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Crab in Mural of ChichenItza, Yucatan, Mexico

Crabs in Murals of Cacaxtla, Mexico

Crabs in Murals of Teotihuacan, Mexico

Crabs in the stone sculptures of Bilbao, Cotzumalhuapa, Guatemala



We estimate most salt water fauna inspiration camesfrom the Caribbean, but we still need 

to learn about sea creatures of Pacific area of Oaxaca, Chiapas, and Costa Sur Guatemala.

By NICHOLAS HELLMUTH (iconography and ethnozoology) & VICTOR MENDOZA (zoology)

PowerPoint Design by Senaida Ba Mucu, June 2022

Since many aspects of Maya cosmology and symbolism come from the Olmec it is helpful to learn what sea creatures are in coastal 

Veracruz

Crabs

Land crabs: Gecarcinids (Gecarcinidae) are a family of true crabs that are adapted to terrestrial existence, commonly known as land 

crabs. Like all other crabs, land crabs have a series of gills.

fresh water crabs:Are freshwater decapod crustaceans belonging to the Astacoideaand Parastacoideasuperfamilies(two of the five 

superfamiliesof the Astacideainfraorder). They breathe through feather-like gills and are found in bodies of water that do not freeze to 

the bottom, abounding in streams and rivers where they can shelter from predators. They feed on living and dead animals and plants.

Beach crabs (salt water crabs):This type of crab is characterized by having a more flattened and rounded central body than river crabs. 

They include species from very different families that can inhabit different spaces, from the depths of the sea, to coastal areas, passing 

through brackish waters such as marshes and estuaries.



Land crabs fresh water crabs Beach crabs (salt water crabs)

Caribbean

Beach crabs (salt water crabs)

Pacific Ocean
Grapsusgrapsus Grapsusgrapsus Grapsus grapsus Grapsus grapsus

- Cardisomaguanhumi Cardisoma guanhumi -

Goniopsispulchra Goniopsispulchra - Goniopsis pulchra

Gecarcinusquadratus Gecarcinusquadratus - Gecarcinus quadratus

Callinectes arcuatus Callinectes arcuatus - Callinectes arcuatus

Callinectes ornatus Callinectes ornatus Callinectes ornatus

- Pseudothelphusa belliana- Pseudothelphusa belliana

- - Ocypodequadrata -

Johngarthiaplanata - - -

Gecarcinuslateralis - - -

- Pseudothelphusa jouyi - -

- Odontothelphusa 

palenquensis

- -

- Potamocarcinus magnus- -

Typhlopseudothelphusamocinoi - - -



Crab Pacific Ocean beach fiddler



Crabs (the largest crabs of the Caribbean area live high in the hills overlooking Amatique Bay)

Crabs are seen in art of far away Bilbao, Cotzumalhuapa, boca costa/costa sur Guatemala

Monument1Crab headdressCotzumalhuapabilbao

41 Bilbao crabheaddress

Source: Charles ZidarïAncient Maya Zoological Research

El Baúl monument7: Crabemergence(FAMSI copyright 1988: 

Oswaldo Chinchilla Mazariegos)



Ancient Mesoamerica , Volume 31 , Issue 2 , Fall 2020 , pp. 308 - 318

a). Palo Verde Monument 4 with crab headdress

b). close up of the crab headdress from Bilbao Monument 1



THE CRAB AS COSMIC 

YUX: A SYMBOL OF 

POWER AND 

CREATION IN 

COTZUMALHUAPA 

Ancient Mesoamerica , 

Volume 31 , Issue 2 , Fall 

2020 , pp. 308 - 318

a). Bilbao Monument18

b). Bilbao Monument1 

c). Bilbao Monument7



Charles Zidar, ChichenItza, Great Cenote

Plaque, A.D. 700ï1100. Mexico, Yucatan, Chichén Itzá, 

SacredCenote. 

Photos © President and Fellows of Harvard College





Charles Zidarwebsite

Crab painted on polychrome 

Copadorplate. Late Classic. 

Repainted at least across the breaks 

but otherwise not much repainting 

noticeable.



Crab dancer in musical ritual, Late Classic Maya, Bonampak murals.

Since the headdress of the personage in front is Nymphaea ampla, white water lily of fresh water, this raises the question of whether the crab 

is from the ocean or a river or lake or terrestrial



GECARCINIDAE  CardisomaguanhumiLatreille. Cangrejo azul 

TaponCreek, Taponcito Creek, Playa Aldea Buena Vista  Nicholas 

Hellmuth, David Arrivillaga, Alejandra Gutierrez, Roxana LealDECAPODA Cangrejos TaponCreek, Taponcito Creek, Playa Aldea Buena Vista 

David Arrivillaga, Alejandra Gutierrez, Roxana Leal
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GECARCINIDAE Cardisomaguanhumi Latreille. Cangrejo azul TaponCreek, Taponcito Creek, Playa Aldea 

Buena Vista Nicholas Hellmuth, David Arrivillaga, Alejandra Gutierrez, Roxana Leal



GECARCINIDAE Cardisoma

guanhumiLatreille. Cangrejo 

azul TaponCreek, Taponcito 

Creek, Playa Aldea Buena Vista 

David Arrivillaga, Alejandra 

Gutierrez, Roxana Leal

DECAPODA Cangrejos TaponCreek, 

Taponcito Creek, Playa Aldea Buena 

Vista, David Arrivillaga, Alejandra 

Gutierrez, Roxana Leal



DECAPODA Cangrejos TaponCreek, Taponcito Creek, Playa Aldea Buena Vista 

David Arrivillaga, Alejandra Gutierrez, Roxana Leal



GECARCINIDAE Cardisomaguanhumi Latreille. Cangrejo azul Playa Blanca Nicholas Hellmuth



GECARCINIDAE Cardisomaguanhumi Latreille. Cangrejo azul Playa Blanca Nicholas Hellmuth



Tupac Kapitahwebsite

Pintura mural del Templo de los Guerreros de Chichén Itzá, México. La imagen muestra hombres de piel clara preparándose para 

retirarse por mar mientras otros defienden un poblado o son hechos prisioneros. Crédito: The PlumedConch



Tupac Kapitahwebsite



Mural del Templo de 

los Guerreros de 

Chichén Itzá. Fuente.



Pre-columbiannanotechnology: 

Reconciling the mysteries of the 

mayablue pigment. January 2008 

Applied Physics A 90(1):3-7

Frontal crab from above, 

Cacaxtlamurals, Late Classic.
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Foto: Nicholas Hellmuth, 

Cacaxtla murals
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Figura 3.20. Edificio A, vistas general. Se puede observar la complejidad de este recinto. Al fondo, el cuarto que tiene pintura

sobre muros de lodo. La entrada la componen los murales norte y sur, cuyos laterales o jambas también tienen pintura. (Foto: 

R. Alvarado, 2008.)





Cacaxtla, El Lugar donde muere la lluvia en la tierra (1986)





Images that could potentially be 

inspired by starfish

in the murals of Cacaxtla, Central 

Mexico



Starfish (in murals of Cacaxtla)

Figura 5.3. Templo de venus:

a) pilar sur;

b) pilar norte;

(Foto: R. Alvarado, P. Peña. 2008.)

Foto: Nicholas Hellmuth, Cacaxtla murals



Eels, Snake Eels or Water Snakes ? 
Pictured in Cacaxtla Murals , 
Tlaxcala, Mexico



F
o

to
: 
N

ic
h

o
la

s
 H

e
llm

u
th

, 
C

a
c
a
x
tl
a

 m
u

ra
ls



Tabulation of Snake-like Eels in Caribbean area of Mesoamerica

Snake-like Eels along Pacific Coast of Mexico, Guatemala and El Salvador

Seahorse 

Pacific Ocean Caribbean Far southern Central 

America

Common name

- Hippocampus reidi Caballito de Mar de Hocico Largo

Hippocampus ingens - Hippocampus ingens Caballito del Pacífico

Hippocampus erectus - Caballito de Mar Estriado

- Hippocampuszosterae - Caballito de Mar Enano



2: Sea Turtles

Giant Turtles as Resurrection Area for Maize God

Is this for sure a marine turtle?

Å Turtles splitting to allow Maize God to Emerge (often assisted by Hero Twins)

Å Turtles frequently pictured in aquatic bands bordering the murals of Cacaxtla

Å Turtles in rare instances as home of God N (usually he is in a conch-like shell)



Sea Turtles

Seaturtlesarea fundamentallink with marineecosystems. Help maintainthe healthof seagrassbedsandcoral

reefs,which benefit specieswith commercialvalue, such as shrimp, lobster and tuna. Seaturtles are living

representativesof a groupof reptilesthat haveexistedon PlanetEarthandhaveroamedour maresfor the last

100 million years. Turtleshavea very importantcultural significanceandconsiderabletourist value. Seaturtles

canlay morethan150eggspernestandcannestmultiple timeseachseason,offsettinghigh mortality ratesthat

preventmostseaturtlesfrom reachingmaturity.

Pacific Ocean turtles Caribbean turtles

Quintana Roo, Belize, 

Honduras

Sea turtles: Veracruz, 

Tabasco, Campeche,

Commonname

Lepidochelysolivacea - - Tortuga Prlama

Cheloniamydas Cheloniamydas Chelonia mydas Tortuga verde

Eretmochelys imbricata Eretmochelysimbricata Eretmochelys imbricata Tortuga carey

- - Lepidochelys kempii Tortuga lora

Caretta caretta Carettacaretta Carettacaretta Tortuga caguama

Dermochelys coriacea Dermochelys coriacea Dermochelyscoriacea Tortuga Baula o laud





Monster und Menschenin der Maya-Kunst (1987) Nicholas M. Hellmuth. 








