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Renewed scientific interest in a minute but significant part
of the great Mayan culture has been sparked by a Louisiana State
University botanist.

Dr. Bernard Lowy who has received international recognition
for his research on fungi, has taken an archeological detour to
become the first mycologist to seriously study the enigmatic "mush-
room stones'" left in the wake of one of Latin America's most ad-
vanced pre-Columbian civilizations.

The mushroom stones, so-called because each one is topped with
a sculptured mushroom cap, are carved from volcanic stone, stand
about a foot high, and may bear the images of both human and animal
forms, often in combination. Some of the stones date from as early
as 1500 B.C.; others are as recent as 700-900 A.D.

Almost all of the some 100 mushroom stones now known to exist
have been found in Guatemala, where most of the great ceremonial
centers of the Mayan civilization were located. A limited number
have turned up in the Mexican state of Chiapas, which borders on
Guatemala, and a few have been found in El Salvador.

(more)
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‘The National Museum of Anthropology and History in Guatemala

City has the largest single collection of the mushroom stones,
although many are held by private collectors in Guatemala, whose
leading families have an intense interest in their native land's
wealth of archeological trepasures.

Dr. Lowy said that archeologists and anthropologists who have
studied the mushroom stones believe.the small effigies had special
significance in the religious life of the Mayas, probably as part
of a mushroom cult similar to that which exists today in the Mexi-
can state of Oaxaca.

The centuries-old mushroom cult in Mexico centers around the
use of hallucinogenic mushroom eaten in a religious ritual to induce
a trance-like state during which the participant has a mystic or
religious experience.

Dr. Lowy's research on the mushroom stones is the result of a
long standing interest in ethnomycology, a relatively new field of
exploration which examines the role of fungi, particularly mushrooms,
in the folk customs and religious practices of the races of man.

Some of the same species of hallucinogenic mushrooms used by the Mexi-
can cult today also grow in the central highlands and along part

of the Pacific coastal plains of Guatemala. In this same area

were> located the sacred buildings and temples which formed the

center of Mayan religious life.

This summer Dr. Lowy toured the northern and central parts of
Guatemala and interviewed people extensively but found no traces,
not even folklore, of a mushroom cult ever having existed in that area.
However, he found that they have a considerable knowledge of edible
and poisonous mushrooms and appropriate terms in their native languages

to describe them,
(more)
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Presumably a mushroom cult could have flourished only in the
southern highlands where the hallucinogenic mushrooms occur, and
where the mushroom stones have been found.

Mushroom stones first came to the attention of the scientific
world in 1898 when a German geographer who was working in Central
America reported on them briefly in a scholarly paper. Nothing
more about the stones came to light again until the late 1940's
and '50's, and since 1960 interest in the artifacts has greatly in-
tensified.

Many of the mushroom stones are anthropomorphic in character,
combining both human and animal features; still others are unadorned.
The animals depicted are believed to have had some mythological
significance in the spiritual life of the Mayan people. Animals
which appear most frequently are the jaguar, the coati, monkeys and
an occasional unidentified bird. The jaguar was worshipped by the
Mayas and its image appears often in stone work and in the Mayan
hieroglyphics.

The effigy of a toad has been found for the first time on
one of these stones. Toads and mushrooms have a long association,
Dr. Lowy said, although to the Western mind the toad has "almost
satanic'" connotations.

Most of the mushroom stones have been found by non-archeologists,
primarily agricultural workers in the fields of Guatemala. Many of
the stones have been sold to private collectors because the National
Museum has very limited funds for such purposes. The private collec-
tors, Dr. Lowy said, frequently lend their mushroom stones and other
Mayan artifacts for exhibition throughout the world. Several of
the stones will be included in a Central American show to be held this

year at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, the professor said.
(more)
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The LSU professor noted that Kaminaljuyu, which has been one
of the richest Mayan archeological sites, and where many of the
mushroom stones have been found, has now been virtually destroyed
to make way for a public housing project.

Although he did no archeological '"digging' during his stay
in Guatemala, Dr. Lowy made a mushroom stone discovery of his own,

a pair of unusually large stones about 24 inches tall which he
located in a private collection. The large stones, which were found
on private land about 50 miles south of Guatemala City, are be-
lieved to be the only ones of their kind among known Mayan artifacts.

The tall stones, which are set upon tripods, bear effigies of
a human male and female, Dr. Lowy said. This is of particular
interest, he explained, because the hallucinogenic mushrooms taken
in the mushroom cult ritual in Mexico are eaten in pairs which also
represent male and female.

Dr. Lowy, who worked closely with archeologists from Guatemala's
National Museum and with several American archeologists on the mush-
room stones, will publish his findings about the stones under auspices
of the museum.

Mushrooms-are only one segment of the vast field of mycology.
Dr. Lowy is an authority on the gelatinous fungi, which are widely
distributed in Central and South America. For the past decade,
he has done research and collected large numbers of fungi in South
America, where he has held Fulbright visiting professorships in
Peru and Brazil. He has taught at the National Botanical Institute
in Brazil, and has gone into the Amazon jungle to collect fungi. The
LSU mycological herbarium of which he is the founder and curator
has one of the largest collections extant of Amazonian fungi.

(more)
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There are some 160 species of gelatinous fungi in tropical
América, and about 30 of them were discovered and described for the
first time by Dr. Lowy.

The LSU mycologist has just completed a comprehensive, definitive
monograph on this group of fungi, the first work of its kind, to
be published this year in a distinguished specialized journal, 'Flora
Neotropica,'" which is sponsored by the New York Botanical Garden.
Concentrating solely on the American tropics, the journal will pub-
lish the research of specialists in all of the plant sciences. Dr.
Lowy is one of six authors to be published in the journal in 1970,
and one 6f two mycologists in the group. By far the largest number
of specialists who have been invited to contribute monographic studies
to this journal work with flowering plants.

Dr. Lowy is particularly interested in the evolution and origin
of fungi and has recently proposed a basic revision in their classi-
fication. There is controversy among scientists, he said, over the
status of fungi, that is, whether they are plants or animals. Dr.
Lowy favors the theory that fungi are neither conventional plants

nor animals but a third form of life.
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be published this year in a distinguished specialized journal, "Flora
Neotropica,'" which is sponsored by the New York Botanical Garden.
Concentrating solely on the American tropics, the journal will pub-
lish the research of specialists in all of the plant sciences. Dr.
Lowy is one of six authors to be published in the journal in:.1970,
and one 6f two mycologists in the group. By far the largest number
of specialists who have been invited to contribute monographic studies
to this journal work with flowering plants.

Dr. Lowy is particularly interested in the evolution and origin
of fungi and has recently proposed a basic revision in their classi-
fication. There is controversy among scientists, he said, over the
status of fungi, that is, whether they are plants or animals. Dr.
Lowy favors the theory that fungi are neither conventional plants

nor animals but a third form of life.

Eaigs



PR A R

LOUISIANA STATE UNIVERSITY o Baton Rouge

INFORMATION SERVICES

Fungi stud
g y by OFFICE OF MEDIA SERVICES

LSU botanist THOMAS BOYD HALL * PHONE 388-4461
turns to archeology October 8, 1970 7jf
sk s sk ok 3 ok ok sk ok ok ok

For release Sunday,
Oct. 11 and thereafter.

Renewed scientific interest in a minute but significant part
of the great Mayan culture has been sparked by a Louisiana State
University botanist.

Dr. Bernard Lowy who haé received international recognition
for his research on fungi, has taken an archeological detour to
become the first mycologist to seriously study the enigmatic "mush-
room stones'" left in the wake of one of Latin America's most ad-
vanced pre-Columbian civilizaticns.

The mushroom stones, so-called because each one is topped with
a sculptured mushroom cap, are carved from volcanic stone, stand
about a foot high, and may bear the images of both human and animal
forms, often in combination. Some of the stones date from as early
as 1500 B.C.; others are as recent as 700-900 A.D.

Almost all of the some 100 mushroom stones now known to exist
have been found in Guatemala, where most of the great ceremonial
centers of the Mayan civilization were located. A limited number
have turned up in the Mexican state of Chiapas, which borders on
Guatemala, and a few have been found in E1l Salvador.

(moxe)



Mushrooms. . .2
The National Museum of Anthropology and History in Guatemala

City has the largest single collection of the mushroom stones,
although many are held by private collectors in Guatemala, whose
leading families have an intense interest in their native land's
wealth of archeological trepsures.

Dr. Lowy said that archeologists and anthropologists who have
studied the mushroom stones believe.the small effigies had special
significance in the religious life of the Mayas, probably as part
of a mushroom cult similar to that which exists today in the Mexi-
can state of Oaxaca.

The centuries-old mushroom cult in Mexico centers around the
use of hallucinogenic mushroom eaten in a religious ritual to induce
a trance-like state during which the participant has a mystic or
religious experience.

Dr. Lowy's research on the mushroom stones is the result of a
long standing interest in ethnomycology, a relatively new field of
exploration which examines the role of fungi, particularly mushrooms,
in the folk customs and religious practices of the races of man.
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a pair of unusually large stones about 24 inches tall which he
located in a private collection. The large stones, which were found
on private land about 50 miles south of Guatemala City, are be-
lieved to be the only ones of their kind among known Mayan artifacts.

The tall stones, which are set upon tripods, bear effigies of
a human male and female, Dr. Lowy said. This is of particular
interest, he explained, because the hallucinogenic mushrooms taken
in the mushroom cult ritual in Mexico are eaten in pairs which also
represent male and female.
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National Museum and with several American archeologists on the mush-
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Mushrooms-are only one segment of the vast field of mycology.
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There are some 160 species of gelatinous fungi in tropical
America, and about 30 of them were discovered and described for the
first time by Dr. Lowy.

The LSU mycologist has just completed a comprehensive, definitive
monograph on this group of fungi, the first work of its kind, to
be published this year in a distinguished specialized journal, "Flora
Neotropica," which is sponsored by the New York Botanical Garden.
Concentrating solely on the American tropics, the journal will pub-
lish the research of specialists in all of the plant sciences. Dr.
Lowy is one of six authors to be published in the journal in: 1970,
and one 8f two mycologists in the group. By far the largest number
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Dr. Lowy is particularly interested in the evolution and origin
of fungi and has recently proposed a basic revision in their classi-
fication. There is controversy among scientists, he said, over the
status of fungi, that is, whether they are plants or animals. Dr.
Lowy favors the theory that fungi are neither conventional plants

nor animals but a third form of life.
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to this journal work with flowering plants.

Dr. Lowy is particularly interested in the evolution and origin
of fungi and has recently proposed a basic revision in their classi-
fication. There is controversy among scientists, he said, over the
status of fungi, that is, whether they are plants or animals. Dr.
Lowy favors the theory that fungi are neither conventional plants

nor animals but a third form of life.
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