




167- Benson: Bats in Iconography 

from lower altitudes; timberline is a barrier to bats, although a few species 
h.ave been found at about 5000 meters (Hill and Smith 1984: 128). Vampyrum 
spectrum, the False Vampire Bat, an impressive carnivore, with a wing-span of 
about 80 cm., has been reported only as high as 1000 m. in Peru (Graham 1983: 
570); specimens are rare in that country (Tuttle 1970; 67). 

Fruit- and nectar-eating bats are, in general, relatively low-altitude animals. 
The widely distributed frugivore Artibeus jamaicensis has been found in the 
Andes as high as 1400 meters (Graham 1983: 563) and in Mexico at about 2000 
meters (Villa-R. 1966: 296); the rarer Artibeus harti has been reported in Peru 
at 3,500 meters (Graham 1983: 570). Carollia perspicillata ranges to only 1000 m. 
in Costa Rica (Fleming 1983) but has been found in Peru at 1700 meters 
(Graham 1983: 570). The nectar-and-pollen-eating Glossophaga sorcina (which is, 
in fact, omnivorous) is found in Peru as high as about 1900 m. (Tuttle 1970: 67). 

It seems significant that the cultures in whose art bats were featured were 
those of peoples who lived below 2000 meters. The South American regions 
where bats are important iconographically' are regions where these bats might 
range. Bat imagery is not prominent in all the geographically possible places, 
but the regions where it does appear are places where interesting (that is, in 
general, non-insectivorous) bats might be found in some quantity. Bats take 
somewhat different roles in these cultures, or different aspects are emphasized. 

Desmodus rotundus, the Common Vampire Bat, is found on the north-coast 
desert of Peru, where it can feed on sea birds in places that are completely 
devoid of water or vegetation (Tuttle 1970: 54). In northern Peru, there are two 
trans-Andean passes in the Central Andes at about 2000 meters, through which 
some species of bats that exist on both sides of the mountains are thought to 
have crossed. It would be possible for a bat to cross the mountains in a single 
night. Desmodus and several other species that are found both east and west of 
the Andes could cross as far south as Cajamarca; beyond this, the passes are 
too high to be crossed by bats (ibid.: 54-57). Artibeus jamaicensis, which is also 
found on both sides of the mountains, is thought to have come to the west 
coast from the north (ibid.: 60-61 ). Specimens of A. jamaicensis have been taken 
in the Department of Lambayeque. 

The north coast of Peru is one of the regions where bat iconography is 
particularly prominent. On Mochica pottery (as well as on contemporaneous 
Maya vases and in later Central Mexican codices), an anthropomorphic bat is an 
agent of human sacrifice, with a knife in one hand and a human head in the 
other (Figure 1 ).4 The proportionate sizes of the large bat and the small human 
head indicate supernatural status for the bat, and the throne on which he sits 
symbolizes his power. Sometimes a Mochica anthropomorphic bat carries a 
warclub and a small human captive, who is about the size of the club, or 
smaller (Figure 2; Lumbreras and Rosas 1975: F/188). By far the most common 
in my sample of Mochica anthropomorphic bat effigies are those holding pottery 
(Figure 3; Donnan 1978: figure 238), which I believe to have funerary connota­
tions (Benson 1975). The pots shown with these images are usually stirrup-spout 
vessels- -the ceramic form of the highest status--and dippers. Two Presentation 
Theme depictions bridge the sacrifice-pottery gap: on a vessel, an anthropomor­
phic bat is shown as a sacrificer (Donnan 1978: figure 241 ); in the Pafiamarca 
mural, a similar bat holds a goblet, which, presumably, contained sacrificial 


















































