar gods were nocturnal and had some connections with the Underworld.  

The sites of the following period, the Maya-Toltec, developed further north on the Yucatan and lasted roughly 1000 – 1300 CE.  One major ceremonial center of that period was Tula.  The legend of Quetzalcóatl developed during this time.  Tula contained the temple of Quetzalcóatl, which had many images of jaguars all over it.  There was also a two-headed Red Jaguar Throne found in that temple, similar to the one mentioned that Pakal was displayed on. Thrones of that nature were also found at other major Maya sites such as, Palenque, Uxmal, and Chichén Itzá (Spinden:  1975, 76).  Tula also had many separate statues of jaguars all over the city.  

The Aztecs were the final of the great cultures of pre-Hispanic Mesoamerica.  They always claimed to be descendents of the Mayans.  As a result, they had a great overlap in their mythology and symbolism.  Aztecs were also very prone to war.  One important reason for that is the need to bring captives back for sacrifice to their gods.  They had a special ranking system for their soldiers, based on the number of captives a soldier brings back from the war.  The soldiers gained prestige in society based on the number of captives that they brought in.  The rank of a soldier established his dress code and weaponry for battle.  The beginning low-level military wore “plain shields and simple armor of quilted cotton.” (p. 56)  The two top ranks in the Aztec military were the Eagle Knights and the Jaguar Knights.

The end of the Aztec creation story discusses the “creation of the fifth sun” (Taube:  1993, 41) that was needed along with a god who would maintain it.  This would provide light for the people, who were already created.  The two selected gods, Nanahuatzin and Tecuciztecatl, have to be sacrificed in order for them to be in charge of the sun.  They dive into a blazing fire and die there.  After they jump in, a jaguar and an eagle follow them.  That is why “the tips of the eagle’s feathers are scorched black and the jaguar’s pelt is smudged with black spots.” (Taube:  1993, 42)  As an honor to the bravery of the eagle and the jaguar, they became symbols of the two highest ranks in the Aztec military.  

One would have to have taken at least four prisoners to qualify to be a Jaguar Knight (Boone:  1994, 55).  By the time a soldier reaches the status of the Jaguar Knight, they were dressed from head-to-toe in protective suits with fancy décor.  Their weapons were also of much higher class, made of wood and edged with obsidian, which has a very sharp edge.  One had to be of noble status to be able to acquire the title of Jaguar Knight.

The jaguar played an important role, throughout the historic and prehistoric periods of Mesoamerica.  All of the main Mesoamerican cultures, including the Olmecs, Maya, Toltecs, and the Aztecs respected the jaguar for its ferociousness, power, and association with the gods.  The jaguar was worshipped as far back as the Olmec civilization that began thriving over three thousand years ago.  Many of gods for the following cultures developed from the jaguar symbolism that was initiated by the Olmec society.  In the Maya culture, the rulers displayed their right to the throne by being associated with the gods.  Many of the Maya kings had jaguar as part of their name, to be able and display their right to power.  The Aztecs named one of their highest societal classes the Jaguar Class, which also displays their respect and power of the animal.  These symbolisms display the importance of the jaguar in most main societies of pre-colonial Mesoamerica.
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