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Mochica Civilization and Pottery:
The Significance of the Owl in Mochica Pottery


The Moche Kingdom flourished in Northern Peru from 100-800 A.D. or primarily during the Early Intermediate Period. Researchers have indicated that “its name derives from the Moche Valley, where the culture was first identified and where its largest architecture is located” (Quilter).The region was an arid coastal plain, were occupation was limited to the valleys where the rivers flowed from the Andean Mountains into the Pacific Ocean. The region had been occupied previously by other cultures but because the Moche took the arts, social organization, and technology to new levels, it became one of the most significant cultures of the ancient world (Alva and Donnan, 13).

During the greatest period of influence the kingdom stretched from the Piura to Huarmey Rivers(Figure 1). The North- South range was about 550 Kilometers, however the East-West occupation was much shorter then that at about 50-80 kilometers. The people primary lived in between the coast and were the valley flood plains narrowed(Alva and Donnan, 13). By channeling the rivers, which their farming communities were centered around, the culture irrigation canals helped the Moche become extraordinary farmers. Growing many crops, such as avocados, corn, squash and many others, the Moche also harvested shrimp, crabs, and other sea life out of the Pacific Ocean as well as their rivers. They also domesticated many animals as sources of food and tools (Alva and Donnan, 13).  

The Moche were also known as the Mochica which was their language (“Pre-Columbian Art”). According to Jeffery Quilter, although this civilization was militaristic and great agriculturists, they exhibited a keen eye for architecture, pottery, and metal work. The Moche architecture was centered on two terraced platform pyramids of sun-baked bricks. These two large pyramidal complexes called Huaca del Sol (Pyramid of the Sun) and Huaca de la Luna (Pyramid of the Moon). At one time the Huaca del Sol contained more than 130 million sun-dried bricks (Alva and Donnan, 14).  On the pyramids were depictions of their spiritual and material images on the walls, including those of a fierce deity known as Decapitator God (Figure 2). The cultures mythology, every day life, and beliefs of the Mochica were recorded heavily through their pottery, wood carving, and metal work as well. Moche tombs were filled with artifacts showing these beliefs and teachings, their ceramic vessels were especially helpful in relaying cultural information (Kaufmann-Doig).

Tens of thousands of examples of Mochica pottery have been recovered from various tombs up and down the Northern Peruvian coast. The Moche used a two-press mold technology to create more pottery then South America had seen previously. These processes could make exact copies of certain ceramic forms, or they utilized a mold plus a hand-building technique. This hand-building and mold techniques lets the Moche add unique characteristics to their pottery and created individually unique painted scenes (Stone-Miller, 103-104). Some of the best known of these Peruvian artifacts are sculptural realism and narrative drawings (Figure 3). Some of their most notable pieces were portrait effigy pots. They are known for their realistic depictions of human faces as well as emotional expressions (Figure 4). However on the other side of pottery more rounded vessels decorated ornately with dynamic scenes drawn with lines and that usually depict religious or military life. Erotic imagery was also depicted but it is argued to be more for ceremonial purposes (“Pre-Columbian Art”).

Both the painted and portrait vessels share a very important characteristic, the stirrup-spout (Figures 5,6). According to Rebecca Stone-Miller the stirrup- spout was a complex process to create. It also had practical and symbolic advantages important to the Mochica. The spout pours smoothly because air enters one side and liquid exit the other. Also the small opening at the top of the spout allows for minimal evaporation in the arid climate (104). Stone-Miller also points out that the unlike the Chavin the handle or spout is situated front to back, where as the Chavin placed the side to side. (Figure 7).  The front to back gives the viewer a more urgent need to turn the vessel and exam all sides (104).  
With the stirrup-spout there are also vessels that display characteristics of both painted and created portraits, whether it is animal or humanoid. An example of one of these pieces was found in the book “Royal Tombs of Sipan” by Waltar Alva and Christopher Donnan (Figure 8). This ceramic vessel stands 27cm tall, has a stirrup spout, in which an owl head is attached to one end, the rest of the vessel is painted as if the owl is wearing clothes and has hands. The piece is painted using a terra cotta color, and to this surface was painted a white or cream slip, then details were brushed in with a brick red slip.
In its hands are two objects, the first is a trophy head or severed head that is being grasped by the hair, it also has a painted face. The second object is hard to make out. It has an opaque bottom that is tall, narrows at the top, and curved at the bottom. A string looks to be connected to the top of the opaque object in a looped fashion. This could be some kind of canteen for hauling liquid or some kind of weapon, most likely a knife. The vessels being angled slightly in the picture makes the object hard to interpret. 

The face of the owl is hand built and displays qualities normally found on a barn owl. The Columbian Barn Owl or Tyto alba contempta has can be found in Columbia, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela (Figure 9). It is the smallest and darkest of the races of the Barn owls, and most likely what the Mochica based their owl drawings and sculptures (“The Thirty-Five Races of the Barn Owl”). Peru is home to many types of owls including the Peruvian Pygmy Owl, Burrowing Owl, West Peruvian Screech Owl and Striped Owl (Ormaeche). Other owl vessels depicting other species can be seen in Figure ten. This particular owl in Figure nine can by guessed to be a barn owl by certain unique features. Barn owls have light faces with a peculiar shape and the black eyes, like a flat mask with oversized black eye slits, with a ridge of feathers above the beak resembling a nose. However this owl face is uncommon, the mask resembles a barn owl but, it has ears that protrude out from its head, which are adorned with earrings or accessories. Also below its upper beak it does not have a lower beak, instead it had a fanged mouth like that of a jaguar. 

The vessel has ears, arms, hands, and a tooth mouth suggest that this creation is not intended to be just an owl but also a humanoid, making it anthropomorphic. This character is prevalent in many depictions of Mochica Art work. He is known as the owl deity, bird priest, bird impersonator, and other names. He is associated with prisoner or human sacrificial ceremonies (Figure 11).  He is depicted commonly holding or receiving a cup of blood or chicha (Bourget and Jones, 266). The owl deity or bird priest has not only been created in clay but in metal as well(Figure 12). In figure twelve the anthropomorphized owl is created out of metal being hammered over a solid metal form to create multiple copies (Bourget and Jones, 114). The owl has also been carved into the  tops of wooden staffs (Figure 13).
The owl has been a common in stories, ceremonies, and tales in many cultures. In Ancient Greece the owl was used as a symbol of wisdom and often depicted with the goddess Athena (Figure 14). However in Ancient Africa owls were seen as the harbinger of death, if you heard one’s hoot someone was going to die. Even in Egypt, owls were drawn in hieroglyphics with a broken leg to keep them from coming to life. The Japanese cultures saw them as with positive or negative based on the species. The barn owl specifically was considered to be a demonic figure or a bad omen (“Owl”).

In the Americas, owls have played many roles. For the Hopi Indians, owls were considered to be a source of magic or sorcery. In Mexico, there was and still is a saying that is used “Cuando el tecolote canta, el indio muere” or “When the owl cries, the Indian dies”. This comes from the Aztecs and Mayans who considered the owl as a death symbol (Figure 14). The Aztec god of death, Mictlantecuhtli, was often shown with the animal (“Owls”). In the book Pre-Columbian Flora and Fauna, by Jeanette Peterson, the owl as well as the bats and jaguars are night hunters are almost always placed in the realm of the underworld (18). The bird’s face made him more similar to humans. Its frontal eyes and swiveling neck made gave it a human like qualities; the screech owl even has protruding ears. Depicting the owl frontally associates it with the earth, darkness, and death, making them messengers, bringing warnings from Xibalba or the Mayan Place of Fright(90-91). (Figures ? and ?).

Several species of owl can be identified in Mochica art and pottery, including the barn owl, typical owl, burring owl, and speckled owl. The Mochica owl symbolism seems to hold various meanings. In Moche folklore the owl represented the spirits of the dead, the intermediate, and even a powerful figure. In that sense, like the Aztecs the owl seems to hold a connection to death and the underworld. They are depicted in many forms whether god, warrior, sacrificer, or even the Shaman. In other words the bird is associated with supernatural powers and is also portrayed in sacrificial contexts. (Bawden, 242). 
A large anthropomorphic owl warrior or war god was the chief supernatural figure in Moche culture. Most of the metal figures discovered in the Sipan burial site are wearing an owl necklace. Being that the owl surrounds the tombs of the dead, it is argued that to the Mochica the owl served as an intermediate between the living and the underworld. The owl priest also serves as the sacrificer of war criminals Elizabeth Brenson argues that the owl did not sacrifice the war criminals but instead imitated the person performing the duty.(83-84).  (Werness, 306-307). 

In conclusion, the Mochica people strived as warriors and farmers from 100-800 A.D. The lived in the Northern Coast lines of Peru, where their eyes for architecture and the arts made their civilization stand out as great artists. They were most known for their ceramic vessels that were found in burial sites in the river valleys of Peru. These vessels served as a window into the lives and activities of the Mochica people. 

Many of these vessels depicted owls and owl like anthropomorphic forms. Much like many of the other cultures around the Earth, the Mochica saw the owl as a creature associated with the underworld or with death. The bird priest or owl deity was depicted over and over again as one of the chief figures in the ceremonial sacrifices the Mochica have been linked to. It is also argued because of the amount of owls buried in the forms of jewelry, staffs, pottery, and paintings that the owl is an intermediated to help the dead to reach the underworld or afterlife. Any way one views the owl it is apparent it was an important symbol to the Mochica.
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