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In a previous work (“Anthropos”, X X IX  [1934], pp. 319— 370) I have 
treated the appearance of the frog-motive among the South-American Indians 
mainly from the point of view of its significance in ornamental art. In this I have 
stressed the surprisingly intensive treatment of this animal motive in earthen
ware, &c., within certain territories in South America, such as Colombia and 
the Santarem, and Diaguita-Calchaqui territories. The present treatise should 
be considered as a continuation of this study although I have not in this 
case as severely confined myself to South America but have also, whenever it 
seemed possible, treated statements from the Indians in Central- and North 
America.

If we examine the roll of the frog in Indian tales and myths, in certain 
customs and habits, or the Indian imaginative world as a whole we find 
that the material may be divided into definite groups according to the part 
which the frog plays in the respective cases. Thus the frog is associated with 
rain- and fertility concepts; it appears in Indian firemyths, and in their 
astral mythology; it plays a roll in Indian magic, &c. It is therefore natural 
to collect the varying motives in groups, wherebye, however, a certain diffi
culty may arise in deciding to which group a certain tale or motive had 
better be assigned, since several features characteristic for the frog-portrayal 
may be combined in the same tradition. The material here treated may, 
however, conveniently be divided into the following seven groups, of which 
the first through the “material” character to a certain degree stands apart 
as compared with the others:

1. Positive and negative statem ents about the fro g s as a  source of food.
2 . U se of the poisonous exudate of the frog , and the conception of the animal as

venomous, for instance in m agic.
3 . Conceptions based on the fro g ’s croaking.
4 . T he fro g  in rain- and fertility concepts.
5 . The frog-m otive in Indian astra l mythology.
6. T he frog  in Indian firem yths.
7 . The frog  as | totem animal.

In conclusion I have attempted to point out that association between the
appearance of this motive in art and in mythology which it seems possible
to me to prove.
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1. Positive and negative information about the frog as a source of food.

The great wealth, both as regards the species and the individuals, of 
frogs and toads in South America is a fact well-known from travel descrip
tions and zoological literature. It is particularly a question of the tropical 
parts and we have a vivid and typical description of the impression these 
animals make upon the visitor in I m  T h u r n ’s  book on Guiana: “Of the frogs 
and toads in Guiana, it is impossible to speak in detail. They are enormously 
abundant, and their varied and strange croaks combine in a chorus, which 
hardly ever ceases, gains redoubled force at night, and forms the characteristic 
sound both on the coast, in the forest, and on the savannah. So deeply does 
it impress the traveller that, when it has once been heard, he never, walking 
by an English ditch in spring, hears the feeble croak of one of our own frogs 
without seeing gigantic tropical scenes rise instantaneously before him. The 
amphibian which most annoys the colonist is a toad (Bufo agua), which 
swarms everywhere in muddy places, and at night crawls from the trenches 
in Georgetown out on the streets in such numbers that it is often impossible 
to avoid treading on them 1 We have similar statements from B a t e s  2 .

Considering this abundancy, as well in individuals as in species, it is 
natural to question whether the frogs play any roll among the Indians from 
the point of view of food. Is that so we have of coarse in this fact one not 
altogether negligible reason for the rather important place they so often 
occupy in the popular belief.

If we look in the literature for information concerning the frog as a 
source of food for the Indians we find as well positive and negative state
ments. To start with Guiana R o t h  takes up the question:

“ F ro g s  and toads, as well as their larvae and eg gs, constitute an equally inter
esting feature of the Indian menu. From  En aco  village, tow ard the upper P otaro , 
B . B r o w n  describes certain  pits for trapping frog s in connection with a small dry, 
circu lar pond, having its bottom all g ra ss  covered. It w as situated in a small clearing some 
50 yard s in diam eter, and had evidently been artificially made. In the center of this the 
guide paused and directed my attention to numbers of sm alt circu lar pits that had 
been d u g  all over the bottom of the pond. These averaged from  3  to 6  feet in diam eter 
and from  6  to 8  feet in depth. Leaning against a tree on one side w as a bundle of 
sticks with slightly curved ends. Selecting one, the guide stooped down, and stirrin g  
up a large m ass of gelatinous froth in the bottom of a  pit, dislodged a sm all flesh- 
colored frog , which he tapped on the head. In the g ra ss  around the pits’ mouths w ere  
also patches of this froth containing little white fro g s’e g gs about half the size of peas. 
These frog s are  considered g re a t deljcacies by the Indians, and the pits are  dug to  
entrap them when they come to  the spot to deposit their eg gs. A fter being gutted and 
prepared with the ‘butter’ from  tu rtles’eg gs, certain  fro g s’larvae are  eaten by Indians

1 A m o n g  the Indians of G uiana, p. 136.
2 H . W . B a t e s :  Th e N aturalist on the R iver A m azons, p. 195. —  “A  g reat  

number of toads a re  seen on the bare sandy pathw ays soon after sunset. O ne of them  
w as quite a  colussus, about seven inches in length and three in height. T h is beg fellow 
would never move out of the way until we w ere close to him. If we jerked him out 
of the path with a stick, he would slowly recover himself, and then turn  round to have 
a good impudent s ta r t . I have counted as many as thirty of these m onsters within a 
distance of half a mile.”



on the lower A m azon. In Surinam , when m eat and fish are  scarce , the T rio  eat toad  
eg gs r a w 8.”

R o t h  has also published an Arawak tale, “the Bush Spirit tricked while 
hunting frogs” 4. A young girl encountered Yawahu, an evil spirit, who came 
to her in the shape of a girl friend. They went out together to gatch frogs 
to eat, wherebye Yawahu gave himself away when he told that he ate the 
frogs raw as he caught them. This surprised the girl greatly and she under
stood who it was who visited her. By tricking him she succeeded in 
getting away.

From the West Indies O v ie d o  points out that the Indians on Isla 
Espanola did not eat frogs while on the other hand toads were common food 
on the continent and the islands along the coast. He had a female servant 
from the continent who ate one of the toads on Espanola but sickened imme
diately after. “She must have thought that the toads on this island were no 
more dangerous than those from her neighborhood which were eaten by the 
inhabitants.” O v ie d o  was laughed at when he on the continent felt ill on 
seeing the Indians eating these animals 5. Du T e r t r e  mentions that the in
habitants of Martinique ate toads 6.

To return to South America S o a r e s  d e  S o u z a  in chapter CXV of his 
“Description of Brazil” mentions several times that frogs were eaten by the 
Indians on the east coast. He mentions various species which when skinned 
had white flesh and tasted excellently. A dish which was very popular with 
the Indians consisted of frogs which were squeezed between the fingers till 
the intestines were pressed out when the frogs were rolled in leaves and 
baked in hot ashes. S o a r e s  d e  S o u z a  also speaks of the breeding of frogs 
in m arshes7.

3 R o t h :  A n  introductory study etc., sect. 218 .
4 A n  Inquiry  into the A nim ism  and Folk-L o re of the G uiana Indians, sect. 120.
5 O v i e d o : H istoria  G eneral etc., t. I, p. 437 .
8 H istoire gen era te  etc., t. II , p. 3 2 7 . —  “Quelques uns les non voulu faire  p asser 

pour des crapaux, mais sans fondem ent: ca r  elles ont toute la  form e de grenouilles, et 
fautent quelquefois de la hauteur d’un homme, tous les habitants en m angent, et d  les 
ay trouv& s tres-excellentes.”

7 Tratado descriptivo do B razil em  1587 , oapitulo C X V , p. 2 6 7 — 2 6 8 . —  “ E  porque 
as r6 s  sao de differentes feig6es e costum es, digam os logo de umas a que os indios 
cham am  juipomga, que sao  gran d es, e quando cantam  parecem  caldeireiros que malham  
nas cald eiras; e estas sao p ard as, e criam -se nos rios onde desovam  cad a lua; as quaes 
se comem, e sao muito alvas e gostosas. . . .  Em quanto s6o  bichinhos lhes cham am  os 
indios juins, do que ha sempre infinidade d’elles, assim  nas lagoas como no rem anso  
dos rio s ; do que se enchem balaios quando os tomam, e p a ra  os alim parem  apertam -nos  
entre os dedos, e  langam-lhes as trip as f<5ra, e embrulham-nos 6s m aos cheias em folhas, 
e assam -nos no borralho; o qual m an jar gabam  muito os linguas que tra tam  com  o 
gentio, e os mistigos. —  Ju ig i6  £ o u tra  casta  de ra s , . . . e  sao muito alvas e gostosas. 
—  H a ou tra casta  de ra s , a que os indios cham am  ju ih i;. . .  —  C ria-se na ag u a  outra  
casta  de ra s , a que os indios cham am  juiperega, . . .  e esfoladas comem-se como as 
outras. —  H a ou tra casta  de ra s , a que os indios cham am  ju igo araig arai,, . . .  estos 
sao verdes, e desovam  ha agua que co rre  entre junco ou ram a, e tambem esfoladas se 
comem e s6o muito boas."

!•



J e a n  d e  L e r y  mentions toads as food for Tupinamba. “Semblablement, 
nos Tolloupinambaoults ont certains gros crapaux, lesquels Boucanez avec la 
peau, les tripes et les boyaux leur servent de nourriture 8.”

According to K o c h - O r On b e r q  the Tukano at Rio Tiquie eat a great deal 
frogs and consider them good food 9.

Ijca in Columbia eat the legs of a species of frog called Dytm'uigueuo 10.
In the Cerro de Pasco district in the highlands of Peru the inhabitants 

at Laguna Chinchay-cocha eat a big species of frog which they consider a 
great delicacy u .

According to C a r d Os  Guarayus eat only one species of frog: “Las ranas 
no son muy numerosas, por ser demasiado perseguidas de varias clases de 
peces y culebras que las buscan con afan. Las pocas que hay, raras veces 
se oyen cantar en el agua; y cuando se oyen, regularmente estan sobre los 
arboles, o sobre los techos de las casas. Las de hay de varios colores, llamando 
la atencion las amarillas y coloradas, por la viveza de su color. Hay otra 
de color negro por encima, grande, pero con la boca larga y tan angosta, 
que parece un pico; y sus ojos son como perdigones muy pequenos, que ni 
parecen ojos: esta es la unica clase que los guarayos comen, y dicen que 
es buena, apesar de su repugnante aspecto 12.”

From Chaco we have as well positive as negative information. Chiriguano 
do not eat frogs, “they are eaten only by Toba and other barbarians” ls .

Chamacocos do not either eat frogs but insult the neighboring tribes by 
saying that these do i t l4 . Kaskiha explained to B a l d u s  that they did not 
eat toads, snakes, or horses, but that on the other hand Lenguas did this l5 .

There may be plenty of frogs without the Indians using them for food. 
In D o b r i z h o f f e r ’s  description of the land of the Abipones he says for in
stance: “At the end of the amphibious crew come frogs and toads, which 
swarm in all the rivers, lakes, and marshes, and even the very plains of 
Paraguay. But what is their use, what their occupation? They go on singing 
their old complaint in the mud, though in Paraguay they have nothing to 
complain of; for not being reckoned amongst the number of eatables, and 
being entirely excluded from the kitchen, they are neither desired nor attacked, 
and consequently live in the completest security. To destroy the race of frogs, 
I had long wished that the voracious Indians would take it into their heads

8 H istoire d ’u n  voyage etc., t. I, p. 163.
9 Zw ei J a h r e  u nter den  Indianern , t. I, p. 2 5 1 . —  “ Zum erstenm al aB ich hier 

(U ru b u -L ago ) Froschschenkel. D ie Indianer, die grofie Liebhaber von Frttschen sind, 
fangen sie in Menge*, spieBen sie lebend auf einen Stock und legen sie wenige Minuten 
in d as Feuer, bis alles Schleim ige d er Hatit verkohlt ist. Auch w erd eir sie so, w(e 9ie 
sind, gekocht. Die Suppe sieht etwas griin  aus, schmeckt aber recht k raftig .”

10 G. B o l i n d e r : D ie Indianer d er  tropischen S ch n e eg eb irg e ,  p. 44 .
11 E . W . M id d e n d o r f : P eru ,  t. I l l ,  p. 147.
12 L a s M isiones F ran cisca na s etc., p. 395 .
1S B . d e  N in o : E tn ogra fia  C hiriguana , p. 42.
14 B a l d u s : Indianerstudien  im  nor dost lichen Chaco, p . 3 6 .
15 Ibid., p. 40.



to eat them, for whenever we slept in the open air by the side of a river 
or lake, we were exceedingly annoyed by their croaking 18.”

I do not know of any prohibition against eating frogs at any particular 
occasion among the South American tribes. On the other hand we find in 
North America an example of this among the Cherokee who eat a number 
of smaller species of frogs and now and again even the bullfrog, “but the 
meat is tabued to ball players while in training, for fear that the brittleness 
of the frog’s bones would be imported to those of the player” 1T.

Similar ideas may of coarse also in South America be the reason why
in a certain tribe frogs are not eaten although they are found in great numbers. 
Naturally all species are not suitable as food for human beings.

II. Use of the poisonous exudate of the frog, and the conception of the
animal as venomous, for instance in magic.

A. F o r  a r r o w  p o i s o n  a n d  g o o d  l u c k  i n  h u n t i n g .

In Indian folk-lore frogs are often held to be most venomous animals. 
As to the frogs of South America there is good reason for this belief, since 
certain species possess a venomous exudate secreted by the skin. The Indians 
understand how to make use of it for instance for poisonous arrows. In 
South America arrow-poison made of frog secretion seems to be centred in 
the Choco district of Colombia. According to L e w in  this territory extends west 
of the province of Antioquia from the point of the western Cordillera de los 
Andes to the Pacific between 4° and 9° n. lat., a district inhabited by Choco 
and Cuna Ind ians18.

The frog species in question is Phyllobates bicolor var. loxicaria, also 
called Phyllobates chocdensis 19. It is a comparatively small form having a 
length of 98— 1 0 0  mm by a breadth of 1 2 — 1 5  mm and living in the warm 
valleys of the Cordillera. When the Indians have caught a frog, which by 
no means is an easy task, they hold it close to a fire. The heat makes a 
milky, slightly yellow secretion flow, sufficient for the poisoning of 50 arrows. 
The Indians do not know of any antidote to the Phyllobates poison 20.

It may be of interest to compare L e w i n ’s  statements with those of the 
literature treating of this region. As early as in 1607 the “Descripci6n de 
Panama y Su Provincia sacada de la Relacion que por Mandado del Consejo 
hizo y embio Aquella Audiencia” says: “ Hay muchos y muy grandes sapos; 
no muerden, pero golpeados sudan por cima el cuero un ?umo bianco como 
leche, que venido o comido es m ortal21.” H e r r e r a  gives an account of the

18 D o b r i z h o f e r : A n  account of the A bipones, vol. 1, p. 3 0 7 .
' 17 M q o n e y : M yths of the C herokee, p . 3 0 6 .

18 L .  L e w i n : D ie P feilg ifte, p . 4 2 6 .

19 K r i c k e b e r g : A m erika, p. 3 4 2 , says the poisonous batrachian  used by the Choc<5 
Indians is B ufo  m arinus.

90 L e w i n , op. tit., p . 4 28— 431 .
91 Coleccidn d e  libros y docum entos referen tes  d la H istoria  de A m erica , t. V III, 

p. 1 5 8 ,  M a d rid  1 9 0 8 .



preparation of poison in a chapter treating of the Indians on the Uraba. 
There are many more ingredients beside frogs in the poison:

“Sus A rco s los sacaban de P alm as ne^ras, m adera durisim a, de vna b ra?a  de 
larg o , i o tras m aiores, cx>n grandes, i agudas Flechas, vntadas con veneno, que era  
imposible no m orir, al que h acia san gre, aunque no fuese m as de como vna picadura de 
A lfiler; de m anera, que pocos, 6  ningunos de los heridos con esta Ierva, dexaban de m orir.

H acian  los Indios la  Ierva, de ciertas raices de m al olor, p ard as, que se hallaban  
en la C osta de la M ar, i quemadas en vnas Ca$uelas de b arro , hacian p asta con H orm igas  
mui n egras, de el tam ano de E scarab ajos, tan  pon?onosas, que de vna picada d*n tan  
g ra n  dolor, que privan k  vn Hom bre de sentido. Hechaban A ra n a s grandes, i O usanos 
peludos, larg o s como medio dedo, que picando, d in  el mismo dolor que las H orm igas; 
i las alas del M urcielago, i la cabe?a, i cola de vn Pescado de la M a r, dicho Taborino, 
mui ponyonoso: Sapos, i co las de C ulebras, i las M anjanillas de los Arboles, que 
parecen & los de C astilla. H echadas estas cosas, con m ucha lumbre, en el Cam po, 
ap artad o  de las Poblaciones, hacian cocer la p asta  en ollas, por mano de algun Esclavo, 
6  E sclava, hasta ponerla en la  perfection que havia de tener, i de el bao, i o lor de 
aquellas cosas pon^onas, m oria el que lo perfeccionaba **.”

In his report from the province of Caracas, the Governor J u a n  P e m in t e l  

says “bivoros sapos” are used in making a dangerous arrow-poison, another 
ingredient of which is mam;anilla. “ But he (sc. P e m in t e l )  states that the 
poison prepared from man^anilla alone is not very dangerous, the dangerous 
effects being attributed in his opinion to the admixture of other ingredients, 
such as snakes, frogs, spiders, and the menstruation of women 23.”

Later statements confirm the use of frogs for preparing arrow-poison 
in Colombia. The Swede v o n  G r e iff  in his diary written during a journey 
in Colombia at the beginning of the nineteenth century, partly published in 
Sweden, states that the bears living in the hills were shot by the Indians 
with blow-guns and arrows smeared with a vegetable poison as well as with 
the poison of a frog. The preparation of both kinds of poison was a secret. 
Their effects were instantaneous24.

F e l i p e  P e r e z  speaks of two kinds of arrow-poison from Choco, curare 
and a frog poison 25. Also A r a n g o  C. in his memoirs of the grave robberies 
at La Hoya del Quindio treats of frog poison. He begins by telling us that 
in the neighbourhood of El Espejo he found 30 “flechas de macana” tied 
up in a bundle with a string of agave. The Indians used poisoned arrows in 
hunting as well as in war. “ Los indios acostumbraban sacarle el pellejo a

22 A n t o n io  d e  H e r r e r a : H istoria  G eneral etc., decada prim era, t .  I, p. 2 0 2 .
23 N o r d e n s k iOl d : Comp. Ethn ographical Studies, vol. 3 ,  p. 56 , cit. P e m i n t e l .
24 L u nd s Veckoblad, N o. 22 , Lund 1827. —  “B jo rn a r finnas afwen upp&t bergen. 

och skjutas ofta av indianer med d eras bldsrdr, hwilka dro g jo rd a  pd w anliga sattet och 
iindade med bast, hdlla vanligen 4  A 5  Vards i langd (6  svenska a ln ar) och p ilar, som  
de dels Bverstryka med ett vegetabiliskt gift, dels med giftet af en grod a. Beredningen  
av bdda sorterna hdlles hemlig och d eras werkan dr ijgonblicklig.”

25 F e l i p e  P e r e z : Je ro g ra fia  fisica  i politica d el Estado d e A ntioquia, p . 95 . —  
“ . . .  L a s  flechas o virotes de la bodoquera son de un palo bianco, bien pulido i delgado, 
cuya punta em papan en veneno i cuya cabeza envuelven en algodon a  fin d e llenar el
calibre de la bodoquera. E l veneno que usan es de dos clases: el cu ra re , o zumo d e un
bejuco que se encuentra en abundanda cerca  de Anzd i Q uinua; el segundo lo sacan  de 
una ran a pequena i am arilla.”



algunas ranas, estando vivo el animal, sacandole la piel por encima de la 
garganta; despues de esta operacion tan barbara largaban al pobre animal 
para que se fuera a echar nueva piel para luego volverlo a desollar o para 
que procreara 26.” The skin of the frog was put in the vessel in which the 
poison was mixed, but evidently A r a n g o  is not positive about the skin of a 
frog alone having those fatal effects since he adds “y quien sabe que otro 
veneno lo echaban”. Furthermore A r a n q o  states that when a game was struck 
by a poisoned arrow, the poison spread throughout its body, but when the 
animal died and the body was cold it returned to the wound, thus allowing 
the Indians to use the meat when they had removed the piece surrounding 
the wound (op. tit., p. 155).

The importance of the frog as a provider of poison to the Cuna Indians 
may also be gathered from the picture writings of this tribe. We have for 
instance the “Ndybe-ina", a medicine song against snake-bite, in which the 
secretion of the toad, “la glandula del sapo”, repeatedly is mentioned. A frog 
or a toad is drawn in the picture w riting27. The Cuna Indian R u b En P e r e z  

K a n t u l e  has explained the meaning of what is said in the song about the 
exudate of the frog. According to P e r e z  the Cunas hold the belief that the 
venomous snakes receive their venom from a certain toad called no, and a 
snake having just swallowed such a toad is believed to possess plenty of 
venom, but gradually its power decreases after the repast.

For the present I was unable to make sure if there are other Indian 
tribes than those mentioned above who use arrows poisoned with frog secre
tion. Certainly L e w in  describes an arrow-poison from the Pah-Ute Indians 
of western Nevada for which a horned frog crushed by stamping is used, 
but this animal is not poisonous and may be added for magical purposes 
o n ly 2S.

The meaning of a statement made by S o a r e s  d e  S o u z a  refering to the 
Bahia district of the Brazils is not clear. He says: “The Indians call the 
toads of Spain which do not differ from the others, 'cururus’. They do not 
bite and are harmless, but when dead they are dangerous, since their gall 
together with their liver and their hide make a terrible poison which the 
heathens use when they wish to kill somebody 29.” To me it seems likely that 
in this case the arrow-poison is not derived from frogs. I rather think that 
the use of the frog has a magical purpose here.

From various statements found in tales we know that the Indians of 
South America believe in venomous toads and frogs, and always it is their 
secretion which is considered to possess poisonous qualities. N im u e n d a j O

28 A r a n g o  C .: R ecu erd os d e  la g u a q u eria  en  el Q uindio, p . 155.
2T N o r d e n s k iOl d : P ictu re-W ritings etc., Com p. E th n og r. Studies, vol. V II : 1, 

p. 2 5 —4 8 , pi. 1— 2.
28 O p. cit., p. 411 .
29 Tratado descriptivo do B razil erri 1 5 8 7 , p. 2 6 6 . —  “C ham am  os indios cu ru ru s  

aos sapos de H espanha, do que nSo tern nenhuma differencia m as nao mordent, nem fazem  
m al, estando vivos, m ortos sim, porque o seu fel 6 pe^onha mui cruel, e os figados e a 
pelle, d a qual o gentio u sa quando quer m atar alguem .”



for instance quotes the following tale from the Sipaia Indians about a jaguar, 
a toad, and a woman:

A ja g u a r attacked and killed some Cutia women who had gone into the forest 
to eat fru it. A  single woman escaped with her child and arrived  to a high tree where 
the toad A r i  lived in a hole. He received the woman. L a te r  the jag u ar appeared  
claim ing the woman. The toad adviced him to mount and take her himself. '"Art ging  
unterdessen zu seiner F ra u  hinein und lieB sich von ihr etw as Milch in seiner Cuia geben.” 
W hen the jag u ar came near the entrance the toad pored the liquid over his head. It 
burnt his eyes, he let go  his hold, fell to  the ground and died. T he Cutia woman 
then wanted to leave but w as invated to stay on. Every day A rl  went to the shore of 
a lake bringing a bowl with milk with which he killed several kinds of w aders by 
squirting the liquid into their eyes 30.

N im u e n d a jO also states that the Tucuna Indians believe that the ashes 
from a toad are poisonous. Dyoi, the first ancestor of the Tucunas and his 
brother Ipi meet in the forest the Ukai demons who have just returned home 
to eat. “Die beiden warten, bis sie wieder in den Wald gegangen sind und 
vergiften dann das Trinkwasser in dem Topf der Ukai mit der Asche einer 
Krote. Gegen Abend kommen die Ukai durstig zuriick, trinken von dem ver- 
gifteten Wasser und fallen einer nach dem anderen tot nieder. Nur der letzte 
wird miBtrauisch und entflieht 81.”

In Guiana we also trace among the natives the conception of the frog 
secretion being poisonous. Here it is believed to have the power of making 
a man a lucky hunter. R o t h  quotes several authors who state that the Guiana 
Indians used to make a wound into their own chest and rub it with the back 
of a toad 32. Furthermore he quotes an Arawak tale about a woman who 
taught her husband how to become a lucky hunter be means of an akura 
frog, “and when they had found the nest she introduced some of the spawn 
into his ears, eyes, nose and mouth. This burned him terribly, and made 
him vomit, so much so that he was obliged to roll about in the sand to 
ease the pain” 33. In another Arawak tale it is Adaba, a frog living in trees, 
who gives a man luck in hunting by teaching him a special trick in using 
his bow and arrow s34. In Warrau tales it is the rain frog Wau-uta, who 
teaches a man how to become a lucky hunter35.

In the excellent collection made by T h u l in  in the Roroima district, now 
kept in the Gothenburg Museum, there are some so called “nose cleaners” 
from the Patamona, the Arecuna, and the Macusi Indians (G. M. 12. 1. 256., 
381). These are used to make a man a lucky hunter, and it is interesting 
to learn that certain frogs are used for these nose cleaners. With the kind 
permission of the collector I shall quote his diary from 1912 which has 
not yet been published in full. The statements were made by the Arecuna

3 0  N i m u e n d a j u : B ruchstiicke aus Religion und  U b e rlie feru n g  d er  S ipdia-lndianer. 
p. 3 8 8 .

31 N im u e n d a jO : B esuch  bei den  T u kuna-lndianern , p . 1 9 0 .

32 R o t h :  A n  Inquiry  into the A nim ism  etc., s e c t . 2 2 8 .
33 Ibid., s e c t . 2 2 9 .
34 Ibid., se c t. 145 .

33 Ibid., s e c t . I 4 4 -



medicine man Jertm iah  of Kamaivajeuang on the 4th of July 1912. “ Some
times an Indian before going out shooting will use some strange means, so- 
called ‘bina’, to secure good luck in hunting. A string of fibre, ‘unakisi’, 
here and there provided with small tufts of the same material, is entered 
into the nose and pulled through the throat and the mouth. To make the 
nose cleaning more efficient the unakisi is dipped in the sap of certain leaves, 
‘moulang’, or in the blood of the following frogs: tui-ul, small, brown; kono- 
pdsi, small, black with red spots; kuna-ad, somewhat greater, green; pa-ku-ku, 
small, green; usblei, small, brown; araiko(k)  small, green. The skin of the 
following frogs will be pulled through the nose with a string of iteh bast: 
pa, small, yellow with black spots; ambak, small, brown. This kind of nose 
cleaning is considered as an excellent cure for indispositions in general, ‘when 
having a sour stomach’ 36.”

T h u l in  tells me that if he remembers rightly he has a note from his ex
pedition to the Caribs of the British Ouianas about th e  u s e  o f  th e  f r o g  
f o r  a r r o w - p o i s o n ,  but unfortunately he was unable to find it again, thus 
it can hardly be accepted as a fact. It would have been very interesting to 
have such a record since R o t h  says: “ It is difficult to understand the rela
tionship, if any, between the frog or toad, and success in the chase except on 
a basis of some original belief in the divinity of these batrachians, as we 
know to have existed in other parts of the G uianas37.” This refers to the 
belief in the frog as a rain animal. We might perhaps simply assume that 
the tribes of the Guianas who are known to belief that frogs are able to give 
to a man luck in hunting somehow have been acquainted with the art of 
making arrow-poison from the frog’s exudate. This may simply have been 
superseded by the more effective curare, or possibly suitable frog species were 
missing in the districts in question and the method had to be abandoned. It 
should be noticed that it is t h e  f r o g  s e c r e t i o n  w h i c h  g i v e s  
l u c k  i n  h u n t i n g ,  and poisoned arrows used with blow-guns must 
necessarily considerably increase the efficiency of this weapon.

Also among the Uitoto there seems to be a relation between frogs and 
luck in hunting38.

According to two Bolivian gentlemen, Mr. Jo se  and Mr. H u m b e r t o  

V a z q u e z - M a c h ic a d o , whom I had the pleasure of meeting in the summer 1 9 3 1  

the Mestees also believe in the poisonous effects of toads. In the gentlemen’s 
home at Santa Cruz de La Sierra, the Mestees had told them that toads would 
make a circle of their secretion round a venomous snake when the reptile was 
asleep. The circle prevented him from moving from the spot and he was

36 Com pare O t t o  T h u l i n : Ja k t och fiske hos Indianerna. G O teborgs-Posten, 18th 
of Jan u ary  1 9 3 0 , G othenburg. E . A . V. A b r a h a m  in his article  M ateria  M edico  G uiana  
Britt., Tim ehri, Vol. II , N o. 1, does not mention fro g  medicines.

37 A n  Inquiry  etc., sect. 228 .
38 K . T h . P r e u s s : R eligion und  M ythologie d er  U itoto, Bd. 1, p. 4 3 . —  “N ofuye- 

toma e rg riff  Seelen (kom eke) der h iginyo-K cbtai und nahm sie als H ilfsgeister (aigadi- 
geina  ote).n W riter heiBt es dann noch einm al: “ Bei seiner Rtickkehr nahm er higinyo* 
K rtte n  und dann kam  er nictit ohne Beute heim.”



starved to death. The same idea A m b r o s e t t i  found among the Mestees of the 
Pampa Central where people used a live toad against snake bite, cutting a 
cross in the hip of the anirpal and placing it on the wound. “ La fe en la efi- 
cacia de este expediente se fundadose a la antipatia que media entre los 
sapos y los reptiles, cuenta que cuando uno de aquellos encuentra una vfbora 
dormida, traza a su alrededor un circulo de babas, luego se pone a cantar 
para despertarla, pero esta, no pudiendo franquear el misterioso cerco, se pone 
rabiosa, matandose a golpes contra el suelo 30.”

An illustration of the North American Indians belief in the poisonous 
character of the frog is a tale found among the Diegueiios in California, who 
believe that the moon is a frog wanting to swallow its own venom and die 
since its creator, Tu-chai-pai, made it so ugly that everybody laughs at it. Then 
Tu-chai-pai dies and all men must die too40. “The slime exuding from a 
frog’s skin”, is considered by the Tlingit Indians “to be very poisonous and 
fatal to smaller creatures” 41, and is used for imitative-magical purposes, “to 
bewitch a person so that his eyes and mouth would bulge out like those of a 
frog” 42.

B )  T  a p i r  a g e.

M e t r a u x  in his paper “ La decoloration artificielle des plumes sur les 
oiseaux vivants”, gives a detailed account of the geographical distribution of 
tapirage in South America and states it to be an element of Arawak origin. 
The part which the frog plays in this strange process, the result of which is 
a change of colour in the plumage of live parrots, is that its blood or exudate 
is rubbed into the skin where feathers have been plucked out. The new feathers 
coming out are different in colour from the original ones. In most cases green 
will change into yellow. M e t r a u x  has references of frogs being used for 
t a p i r a g e  from the Tupinamba at Bahia, the Achaguas on the Rio Meta, 
the Uaupes, the Indians on the Rio Aiary, the Indians on the Rio Oyapock, the 
Galibis in the French Guianas, and Mundruku. Earlier N o r d e n s k iOl d  has 
quoted E d e r ’s  description of t a p i r a g e  by the Mojos who used frogs for 
this process43. N o r d e n s k iOl d  quotes a statement made by the zoologist W. 
M a r s h a l l , and is of the opinion that a change of food is the cause of the 
phenomenon and the frog secretion of no consequence 44. M e t r a u x  writes the

39 A m b r o s e t t i : Supersticiones y L eyndas, p . 2 0 1 .

40 G o d d a r d  d u  B o i s : T he M ythology o f the D ieguehos, p . 1 8 3 .

41 J o h n  R . S w a n t o n : Social Condition, B eliefs , and linguistic relationship o f the  
Tlingit Indians, p. 457 .

42 Ibid., p . 4 7 0 .

43 N o r d e n s k iOl d : T he E thnography  o f South-A m erica  seen  fro m  M ojos in Bolivia, 
p. 207 .

44 O p. cit., p . 2 0 8 : “Zoologists, however, seem to think that it is by g iving the 
birds a certain  food that the colours of the feathers are  changed, and that rubbing the 
skin with the secretion of frog s is of no im portance, ft is of cou rse quite possible that 
the Indians, after rubbing the skin with the secretion, give the birds suitable food, and 
that the latter is the real cause of the change of colour. T h e m atter should be investi
gated  on the spot, for there are  still probably a  good many Indians who have the a r t  of 
alterin g  the colour of p a rro ts  feathers.”



following in this connection: “ La manure de voir de N o r d e n s k iOl d  aurait sa 
confirmation dans plusieurs faits dont j ’ai trouve la mention dans la littera- 
ture. Ainsi I m  T h u r n  rapporte que les MakuSi plument certaines parties du 
corps des oiseaux et les frottent avec du roucou, puis ils leur font boire de l’eau 
dans laquelle ils ont dissous un peu de cette substance colorante. On remarque 
qu’au bout de quelque temps des plumes jaunes repoussent sur les regions 
qui ont ete ainsi traitees 45.” He has also consulted biological experts to learn 
their opinion on the matter. “ Faut-il done generaliser ces cas et assurer comme 
N o r d e n s k i O l d  que seul dans cette operation le regime alimentaire a une impor
tance, ou devons-nous considerer les deux traitements comme egalement effi- 
caces independamment l’un de l’autre? J ’ai consulte a ce sujet l’eminent bio- 
logue, M. le Professeur R a b a u d . II croit qu’il n’y a pas lieu de douter de 
nos sources. Ce qui importe, e’est de faire absorber par le tissu de la substance 
decolorante. Qu’on y parvienne par voie interne ou exteme, le resultat est le 
meme. Une injection sous-cutanee aurait produit un effet identique 46.”

It would thus seem as if the frog exudate had the power of altering the 
colour of feathers. From the statements made by other authors about t a p i- 
r  a g  e we learn, however, that other animals also may be used for this purpose. 
A typical example referring to the Indians living on the Rio Aiary is fur
nished by K o c h - G r O n b e r q .  When the feathers have been pulled out the 
wound is rubbed either with the fat of the pirardra-fish, or with a certain 
toad 47. In the literature the sap of certain trees as well as some 
vegetable dying matters are stated to be on the same effect as the frogs which 
the natives use for t a p i r a g  e. The kind of frog chiefly employed is Rana 
tincloria, which is found all over the tropical part of America. It is for in
stance common in the Guianas, Venezuela, and the Brazils.

If it is a question of d e c o l o u r i s a t i o n  or r e c o l o u r i n g  of the 
feathers may have been settled in the physiological literature, here the physio
logical interpretation is of no immediate interest. I have used the term reco
lour for the change in colour to which the feathers are subject by means of the 
process we call t a p i r a g e.

C J T h e  f r o g  i n  I n d i a n  M a g i c .

We are bound to admit that there is a correlation between the belief that 
frogs are venomous and their use in magical performances.

In his book “ Indianlif”, p. 9 8 ,  N o r d e n s k iOl d  provides an example of 
homoepathic or imitative magic in which the frog plays an important part. 
He says: “Dr. L. T r iq o , the Bolivian Govenor of Chaco, told me that the 
Mataco bewitch an enemy in the following manner. They collect small pieces 
of faeces, urine, saliva, hair, and nails of their victime and put it all into the 
mouth of a frog. Then the animal’s  mouth, nostrils, ears, as well as other 
orifices are sewn up and the frog is hung near a fire where it will swell and

45 O p. cU„ p. 189.
46 O p. tit., p . 190.
47 Z w ei J a h r e  u nter den  Indianern , Bd. 1, p. 84.



finally die. The person to be bewitched is believed to suffer the same painful 
death as the frog. The magic can only be removed by a medicine-man of 
greater power than the author of the magic.”

Whether this ceremony is original with the Mataco is difficult to decide. 
In olden times frogs as well as toads played an important part in the popular 
belief of Europe, and the Indians have as we know adopted numerous Euro
pean elements. There is a particular difficulty in severing genuinly Indian 
elements of this kind from the foreign ones when found among the Mestees. 
A m b r o s e t t i  48 points this out after having given numerous examples of the 
use of frogs and toads in the popular medicine of the inhabitants of the Pampa 
Central. He says: “Supongo que estas creencias no son genuinamente indi- 
genas, en razon de existir en Espana otras semejantes de las que sin duda 
provienen, por haberlas recibido los nuestros de los inmigrantes primitivos y 
aun de los modernos. A mi me han contado, con la mayor buena fe, un paisano 
espaiiol de Pontevedra (Galicia) que en su pueblo se curan las verrugas 
frotandolas con la barriga de un sapo vivo, que es ensartado luego en una 
cafia hasta secarse, despareciendo, entonces, las verrugas.”

Certain practices may be of Indian origin but in the course of time there 
has been an admixture of Christian ideas.

In his above quoted work A m b r o s e t t i  tells us that the Mestees cure a 
skin desease by rubbing the skin with a toad. In case such an animal cannot 
be procured it will do to write on the pimples the following names; J e s u s , 

M a r ia , J o s e p h . The rubbing of the skin with a toad is recorded from the 
Chiriguanos as well. B e r n a r d in o  d e  N in o  states that these natives manage to 
cure “la erisipela”, a skin inflammation, by placing toads on the sore place 49. 
Also C a r d Os , refering to the Guarayus, states that toads are used to cure this 
skin disease 50.

Further examples of frogs used in magic are provided by P a r e d e s  and 
refer to Bolivia. In order to make two persons hate one another or divorse, 
two small birds are tied together with the hair of a cat and burried together 
with a live toad, or the body of a live toad is pierced and wrapped in a piece 
of cloth, with hair, &c. from the person who is to be bewitched, and then the 
animal is burried. The belief is that the person in question will feel pain in 
the same part of his body as the toad, and that he will die if the animal does 
not recover its freedom51.

48 Supersticiones y Leyendas, p. 2 0 0 — 2 0 5 , “ Supersticiones populares acerca del 
sapo y sus num erosas aplicaciones terpduticas”

48 E tn ogra fia  C hiriguana , p. 43 . —  “ E l sapo es medicinal, se prenden vivos uno 
a dos de esos m is  gran d es, con suavidad, uno tras  de o tro  se aplican en las partes del 
cuerpo infectas por la erisipela y cu ra  con toda eficacia, quedando m uerto el animal, sin 
duda porque con su vientre frlo  absorbe todo el calor que el enfermo contiene en dichas 
partes doloridas, mAs de una vez he visto cu ra r  asi la erisipela.”

80 L a s M isiones franciscanas etc., p. 3 9 6 . —  “ D icen que los sapos, agarrAndolos 
y haciAndolos p asar suavemente y v arias veces por entim a de la inflamacion, hacen desa- 
parecer la erisipela.”

51 R i g o b e r t o  P a r e d e s : M itos, etc., p. 91 .



During his expedition 1 9 0 4 — 1 9 0 5  to the boundary districts of Peru 
and Bolivia N o r d e n s k iOl d  near the surface of art Indian grave at Ollachea, 
Peru, found a crucified fr o g 62 as well as some human hair which were placed 
in the grave with the view of inflicting illness and death upon the owner of 
the hair.

Even if the Indians of our days use frogs for magical purposes after 
European fashion, it seems quite likely that this form of bewitching was 
known to them in olden times also. As early as in C o b o ’s  list of objects used 
in magic by the Indians of Peru, dead as well as live toads are mentioned63.

In the foregoing we have seen that the skin, the exudate, &c. of frogs 
will be employed to cure for instance skin deseases and that the Caribs of 
the Guianas used it as a stimulating medicine. The conception of the frog 
as a medicine-woman, commonly met with in North America, does not seem 
to be found in South America. O f the Klamath Indians of North America, 
among which the belief in the frog as a medicine-woman is very strong, S p i e r  

writes as follows: “The Frog spirit is interesting on its own account. It is 
conceived as a big woman and so closely associated with pond-lily seeds 
(wo’kas)  as to lead to the suspicion that these are interchangeable concepts 
in the Klamath mind. It should be noted that the preparation of this staple 
is peculiarly woman’s work among these people. In their mythology too, Frog 
figures as woman. The last association is so widespread, perhaps universal, 
in North America, that the only special Klamath elements in the triple asso
ciation are with wo’kas 54.”

Another example of the belief in the frog being a medicine-woman we 
meet in the M anabozho  cycle in a tale of a river from the Ojibwa Indians. 
“A froglike old lady” has “a rattle which she used in doctoring”. “The old 
medicine-frog-lady told M anabozho  all about her doctoring and medicine 
songs S6.”

Finally I want to mention in this chapter various Indian conceptions 
of the magical power of the frog.

A f r o g ’s c r o a k i n g  f o r e s h o w s  d e a t h .  —  P r e u s s  tells us 
that the Kagaba chase toads which enter their huts. Where the croak of a 
toad is heard, somebody is sure to die. The same will be the fate of the 
owner of a stool on which a toad has left its faeces56.

Toads in a house were held to be foreboding evil in Peru also. “Comiin- 
mente, cuando vian Culebras, 6 solas o trabadas, Serpientes, Viboras, Lagar- 
tijas, Araiias, Sapos, Gusanos grandes, Mariposas, Zorras y otras cosas seme-

“  R . M . 0 6 .1 .5 3 3 .
M Q er^iabS C o b 4 :  h is t o r ic  d el N uevo  M nndo , t  IV , p . 138 . —  “ L o s instrum entos 

y  m ateriales que de ordinario tenlan p ara  sus hechicerlas, eran  muelas, dientes. cabeltos, 
ufias, conchas de diferentes m aneras y colores, tigu ras de animates hechas de diferentes 
cosas, sapos vivos y m uertos. cabezas de varios anim ates, anim alejos pequehos secos, 
araftas vivas de las grandes y peludas, guardadas en ollas tapadas con b a rro ; . . . ”

54 K lam ath E thnography, p. 104.
“  P . R a d is  and A . B. R e a g a n  : Ojibwa m yths and tales, p. 74.
M F o rs ch u n g sreise  zu den  K dgaba etc., p. 28 .



jantes, creian que era mal agiiero y que habia de venir mal por ello a quien 
lps via, particularmente si topaban algunas destas cosas en su casa 57.”

Also among the Guarani toads were believed to pretend death. Ruiz de 
M o n t o y a  writes as follows: “Tienen por cierta observancia de experiencia, 
que en entrando algun venado en el lugar y no matandolo, ha de morir 
alguno de aquel barrio por donde escapa, y el demonio ha concurrido a veces 
con estas supersticiones: . . .  Lo mismo tienen de los sapos, que si entre en 
alguna embarcacion, alguno de ella ha de morir. Yendo yo en una embarcacion 
con mas de 20  personas, oimos todos dias arreo ruido de estos sabandijas, 
yo ya avisado de esta supersticion, atendi con cuidado a las acciones de los 
indios, los cuales se turbaron, buscaron con cuidado estos animalejos, y no 
se pudieran encubrir si de facto los hubiera, pero fue invention diabolica que 
por dos dias nos dio musica de sapos, sin que en ninguna manera los 
hubiera 58.”

A parallel is found in North America. In Indian tales the frog forebodes 
death. M o o n e y  tells us that a Cherokee girl was married to a bullfrog, but 
her parents would not hear of such a sun in law. “She told him and he went 
away, but when they next went down to the spring they heard a voice: 
Ste’tsi t&ya’husl, Ste’tsi tuya'husl. ‘Your daughter will die, Your daughter will 
die’, and so it happened soon after 59.”

T h e  f r o g  a s  a n  o m e n  t o  p r e g n a n t  w o m e n .  —  “There is 
a frog with a spotted back which jumps well, and is known to the Pomeroons 
Arawaks as sorukara. A pregnant woman will tickle it to make it jump, and 
according as it lands on its back or its belly, so will her child prove to be 
a girl or a boy 60 ”

T h e  f r o g  k e e p s  w a t c h  o n  t r e a s u r e s .  —  “The sculptured 
hill at Samaipata calls me. The strangest figures are said to be carved in 
the rock and great treasures to be hidden in the interior of the hill. There is 
a deep hole, ‘una boca de mina’, into which nobody dares to descend, since 
a frog with glowing eyes as big as plates is keeping watch over the treasure 0l.” 

C h i l d r e n  a r e  n a m e d  a f t e r  a f r o g .  —  The Guaranis of 
Paraguay called a boy who was in the habit of crying, a frog 62. According 
to B e r t o n i o  it was considered polite with the Aymara to call a girl with a 
diminutive of sapo, toad 63.

57 C o b o , op. cit., t. IV , p. 140.
58 Conquista E spiritual etc., p. 5 2 — 53.
88 M o o n e y : M yths o f the C herokee, p . 3 1 0 .

80 R o t h : A n  Inquiry  etc., se c t . 2 2 2 .
81 N o r d e n s k iOl d : Indianer och h v ita , p. 5 . N o doubt this is not an Indian con

ception.
62 N ic o l As  d e l  T e c h o : H istorio  de la P rovincia  d el P a ra gua y  d e la Com panla  

d e Je s u s ,  t. 2 , p. 3 3 8 . —  “ A sus hijos ponen nombres acom odados A las buenas d malas 
cualidades que tienen: si es demasiado moreno, le Daman cuervo, y ra n a  cuando Uora 

.con dem asiado vehemencia.”
03 B e r t o n i o : Vocabulario d e  la L en gu a  A ym ara, t. I, p. 426 . —  “Sapillo que suelen 

U am ar a las ninas por donayre: H am ppatu, K a yra .”



T h e  f r o g  i s  f a t a l  t o  i n f a n t s .  —  The Cuna Indian RuBfin 
P e r e z  K a n t u l e  told me that his fellow-contrymen believe that if a baby who 
has not yet teethed should see a frog the child will not cut any teeth at all.

N a v e l - a m u l e t s  i n  t h e  s h a p e  o f  a f r o g .  —  In his work 
on the Arapaho K r o e b e r  writes the following: “The navel-strings of Arapaho 
girls are preserved and sewed into small pouches stuffed with grass. These 
pouches are usually diamond-shaped and covered on both sides with beads. 
The child wears this amulet, which contains its navel-string, on its belt until 
it is worn out. Such amulets are found among many tribes. Among some they 
are worn by boys as well as girls, or two are worn by one child. Among the 
Sioux these amulets sometimes have the shape of homed toads. Among the 
Assiniboine they are generally diamond-shaped, but less elongated than among 
the Arapaho. Among the Oros Ventres they are often diamond-shaped; they 
sometimes represent a person, but more usually a horned toad, and sometimes 
have the figure of this anim al64.” To the Arapaho the homed toad is a
good animal which they do not kill 65.

III. Conceptions based on the frog’s croaking.

In fig. 1 are shown two paddle shaped objects in the collections of the 
Gothenburg Museum. N im u e n d a jO in 1 9 2 7  found them in the ground at 
Sant’ Anna on the lower Rio I<;ana in the north-western part of the Brazils. 
The natives believe these objects to originate from a frog people, “aru". In 
his original catalogue N i m u e n d a jO states as follows: “Bei niedrigem Wasser- 
stand findet man bisweilen am Ufer derartige Ruder, fiber deren Herkunft die 
heutigen I?ana-Bewohner nichts Positives wissen. Da die Zeit, in der man sie 
findet, mit dem Auftreten dichter FluBnebel und einer gewissen Froschart 
(beides in der Lingua Geral 'aru' genannt) zusammenhangt, so schreiben 
sie sie dem sagenhaften Froschvolk der 'Aru' 66 zu, von dem sie annehmen, 
daB es in diesen Nebeln fluchtartig fluBaufwarts ziehe. Eine ahnliche Sage 
fiber ahnliche Bodenfunde besteht auch am oberen Rio Negro.” A natural 
sketch by 1m  T h u r n  provides us with an explanation of the myth of the frog 
people. Describing a night in the forest he says: “One by one the 
Indians fell asleep. Various kinds of frogs kept up an almost deafening concert 
of marvellously varied croaks, some musical, some most unmusical. One 
imitated the beat of paddels striking in regular time against the side of a
canoe after the Indian custom; and the likeness was the more deceitful because
the sound alternately rose and fell gradually as though a canoe came up 
the river, passed the camp, and was then paddled up thfe stream out of ear- 
reach. Often and often I have lain long in doubt whether the sound heard

M A . L . K r o e b e r :  T h e A ra pa h o, p. 54 . Com p, ibid., pi. V III , figs. 5 — 6.
05 K r o e b e r ,  op. tit., p . 5 6 .

“  Com pare R o t h :  A n  introductory  study o f the arts, cra fts  and custom s o f the 
G uiana Indians, p. 7 2 2  (Index and G lo ssa ry ): “ A ra w a k ,. . .  On the Pom eroon it is said  
that their nam e is from  a ru , the w ord fo r cassava, for which they are  believed to  have 
sue* a reputation.” Ibid ., “ A ru , W arrd u  name fo r ite starch  or cassav a .”
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was caused by paddles or by frogs e7.” Evidently the frogs’ 
croaking has given birth to the idea of the “aru” people. 
D a n c e  who also points out the puzzling likeness of the croa
king of frogs and the sound of paddles when in action, even 
calls the animal the p a d d 1 e - f r o g. “ It was about eight 
o’clock when we arrived at the lower grant, and the report of 
the riot at Buruhaar soon spread among the people, with the 
intimation that the men were coming down to wreak venge
ance on their traitorous companion. At nine o’clock, dark 
night, while in my hammock, I heard with drepidation the 
sound of approaching paddles, fearing the probable result. 
The noice of paddles continued for a long time, yet the sound 
did not seem to approach nearer. Astonished at this, to me, 
remarkable occurrence, I mentioned it to one of the men, who 
told me that it was a croaking frog, the paddle-frog, called 
—  from the sound it emits —  bura buraro, of a whitish 
colour, and with little black spots, and eaten as food by some 
Indians 6S.”

Some other examples of the importance attached to the 
frog’s croaking will be mentioned here. N o r d e n s k i O l d  tells 
the following story originating from the Chiriguano: “The 
Chiriguano Indians say that the frogs in the river are persons 
who were drowned when trying to cross the river on some 
stocks. The rushing streem carried the stocks away. Those 
who were behind began calling to those in front: ‘How are 
you getting along?’ At first there was an answer, but as the 
front party grew more and more frozen there was but an a 
for an answer. Finally those who were behind could not cry 
but a  themselves. They were all turned into frogs and are 
stille heard crying a, a, a, a  69.”

N im u e n d a jO tells a  flood-tradition from the Tembe 
Indians, of which I want to quote the end because tjie simi
larity of this tale of men calling out like frogs with that of 
the Chiriguano quoted above is unmistakable: “Die ganze 
folgende Nacht hindurch regnete es, und das Wasser stieg so 
hoch, dafi viele Leute ertranken. Eine Anzahl Personen 
rettete sich auf Oaqai-Palmen. Da sie in der Dunkelheit 
nichts unter sich erkennen konnten, so warfen sie von Zeit zu 
Zeit Friichte der Oa?ai herunter, um am Aufschlagen zu er
kennen, ob der Boden trocken sei oder unter Wasser stande 
Es klang aber nur immer pluk-pluk, wenn die Friichte ins 
Wasser fielen. Da begannen sie sich in der Dunkelheit gegen-

07 A m on g the Indians of G uiana, p. 12 .

08 C h a r l e s  D a n i e l  D a n c e : Chapters fro m  a G uianese Log-Book, p . 1 2 6 .

09 N o r d e n s k iOl d : F o rs k n in g a r och dventyr etc., p . 5 6 .



seitig wie Kroten anzurufen, und das taten sie solange, bis sie selbst zu Kroten 
wurden 70.”

In R a m o n  P a n e ’s  priceless account of the folk-lore of Espanola there is a 
legend telling “how the men were divided from the women” n , in which 
human beings are turned into frogs. Since the versions of P a n e ’s  text differ 
(his original manuscript written in the Catalan language being lost as we 
know), I shall here with the kind permission of Dr. S v e n  L o v E n  quote his 
manuscript “Origin of the Tainan culture”, in which he shows that the 
Arawak islanders believe the frog to be a woman. L o v E n  says: “Also in 
Espanola the frog was thought to be a woman. P a n e  tells us that the women 
in the country of ‘Guanin’ happened to be separated from their children by 
a brook, the children when ‘asking for the breast’ cried Toa Toa and were 
immediately turned into frogs. ‘It is for this reason that in the springtime the 
frogs make these sounds.’ U l l o a  may have misunderstood P a n e ’s  text and 
gives nane, ‘dwarfs’, instead of rane, ‘frogs’. The Haiti form of the word 
was according to him Tona. B r a s s e u r  d e  B o u r b o u r q  conjectures that in both 
cases the word was Toa, in which case it is a pun, indicating that to the 
natives of Haiti there is a close connection between the conceptions woman 
and frog. M a r t y r  has the word Toa only, which on one side should mean 
‘mamma’, on the other be the sound that the frogs make ‘in the springtime’ 
( M a r t y r - m a c  N u t t ,  vol. 1, p. 169).”

In this connection I wish to call attention to a tradition among the Ara- 
waks in Suriname telling us that toads were turned into men: “ In the beginning 
there was a large iron basin full of toads. They all still had tails, like the 
fishes. God then commanded that these toads should be turned into men, and 
men they became. Arawaks, of course, for no other kind of people existed at 
the earliest phase of the world 71“.”

We have seen that the sound characteristic of the frog has strongly 
influenced the Indians’ fancy. In the foregoing I have pointed out the strong 
impression which this sound has made on white travellers. In the literature 
the frog’s croaking is often compared to the roaring of calves and cowes, and 
toads are stated to emit terrible sounds at night, &c. C a r d O s  describes from 
Mojos how he was convinced of the fact that toads are able to utter sounds 
similar to those of a calf, when he was staying at the missionary station at 
Urubicha. In a old narrative of a yourney he had read about frogs bellowing 
like calves but he did not believe it. “ Pocos dias despues de semejante lectura, 
sali un rato a pasear por los alrededores de la Mision; cuando cerca de una 
pampita oi un fuerte berrido, que por de pronto crei era de algun ternero

70 N im u e n d a jO : S a g e n  d er  Tem be-Indianer, p . 2 9 3 .

71 E d w a r d  G a y l o r d  B o u r n e :  C olum bus, R am on P ane and the B eg in n in g  of 
A m erican  A nthropology, p . 3 2 0 — 3 2 1 .

71 a C. v a n  C o l l : G egevens over land en  volk van Surinam e, p. 5 1 2 .  —  “ Aan- 
vankelijk bestond er een g roo t ijzeren bekken, vol met padden. Die padden hadden alle- 
m aal nog staarten  evenals de vissdhen. Toen zeide God, d at die padden menschen moesten 
w orden en zij werden menschen. N atuurlijk A rrow akken, w ant andere menschen dan  
die zijn er  in de eerste wereld niet geweest.”

A n th rop o s  X X I X . 1931. 2



que llamaba a su madre. Siguiendo un poco mas adelante, oi hacia el mismo 
lugar otro berrido fuerte que, sin saber por que, me llamo la atencion, por 
no ver vaca ninguna en dicha pampa, viniendome la sospecha, de que tal 
vez el tigre estaba agarrando algun (ernero. Con esla sospecha, me puse a 
mirar con mas atencion, y me fui acercando poco a poco hacia el punto de 
donde me parecio que habia salido el berrido que yo crei muy de veras era 
de ternero. Me acerque, y habia sido . . .  un ridiculo sapo 72.”

The frog’s croaking is often a characteristic element in certain Indian 
tales. In the same way the slow movements of the frog have given birth 
to miscellaneous (ales of races between a frog and some other fast animal in 
which the slow part wins thanks to some ruse. This is a well known motive 
in the Old World, and tales of this type no doubt have been adopted several 
times by the Indians from the White, the Indians, however, having changed 
the foreign animals into forms well known to them and living in their own 
country. With the Araukans it is the ostrich, in Mexico and in North America 
the coyote which are the frog’s antagonist, &c. Also in thoroughly Indian tales 
the tardiness of the frog is plainly observed, as in the Ute tale of “the trans
formation of animals”, taken down by L o w i e . According to this tale the 
buffalo originally were transformed cottontails, but they were too fast to the 
natives who wished that frogs instead were turned into buffalo, and so it 
happened. “The Ute sent out a scout, who reported that the buffalo were 
round the spring, drinking water. The people went there. The buffalo ran 
away, but since they were very slow they could be killed. Now people thought 
it was as it should be 73.”

IV. The frog in rain- and fertility concepts.

Among Indian tribes at varying culture stages and living under varying 
climatic conditions we find ideas, alike in their fundamental aspects, concer
ning frogs as those animals which directly or indirectly cause the rain and 
as a result thereof are of the greatest importance to mankind. The following 
composition will show that it is among agricultural tribes that the conception 
of the frog as a rain animal is most marked and in consequence among 
those Indians who live in territories with little rainfall and whose culture 
of course altogether depends upon the rainfall.

S o u t h  A m e r i c a .
The most southern appearance in South America of the relation between 

the frog and the rain is among the A r a u k a n s 74. H a v e s t a d t  writes: 
“Mareupu antu, ranulae quas superstitiose colunt75” and M o l in a  adds the

72 C a r d u s : Las M isiones franciscanas etc., p . 3 9 6 .

73 H . L o w i e : Shoshonean Tales, p. 14. In the sam e work, p. 54 , there is a tale 
of the common type of a race  between a  wolf and a fro g , which the frog  wins by 
placing other frog s in the course.

74 Com pare R. E . L a t c h a m : L a  orgartizacidn social y las creencias religiosas de  
los antiguos araucanos, the chapt. “ El totem ism o de los arau can os” .

75 C hilidugu sive tractatus linguae chilensis, vol. 2 , p. 712 .



following to a description of a frog called Rana arunco: „Die Araukaner 
nennen ihn Genco, d. i. Herr des Wassers, weil sie glauben, er sorge fur die 
Erhaltung und Salubritat des Wassers 76.” In Padre d e  A u g u s t a ’s  dictionary 
we get still more information about the connection between the frog and the 
w ater77. The same author describes a feast during which clearly appears in 
a song that the toad is associated with the rain, which is for the moment not 
desired. “Go outside, toad. It is raining in the house78.”

The question concerning the frog’s roll as a rain animal naturally 
becomes more complicated when we consider the D i a g u i t a - C a l c h a q u i  
t e r r i t o r y  because of the lack of mythological information from those 
Indians who lived within the territory at the time of the discovery. Here I do, 
however, wish to call attention to their agricultural culture, and also —  as 
discussed in another connection —  the earthen-ware objects from the territory 
portrying frogs in a posture of coition, a detail which suggests that the animal 
was associated with certain fertility concepts 79. As far as Q u ir o q a  is con
cerned he is convinced about the frog’s roll as a rain animal among those 
Indians 80. Among the mestees population one finds belief in the frog as a 
rain producer81.

As regards information touching upon the use of frogs or toads among 
the Indians within the boundaries of t h e  h i g h - c u l t u r e  a r e a s  i n 
t h e  W e s t  such seems to be rather scarce. As I have pointed out at an 
earlier date S e l e r  has published a Nasca jar, now at the museum of Gothen
burg, with frogs, tadpoles, and demons of vegetation in the painted orna
m ent82. S e l e r  comments upon this ja r  as follows:

“ In der Regenzeit erwachen die Frosche, die K roten  und die anderen L u rch e und 
inadhen sich durch mehr oder minder lautes G eschrei bemerkbar. FU r den M enschen, 
der d as post hoc, sed non propter hoc nicht kennt, heifit das, daB diese T iere den Regen  
und dam it auch M ais und die anderen Lebensmitteln bringen. D as spricht sich in zahl- 
reichen Zerem onien und Feiern  d er Volker aus. So sehen w ir denn auch oben in der 
Abbildung die Vegetationsboten vereint mit in ganzen Reihen aufm arschierten K aul- 
quappen, erwachsenen Froschen und den immer nodi etw as ratselhaften ‘N achtschw alben’, 
deren Beziehungen zum  W asser und zum  Regen auch in anderen Bildern sich aus- 
sp rich t83.”

76 V er  su ch  einer N atu rgesch ich te von Chili, p . 1 9 0 .

77 D iccionario A raucano-Espahol y E spahol-A raucano, t. I, p. 1 1 . —  “A rem ko , s. c., 
cierto sapo verde, rayado, a que m iraban los antiguos como cuidador o seiior del agua  
de los pozos, donde vive.” P . 2 2 8 . —  ,lpikei, E l sapo a rre ro  canta, anuncia que b ajar£  
lluvia.”

78 L ectura s A raucanas, p. 4 6 ,  “ la fiesta de las m ascaras” :

“ Sal fuera, sapo!
Se Uueve la casa.
U n  atado le falta
P a ra  que quede techada.
( Y )  ya no se llueve.”

79 W a s s £ n : T he Frog-M o tiv e, & c p . 3 5 2 .
80 A d a n  Q u i r o g a :  L a  cru z  en  A m erica , p. 2 2 2 .

81 Comp. A m b r o s e t t i : Supersticiones y  L eyendas, p. 2 0 5 .
82 W a s s Gn , op. cit., p. 3 5 1 .

83 D ie buntbem alten G efdfie von N asca  etc., p. 3 1 3 — 3 1 4 .



I have also in my afore-mentioned study of the frog ornamentation among 
the Indians of South America quoted F o r b e s ’ and B a n d e l i e r ’s  observations 
regarding rain magic among the Aymara Indians in the Lago Titicaca region 84. 
During this, small frog figures in stone are used. They were placed “on 
the top of the hills, as a means of bringing down rain by propitiating their dei
ties” . It would seem as though we have here to do with ancient rain magic at 
which the frog plays the roll of connecting link between mankind and the 
powers of rain. As we shall later see this conception is characteristic for the 
Pima-Nahua peoples and is strongly pronounced for instance among the Cora 
Indians in Sierra del Nayarit on the pacific coast of Mexico.

From C e s a r  A. M u n iz , L a t c h a m  gives an example of the use among 
Incas of large toads for the purpose of w a r d i n g  o f f  rain. The toads 
were threaded upon a string and then pulled through a water ditch to put off 
the rain 85.

When G a r c i l a s s o  d e  l a  V e q a , C o b o , and others mention frogs among 
animals which in Peru played a religious roll and were offered it seems most 
logical to consider the frog’s roll as a rain-producing animal to be the cause 
of its religious position 86.

Ideas about a relation between the frog and the rain may also be the 
reason why toads play such a distinguished roll in the samiri concept among 
the Aymara and Chipaya Indians, which was studied by M e t r a u x  during 
an expedition in 1Q30. Dr. M e t r a u x  has been kind enough to place at my 
disposal extracts of his original annotations about the samiri concept from 
Oruro. To illustrate how the samiri concept is associated with concepts of 
fertility 1 shall here quote some extracts out of these interesting notes:

“ L es sam iri sont des anim aux que l’on g ard e  chez soi et qui vous donnent de la 
chance. C e sont des crapaud s, des lezards que Ton tient dans de petites boites de verre. 
O n les attrap p e d ans les champs et on les ram ene vivants. O n leur donne des bonbons 
A m a n g e r . . .  L e  sam iri est le protecteur du village, si on le vole le village est vo'.ic au 
malheur. L e  sam iri  pro tege egalem ent les tropeaux. P o u r que t’assistance du sam iri soit 
plus efficace, on depose sur l ’endroit con sacre des amulettes representant des boeufs, 
des moulons, e t c . . . .  lin e  m ontagne a  elle seule peut etre un sam iri. L e  ce rro  de Potosi 
est un sam iri et Ton dit qu’i  son sommet il y a un cra p a u d . . .  E n  plus des montagnes, 
les points d’eau, les cavernes peuvent etre  sam iri. Ces sam iri-lk sont redoutables et il 
convient de ne pas s'en approcher, on se contente de leur fa ire  des offrandes de loin, 
le yatiri lui meme n’ose pas s ’en a p p ro ch e r. . . ”

In the notes here quoted one will notice that the word r a i n  is not 
mentioned, but I repeat that it might well be the concept of the frog as a

84 W a s s e n , op. cit., p. 3 4 4 ,  cit. F o r b e s  and B a n d e l i e r .

85 L a t c h a m : La s creencias religiosas d e  los antiguos P eru an os, p. 186 , cit. 
M uniz: F olklo re Indigena . Revista U n iversitaria. C uzco 1926. —  “ L o s yncas cuando hay 
abundancia de Uuvias que y a perjudica sus sem brios reunen a  los llactayoc (sapos de g ran  
tam afio) los en sartan  y los a rra stra n  p or una acequia; pero la  m ayor p a rte  de las 
veces desentierran un cad lv er, ni muy antiguo ni muy reciente, y cuyo craneo exhiben 
a  la intemperie, con to cual creen que cesan  las Muvias.”

8n W a s s Cn ,  op. cit., p . 3 5 5 ,  cit. G a r c il a s s o  d e  l a  V e g a , C o b o ,  v . T s c h u d i  
and others.



rain animal which entitles it to become a samiri, the bringer of good luck, 
the protector of the herds.

Dr. S v e n  L o v En , at the museum of Gothenburg, has mentioned for me 
that he for certain reasons, among these the fact that the Arawaks have 
asserted themselves also in the western highland considers the constituent sami 
of the word samiri to be the same as the Tainan zemi. For me this should 
be of interest in this connection as the Tainan zemies brought down rain. 
L o v En has however, in discussing this, stressed that the concepts about 
zemi have reached this development among the Tainos on Westindian soil 
and that they among True Arawaks have not developed nearly as far.

I shall however leave this to continue northwards, as far as the 
K a g  a b a Indians in Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta in Colombia, among 
whom we find numerous supports for the roll of the frog as a rain animal 
in P r e u s s ’ voluminous collection of texts. A couple of quotations from P r e u s s  

will serve to illustrate this: “ Die Tochter der Seen werden die kleinen 
schwarzen Frosche genannt. Wenn diese beginnen, den Regen zu rufen, dann 
muB man der Mutter des Regens singen, damit es regne.” Ebenso wird von 
den weiBen Froschen gesungen, daB sie “quaken, damit es regne” 87. The 
frogs are then daughters of the lakes. P r e u s s  remarks in this work 
on page 331 that the mother of rain is the lakes, “die sich angeblich mit 
Wasser zu fiillen beginnen, bevor die Regenzeit eingesetzt hat”. When the 
frogs begin to cry for rain one must sing to the mother of rain in order that 
it may fall. The songs to the frogs, in which the quaking is imitated by the 
singers, are only sung when rain is needed. “ Im September besteht der iiber- 
wiegende Teil der Gesange direkt oder indirekt in der Fiirsorge fur geniigen- 
den Regen. Dazu gehort die Bitte um Regen an die Allmutter und samtliche 
Gesange an die Frosche, die Tochter der Seen, die den Regen rufen 88.”

The Kagaba also think of the frogs as living on the mountains. Thus 
P r e u s s ’ translation of a Kagaba song to the little black frogs runs: “ Meinem 
(schwarzen) Froschchen singe ich, das oben auf meinem Tempelberge ist, des 
Tempelberges Hoheit 89.”

We shall now leave the Andine South America and go to  t h e  e a s t  
to find out what proofs there may be for a relation between the frog and the 
rain, and discover that this time it is among the Carib tribes that the frog 
plays the roll of rain animal. “ It is known that for the Chaimas, Cumanagotos, 
Tamanacs, and other original tribes of the Caribs, the frog was the god of 
the waters”, R o t h  writes 90. As far as Cumanagotos are concerned we turn 
to the statement by the Franciscan Ruiz B l a n c o : “A1 sapo tienen por Dios 
de las aguas, y por eso no le matan y suelen tener en sus casas un sapo 
debajo de una olla, y lo castigan y riiien cuando no llueve91.” Possibly a 
statement by D e p o n s  about Indians “sur les bords de l’Orenoque” who had

87 P r e u s s : F o rs ch u n g sre ise  zu den  K d gab a  etc,, p. 85 .
88 O p. cit., p . 110.
89 Op. cit., p . 281 .
90 A n Inquiry  into the A nim ism  etc., sect. 46.
91 C onversidn en Piritii fColom bia) de indios C um anagotos y P alen qu es, p. 65 .



toads in clay vessels in order to secure from them suitable weather conditions 
may be traced to the same source place 92. As no source is mentioned I have 
not been able to check np. H o s t o s ’ statement that similar conditions existed 
in the West Ind ies93. Evidently a mistake has occurred.

In another connection I have touched upon the Carib appelation “kona- 
boaru” for the rain frog, Hyla venulosa. Among Warrau this frog appears 
as an old frog-woman, “Wau-uta” 94, also found in a Carib version 95. It is 
no doubt well-known how the Warrau version tells that Wau-uta through magic 
causes the hero, Haburi, a small boy, to grow fast in order to have him as 
her lover. Haburi succeeds in fleeing by tricking Wau-uta into a hollow tree. 
Thus we have the explanation why this rain frog is to be found in hollow 
tree trunks, &c.

In section 130 of “ An Inquiry” R o t h  tells the Warrau tale about the 
rain frog ho-ha'ra who was married to a hunter but returned to her people 
because the man’s relations kept on making fun of her appearance. The man 
never found her again, but at the beginning of the rainy season one can 
always hear her.

It may prove dangerous to come into contact with the rain-frog spirits. 
R o t h  refers to a Warrau tale about two brothers who in the wood heard 
voices from a drinking bout. The younger brother would not continue and 
declined to drink with the revellers when they in spite of this did advance. 
Later, when the brothers had left the place the elder brother did not notice 
that his legs came too near the fire. They were charred. He was forced to 
lie helpless in his hammock. He sharpened the shinbones and whenever a bird 
or smaller animal came near he stuck out his leg and pinned it on the sharp 
bone fragment. The brothers had happened unto W arekki, or the big rainfrog. 
About this R o t h  says in a note: “These Rain-frogs are peculiar in that they 
make an especially loud noice at the time of the first rainy season, after 
which they cease 96.”

C e n t r a l  A m e r i c a ,  M e x i c o ;  N o r t h  A m e r i c a .

From the Mayas in British Honduras it is known that Chacs, the 
thundergods, were associated with the rain and the frog. “The Chacs among

92 F . D e i 'o n s : V oyage de la T erre -F e rm e, dans L ’A m erique M eridionale etc., t. I, 
p. 289 . —  “ II y avoit aussi, sur les bords de l’Orenoque, des Indiens qui rendoient aux 
crapaud s les hommes de la divinite. Loin de leur faire du mal, ils les gardoient soigneu- 
sement sous des pots, pour en obtenir de la pluie ou du beau temps, selon leurs besoins: 
et ils etoient tellement persuades qu’il dependoit des crap au d  de l’accorder, qu’on les 
fouettoit chaque fois que la p riere  n’etoit promptement exaucee.”

93 Antillean fertility idols and prim itive ideas of plants fertilization elsew here ,
p. 254 . —  “The belief that frog s attracted  ra in  w as so firm ly established in the
mind of the aborigines of Santo Domingo and P o rto  Rico that they w ere in the habil 
of keeping frog s in their huts as rain  Charms, W henever it w as thought that the little 
creatu res had failed to procure ra in  they were harshly beaten with sticks, in punishment.”

94 R o t h : A n  Inquiry  etc., sects. 9 — 1 7 , “The Story  of H a b u ri”.
95 R o t h , op. cit., sect. 35.
9,1 R o t h , op. cit., sects. 126— 128.



both ancient and modern Mayas were lords of thunder and lightning and 
the rains”, T h o m p s o n  w rites67; and in another connection, “the frog is inti
mately associated with the C/iacs. In the Ch.ach.ac ceremony in northern British 
Honduras small boys are tied to the altar, and made to croak like frogs” 68.

From San Antonio T h o m p s o n  tells the story of a  man who took service 
with a  Chac:

“One day Chac  told him to  clean the house, the table and the qaantbe (wooden 
benches), as he w as going to make a feast and was expecting guests. 1 he man 
thoroughly cleaned the house, but returning later found many frog s (m utb) seated on 
the benches. Annoyed that they had come in to dirty the place after he had cleaned it, 
he began to drive them out with his broom. L a te r  C hac inquired if the guests and 
the m usicians had arrived, as it was past the time for the feast. The man answered. 
‘No, no guests have arrived yet. The only thing w as that a big crow d of frogs cam e  
into the house just after 1 got it all clean and tidy.’ ‘W ell’, said Chac, ‘those w ere my 
m usicians and gu ests’

The tale shows in what connection the rain god is thought to stand to the 
frogs. In it we find the term mats for frog. S e l e r  writes much, pointing out 
that the same name also indicates the female sex org an s100. If this is true 
it is tempting to make a comparison with the Middle European custom that wo
men, suffering from uterus disease and hysterical affections, as votive offerings 
hung up in the churches small toad figures made of iron or wax. E. B l i n d ,  

who has made a study on this subject, points out the distribution of this custom 
in Oberbayern, Tyrol, Karnten, and ElsaB 101. In Tyrol and Oberbayern the 
votive toads were hung in the chapel which was hallowed St. Leonhard, the 
saint of fertility 102. Populafr belief in these districts held uterus to be a living 
being, capable of leaving the voman’s body during sleep, &c. B l i n d  cites 
quotations from classical authors, such as A r i s t o t e l e s ,  H i p p o k r a t e s ,  & c . 

in whom the same ideas appear. In his study he further tries to find an 
explanation of this strange custom, for instance in the similarity between the 
appearance of a toad and uterus, or the odd habit in the family, Alytes 
obstetricans, the midwife frog, where the male assists at the egg-laying by 
winding up the strings of eggs around his hind legs. To me another explana
tion seems more plausible. I should rather consider the use of votive frogs 
a s  a s u r v i v a l  o f  a w i d e - s p r e a d  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  c a p a c i t y  
o f  t h e  f r o g s  t o  p r o d u c e  r a i n ,  t h a t  i s  f e r t i l i t y ,  through 
their quaking 103. It would not be too bold assume that fertility concepts have

97 E thnology o f the M ayas of Southern  and C entral British H on d ura s, p. 61.
99 Ibid., p. 150.
99 Ibid., p. 146.

100 S e l e r :  D ie T ierbilder d er  m exikanischen und d er  M aya-H andschriften , p. 606. 
—  “ In den M aya-Spradhen von G uatem ala heiBt der Frosch  ixtutz, die K rote  xpek. In 
Y u catan  haben wir den G eneralnam en m uch, der fur K roten und Frosch e gebraucht wird 
und auch die weiblichen Geschlechtsteile bezeichnet.”

101 G yndkologisch interessante “Ex-voto”, Globus, Bd. 8 2 , Braunschw eig  1902. 
Com pare also G . T h i l e n i u s :  K ro te und G ebdrm utter, Globus, Bd. 87 , 1905.

102 B l i n d ,  op. cit., p. 72.
103 7 here js much in European folklore which associates the frog  with sexual life. 

Thus, for instance, in the well-known tale by the brothers G r i m m  about “D ornroschen”



formed the background for the Mayan custom of using the generic word for 
frog also as an appelation for the female sex organs.

The roll of the frog as rain animal among the Mayas is also treated 
in the manuscript material and on the monuments. For this I wish to refer 
to  S e l e r ’s  work 104.

In old M e x i c o we again find the frog associated with rites of fertility. 
At the feasts for Chicome couatl, the maize goddess, the third and fourth yearly 
festival, Tofoztontli and Ueitofozlli respectively, which occurred at the time 
of the sowing, the frog was used at an offering ceremony. Thus S e l e r  writes: 
“Die Darbringungen geschahen in der Zahl von Fiinf. Vielleicht deshalb, weil 
den Mexikanem die Zahl Fiinf das iiber das MaB, d. h. iiber die Vierzahl, 
Hinausgehende, Oberreichliche, Uberschiissige bezeichnete, Und die D ar
bringungen wurden symbolisch iiberbracht von einem Frosch, dem Wasser- 
tier, der Wasserreichtum, also ebenfalls Fiille, bezeichnete. Man briet oder 
dorrte einen Frosch, malte ihn oben blau an, band ihm einen kleinen Weiber- 
rock urn die Hinterschenkel und legte ihm Rohrstiicke auf die Schultem, die 
mit kleinen Mengen der verschiedenen Arten von Lebensmitteln, die man 
darbrachte, gefiillt waren. In dieser Weise wurden die als Maisgottheit auf- 
gerichteten Maisstengel in jedem Flause, in den Palasten der Fiirsten ebenso 
wie in den Hiitten der Armsten und Gemeinsten, gefeiert. Und darum nannte 
man diese Zeremonie calonouac, d. h. ‘es liegen in alien Hausern (Darbrin
gungen)’ 105.”

Indisputably the roll of the frog in the above described fertility ceremony 
is based upon the belief in it as a rain and water animal. The Aztecs thought 
of Tlalteudli, the earth goddess, in the form of a huge toad, even this sup
posedly a concept which may be traced back to definite complexes about the 
frogs and toads as the givers of rain and life. It is clear that we among 
the Nahua people as a whole may expect to find statements about the frog 
as a rain animal, which also proves to be the case. I suppose that the Nahua 
peoples brought these ideas along with them from the north and that they 
had them even while they were nomadic hunting tribes.

From the C o r a  P r e u s s  presents considerable material which throws 
light upon rain conceptions. The frog is the animal which calls upon the 
rain gods who live in the east, on the other side of the world 10°. At the 
sowing ceremony appeared a song about the frog, taku, who lives in TSevintse 
on the rain stone and who brings the rain gods from east to west by guile 107. 
The tadpoles also play a roll in Cora’s mythology. P r e u s s  includes a note 
from the Cora village, San Francisco. It is a song about the tadpole which 
is the dancing place and the whole world on which even the gods dance108.

it is described how a frog  creeps up out of the w ater and prom ises the queen that
she shall have a child before the close of the year, which also happens.

104 D ie T ierbilder etc., figs. 8 5 1 — 8 5 7 , and p. 700.
105 S e l e r : D ie achtzehn Ja h res fe ste  d er  M exikaner, p. 111.
ion p REUSS. D ig N ayarit-Expedition, Bd. 1, D ie R eligion d er  C ora-lndianer, p. L II .
101 P. L X X X , and p. 226 .
108 P . 226.



“Die Kaulquappe (husuxnikai) gilt als der Tanzplatz, die Welt, auf dem auch 
die Gotter tanzen. Daher ist sie auch fur etwaigen Mangel an Essen und 
Trinken verantwortlich ll19.”

The idea that the frogs sit on rain mountains in the east appears in 
Pima Indian songs. In “Gila Monster Song” it says:

“O n the summit of white hgiwolih  
T h ere the green fro g s are  singing.
Lying near the blue storm  clouds 
T here m any frog s are  singing 110.”

and in a medicine-song:
“Blue Frog-w om an met and carried  me 
T o the cloud land in the E ast.
Blue Frog-w om an met and carried  me 
T o where the clouds are sta n d in g 111."

The Pima procure rain by the help of the notched rattle. “The Pima 
call the notched rattle a ‘rainstick’ for rubbing it brings rain " 2.” S p i e r  does 
not tell whether the Pima associate the sound from this instrument with the 
frog. This is however the case among the Havasupai Indians. “The Havasupai 
associate this rasping sound with the frog and the production of rain. They 
have also a mythical reference to tearing a frog apart and thus causing a 
flo o d '13.”

With the Havasupai we have come to several tribes particularly in the 
South-West of North America which associate the frog and the rain. A few 
examples may be given.

As is known, the frog-motive plays an important roll in the pottery 
ornamentation of the pueblo tribes. C u s h i n g " 4 and other authors speak of 
tadpoles in the ornamentation while S t e v e n s o n , as I have pointed out in 
another connection, considers them to be larvas of a water insect. That the 
Indians have not been unaware of the connection between frogs ans their 
larvas is shown by the fact that a marked pueblo tribe such as H o p i have 
a tale about the frog in which she dies at the birth of the tadpoles. She 
bursts “and it was found that she was full of little tadpoles which were 
swarming around him” " 5.

“T h e  N o r t h e r n  S h o s h o n i  believe that killing a frog and 
placing it on its back will cause rain . . .  There is also a connection of the 
frog with fog and thunder suggested in a S o u t h e r n  U t e  myth, the 
frog and a flood in one of the L u i s e n o " 6.” Among H o p i  a frog in

1W P . L X X X .
110 F r a n k  R u s s e l : T he Pim a Indians, p. 3 0 8 .
111 O p. cit., p. 3 0 4 .
112 L e s l i e  S p i e r : H avasupai E thnography, p. 291 .
113 S p i e r , op. cit., p . 2 9 1 .
114 C u s h i n g :  A  study of Pueblo  P ottery  as illustrative of Z uhi C ulture Grow th ,  

p. 5 1 8 .

113 H. R. V o t h :  T h e traditions o f the H opi, p. 189.
110 S p i e r : H aw asupai E thnography, p . 2 9 1 .



stone is used at the typical fertility ceremonies which these agriculturalists 
hold at winter-and summer-solstice. “The only fetish employed is a rude stone 
frog, over which is streched a string extended along a line of meal on the 
floor, symbolic of the pathway of blessings117.” The M a i d u  hunt the 
frogs to procure r a i n " 8. In that world which the N a v a h o  imagined to 
be the first, Teal', the frog, sat in a house of blue fog in south and a water 
water monster lay at the door opening118. Among the N e z - P e r c e  or 
S a h a p t i n a tale portrays the frog as a widow who is badly treated and 
in revenge drains the river for mankind by laying down on its source and 
preventing the water from running forth. Coyote, however, succeeds by quile 
in securing the water for mankind again 12°. To a certain degree this tale 
reminds one of an Irokes myth in which loskeha, the good culture hero, 
secures water for mankind by punching hole in the side of a giant frog the 
which his evil brother, Tawiscara, had created and which had swallowed all 
the water from m ankind121. In a myth about the toad and the moon from 
C oe u r d’A 1 e n e s is told how the moon got the spots in his face. It was 
the toad who could make the “heavy rain, which penetrated everything” to fall, 
who jumped up into his fa c e 122. K l a m a t h ,  in south-western Oregon, 
who live in a land of marshes and small lakes, according to  S p i r r  associate 
the frog and the rain m .

V. The Frog-Motive in Indian astral mythology.
Of the conception of a frog or a toad in the moon which is universal 

in North America and not unfamiliar in the Old World, there is as far as 
I am aware but a single reference from South America, vie. Caraya on the 
Rio Araguaya, E h r r n r r i c h  stating that here “die Mondflecken sind ‘Kroten’ 
(krau)"  124.

In his well-known work on the South American myths and legends this 
author interprets the Carib and Warrau tale of the rain frog Wau-uta, men
tioned in chapter IV of this paper, as an astral myth in which the contrast 
between the full and the new moon is illustrated by the flight of the culture 
hero Haburi or Abore from the old frog woman. “Wowte nimmt spater wieder 
Froschgestalt an, d. h. erscheint wieder als Vollmondscheibe. Der schnell 
wachsende und auf dem Himmelsozean zu Schiff (Sichel des Neumonds) da- 
hinsegelnde Abore reprasentiert dagegen die Reihe der Phasengestalten ,25.”' 
It may be questioned if E h r e n r r i c h ’s  interpretation is correct. At all events 
1 think it would be too rash to use it to prove that the above mentioned 
tribes see a frog in the moon.

117 F e w k e s : H opi K atrinas draw n by native artists, p. 3 1 .

118 S p i e r : H avasupai E th no grap h y, p. 2 9 1 .

1111 M i n d e l e f f : N avaho-H ouses, p . 4 8 8 .

120 S p i n d e n : N ez  P e rc e  Tales, p . 1 8 7 .

121 B r in t o n : A m erican  H ero-M yths, p . 5 5 .

122 J a m e s  A . T e i t : Caeur d ’A lene Tales, p . 1 2 3 .

123 H avasupai E thnography, p . 2 9 1 .

124 E h r e n r e i c h :  B eitrd ge z u r  V dlkerkunde B rasiliens, p . 4 5 .

125 Mythen und  L egend en  etc., p . 3 6 .



Nor does K u n ik e  prove that in Peru and among the Quimbayas the 
frog is connected with the moon. He says: “ In Siidamerika finden wir gleich- 
falls Frosch oder Krote in Verbindung mit dem Monde gedacht. Die zwei- 
kopfige Krote der Huarochiri-Legende in Peru ist hier zu nennen, ebenso die 
Krote im Monde bei den Karaja. Die Quimbaya Kolumbiens sahen nach Aus- 
weis von Altertumem offenbar auch ein solches T ier im Monde. Bei einem ihrer 
goldenen Schmuckstiicke ist eine Krote mit einer Mondsichel verbunden 12°.” 
He does not state how the frog is connected with the moon, nor does he 
mention which Huarochiri legend he refers to. Possibly he means the myth of 
the two antagonists Uallallo and Pariacaca  127 which according to T s c h u d i  

are identical with two volcanos in the Coast Cordillera. In this myth there 
is a two headed toad under a grind stone. This was lifted off and “eine 
Krote mit zwei Kopfen sprang darunter hervor; sie hiipfte nach einer Quelle, 
die nahe Anchicoacha entspringt, wo sie noch heute leben soli und bewirkt, 
daB diejenigen, die nach der Quelle gehen, den Weg verlieren, in Wahnsinn 
verfallen und sterben” 128. If the golden piece of juwelry of the Quimbayas 
rightly should be interpreted as a new moon I cannot decide.

Among the Uitoto Indians we meet with a tale of the moon and the hanai, 
the common word for supernatural beings in general. The moon is a woman. 
The hanai may be frogs, and every night they eat of the moonwoman but in 
day time they put her together again 129.

There is not much to be added about the frog in the astral mythology 
of South America. Seldom it is associated with the stars. As far as I am 
aware the Kobeua idea of the Milky Way being a frog is unique not only in 
South American astral mythology but in Indian mythology in general. A 
Kobeua Indian on the Rio Cuduiary who drew various constellations to Koch- 
G r On b e r q  drew the Milky Way in the shape of a big fr o g 130.

T e s c h a u e r  reproduces a tale from the Macuchi on the Rio Branco in 
which the frog is connected with the constellation of Epepim, vie. Orion:

“ Ein M ann mit Namen Peschiosso  heiratete eine F ra u  Frosch , genannt U e re . Eines 
T ages wurde d er M ann sehr aufgebracht gegen seine F ra u , da sie immer sch rie : ‘Q ua! 
Q ua! Q u a!’ E r  wurde ihrer iiberdrussig. D arau f, erzahlt man. schnitl er ihr ein Bein 
ab, d as mit Genipapo bemalt w ar, und er  nahm es und w arf es in den Flufi. Sogleich  
verwandelte es sich in den Fisch  S uru bim , und d er K orp er stieg  auf zum Himmel, urn 
sich mit ihrem  Bruder Epepim  zu vereinigen m .”

I know but a single example from South America of the frog being 
connected with the sun. It is an Ahuaruno (Awahun) tale of the sun having

12,1 H u g o  K u n i k e : Z u r A stralm ythologie d e r  nordam erikaniscben Indianer, p. 7 2 .

127 K r i c k e b e r g :  M archen  d er  A ztehen and Initaperuaner etc., p . 2 5 7 .

728 K r i c k e b e r g ,  op. cit., p . 2 6 1 .

122 P r e u s s :  R eligion und M ythologie d er  Uitoto, t .  1 , p . 3 7 .

730 K o c h - G r On b e r g :  A n fd n g e  d er  K unst im U rw ald , pi. 5 6 .  fig. g ,  p. 6 2 .  — “Die 
Kobeua nennen die M ilchstraBe ‘mduma’ ( ‘F rosch w eg’ ; um dua — F rosch , m a -  Vt'eg) und 
vergleichen sie mit einem dichten Z u g  kleiner Frosch e, wenn diese von dem  O rt ihrer 
Entstehung in M asse ausw andern, um sich eine andere H eim at zu suchen.”

737 T e s c h a u e r : M ythen und  alte V olkssagcn  aus Brasilien , p. 7 3 7 .



several frogs for his w ives132. Later on examples from North America of 
the idea of the sun having a frog wife will be given.

In an Arecuna myth published by K o c h - G r On b e r o  the sun makes its 
appearance when the frog has played its part. The myth explains the reason 
why all men must grow old and ugly: their forefather broke his word to the 
sun 13S. The motive in the beginning of the tale, a man insulting a frog 
after which he was brought to an island, recurs in B r e t t ’s  “Bahmoo and the 
frog” (Legends and myths etc., p. 167). The man could not return from the 
island, and thus different races arose134.

T h e  f r o g  t h e  c a u s e  o f  e c l i p s e s .  —  It is a common 
belief among the primitive races that an eclipse of the sun or the 
moon is caused by some animal, or monster which swallows the celestial 
body. Several Indian tribes attribute an eclipse to the frog. It would 
seem that in South America the frog does not play this part, if not 
the Uitoto tale of the hanai-frogs which eat the woman-moon is a legend 
of this kind. The southermost place from which this motive seems to be 
recorded is the Isthmus of Panama. The Cuna Indians have special miniature 
arrows and bows which are used by albinos to shoot at the dark celestial 
body in order to frighten the animal which attacks it. The Cuna Indian 
R u b E n P e r e z  K a n t u l e  in his comments to the Cuna collection in the Gothen
burg museum says the following of this kind of arrow (G. M. 27. 27. 1335): 
“ Flechita ‘siku’ que usan los indios blancos o blancas en tiempo de eclipse 
de la luna o del sol. Segun dicen que el eclipse es la causa de la devorada de 
la luna o sol por el dragon o una rana enorme. V para ahyentarlos los blancos 
tiran esas flechitas a la direction del eclipse y asi el eclipse se desaparece. 
Es construido por unos indios que saben hacer flechas. Usan solo los blancos 
y blancas. Asi todos los blancos poseen estas clases de flechitas; pero ahora 
por la entrada de cambio de costumbres algunos dejaron de usarlas.”

The idea that a frog is trying to swallow the eclipsed sun or moon we 
meet in North America among the Cherokee as well as other tribes. “When 
the sun or moon is eclipsed it is because a great frog up in the sky is trying 
to swallow it. Everybody knows this, even the Creeks and other tribes, and 
in the olden times, eighty or a hundred years ago, before the great medicine 
men were all dead, whenever they saw the sun grow dark the people would 
come together and fire guns and beat the drums, and in a little while this 
would frighten off the great frog and the sun would be all right a g a in 135."

132 L e M arquis d e  W a v r in : F olk-L ore du H aut-A m azone, p. 1 2 3 . —  “ L e soleit 
est un homme. II avait des nombreuses femmes, de la famille des grenouilles (quant 
a leur aspect). II vivait avec elles en bonne harmonie. T andis qu’il dtait a la chasse, 
l’une d’elles, en voulant sauter, se  blessa et se rompit la jambe en tombant d'un tronc  
qui bascula. Elle c r ia : ‘How’. Elle vqulut rire  et d ire : ‘H a, ha, Aau\ comme rient les 
fem m es; m ais ne put que d ire : ‘How, how', comme la grenouille qui se fait entendre 
lorsqu’il va  pleuvoir . . . ”

133 Indianerm drchen  aus Siidam erika, p . 9 3 .

134 Com pare R o t h : A n  Inquiry  etc., sect. 149, where B r e t t ' s version is rendered.
135  M o o n e y :  M yths of the C herokee, p . 2 5 7 .



The Maidu in California have a myth based on this motive. The sun 
lives in a house of ice in the North. The sun steals the children of the frog, 
and the frog gives chase to the sun and swollows i t 136.

The idea of the frog swallowing the sun is interesting, and my friend 
Dr. S v e n  L o v En has pointed out to me that possibly the same idea is found 
in Mexico, although not in connection with eclipses. Tlalteuctli, the “earth- 
toad” (fig. 2 ) ,  is according to S e l e r  the symbol of the sunrise who gives up his 
knife of sacrifice, viz. the morning lig h t137. The bowls in which the blood of

Fig. 2. The underside of a Mexican sacrificial case with a  figure of the "earth-toad". 
After S e l e r .

sacrifice is pored are adorned with toad as well as sun figures, since the 
soals of the sacrifices are believed to become the servants of the sun in the 
eastern sky 13!i. To the west is the region where the sun enters into a cave, 
is swallowed by the mountain of Colhuacan  or Colhualepec, the mountain 
with the open mouth, the earliest home in the w est139. The latter explanation 
S e l e r  gives in a  description of a stone monument with a relief, originating 
from Huitzuco in the state of Guerrero, now kept in the Museo Nacional de 
Mexico. According to S e l e r  the monument denotes the existence of a death 
cult. The relief on the western side of the stone 140 shows the above mentioned 
Colhuacan as well as a large demon’s face with wide open mouth, according 
to S e l e r  a night demon. Could not this demon be a representation of 
Tlalteuctli, the earth-toad, opening its mouth to swallow the sun? In the next

136 R o l a n d  B . D i x o n : M aidu myths, p. 7 6 .

137 S e l e r : E in  anderes Q uauhxicalli, p . 7 1 5 — 7 1 6 .

138 S e l e r : Q uauhxicalli, d ie O pferblutschale d er  M exik an er, p . 7 0 9 .

133 S e l e r : V b e r  Steinkisten, Tepetlacalli, mit O pferda rstellu ngen , p . 7 5 7 .

140 Ibid., fig. 4 1 a .



chapter, treating of Indian fire tales, we shall see that the motive of the frog 
as a fire-eater has so wide a distribution that in all prohability this a very 
old motive with the Indians.

I have already pointed out that a great number of tribes in North 
America connect the frog with the moon. Kunikk in his “Zur Astralmythologie 
der nordamerikanischen Indianer” mentions several examples to which 1 direct 
the reader. Here I am oi^y going to offer some points of view.

The tales try to explain the origin of the figures on the moon, the frog 
on the moon. A common explanation is that when the frog jumps into the face 
of the moon, it sticks to it, for ever. This is what we are told in the tale of 
the rain frog from the Coeur d’Alenes. The same explanation we meet in the 
following little tale from the Klamath:

“Moon had two sisters. W hen frog  went to visit, she went into M oon’s house. 
Moon told his sisters, ‘You had better let her sleep with you’. But they said, ‘N o, you 
had better to take h e r ’. F ro g  w as angry at this and jumping on M oon, clung fast. 
Moon tried to cut F ro g  loose with a knife but he could not. So  she is stuck fast, part
of him, today. H e said, ‘W ell, I will keep her as my wife, so  that whenever B ear eats
me F ro g  can exercise her sham anistic power to  d rive him aw ay’. So  they are living 
together today W1.”

Other tales say that the frog was thrown into the moon’s face. An 
example is found in K r o e b k r ’s  tales from the Gros Ventre in which the moon’s 
character of rain giver shows as well. Below I shall in a few words give the 
beginning of the tale:

The sun and the moon (they are looked upon as tw o brothers) a re  engaged in 
a dispute which woman is the prettiest. T he sun takes a frog  for a  wife, the moon 
a ordinary woman. The sun and the moon are  sitting in the tent with their mother.
The mother-in-law as well as the moon scoff at the frog  because of her chimsy gait
and her habit of leaving spots of urine where she has been seated. The sun flies into 
a ra g e  and flings the frog  into the moon’s face where it sticks. “Because you do not 
like h er, the F ro g  shall alw ays stick to your f a c e 142.”

There is for instance among the Arapaho a tradition that the sun took a 
frog for his wife ,43. The motive is also found with the Nez Perce as well as 
an other motive, a bargain, which provides another explanation of the frog 
in the moon. The sun becomes a moon and the moon a sun. The former sun 
had asked his wife the frog to place herself on his eye, and there she is still 
to be seen in the moon 144.

T h e  U i n a l  g l y p h  a n d  t h e  m o o n  w i t h  t h e  M a y a s .  — 
As is well known we meet on the so-called Leyden Plate, a solitary find of a 
jade plaque near the boundary between British Honduras and Guatemala,

141 S p i e r :  Klam ath E thnography, p. 141. T he Klam ath call an eclips “grizzly  bear 
eats” , and the Indians according to S p i e r  appeal to  the frog , the moon’s wife, to  use
her power against the grizzly  bear.

142 K r o e b e r :  G ros V entre m yths and tales, p. 90 . P rin ce M a x  z u  N e u w i e d  also
states that the G ros Ventre saw  a frog  in the moon. They said she w as very old and
could not be killed ( S e l e r : D ie T ierbild er etc., p. 6 9 9 , cit. M a x  z u  N e u w i e d ) .

143 K u n i k e , op. cit., cit. D o r s e y  and K r o e b e r : Traditions o f the A rapaho.
144 H . J . S p i n d e n : N e z  P e rc e  tales, p. 195.



the frog as a calendar sign for the 20-day period called u in a l145. Still better 
than on the Leyden Plate the frog is seen in a hieroglyph for O uinal on 
Stela D at Copan (fig. 3 )  l4 6 . M o r l e y  represents a  full-figure variant of uinal 
sign from Quirigua 147 and he writes as follows: “ Mr. B o w d it c h  has pointed 
out in this connection an interesting phonetic coincidence, which can hardly 
be other than intentional. The Maya word for frog is uo, which is a fairly 
close phonetic approximation of u, the Maya word for ‘moon’ or ‘month’. Con
sequently, the Maya may have selected the figure of the frog on phonetic 
grounds to represent their 20-day period. If this point could be established 
it would indicate an unmistakable use of the rebus form of writing employed 
by the Aztec. That is, the figure of a frog in the uinal-period glyph would 
not recall the object which it pictures, but the sound of that object’s name,

Fig . 3 . The h o g  in a hieroglyph for O  uinal on stela D  at Copan.
A fter  M a u d s l a y .

uo, approximating the sound of u, which in turn expressed the intended idea, 
namely, the 20-day period *48.”

It remains, however, as M o r l e y  points out to explain the connection of 
the moon with the 20-day period. As far as I can see there is no such con
nection and to me B o w d i t c h ’s  suggestion is more acceptable that uinal is 
derived from uinik, the Maya word for a man as well as for mankind, all 
the more as the vigesimal system predominates in the Maya calender, and with 
a great number of primitive peoples “man” or “mankind” is the sign for 20 l49. 
Thus it would seem that the name of uinal for the 20-day period and its sign, 
a frog, do not allow the conclusion that the Mayas saw a frog in the moon, 
a conclusion else not far fetched considering the likeness of the word uo, 
frog, with u, moon 15°.

145 M o r l e y : T h e inscriptions at C opan, f ig .  6 5 , a n d  p. 4 1 1 ; G a n n :  M aya Ja d es, 
p. 276.

1411 M a u d s l a y : A rchaeology, pi. 4 8 .

147 M o r l e y :  A n  introduction to the study etc., fig . 32.
148 O p. cit., p. 7 1 . Com pare S e l e r : D ie T ierbild er etc., p. 696 .
149 Com pare M o r l e y : A n introduction etc., p. 41.
180 Com pare S e l e r : V b e r  die B ed eu tun g  d es Z ahlzeichens 2 0  in d e r  M aya-Schrift, 

G es. Abh. 1, B erlin 1902, p. 4 0 0 — 406. —  P . 4 0 2 , “D er Z eitraum  von '20  T agen ’ da-



In N o r d e n s k iOl d ’s  “De sydamerikanska indianernas kulturhistoria” he 
says on p. 36 : “ In the culture myths of the Indians we get acquainted with 
their idea of how they originally received the fire. It is always through theft. 
It is usually certain animals, culture heroes, who have aided them in this. 
The Guarayu say that the frogs stole the fire from the vultures. For the 
Mataco the guinea pig stole the fire. Chane, at Rio Parapiti, relate that two 
boys stole the fire from an old man, the sun; and Chane, at Rio Itiyuro, 
say that the frog stole the fire from a wader, ‘tosle’. Among the Kaingang the 
hero changes himself into a magpie-like bird who steals the fire from the sun. 
The Bakairi tell that their culture hero struck the fire out of the fox’s eye.”

We shall now somewhat more closely study those Indian fire-myths in 
which the frog plays a roll.

In South America the ideas about the frog as the assistant in procuring 
fire is before all common among the Tupi-Guarani tribes. It is common for 
this motive that men are in want of fire which is owned by some animal —  
usually the black vultures, “urubu". Either the frog decides by herself to 
help men get fire or she is urged thereto by a culture hero. Through guile 
the frog succeeds in getting the fire scattered for the owner and she then 
takes care to hide some burning coals in her mouth of which men later take 
advantage. Sometimes the frog owns the fire from the beginning and men 
get 'burning coals through guile.

1 shall first render one of N o r d e n s k iOl d ’s  tales about the fire-robbery 
from the Guarayu Indians:

“T here w as a m an who did not have fire. The black vultures had fire.
The man bathed in stinking w ater and lay down with a cudgel in his hand and 

pretended to be dead. T he vultures cam e and made up fire  in ord er to  eat him. H e  
then jumped up and flung out the burning coals in the direction of the frog . The fro g  
took a small coal in her mouth and swallowed it.

The vultures cam e back but the fire  w as dead. They then found the frog  whom 
they suspected had stolen the fire and forced her to vomit up the fire.

T he man bathed again  in stinking w ater and lay down with a cudgel in his hand 
and pretended to be dead. T h e vultures cam e and made up fire  in the direction of the 
frog . The fro g  took a sm all coal in her mouth and swallowed it. T he vultures cam e  
back but all the fire w as dead. This time the fro g  had hidden so  well that the vultures 
could not get hold of her. Since then the G uarayu had f i r e 151.”

The motive is typical for the Guarani people. We have it from the 
Chiriguano where the toad before the great flood hides a burning coal in 
her mouth 152, and among the Guaranized Chane 163. We also find this 
motive among the Tapiete who speak Mataco but are influenced by the Chiri-

gegen heilft in d er M ava-Sprache u in a l  Und dies W o rt geht auf diesetbe W urzel zuriick, 
wie das gleich zu erwahnende W o rt fiir ‘2 0 ’, namlich auf die W urzel ‘M ann’. L a n d a  
unterscheidet bestimmt d as W ort u, den M onat von 3 0  T agen , und uinal, den Z eitraum  
von 2 0  T agen .”

151 N o r d e n s k iOl d : Indianer och hvita, p . 170.
152 B e r n a r d in o  d e  N i n o : E tn o g ra fia  C hiriguano , p. 133.
153 N o r d e n s k iOl d : Indianlif i E l  G ran  C haco, p. 234 .



guano 154. That even the Chamacoco consider a toad to be the original owner 
of the fire most likely should be ascribed to the neighboring Guarani tr ibes15B.

Other Tupf-Guarani people who have this fire-robbery motive are the 
Apapocuva and the G uajajara. The Apapocuva myth is in one detail identical 
with the Guarani tale. The culture hero, handeryquey, makes himself ill
smelling in order to attract the vultures after having arranged with the frog, 
cururu, that she shall catch the fire in her mouth 156.

From the G uajajara I have no tale about the frog’s fire-robbery but
S n e t h l a g e  describes a frog dance which is of great interest in this connection 
since in it a pantomine is given which portrays the frog’s  fire-swallowing. 
To quote S n e t h l a g e :

“ Von den T anzen mochte idi den d er K rote  C u ru ru  naher beschreiben, den ich 
in einem D orfe d er G u ajajaras am  Rio G rajah u  sah :

Plaudernd saBen der H auptling und ich auf einem Baum stam m e v o r einer Hiitte. 
U m  uns her standen M anner, F rauen, K inder d er kleinen Ansiedlung. E s  w a r sternen- 
klare N ach t; eben w arf d er aufgehende M ond seinen Silberschein auf uns. D a  be- 
gann mein N achbar zu singen und mit dem FuBe den Takt dazu zu schlagen; andere
Stimmen fielen ein, d er G esang schwoll an, ebbte wieder ab. P ause. W ieder begann der
G esan g; als er lauter wurde, erhob sich d er H auptling, tanzte einige Sch ritte und setzte  
sich wieder. Eine R iesen zigarre w urde dann geb rad it, aus der e r  einige Z iige tat. 
Tem peram entvoller wiederholte er danach seinen T an z , w ahrend ich die Gelegenheit 
benutzte, die Z ig a rre  zu versuchen. N icht sonderlich bekam sie m ir, die N erven der 
Alundhohle w urden gleich betaubt. Doch der H auptling benutzte jede P au se des immer 
wilder werdenden Tanzes zum  intensiven Rauchen. E r  hatte es notig, d as sollte die Folge  
lehren. Ein  Feu er wurde entfacht, um d as die rotbraUnen Gesellen in volliger B erau sd iu n g  
hopsten. Plotzlich sank d er H auptling in H ockerstellung, und mit dem  nadigeahm ten  
hu, hu, hu einer K rote  hiipfte er im Feuer umher. D ann nahm e r  G lut, und sie im  
Munde anfachend, verschluckte er sie langsam . »Is w a r aber nicht d er Hohepunkt des 
T anzes, denn dieser dauerte fast ohne U nterbrech ung die g an ze N acht hindurch an. U nd  
immer wiederholte sich d as Hinunterschlucken der G lu t157!”

From the mission station, Cavinas, at Rio Beni N o r d e n s k iOl d  has 
recorded a tale about a frog-demon, “Bururuishauva”, who owned the fire. 
The tale was told by a Tacana Indian from Tumupasa. An old man and an

151 Ibid., p. 289 .
155 H e r b e r t  B a l d u s :  N otas com plem entares so b re  os indios C ham acocos, p . 525 . 

—  “ A lenda da origem  do fogo €  igual entre todas as tribus C ham acocos. P opeteab, 
a filha do bufo, tinha a fogo. O  ca ra ca rd , A rm eterh a  (P o ly po rus ta ru s)  quer roubal-o. 
Popetata, a  mai dos bufos, atira-lhe a  flecha ao peito. Depois de v arias tentativas elle 
conseguiu roubar o fogo e o d i  a  seu irm ao m enor, o  quiri-quiri K rik ere d  (T inn u nculu s  
sp a rverius). E ste  tra z  o fogo aos Cham acocos, quer dizer, m ostra-lhes a m aneira de o 
conseguir p o r meio de dois pauzinhos.”

150 N i m u e n d a j O : D ie S a g e n  von d er  E rs c h a ffu n g  und  V ern ich tu n g  d e r  W elt als 
G run d lagen  d er  R eligion d er  A papocuva-G uaranl, p. 3 %  (X X V I — X X V I I I ) .  N i m u e n d a j u 's

note is from  A rarib d  in Sao Paulo where the scattered  G uarani people thanks be to  the 
deserving work of this able investigator of Indian culture, have been gathered on a
reservation. D u rin g  a  visit am ong these G uarani B a l d u s  learned that S t. P e tru s had 
received the fire from  God but that he would not give it to  them. Fortu nately  a  toad
swallowed a spark and thus the fire  cam e to the G uarani. ( B a l d u s :  Indianer-Studien  im  
norddstlichen  Chaco, p. 2 1 3 .)

157 H . S n e t h l a g e : R eise d urch  N ordostbrasilien, p. 468.
A n th rop o s X X I X . 1934. 3



old woman who lived alone in the woods happened to go astray. Their fire- 
sticks were wet from the rain. They could not get any fire and they were 
very hungry:

“The went to the frog-dem on, ‘B urtiruishauva ’, who lived near by and asked her 
to  give them fire. The fro g  would not give any fire. They said they w ere very hungry. 
A t last the frog  gave them a small coal after they had prom ised not to give fire to  
anybody else.

‘ If you give away any of the fire I will com e and put out the fire with my urine’,
said the frog . N ow they had fire. O ver it they placed a  big jar.

O ne day they went to the old m an’s brother-inrlaw. Then a couple of boys took 
the opportunity to  steal some fire. W hen the fro g  saw  that they had stolen of the fire  
she became very an gry  and jumped to the old m an’s and the old w om an’s co ttage and  
put out their fire  with her urine. W hen they cam e home thay had no fire. The old 
m an went to the frog  and asked h er to give them fire, but she would not give them  
any fire because they had not guarded that fire well which she had given them. H e  
offered h er the leg of a wild boar fo r the fire  but she would not give any fire. Then
the old man took a cudgel and killed the frog . He then went to find fire som ewhere
else and met a man.

•Why did you kill the fro g ?  She will come back and avenge herself’, said the 
m an. Then he taught the old m an to make fire with willow-leaves, bamboo, and co tton ."

The tale then goes on to tell how the frog in the shape of a big woman 
comes back to eat the old man, but is killed anew. Thereafter the frog is 
caught in the shape of a big fish but changes back to frog-shape when the 
frying sets in. Finally she lets her water in the old man’s chicha and both 
the old man and the old woman die when they drink thereof158.

Another Tumupasa Indian in Cavinas told a similar story about the frog 
who kept the fire in a ja r  and would not share it with men. Two boys who 
were permitted to roast their corn cobs at her fire finally succeeded in stealing 
the fire for men by carrying along with them some coals hidden furthest 
back in the placenta. The frog tried to put out the fire with her urine 159.

That the frog-woman owns the fire and guards it as her secret is a 
story-element which also appears in Warrau- and Carib-tales. R o t h  tells 
about a culture-hero story “the Sun, the Frog, and the Firesticks”, in three 
variants from W arrau, True Caribs and Macusi 16°. Interesting in this con
nection is that two twin-brothers, the culture heroes Makunaima and Pia, are 
brought up by Nanyobo, “a big kind of frog, a very old and very big woman”. 
She takes good care of them, makes their food, &c., but the brothers cannot 
understand how the woman gets fire as they never see her make up any:

“A s a m atter of fact, she would vomit fire out of h er mouth, do her cooking, and 
lick the fire up again  before the lads’ re tu rn ; she apparently never had a fire burning  
for them to see. The repetition of this so rt of thing day after day m ade the boys sus
picious; they could not understand how the old lady made here fire, and accordingly deter
mined to find out. On the next occasion that they w ere despatched to bring firewood, one 
of them, when at a safe distance from  the house, changed himself into a  lizard , and 
turning back, ran  up into the roof whence he could get a good view of everything that

168 N o r d e n s k iOl d : F o rs k n in g a r  och aventyr i Sydam erika 1 9 1 3 — 1914 , p. 467 -^ 4 7 0 .
159 Ibid, p. 5 0 2 — 504.
i6° R o t h :  A n  Inquiry  into the A nim ism  and F o lk -L o re  o f the G uiana Indians,  

sections 2 9 — 41.



w as going on. W hat did he see? He not only saw  the old woman vomit out fire, use it, 
and lick it up again, but he watched her scratch  her neck, whence flowed som ething like 
balata (M im usops balata) milk, out of which she prepared starch . Sufficiently satisfied  
with what he had witnessed, he cam e down, and ran  after his brother. They discussed  
the m atter carefully, the result of their deliberations being sum m arized in the somewhat 
terse expression, ‘W hat old woman do, no good. Kill old w om an’. T his sentiment was 
carried  into execution. C learing a larg e field, they left in its very center a fine tree, to 
which they tied h e r ; then, surrounding her on all sides with stacks of timber, the boys 
set them on fire. A s the old woman gradually  became consumed, the fire which used to 
be within her passed into the surrounding fagots . These fagots happened to be hima- 
heru wood, and whenever we rub together two sticks of this same timber we can get 
fire 101.”

In the version from True Caribs nothing is said about the frog owning 
the fire, only the cassava. In the Macusi version which R o t h  cites after 
D a n c e  we once more find the frog-woman as the owner of the fire.

In certain traits this fire-myth appears identical with the tale recorded by 
N o r i i e n s k i O l d  in Cavinas from the Indians in Tumupasa. Common for them 
is that it is a frog-woman who has the fire, that two boys get hold of it, and 
that they burn up the frog-woman.

In a note attached to the Warrau version R o t h  says: “ I find it to be 
well known among the Indians that certain kinds of frogs, after dark, can be 
made to swallow glowing embers, which are them probably mistaken for 
various luminous insects 162.” The motive built over the frog’s  fire-eating 
should then be based on a nature-study which seems credible, considering the 
large number of luminous insects which exist in the tropics. Even E d e r  

mentions this in his Mojos description. He writes that after rain innumerable 
toads (Bufo) appear, “but as they are not poisonous thay cannot hurt anybody 
but are rather apt to be useful. During the night when the heat makes it im
possible to keep the doors closed they come in in flocks and clean the house 
from insects by sniffing about in all angles and corners. During this hunt 
they now and again jump up against the wall as high as a yard to tear down 
the prey. But this useful occupation they couple with great disadvantages. 
Desirous of heat that they are they jump up into the beds of those who are 
sleeping and press themselves so close into their bodies that they are crushed 
by their weight. They also manage, with a truly extraordinary cleverness, to 
put out that fire which it is customary to have burning in the night to keep 
away mosquitoes or keep tigers off. For (something the author did not believe 
untill he had seen it himself several times) with the same ‘growling’ sound 
which they usually utter when thrown into the water they lick off the burning 
coals”.163.

1U1 A n  Inquiry  & c., sect. 34.
102 O p. cit., p . 133.
103 F r a n c . X a v . E d e r : D cscriptio  provinciae m oxitarum  in reg n o  P eruano, p. 196. 

—  “Cum pluvia serenos aliquot dies excepit, em ergit innumerabilis Bufonum exercitus, 
tantaque coaxatione verberat aures, ut ea vel antiquiores regiones incolas in stuporem  det. 
Sunt nostratibus plerique m ajores, ita ut interdum pileus unicum non aapiat: cum tamen 
veneno careant, nocent nemini, immo profunt etiam . N am  cum aedium januae propter 
calorem  claudi noctu haud possint, turm atim  ingrediuntur, et eas ab insectis, angulos



E d e r ’ s  information that the toads were supposed to eat burning coals 
may well be considered somewhat too fanciful. Nevertheless C a r d u s  tells that 
when burning coals have been thrown to toads these have, by mistake of course, 
swallowed these, used as they are to catching luminous insects 164.

It is interesting again to encounter the idea of the frog as that animal 
which swallows the fire among the primitive North American tribes, such as 
Karok and Eastern Porno in California. “The Cahrocs hold that, when in 
the beginning the creator Chareya made fire, he gave it into the custody of two 
old hags, lest the Cahrocs should steal it”, B a n c r o f t  165 starts a tale about 
how the Karok received the fire. Coyote succeeded in stealing a firebrand after 
having placed various animals at varying distances from one another. When 
the female guardians of the fire pursue him he leaves the fire to the puma, 
this one leaves it to the bear, &c. till at last the frog gets it, swallows it, and, 
with the loss of her tail, saves herself —  and the fire —  in the water.

Among Eastern Porno the motive is part of a creation-and flood-myth. 
The beaver and the otter, as well as the frog and the hawk, save themselves 
on a raft, at which occasion the frog carried the fire along in the stomach 166.

The existence of this motive among tribes such as Karok and Porno and 
its expansion in South America suggest that we have to do with a primitiv and 
ancient element which presumably was found also in Mexico and there 
formed a basis for the myth about the sun-swallowing frog, which was dis
cussed in the chapter preceding this.

Finally remains to mention another type of fire-myth from the North 
West Coast Indians in which the frog plays the roll of the person who con- 
trolls the fire and with it can burn everything. The story is from the Haida 
Indians and I shall shortly review the content as given by B o a s :

omnes perscrutando, rep u rgan t, qua in venatione interdum  subsiliunt con tra  parietem  ad 
ulnae unius altitudinem, praedam que deripiunt. V erum  hoc emolumentum m agnis pensant 
incom m odis; nam in lectos dormientium adrepunt, et ad corpus, caloris suapte adpetentes, 
ita  se se adplicant, ut ejusdem pondere opprim antur. Sed et ignem , qui noctu ciniphibus 
abigendis, aut tigridibus arcendis foveri solet, m ira sane a rte  exstinguunt. N am  carbones 
ardentes (quod A u to r narrantibus, antequam  suismet oculis saepius vidisset, non credidit) 
carbones, inquam, ardentes eo fere cum  stridore, quem injecti in aquam  excitare solent, 
abliguriunt.”

104 J o sh  C a r d Os : L a s M isiones F ran cisca na s etc., p. 3 9 5 . —  “Sapos. —  E stos  
animates si que son num erosas por aquellas partes, y de diferentes clases y tam ahos. Los  
mds grandes suelen estar dentro de las casas, no haciendo la gento caso de ellos, <5 mas 
bien tolerandoles con facilidad, porque se entretienen en com er cu carach as y o tros insectos; 
aunque algunas veces nos hacen p asar m ala  noche p or el ruido que meten brincando de 
un lu g ar a otro, 6 saltando por encima de varios objetos, que hacen caer. A lgunos creen  
que esta  clase de sapos caseros se comen tambien las b rasas enceaididas; y  realm ente se 
ha hecho la prueba de echarles de noche alguna b rasita  de carbon encendido, y al mo- 
mento se la ban tragad o . E sto  em pero tiene su n atural explicadon, y es, & mi modo de 
ver, que dicho animal, acostum brado com o esttl & com er luciernagus y otros insectos luci- 
feros, cre e ra  que dichos brasitas son alguno de dichos insectos, y por esto se las tra g a .”

105 H e r b e r t  H o w e  B a n c r o f t : T h e native ra ces  of the P acific States o f N orth  
A m erica, vol. I l l ,  p. 115— 117.

i c e  p  \\ S c h m id t : D er U rs p ru n g  d er  O ottesiiee, I I :  2 , p . 2 1 1 — 2 1 4 , cit. L o e b .



Ten young men sat and roasted  salm on which they had caught. A  frog  jumped 
up to  the fire but was driven aw ay. A t last the men flung the frog  into the fire. The 
frog  did not burn up but got quite red. W hen the men left in their boat they saw  on the 
shore a completely red human being. It w as the frog . They made fun of her and the 
frog  threatened them that they would all die upon their arriv al home. They did so and 
their relations w ere so rry  and reproved the frog . T he next day they saw  the reflex of a 
mighty fire on the mountain. T he light cam e nearer and the people called to the fro g : 
W hy do you not burn down ou r village? The sixth day a light of fire  w as seen on the 
sea. The w ater began to  boil and soon everything w as on fire. All w ere killed except 
a m enstruating g irl who sat in a hut ap art and who succeeded in saving herself by digging  
herself down into a  hole in the field. L a te r  the frog  appears as an old woman and helps 
the g i r l 107.

VII. The frog as a totem animal.

S c h o m b u r g k  came upon the remains of a Guiana tribe which with a 
Wapishana word was called Maopityan or Frog Indians, “from Mao, the frog 
and Pityan, the people or tribe” 168. At the time of S c h o m b u r g k ’s  encounter 
with these Indians they counted only thirty-nine individuals who lived together 
with about twenty Tarumas. Their chief was a Taruma. Nothing is said 
about the reason for these Indians being called Frog Indians. I have included 
them here because it is the only case to my knowledge of a South American 
tribe bearing name after frogs 169.

In North America among the North-West Coast Indians we find frog 
names on clans for totemic purposes. S w a n  and M a l l e r y  have published 
reproductions of Haida Indians belonging to a frog clan and tatooed with 
frogs 17°. Among the Tlingit we find a rich material which throws light upon 
the important roll of the frog as a totem animal among the Indians, a roll which 
of course explains the use of the frog-motive among many other animal 
motives on totem poles, masks, &c. among the North-West Coast Indians. 
S w a n t o n  who has published considerable material from the Tlingit writes for 
instance: “The frog was a special possession of the Ktksa'di, who claimed it 
from the fact that persons of their clan has special dealing with frogs, although 
the stories told about them at Sitka and Wrangell differ. The Ganaxa'dt of 
Tongas tell the same story as the Wrangell K tksa’d i about the marriage of a 
woman of their clan to a frog, and probably claim the frog also. In recent 
years the Qa'tcadi at Wrangell and the U uklnaxa'di at Sitka have tried to

107 F r a n z  B o a s :  S a g e n  d er  Indianer an d er  N ordw estkiiste A m erik as, p. ( 2 2 1 ) .

168 R . S c h o m b u r g k :  T ravels in  B ritish  G uiana d u r in g  the yea rs 1 8 4 0 — 184 4  ( t r a n s 

la te d  an d  ed ited  by W a l t e r  R o t h ) ,  v o l. 2 ,  p . 3 7 8 .

100 S c h o m b u r g k  describes the tw o larg e  bee-hive houses in which the Indians lived. 
“T he two houses lodged the last rem nant of the once powerful tribe of the M aopityans or 
F ro g  Indians. The large of the houses with a  height of 100 feet, and a  diam eter of 86, 
had as its centre a  stron g  post which they called A iyukuba: it w as covered with a  quan
tity of Indian figures and hieroglyphics.” (O p. cit., vol. 2 , p . 3 7 7 .)  It would be interesting  
to know whether am ong the figures on aiyukuba  w ere also found fro g s?

170 Reproduction from  M a l l e r y  in H andbook o f A m erican  Indians, p art. 2 ,  the 
article “ tattooing” , p. 700 .



adopt the frog, but in the latter case their attempt to put up the frog carving 
precipitated riot m .”

If we study the notes closer we find in them Indian explanations of the 
reason why the frog has become the particular animal for a certain clan, for 
instance Kiksa'di. Thus from Sitka S w a n t o n  has a tale about a woman who 
was captured by the frog people:

“ There was a larg e  town in the Yukutat country not very far back of which lay a 
big lake very full of frogs. In the middle of the lake was a  swampy patch on which many 
frog s used to sit.

O ne day the town-chief’s  daughter talked badly to the frog s. She took one up and 
made fun of it, saying, ‘T here are so  many of these creatu res, I wonder if they do things 
like human beings. I wonder if men and women cohabit am ong them’.

W hen she went out of doors that night, a  young m an cam e to her and said, ‘M ay  
I m arry  you ?’ She had rejected very many men, but she wanted to m arry  this one right 
aw ay. Pointing tow ard the lake he said, ‘M y father’s house is rig h t up here’, and the 
girl replied, ‘How fine it looks!’ W hen they went up to it, it had been raised. They walked 
under. So many young people were there that she did not think of home again .”

Those at home missed the girl. Next year a hunter discovered her 
sitting among the frogs in the middle of the pond. When the father heard 
of this he let the pond be ditched by the help of his friends so that “the water 
flowed out, carrying numbers of frogs which scattered in every direction” . 
Thus the woman came back to her own people:

“ W hen anyone spoke lo this woman, she made a popping noise ‘H u’, such as a 
fro g  makes, but after some time she cam e to  her senses. She explained, ‘It w as the 
K ikca ’ (i. e. K iksa'di women) that floated down with me’, m eaning that all the frog  women 
and men had drifted away. The woman could not eat at all, though they tried everything. 
A fter a  while they hung her over a pole, and the black mud she had eaten when she was 
am ong the frogs cam e out of her, but, as soon as it w as all out, she died. Because this 
woman w as taken aw ay by the fro g  tribe at that place, the frog s there can understand  
human beings very well when they talk to th a n . It was a  Kiksa'di woman who w as taken 
off by the frog s, and so those people can alm ost understand them. They also have songs 
from  the frog s, fro g  personal names, and the fro g  emblem. All the people know about 
th em 172.”

In another record, like the former written in English at Sitka, there is 
mentioned —  a curious incidence at totemic conceptions —  a sort of offer to 
the frog at the cremation of a dead chief. “So they captured slaves and killed 
them for the dead man, and, when they put food into the fire for him, they also 
named the frog that it might receive some as w ell173.”

The following is told in a version from Sitka about the origin of the 
frog crest among the Kiksa'di:

“ A m arried couple went from  Sitka into G ay a’bay, and cam ped at G a’xguan. They  
were there for perhaps a month. One m orning they started  out hunting. Then they 
heard a  song on G aya’bay. They listened. They did not hear plainly. [The m an’sj wife

171 S w a n t o n :  Social condition, beliefs and linguistic relationship  o f the T lingit  
Indians, p. 416.

172 J .  R. S w a n t o n :  Tlingit m yths and texts, p . 53 , story  22 , “T he woman taken 
away by the frog  people”.

173 S w a n t o n ,  op. cit., p. 54, story  23 , “ H ow the frogs honored the dead” .



said  to him, ‘Do you hear it?* H e said, ‘I hear the thing m aking a  noise over there*. 
‘T u rn  tow ard it’, they said. They went tow ard it and saw  it. It w as a little f ro g  which 
the man let float down to  his wife in the stern. H e said, ‘ It is fo r  you*. So they brought 
it to  Sitka. This is how the little frog ’s song cam e to be known, and this is why the 
K iksn’d l  claim  the f r o g 174.”

It is typical for a totemic viewpoint that it is extremely inconvenient and 
certain of punishment to mistreat in any way an animal which belongs to the 
same clan as oneself. “A man belonging to the Stikine K iksa ’d i kicked a frog 
over on its back, but as soon as he had done so he lay motionsless unable to 
talk, and they carried his body into the house. This happened at Town-of-the- 
frogs (Xtxtc.'-xa’yikAan), so namned because there are many frogs near by,” 
The frogs had taken the man’s soul. He was reprimanded by the frog chief 
but was later permitted to return 175.

Finally S w a n t o n  in his “Social Condition, Beliefs and linguistic relation
ship of the Tlingit Indians” gives examples of Indian proper names interesting 
in this connection. Here are some of them: “Copper-green color of a frog” 
(p. 4 0 5 ), “Boneless frog” (p. 40 5 ), “ Frog-sitting-in-the road” (p. 42 1 ), 
“ Lively-frog-in-lake” (p. 42 1 ), “Moving of sides-of a frog” (p. 402 ).

Conclusion.

I wish to end this survey of the part played by the frog in the mythology 
and imaginative world of the Indians by making some references to an earlier 
paper of mine treating of the frog-motive in the art of the South-American 
Indians.

The following questions may be offered for consideration. Is there a 
connection between the frequent use of the frog-motive for instance in the 
pottery of a certain district and the frog-motive as found in the imaginative 
world of the Indians, and can such a conception be prooved? If, for instance, 
we have made sure that with the Chibcha, who frequently use the frog-motive 
for their ceramics, the frog also played an important part in the Chibcha 
mythology, would we not be justified in inferring that its appearance in art 
is to be explained by its mythological character176?

In our case the question is rather complicated, since there are no or

174 T lingit m yths and texts, p . 2 9 4 , story  9 5 . F o r  a  sim ilar version recorded in 
English at W ran gell see ibid. p. 224 , myth 6 6 .

175 Ibid., p . 2 3 2 , story  7 3 .
176 On the other hand I w ant to  point out that representations of anim als in pot

tery have not necessarily a  m ythological o r  if I  m ay say so  a  symbolic badc-ground.
K . v o n  d e n  S t e i n e n  draw s our attention to this lack of symbolism in anim al rep resen 
tations made by the Indians living in the d istricts on the sources of the Rio X ingu. 
H e w rites (U n te r  d en  N aturvdlkern  Zentral-B rasiliens, p. 2 9 3 ) :  ‘‘D a  liegt k ia r  ein G esetz  
ausgesprochen. N icht symbolische Tiiftelei lenkt den K unsttrieb. W eder im Kleinen noch 
im GroBen. W eder scheut die K linstlerin d av or zuriick, einen K rotentopf zu m achen, weil 
die K rote  ein unappetitliches Vieh ist, noch w ahlt sie die F lederm aus, weil dieses Geschdpf 
auch in d er M ythologie d er Indianer vorkom m t. Tierm otive iiberhaupt sind bei der 
Rolle, die d as T ie r  in dem geistigen Leben des Indianers spielt, als selbstversthndliCh 
g egeb en . . . ”



scarce records of the frog as a mythological an.mal from the South 
districts where this motive is frequently used for ceramic om ammu 7 k 
the case of all the vast districts in South America where we men is ,  “  
motive in pottery: Colombia, Santarem, and the Diaguita-Cikhaqm 
Here we have to look out for another explanation.

In this paper I have divided the material here treated into seven e r ,,—
I f  we put the question which of these is the most important one to ih, f r J T ,  
appearance in Indian art we necessarily have to answer: the frog m ram and 
fertility concepts, treated in the foregoing in Chapt. IV.

I have pointed out that several tribes in South, Central, and North 
America associated the frog with rain, and I have referred to Sri tV » , ,,m. 
mentaries on a Nasca ja r  in the Gothenburg Museum on which arc im , 
frogs together with demons of vegetations with corn cobs in the painted 
ornament, showing that the conception of the rain animal accounts t..r its 
presence in this ornament. The frogs are dependant on humiditv, and In- 
instinct they croak when rain is approching, and the primitive man naluralK 
makes the false conclusion that the frog is the cause of rain, having the power 
of summoning the rain demons. The idea of the frog bringing about ram 
we meet with among numerous agricultural tribes, with slight variations and 
at some places combined with special ceremonies as the Chachac ceremony 
of the Mayas of British Honduras and the festivals celebrated in honour 
of the Corn Goddess in Mexico.

From the conception of the frog as a giver, or intermediary agent of rain 
the step is not long to the secondary idea of the frog being an animal with a 
favourable influence upon fecundity and crops. That the Mayas used the 
same words for frogs in general and the female genitals seems to me to be 
fully explained in this way, as well as the fact that the Tucunas use a staff with 
a frog ornament at the puberty feasts for girls.

The Indian tales often emphasize the frog’s  sexual desires. E h r e n r k ic m  

renders a tale originating from the Caraya on the Rio Araguaya. Three 
brothers tried to kill two huge howlers that made the forest unsafe, killing and 
eating the natives. On their way to the forest two of the brothers met a frog 
who wanted them to make her their wife. Then she would tell them how to be 
able to kill the apes. They rejected her proposal and failed to kill the howlers. 
The third brother who later ventured into the forest was advised by a snake 
to listen to the toad-woman. “Tue als wenn du darauf eingehst und streiche sie 
mit deinem Gliede zwischen FuB und Zehen.” This he did with the result that 
he succeded in killing the monsters m . In a tale taken down by N o r d e n 

s k i Ol d  during his sojourn at the missionary station Cavinas on the Rio Beni 
from an Indian of the name of Salvador, native of Tumupasa, the frog is a 
jealous woman who claims the man to whom the boa, “a beautiful and very 
clever woman”, was married 178.

No doubt the idea of the frog as a giver of rain and connected with

177 E h r e n r e i c h :  Beit ra g e  z u r  V oikerkundr B rasiliens, p . 4 2 ,  ‘‘D ie Zauberpfeile”.
178 N o r d e n s k iOl d : F o rs k n in g a r  och avenlyr i Sydam erika, p . 4 9 3 .



^ l U r , tM rp H  m of ( n i l  importance " •  On these primary conceptions
„     lrtK^ o c « .  n u t be founded in which the frog plays an im-

Z ew *  ~ n  lo . bapi IV I hate already pointed out that the Aztec idea of the 
JtitUM tli as a huge toad may be explained in this way. Out of 

„  * * * * *  torn as well as other products. The frogs are the givers of
*3  * » ,  lhai m IO say the giver of fertility—the Earth Goddess is represented as 
,  f M i  hud IM um tlli has in Mexico become the symbol of sunrise as well. 
I t i1 I  jirradv pointed out in the foregoing, Chapt. V and VI, that there are 
,r t i  food reasons to suppose that the motive of the frog devouring the sun, 

.  «h at irunr places in North America, was known in Mexico also. The 
fT .«oJ of Ibis motive may be the myths of the frog being the animal that 
.•allows tivmg coals, thus giving man fire, a mythological element met with 
a-» og primitive Californian tribes, and above all among the Tupi-Guarani 
«i>r» m South America, and most likely a result of the observation of the fact 
•Sai ihr frogs eat insects that give out light.

I et us now return to the fertility complex. In the first part of this frog 
rsvu I have described frog-shaped muirakitas and called the attention to 
11- a 'Ain r's interesting statement that these muirakitas were used to pay a bride 
pn,c. a statement which is corroborated by a Kagaba myth, published by 

about the medicine man Sintana whose daughter is desired by the 
s u n  t he girl's father asks for frogs of green and red stone in exchange for 
h i s  daughter, and these the sun is obliged to give him to have the girl. The 
idea of the frog as a bearer of fertility explains the use of f r  o g  - s h a p e d 
mmrakitas as a bride price. Possibly the muirakitas are connected with the 
zeiniistic stones, a special kind of which were used by the Tainan caciques to 
help a woman in childred lso. Lovf.N, however, points out that the original 
texts do not state that these stones are but raw stones.

It seems an important fact that the idea of the frog as a giver of rain and 
fertility is combined with the conception of the frog being female. Stamps with 
frog ornaments are women’s attributes. L o v e n  who kindly permitted me to 
quote his great new manuscript on the origin of the Tainan culture, is of the 
opinion that the Antillean flat stamps with frog ornaments are used by the 
women of the Island Arawak to apply the ornament on their own skin. 
Furthermore L o v e n  emphasizes the fact that in Haiti the frog was believed to 
be a female, as well as ' ’on the coast of British Guiana frogs with divine 
functions are of the female sex”. He is of the opinion “that the Island Arawak

1,0 Com pare L . C . v a n  P a n h u y s : A  p rop os d e  sim ilitudes rem arqua bles en lre  orne- 
m ents d 'origine d ifferen te , p . 143. -  “M . M o r d in i ,  comme il m e l’a  Ecrit dans la  suite* 
s e s t  dEj4 demandE, 4  propos des grenouilles, to rs de son sejour en 1926— 1927 su r le 
haut Oyapock, si les Indiens ne les considErent p as com m e un Element fEcondateur c’est-4- 
dire comme ElEment de fEconditE et m ale. II ra ttach e  l’origine de cette croyan ce 4  la  
p articulantE  qu’offre le crapaud pipa bien connu qui p orte ses nouveaux-nEs su r le dos.” 

o r the rest I  re g re t to  state that the article  of M r. P a n h u y s  cam e to my notice too 
late for my studies of frogs.

180 W ith kind perm ission d t . L o v E n ’s  M S., Chapt. X I I , Religion, in which he quotes 
F a n e  and the A dm iral’s carta  in B o u r n e ’s transl.



have brought with them from the continent of South A ntrim  ,hCTI tlk ,  . .  
frogs as a woman and connected with a woman's function*"

Has the frog played the part of rain bringing animal a t* . ,„ b  
tribes, for instance the Diaguitas, who use the frog-motive in ihnt j i - v * '  
we do not possess any frog myths from this people? It serin* to  rtv  

without hesitation we could answer this question in the affirmative i„ ,C  
Diaguita culture we have the finds representing frogs in a posture «t .  
as well as a frog-like figure with a penis in enlarged size, which I i,.v, . 
indicate that this animal had played perhaps a very important part m n- ■ 
sexual ideas.

But how do we explain the frog-motive in the Santarem cer.imi.s » h ,f , 
it is extremely frequent? Can it not to a certain degree be due to the pr. mair- 
of the frog in the fauna of this area? This is a matter of fact that shou ld  v 
be overlooked, although no doubt there are other factors of importaiue. \n. 
likely fertility conceptions, since it must have been a people of pennuiirt • . 
residing tillers of rather high culture who made this multitude of str.,> . , 
ceramics.

In the Santarem ceramics for instance, I was able to make a special -m.i, 
of the frog-motive and establish series of its conventionalization. T h e  q u r . t i  

why the frog is so frequently used cannot be examined separately, it nui-a I- 
seen as part of the whole cultural complex of agricultural-sexual nature M 
intention with this investigation was to examine the frog-motive in the oriiamett 
tal art in the light of mythology, but unfortunately the mythological ami 
folkloristic facts are too insufficiant to allow a solvation of the problem of the  

frog-motive only by means of its appearance in art and mythology.
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