lconography
of the Classic Maya Crocodile Tree and Stylized Cacao Tree Portraits

Theobroma cacao of the Maya,
Botany, Ethnobotany,
Archaeology, Epigraphy and Iconography

Nicholas Hellmuth
FLAAR (USA) and FLAAR Mesoamerica (Guatemala)

Lecture at MUNAG,
Antigua Guatemala, 13 May, 2026, 11 am

Museo Nacional de Arte de Guatemala




The Maya associated Cacao together with Maize
The Maya associated Cacao together with Crocodiles

As you will notice later in this presentation, | have been studying crocodiles for
years since crocodiles are a major aspect of Maya cosmology (Hellmuth 2024a).
So | study actual crocodiles and caiman up close and in person, plus | dedicate
time to library research on the iconography and ethno zoology of crocodiles in the
art of Maya areas of Mesoamerica.

There are hundreds of scholarly articles on cacao in Maya art and if you spend lots
of time reading scholarly reports you can find that although maize and the Maize
God were major features of Maya beliefs, there was also a relationship between
cacao and crocodiles—as you can easily see in the sculpture at Copan which has
two cacao pods having from the tail of the crocodile. As you will see on following
pages, the tail of most Crocodile Trees mimics the branches of a mythical tree.

Since the present lecture at MUNAG in May 2013 is on cacao, | wanted to
introduce samples of all known aspects. But when | first noticed this particular
Crocodile Cacao Tree | realized there is a huge amount of material available on
this subject: the unexpected relationship between crocodiles and cacao in Maya
myths. Once | realized this connection, |l initiated hours, days, weeks, months of
research, and not have enough material for an entire separate lecture in the
future. But for today’s presentation at MUNAG, | wanted to show the samples.

Crocodile Tree,
Copan sculpture, Martin (2006).
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The “Crocodile Tree” is my generic caption for trees in Pre Classic, Proto Classic, Late Classic or Codices that have a literal
head of a crocodile at the base with an obvious tree replacing the body of the crocodile. Or, in some cases the body and

scutes of the crocodile are shown (in simplified repeated pattern) but the "tail” of the crocodile sprouts branches, leaves or
fruits.



|lzapa Stela 25, cropped by Hellmuth

Yaxchilan Str. 33-Sfep:
from drawing by Chinchilla (2013 ). el | Stone sculpture, Copan

VIII (Tate 1992: 64).
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Cacao pods
l

Crocodile tree, lzapa Stela 25, NWAF.

The crocodile tree can be a Crescentia Leaves are generic and with no fruit, it’s Crocodile cacao tree, Copan, Honduras
species (Morro, Jicaro) or “Palo de tough to estimate the species. drawing by drawing by Simon Ma’rtin in (I\,/Iartin 2006"
Lagarto” . Izabal Stela 2, NWAF. 4 Moreno in Moreno and Clark 2007: Fig.13.24. Fig. 8.8,a .



This is the easiest crocodile tree to

notice. lzapa Stela 25 also has a Deletaille Tripod

bird perched on top (thatis NOT the Hellmuth 1987a Vol 2
Principal Bird Deity—that Great Fig 165.

Bird in Izapa scenes is adjacent but

not on the tree. The Popol Vuh

mentions mythical trees but not

associated with crocodiles.

This remarkable scene (Deletaille Tripod) has two Crocodile Trees. Drawing by Lin Crocier in various publications by
Hellmuth.



There are LOTS of crocodiles in Classic Maya sculptures, murals, ceramic figurines, and cosmological scenes on vases,
bowls and plates. To determine which of the three species of crocodilians are represented, you need to study the dentition.
So | have dedicated many field trips to photographing the crocodile teeth when the crocs open their mouth to “cool down”.

There are two species of crocodiles in the Maya areas and one species of Caiman along the Pacific Coast. In other words,
the Maya had no alligators, so any caption with that word is incorrect.



Crocodylus§

moreletii,
Rio Sacluc,
Parque
Nacional
Laguna del

Tigre
(PNLT),
RBM,
Peten.

Photo by
Haniel
Lopez,
FLAAR
Meso
america.
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Every time |
see a
crocodile, |
getdown on
the ground
solcan
capture a
view of the
size, shape
and position
of the
dentition.

Parque
Nacional
Tikal
(PANAT),
Reservade la
Biosfera
Maya (RBM),
Peten.
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References Cited and other Suggested Reading on Maya Crocodiles: Zoology, Ethno-Zoology and Iconography

CHINCHILLA Mazariegos, Oswaldo
2013 Tecum, the Fallen Sun: Mesoamerican Cosmogony and the Spanish Conquest of Guatemala. Ethnohistory 60:4 (Fall 2013): 693 719.

CLARK, John E. and Ayax MORENO

2007 Redrawing the Izapa Monuments. In Archaeology, Art, and Ethnogenesis in Mesoamerican Prehistory: Papers in Honor of Gareth W. Lowe,
edited by Lynneth S. Lowe and Mary E. Pye, pp. 277-320. Brigham Young University Print Service.

HELLMUTH, Nicholas

2023 Crocodile Iconography of the Olmec and of the Maya References Cited and other Suggested Reading. FLAAR (USA) and FLAAR Mesoamerica
(Guatemala). 17 pages. Available as a download on line.

HELLMUTH, Nicholas

2024a Crocodiles in Classic Maya Art & Swamps of Guatemala. English edition updated November and December 2024 for Dec 14th presentation for
The Pre Columbian Society at the University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology. FLAAR Reports, FLAAR (USA) and FLAAR
Mesoamerica (Guatemala). 206 pages in PowerPoint size and format. Available as a download on line.

This comprehensive lecture is the most complete presentation of HUNDREDS of photos and drawings and consists of five “chapters™:
1. Crocodiles are obviously associated with Water, So in Maya Art, Crocodiles as associated with Water Symbolism

2. Maya portraits of Crocodiles as 3 dimensional ceramic figurines and deep relief renditions

3. Full bodied Crocodiles as roof of Throne Rooms

4. Crocodiles in Bas relief Sculptures at Copan, Honduras

5. Crocodile Trees, Izapa, Early Classic Maya, Late Classic (Codex Style vases)

6. Crocodile and Composite Deer Crocodile as Bicephalic Cosmic Monster

https://flaar mesoamerica.org/wp content/uploads/2024/12/crocodile iconography Maya art all chapters Dec 2024 Lecture compressed.pdf

HELLMUTH, Nicholas

2024b Late Classic Maya 3 Dimensional conjoined Figurines, Museo Popol Vuh,Universidad Francisco Marroquin. FLAAR Reports, FLAAR (USA) and
FLAAR Mesoamerica (Guatemala). 3 pages.


https://flaar-mesoamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/crocodile-iconography-Maya-art-all-chapters-Dec-2024-Lecture-compressed.pdf
https://flaar-mesoamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/crocodile-iconography-Maya-art-all-chapters-Dec-2024-Lecture-compressed.pdf
https://flaar-mesoamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/crocodile-iconography-Maya-art-all-chapters-Dec-2024-Lecture-compressed.pdf

MARTIN, Simon
2006 Cacao in Ancient Maya Religion, First Fruit from the Maize Tree and other Tales from the Underworld. Chapter 8, pages 154 183 in Chocolate
in the Americas: A Cultural History of Cacao, edited by Cameron McNeil. University of Florida Press

https://www.mesoweb.com/about/martin/Martin_2006_Cacao.pdf

TATE, Carolyn
1992 Yaxchilan: The Design of a Maya Ceremonial City. University of Texas Press. 328 pages.

Excellent book sadly, not available as a downloadable PDF on ResearchGate not on Academia.edu, so tough to use in today’s digital era.
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