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The art of the Moche culture, which thrived from 100 to 700 c.e. in Peru, is 
well known for its exquisite portrait vessels. These skillfully crafted ceramics 
include a variety of individuals shown in such detail that one can distinguish 
the passing of time through the aging of certain subjects. Although the Moche 
did not have a writing system, much can be learned about the Moche people 
through archaeological evidence and the complex iconography that appears in 
their art. The emphasis on individual characteristics found in Moche portraits is 
a trademark of Moche art and one commonly discussed by scholars. This affinity 
for realism and individuality in Moche art is further shown in the frequent de-
piction of individuals with facial disfigurement, mutilation, or amputation. Fig-
ures such as these are, however, often ignored in art historical scholarship. The 
majority of scholarship on amputation and disfigurement in Moche art has been 
published in the medical field, although a few art historians have visited the 
subject briefly in publications on other aspects of Moche art. The sole scholarly 
work that discusses the imagery of amputees in Moche art from an art histori-
cal perspective is an article by David Arsenault published over two decades ago, 
in which he examines the representation of individuals with a prosthesis on an 
amputated foot.1 Another significant contribution to this topic was published in 
2004 by Jürgen Heck, in which he catalogued the various types of deformations 
found on 800 different ceramic vessels.2 Thus, the subject of individuals with 
disfiguration or amputation in Moche art needs to be revisited and examined 
from a new perspective. This article will look at two examples of Moche pottery 
from the Museum of Art and Archaeology at the University of Missouri, both 
of which feature individuals with facial disfigurement and one with amputated 
feet, and examine them within the context of the Moche preference for portrai-
ture and individual characteristics in art. Additionally, this article will consider 
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how gender relates 
to such representa-
tions. The frequency of 
disfigured individuals 
in Moche art, along 
with their appearance 
in ritual activities, sug-
gests there may have 
been a large number of 
amputees or disfigured 
persons within the 
population, possibly 
even maintaining a 
level of status in both 
life and death.

Both of the vessels 
from the Museum of 
Art and Archaeology 
came to the museum 
in 1973 as gifts from 
Mr. and Mrs. Stanley 
Westreich of Bethesda, 
Maryland. There is 
no archaeological 
context for either of 
the vessels or a history 
of ownership before 
that of the Westreichs. 
Moche vessels such 
as these are, however, 
most often found in 

a funerary context, so it is quite possible that both of the museum’s pots were 
from a grave or graves.3 Both objects have been dated to about 200–500 c.e., 
the early part of the high point of the Moche culture.

The first vessel shows a kneeling figure with a disfigured nose and mouth 
(Figs. 1–4).4 It is a stirrup-spout vessel, with the body of the pot in the form of 

a figure.5 The spout 
widens slightly at the 
opening and where it 
attaches to the vessel 
body. It is mold-
made and entirely 
slip painted. The 
vessel is intact with 
very little of the paint 
worn off. The figure 
has a large, rotund 
body and kneels on 
undefined legs. The 
bottom of the vessel is 
flat, but the artist has 
differentiated between 
the white of the 
clothing and the pink 
of the legs with both 
color and an incised 
line (Fig. 4). The 
legs end where the 
ankles should be, and 
instead of feet there 
is a single, vertical 
groove (Fig. 3). The 
figure rests the right 
hand on the waist and 
holds a white staff or 
cane in the left hand 
(Fig. 1). The hands are 
imperfectly rendered, but display four fingers and a thumb on each hand. The 
artist has also indicated fingernails on each finger with white slip. Figures such 
as these are interpreted as males by scholars, but this is not a certainty, as will 
be discussed below.

The head is wrapped in a white cowl that comes to a point at the middle of 

Fig. 1. Vessel in the shape of a kneeling figure with facial disfiguration and 
amputated feet. Moche, 200–500 c.e., pottery, H. 21 cm, W. 8.9 cm. Museum 
of Art and Archaeology, University of Missouri (73.241).  
Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.

Fig. 2. Vessel in the shape of a kneeling figure with facial disfiguration and 
amputated feet (profile view). Moche, 200–500 c.e., pottery, H. 21 cm, W. 
8.9 cm. Museum of Art and Archaeology, University of Missouri (73.241). 
Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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the back between 
the shoulders. The 
artist used the same 
technique as on the 
waistband to indicate 
a knot. Underneath the 
cowl, hair and another 
headdress are shown. 
The neck is indicated 
in front and is distinct 
from the hair. The 
second headdress goes 
over the forehead 
of the figure and 
underneath the cowl 
and appears in the back 
on the neck as well. 

The face is painted 
a darker red color, 
the same color as the 
stirrup spout. The eyes 
are detailed, with both 
eyelids indicated. The 
artist has also painted 
the whites of the eyes. 
The irises are the red 
of the face, but some 
of the paint is worn. 
The face shows some 
sort of mutilation. 
The figure’s nose 

is deformed, missing the whole front part (it is almost as flat as the rest of 
the face). The nostrils are indicated by a deeper depression. The upper lip is 
completely gone, and the lower lip looks swollen. Six teeth are detailed on 
top, by a low semicircular ridge and white paint. The lower lip also bears three 
painted white dots, possibly also to indicate teeth. 

The clothing is 
characteristic of 
similarly disfigured 
individuals. It consists 
of a white tunic with 
a collar that comes 
to a point at the front 
of the figure’s neck. 
The tunic hangs all 
the way down the 
back and in the front 
between the knees 
and is indicated on 
the vessel’s bottom 
(Fig. 4). The top and 
bottom are separated 
by a pink waistband 
(the same color as 
the figure’s legs, 
hands, and neck). This 
waistband is tied in 
front, as one end goes 
over the band and the 
other is noticeably 
rendered behind it. 
The waistband widens in the back. 

The second vessel is in the shape of a heterosexual couple engaged in coitus 
(Figs. 5–7).6 The vessel is in reasonably good condition, with two major breaks 
that severed the heads of the figures having been repaired before their donation 
to the museum. A few small chips are missing from around the breaks. There 
is no evidence of paint on the pot, but it may originally have been painted. The 
vessel was mold-made but is not of the highest quality. The red clay is some-
what coarse, leaving the surface a little rough from some white and dark purple 
inclusions and a few gold flecks. 

The lower figure is presumably female and is on her elbows and knees. Her 
hands hold the base of the vessel. Five fingers are indicated by straight lines 

Fig. 3. Vessel in the shape of a kneeling figure with facial disfiguration and 
amputated feet (back view). Moche, 200–500 c.e., pottery, H. 21 cm, W. 
8.9 cm. Museum of Art and Archaeology, University of Missouri (73.241). 
Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.

Fig. 4. Vessel in the shape of a kneeling figure with facial disfiguration and 
amputated feet (bottom view). Moche, 200–500 c.e., pottery, H. 21 cm, W. 
8.9 cm. Museum of Art and Archaeology, University of Missouri (73.241). 
Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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with no distinct thumb. Her feet are flexed and sit on the balls of her slightly 
discernable toes. Her face is not particularly detailed or individualized aside 
from a distinctly large nose, which has two small depressions for the nostrils 
(Fig. 6). Her mouth is cursory, with just a line for the lips. The eyes are not 
symmetrical, although the eyelids are detailed, and the left eye has the iris 
rendered. She wears either a headdress or a helmet-like hairstyle, which ends 
as bangs on her forehead and at the level of her chin on the sides and back. 
She faces straight ahead. She does not appear to display any emotion, although 
the left side of her mouth goes up in what seems to be an intentional manner. 
The right side also goes up, but that seems to be due more to the artist’s haste 
in portraying her mouth. A seam is not visible on the back of her head, but 

the area looks reworked. No breasts are 
visible and if her genitals were initially 
rendered, they have since worn away 
(Fig. 7). Because of the number of Moche 
vessels depicting copulating couples that 
do indicate female genitalia, however, and 
the rare occurrence of homosexual activ-
ity in Moche art, it is safe to assume this 
figure is also female.7

A male figure sits on top of her and 
penetrates from behind. His feet sit flat 
on the floor, and only four toes have been 
indicated with cursory lines on each foot; 
it is difficult to know whether the number 
of toes was intentional. His hands hold the 
shoulders of the female, and four fingers 
and a thumb are distinctly rendered. 
There is a double band around his waist 
and lines over his buttocks to suggest an 
underwear-like garment. Two protrusions 
shown in the area of the woman’s genitals 
probably represent his testicles. Because 
of the condition of the vessel, it is dif-
ficult to discern where the garment stops 
and flesh begins. On top of his lower back 
and buttocks is a flanged opening, which 
indicates the function as a vessel, as with 
the other museum pot.

The male figure’s head is individual-
ized (Fig. 5). His eyes are sunken (like a 
skeleton’s), and he has an overlarge brow. 
There does seem to be some indication of 
eyelids, especially on his right eye where 
the sculptor used two horizontal lines. The 
left eye has a slight trace of a top eyelid. 
The male figure’s nose is smaller than the 

Fig. 5. Vessel in the shape of a heterosexual couple engaged in coitus (three-quarter view). Moche, 200–500 c.e., 
pottery, H. 15.3 cm, L. 15 cm (base), W. 9.9 cm (base). Museum of Art and Archaeology, University of Missouri 
(73.234). Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.

Fig. 6. Vessel in the shape of a heterosexual couple 
engaged in coitus (front view). Moche, 200–500 
c.e., pottery, H. 15.3 cm, L. 15 cm (base), W. 9.9 
cm (base). Museum of Art and Archaeology, Uni-
versity of Missouri (73.234). Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.

Fig. 7. Vessel in the shape of a heterosexual couple 
engaged in coitus (back view). Moche, 200–500 
c.e., pottery, H. 15.3 cm, L. 15 cm (base), W. 9.9 
cm (base). Museum of Art and Archaeology, Uni-
versity of Missouri (73.234). Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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woman’s and turned upward with the nostrils detailed (not just as poked holes); 
the nose is probably deformed, but not to the extent of that on the first vessel. 
The upper lip seems to be missing but has three vertical incised lines on his 
right side and four on the left. His lower lip protrudes out a great deal, further 
than the lower lip of the figure on the first vessel. It is difficult to see because of 
wear, but teeth also seem originally to have been detailed. His chin is also dis-
tinct. He wears the same cowl headdress as the figure on the first vessel. Since he 
is turned to his right (perhaps toward the viewer?), the cowl comes to a point on 
his left shoulder. There are two ridges on the lower part of his forehead, above 
his brow, indicating another headdress underneath. 

Although these two vessels represent very different subject matters, the dis-
figurement and amputation shown on the figures are quite common in Moche 
art. The nose and lip deformation present in both vessels is the most common 
type of disfigurement, as shown in the data offered by Jürgen Heck. His study 
of 800 ceramic vessels revealed 977 disfigurements.8 The majority of these 
contained abnormalities of the head, with 603 occurrences. Of these, 275 of the 
deformations were of the nose-lip variety like that shown on the museum’s vessels.

The cause or causes of disfigurement are unknown, although the most 
likely possibilities are disease or purposeful mutilation. The most widely 
accepted natural cause for this type of facial disfigurement is a disease called 
leishmaniasis. This disease is a parasitic infection that results from the bite of 
the sand fly. One particular type—mucosal leishmaniasis—eats away at the nasal 
and oral mucus membranes and can be fatal. As it still is today, the disease was 
common in Peru during the time of the Moche. It is likely that the museum’s 
kneeling figure depicts an individual who had suffered from leishmaniasis.9 The 
disfigured nose and scarred upper lip of the male figure on the sex pot indicate 
he may have also suffered this affliction.

Interestingly, a large number of figures in Moche art with nose-lip deformities 
seem to record purposeful mutilation. Heck identified 217 instances of artificial 
nose-lip mutilation among the 275 examples, citing symmetry and a straight edge 
around the mouth, a visible septum on the nose, and a lack of swelling as the cri-
teria for an unnatural cause of disfigurement.10 For those afflicted with leishmani-
asis, the disease would have eaten away at the septum and the swelling may have 
remained even after they overcame the disease. Heck’s criteria are, however, large-
ly subjective. Both museum vessels exhibit some of these characteristics, but not 
all. The male figure on the sex pot shows a clearly defined septum, but his mouth 

does not have a straight line around his missing top lip, as it would if it had been 
cut with a sharp knife. Instead, the asymmetrical vertical lines indicate scarring, 
which suggests the individual is in the process of healing, although whether this 
is the result of natural or artificial disfigurement is ambiguous. The lower lip is 
also noticeably swollen, a possible permanent side effect from leishmaniasis. On 
the kneeling figure, the nose contains far less flesh, although a septum is slightly 
shown dividing asymmetrical nostrils. The overlarge, asymmetrical nostrils are 
indicative of a leishmaniasis infection. On the figure’s mouth, however, a cleanly 
cut line outlines the top row of teeth, which may indicate the use of a knife. 

Why would the Moche have purposefully mutilated the faces of individuals? 
Additionally, why would they amputate one or more limbs on any particular per-
son? The most common reason cited by early scholars was that the Moche prac-
ticed punitive mutilation.11 There is absolutely no evidence to support this theory. 
Instead, it is far more likely that these purposeful disfigurements had a ritualistic 
intention. Steve Bourget has suggested that artificial disfigurement of the face was 
done in emulation of leishmaniasis. According to Bourget, this mutilation was 
done to “transform the face of a living being into that of a skull, a sort of authentic 
living-dead.”12 Since leishmaniasis is a potentially fatal disease, someone afflicted 
with it would need to overcome death. The flesh and mucus membranes are often 
affected so severely by the disease that the bone begins to show through.13 Ad-
ditionally, lesions can return months or even years after the initial recovery, which 
suggests the affected individual lived in a continuous state of liminality between 
life and death. Thus, the facial scars would have been visible reminders of that 
person’s survival of and constant struggle with death; they symbolized the transi-
tion between the realms of life and death. It is possible that, by imitating these 
scars, the individuals bearing the surgical wounds embodied these abilities as well. 
Likewise, an amputee would have to overcome the traumatic experience of losing 
a limb and thus would also embody ideas of transition and overpowering death.

Bourget’s suggestion echoes his theory that Moche sex pots were associated 
with the transition from the world of the living to the world of the dead. He spec-
ulates that the sex depicted on the sex pots is some sort of ritual copulation, done 
as an inversion of life and death at funerary or sacrificial rites.14 Bourget suggests 
that a sacrificial victim would participate in ritual copulation prior to the sacrifice 
and thus would exist simultaneously in both the world of the living and the world 
of the dead during the ritual.15 Rebecca Stone continues this line of thinking and 
suggests that survivors of leishmaniasis were more apt to be associated with the 
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with it would need to overcome death. The flesh and mucus membranes are often 
affected so severely by the disease that the bone begins to show through.13 Ad-
ditionally, lesions can return months or even years after the initial recovery, which 
suggests the affected individual lived in a continuous state of liminality between 
life and death. Thus, the facial scars would have been visible reminders of that 
person’s survival of and constant struggle with death; they symbolized the transi-
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role of a ritual practitioner in Moche culture.16 According to Stone, ritual prac-
titioners were seen as “wounded healers,” having already healed themselves of 
some injury and now having the ability to guide others through the process.17 She 
attributes this elevated status of healer to individuals in Moche art that display 
other types of deformities as well, such as the permanent physical effects of rick-
ets.18 This status likely also applied to amputees. The frequent depiction of such 
individuals may suggest they held a higher status as healers in Moche culture.

Both Bourget and Stone emphasize the transitional nature of the figures 
represented on sex pots and individuals represented with facial disfiguration. It is 
important to note, however, that the figures represented on sex pots have a wide 
range of physical attributes, from representations of humans both with and with-
out physical deformities to skeletons that are clearly not even living beings. There 
are also many examples that include animals (both with each other and with 
humans) and specific iconographical figures, such as the character called “Wrinkle 
Face” (who Bourget asserts is only found in representations of vaginal copula-
tion).19 While it is difficult to discern a pattern among these representations, it 
seems likely they held various meanings. Even so, Bourget contends that represen-
tations of vaginal copulation are associated with the afterworld and that sex scenes 
that do not feature vaginal copulation (such as anal penetration, masturbation, or 
sexual touching) were related to the transition between life and death.20 The large 
number of figural types involved in these various activities indicates, however, a 
very complex iconography that likely included numerous meanings for each rep-
resentation. Since many sex pots do not clearly indicate what type of sex is being 
performed, it seems likely that the individuals involved were more significant.

The variety of participants in the sexual activities makes it difficult to identify 
a clear meaning. Perhaps the skeleton figures that appear in some of them sym-
bolize the transitional psychological state of a ritual practitioner. The differences 
in the types of disfigurements could also indicate individuals at different points 
of the sacrificial process. The scars present on the mouth of the male figure of 
the museum copulation vessel suggest a passage of time between the physical 
mutilation of his face and the copulation ritual. This emphasis on the process of 
healing and movement through time further supports the transitional nature of 
the individual represented.

Considering this liminal status of the figures, it is possible that the individu-
als represent a transition between genders as well. Bourget has observed that in 
sex scenes with skeletal beings, the skeletal figure is always white and the female 

(when she is depicted as a living 
person) is always red.21 Bourget 
argues that these colors function as 
a duality between the genders, as 
well as between life (red) and death 
(white).22 He notes that even a 
white skeleton has its penis painted 
red, linking the sex organ to its role 
in life. Mary Weismantel also sees a 
duality between gender and life and 
death in such representations, with 
the fleshly penis acting as a transi-
tional element between them.23 The 
skeletons, as well as male figures in 
copulation scenes, often wear a red 
hood or cowl—a garment that is 
typically worn by female healers.24 
Bourget contends that the incorpo-
ration of both opposing colors was 
a way to represent this dichotomy. 
He writes, “The red capes worn 
by skeletal males would not only 
reinforce the association with the 
feminine gender but also with the dualist concept of life (red cape) and death 
(white corpse).”25 Significantly, this headdress is worn by both “male” figures in 
the museum vessels (although on the kneeling figure the cowl is predominantly 
white with red on parts underneath). The contrast between white and red is a 
common occurrence in Moche art, from garments on portrait vessels to the 
bichrome slip used in two-dimensional vase paintings. It could be argued that 
the dichotomy of color in skeletal sex scenes not only represented a duality of 
gender but also a fluidity in gender. The skeletons are in a transitional phase 
not only between life and death but also between genders. Likewise, the human 
figures could also represent this liminal quality. 

On some vessels, the male and female counterparts even cease to be sepa-
rated. A sex pot in the Art Institute of Chicago shows a human female mastur-
bating a male skeletal-like figure (Fig. 8). The right hand of the male touches the 

Fig. 8. Handle spout vessel in form of a female and skeletal 
figure in a sexual embrace. Moche, 100 b.c.e.–500 c.e., 
pottery, H. 20.3 cm. Art Institute of Chicago, Buckingham 
Fund (1955.2677). 
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female’s chin as she touches his penis with her left hand. A single, white garment 
encloses both figures into one, making it impossible to discern where one body 
begins and the other ends (although his left hand is embracing her around her 
neck on the back). Two legs appear in the front, but again it is impossible to 
identify to which body they belong. Significantly, the feet do not appear to be 
“normal,” nor do they show the cleft associated with an amputated foot. The 
woman’s face is naturally sculpted and features elaborate face paint. The male 
figure is fleshy, but the sunken eyes, small nose, and toothy mouth suggest he 
is closer to the deathly realm than the living world to which the female clearly 
belongs. The incorporation of two genders into one being, as well as the dichot-
omy of the living and the dead, give this vessel a liminal quality. 

Similarly, the male figure of the museum copulation vessel may indicate a liv-
ing being, but the sunken eyes, deformed nose, and missing upper lip convey a 
“skeletal” quality to the individual. The inclusion of a headdress associated with 
female healers on a male figure also shows a fluidity between the genders. This 
may also be the case for the female figure.

The hairstyle on the female figure of the museum sex pot is one that is found 
on warriors and sacrificial victims and seen on decapitated heads on Moche 
fineline pottery.26 It is not a gender marker and since her genitals are not visible, 
the only reason she can be identified as female is the lack of homosexual rep-
resentations in Moche art. While the biological sex of the figures on sex pots is 
often easily identifiable because the genitalia are usually visible, the appearance 
of breasts is uncommon. This makes identifying male and female individuals on 
other Moche vessels more difficult, although scholars often rely on garments or 
headdresses. Unfortunately, as shown with the cowl and headdress, this method 
is not definitive. 

This ambiguity of gender markers makes the gender identification of am-
putated individuals much more difficult. Some scholars avoid discussion of 
the gender aspect and gendered pronouns (e.g., Stone), while Heck identifies 
them all as male.27 It is easy to see why Heck does this. None of the amputated 
individuals display biological markers such as breasts. Archaeological evidence 
shows, however, that women were also subject to amputated limbs and could 
easily be some of the figures represented in the pottery. 

John Verano, Laurel Anderson, and Régulo Franco identified three instances 
of amputation in which the people continued to live and use the amputated 
limb(s) for a significant period of time after amputation occurred.28 Two of the 

individuals come from the complex at El Brujo. The first is a complete adult 
male skeleton from Tomb 4, one of four male bodies in the same burial (one 
other adult and two adolescents). No foot bones were present in the burial, 
confirming that both feet had been amputated. The second example is the tibia 
and fibula of a male found in the disturbed fill of a high status chamber tomb 
in the Huaca Cao pyramid, also at El Brujo. The third example is the almost 
complete skeleton of a young adult female at Mocollope (a site just under 
twenty-three kilometers from El Brujo). Her right foot had been amputated. 

The authors examined the bones and found that, in all three instances, 
there was wear and use of the limbs following the amputation of the feet. All 
three individuals appear to have been healthy and of normal size, and the 
remaining bones do not indicate any type of infection that would have required 
amputation (although the authors do state that trauma or disease of a foot 
cannot be ruled out).29 The evidence suggests the disarticulation of the foot 
through the ankle joint, an amputation technique established later in Western 
medicine by Sir James Syme during the mid-nineteenth century. The remains 
show that the individuals were able to heal properly after the procedure and the 
bones show evidence of bearing weight after healing.30 The representation of 
amputees in Moche art with the cleft at the bottom of the leg correctly depicts 
how this surgical procedure would have healed, as seen in the kneeling figure on 
the museum vessel (Fig. 3). 

Similar burials were found in the royal tombs at Sipán. In Tomb 1, there were 
several individuals with amputated feet.31 As excavators dug below a pyramid 
directly above Tomb 1, the first burial they found (about four meters below the 
surface) was that of a twenty-year-old male, possibly a warrior. Both feet were 
missing. As they excavated further below him, they found an elaborate tomb 
enclosed by large wooden beams to create a sort of room. At the center of this 
was an adult male individual with a number of grave goods, luxurious beyond 
anything previously known by archaeologists. It was surrounded by the burials 
of five other adults, all in coffins, and a child. The child was buried on the floor 
in a seated position near the head of the elite burial and likely had poor health 
during life. Two adult males flanked the elite burial, and one of them was 
missing his left foot. Two adult females were placed in two stacked coffins at the 
head of the elite burial. The upper female, also missing her left foot, was turned 
downward to face the lower female. A third female was buried at the foot of the 
main burial. All three women showed no signs of illness or violent death, but 
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they had predeceased the main deceased individual. Some of their bones had 
been moved into positions that would have been impossible unless they were 
already decomposed or in the process of decomposing. Some sort of textile 
wrapping had kept the bones together, which suggests the missing foot of the 
upper female was not simply lost in transit.

Tomb 2 also housed an elite male individual placed within a room delineated 
by wooden beams.32 He was accompanied by three adults (one male, two females) 
and a child. None of the skeletons exhibited any limb amputation. Above the 
chamber, however, was another “warrior” burial like that above Tomb 1. Here, 
too, the adult male was missing both of his feet. Verano says that he himself 
examined the skeletons of both “warriors” for Tombs 1 and 2 and then states that 
“two articulated human feet were found in an adjacent room.”33 The excavators, 
Walter Alva and Christopher B. Donnan, describe these “human hands and feet” 
as offerings and suggest they were “trophies” taken from sacrificial victims.34 

Clearly the amputation of feet held some sort of ritual significance for the 
Moche and was likely part of funerary customs. Even though the Sipán burials 
do not indicate how much time passed between the amputation of feet and 
when the amputee was buried, the El Brujo and Mocollope burials tell us that 
at least some individuals continued to live after the loss of their limbs. Erica 
Hill examines the transformative nature of sacrifice itself, for both the ritual 
practitioner and sacrificial victim.35 Although she focuses on the victim who is 
sacrificed and dismembered after death, her observations on the power of the 
dismembered body parts are applicable. She suggests that the limbs become 
sacred objects after separation from the body and that dismemberment was 
a way to disperse this power, not unlike the function of relics during the 
medieval period in Europe.36 Amputation on a still living person utilized this 
transformative power, a power that likely resided in the sacred object (the 
separated limb) and the surviving donor of the limb.

The number of figures in Moche Art with amputated limbs suggests that 
these individuals were regularly part of the population and, because they were 
frequently represented, that they possibly also held a high status. Of his 800 
vessels, Heck identifies 127 instances of foot amputation, the most of any type of 
limb disfigurement.37 Seventy-nine figures had both feet amputated, twenty-five 
had the left foot missing, seventeen were missing the right foot, and with six it 
was unclear. Many of these figures wear garments similar to those worn by the 
kneeling figure on the museum vessel, and a few feature a prosthesis that looks 

like a cylinder worn on the bottom of the leg.38

In 1913, the Peruvian physician Lizardo R. Vélez López also wrote about the 
discovery at Mocollope of a male skeleton with both feet amputated that had 
two wooden prostheses buried with him, both of which showed significant signs 
of wear.39 No photos were taken, however, and the whereabouts of the remains 
are unknown, so it is difficult to say more about this burial.40 Regardless, the 
use of prostheses can be confirmed by the imagery found in Moche fineline 
painting, as well as in a few sculpted vessels.

While individuals with amputated feet regularly appear in Moche sculpted 
vessels (such as the museum’s kneeling figure), they are also occasionally 
pictured with prostheses. These figures are usually represented sitting down with 
their legs crossed. Sometimes they wear the prosthesis on their amputated foot, 
at other times they lay the amputated foot on top, to show it, and then display 
their prosthesis in their hand.41 Only figures missing one foot are shown with 
a prosthesis, however, a rule that holds in the fineline painting representations 
as well.42 Arsenault argues that individuals with amputated feet performed 
important roles within certain Moche rituals, a relevant claim considering 
their frequent appearance in art and inclusion in elite burials. He examines the 
representation of individuals with at least one amputated foot in twenty-six 
scenes in Moche fineline pottery, identifying five contexts in which an individual 
with an amputated foot is prominently displayed. They are found in scenes of 
a ritual feast, a ceremonial game with spear shafts, a ceremonial dance, human 
sacrifice, and preparing ceramic offerings for deposit in tombs.43 Arsenault 
contends that the placement and actions of the amputees within these contexts 
suggests their role as a supervisor for “maintaining order and good conduct” in 
the presence of and for the leader of the community.44 While his identification 
of amputated individuals in some of these scenes is problematic because of 
his assumption that sitting, cross-legged individuals have an amputated limb, 
Arsenault’s identification of an individual with a prosthesis in representations of 
the realm of the dead (the ceremonial dance scenes) is intriguing. 

Arsenault looks at two different scenes that reflect the world of the dead: a 
scene that features figures associated with death (Fig. 9) and another that shows 
a leader transitioning into the world of the dead (Fig. 10).45 The figures included 
in the scenes may vary slightly between representations, but the key roles are 
usually included. In Figure 9, the dead leader is identified as the frontally facing 
skeletal figure with the elaborate headdress and costume. Two small musicians 



120 121

TR ANSITIONAL B ODIES:  AMPUTATION AND DISFIGUR ATION IN MO CHE POT TERY KATHERINE A.  P.  ISELIN

they had predeceased the main deceased individual. Some of their bones had 
been moved into positions that would have been impossible unless they were 
already decomposed or in the process of decomposing. Some sort of textile 
wrapping had kept the bones together, which suggests the missing foot of the 
upper female was not simply lost in transit.

Tomb 2 also housed an elite male individual placed within a room delineated 
by wooden beams.32 He was accompanied by three adults (one male, two females) 
and a child. None of the skeletons exhibited any limb amputation. Above the 
chamber, however, was another “warrior” burial like that above Tomb 1. Here, 
too, the adult male was missing both of his feet. Verano says that he himself 
examined the skeletons of both “warriors” for Tombs 1 and 2 and then states that 
“two articulated human feet were found in an adjacent room.”33 The excavators, 
Walter Alva and Christopher B. Donnan, describe these “human hands and feet” 
as offerings and suggest they were “trophies” taken from sacrificial victims.34 

Clearly the amputation of feet held some sort of ritual significance for the 
Moche and was likely part of funerary customs. Even though the Sipán burials 
do not indicate how much time passed between the amputation of feet and 
when the amputee was buried, the El Brujo and Mocollope burials tell us that 
at least some individuals continued to live after the loss of their limbs. Erica 
Hill examines the transformative nature of sacrifice itself, for both the ritual 
practitioner and sacrificial victim.35 Although she focuses on the victim who is 
sacrificed and dismembered after death, her observations on the power of the 
dismembered body parts are applicable. She suggests that the limbs become 
sacred objects after separation from the body and that dismemberment was 
a way to disperse this power, not unlike the function of relics during the 
medieval period in Europe.36 Amputation on a still living person utilized this 
transformative power, a power that likely resided in the sacred object (the 
separated limb) and the surviving donor of the limb.

The number of figures in Moche Art with amputated limbs suggests that 
these individuals were regularly part of the population and, because they were 
frequently represented, that they possibly also held a high status. Of his 800 
vessels, Heck identifies 127 instances of foot amputation, the most of any type of 
limb disfigurement.37 Seventy-nine figures had both feet amputated, twenty-five 
had the left foot missing, seventeen were missing the right foot, and with six it 
was unclear. Many of these figures wear garments similar to those worn by the 
kneeling figure on the museum vessel, and a few feature a prosthesis that looks 

like a cylinder worn on the bottom of the leg.38
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Arsenault looks at two different scenes that reflect the world of the dead: a 
scene that features figures associated with death (Fig. 9) and another that shows 
a leader transitioning into the world of the dead (Fig. 10).45 The figures included 
in the scenes may vary slightly between representations, but the key roles are 
usually included. In Figure 9, the dead leader is identified as the frontally facing 
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122 123

TR ANSITIONAL B ODIES:  AMPUTATION AND DISFIGUR ATION IN MO CHE POT TERY KATHERINE A.  P.  ISELIN

flank his head. He is the central figure in a chain of other individuals with 
extravagant costumes, all of whom hold hands, indicating they are dancing. 
Donnan has suggested that dance scenes such as this separate the groups into 
major and minor figures.46 Major dancers can be identified by their more 
elaborate costumes and are often larger in size, such as on the two connecting 
figures that flank the dead leader on each side. To the left of this chain is a group 
of three figures and a baby, the minor dancers, who run toward the chain of 
elite individuals. An individual with an amputated foot seems to be the primary 
figure for the minor group due to its placement between the two groups.47 A 
prosthesis can be seen on one foot, and the figure carries a whip in one hand 
and drags a female carrying a child on her back with the other. Arsenault 
contends that the individual with the prosthesis was responsible for keeping 
social order in the realms of both the dead and the living.48

In another version, shown in Figure 10, two levels are depicted featuring 
primarily skeletal-looking figures with a larger human figure, likely the dead 

leader, being pulled between the levels. Several of the figures echo those found 
in Figure 9. The lower level features a group of four individuals on the left that 
Donnan has identified as dancers, mimicking the four from the minor group in 
Figure 9.49 To the right of them is a figure on a llama holding a club and wearing 
a prosthesis. Above the figure on the llama is an individual holding a musical 
instrument. On the left of the top level is a copulating couple, both human. 
Arsenault believes that the figure wearing the prosthesis is overseeing the events 
in both scenes, which would indicate that the figure’s role extended into the 
realm of the dead as well.50

All the figures on the lower level are skeletons, which Arsenault interprets 
as an association with death.51 Most of the figures on the upper level, however, 
also feature skeletal qualities. The only figures that are fully human are the 
transitioning leader and the copulating couple. Significantly, these figures are also 
considerably larger than all the others in the scene. Donnan suggests their size and 
difference in appearance indicated that these two activities are the focal points for 
the entire scene.52 He also proposes that the placement of the copulating couple 
with the dancers may imply they were all part of the same ritual. Bourget uses this 
scene as proof that “sexual performances are related to the funerary ritual.”53 He 
goes on to suggest that the scene revolves around a transition after death: from the 
world of the dead on the bottom into the afterworld on the upper level.54

Anne Hocquenghem, on the other hand, has suggested that this scene is the 
separation of the world of the living (top) and the world of the dead (bottom), 
with the deceased individual in the center transitioning between them.55 
Arsenault interprets the scene as the dead leader being welcomed into the world 
of the dead on the bottom.56 Donnan, however, points out that many examples of 
Moche art show the interaction of skeletons and humans and thus this does not 
have to be the separation of the world of the dead from the world of the living.57 
Regardless of which interpretation of the scene is correct (if any of them are), 
the placement of the dead leader between the levels shows an association with 
transition. Additionally, the similarity in size between the copulating figures 
and the leader, as well as their human status, show a direct correlation between 
the two actions. Thus, the figures involved in the ritual could also embody this 
liminal quality. Due to the importance of the ritual, this association may have 
transferred to representations in art outside the context of such a scene.

In his landmark article, “The Thematic Approach to Moche Iconography,” 
Donnan shows that complex scenes in Moche fineline pottery could be 

Fig. 9. Death dancing scene. Moche, MOCHE IV, pottery. Museum für Völkerkunde, Berlin (VA 17883). Draw-
ing: Donna McClelland. The Christopher B. Donnan and Donna McClelland Moche Archive, Image Collections 
and Fieldwork Archives, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C. 

Fig. 10. Transition ceremony scene. Moche, MOCHE IV, pottery. Private collection. Drawing: Donna McClel-
land. The Christopher B. Donnan and Donna McClelland Moche Archive, Image Collections and Fieldwork 
Archives, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.
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the placement of the dead leader between the levels shows an association with 
transition. Additionally, the similarity in size between the copulating figures 
and the leader, as well as their human status, show a direct correlation between 
the two actions. Thus, the figures involved in the ritual could also embody this 
liminal quality. Due to the importance of the ritual, this association may have 
transferred to representations in art outside the context of such a scene.

In his landmark article, “The Thematic Approach to Moche Iconography,” 
Donnan shows that complex scenes in Moche fineline pottery could be 

Fig. 9. Death dancing scene. Moche, MOCHE IV, pottery. Museum für Völkerkunde, Berlin (VA 17883). Draw-
ing: Donna McClelland. The Christopher B. Donnan and Donna McClelland Moche Archive, Image Collections 
and Fieldwork Archives, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C. 

Fig. 10. Transition ceremony scene. Moche, MOCHE IV, pottery. Private collection. Drawing: Donna McClel-
land. The Christopher B. Donnan and Donna McClelland Moche Archive, Image Collections and Fieldwork 
Archives, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.
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abbreviated so that only a few key elements needed to be depicted in order 
to represent the whole.58 These segments of the whole scene could be used in 
varying combinations, and some of the individuals were even depicted singly 
in other media (such as sculpted figures on ceramic vessels). He examined 
“The Presentation Theme,” an elaborate scene of almost twenty figures that 
depicts the giving of a goblet from one elite individual to another. It seems 
likely that this method would transfer to other scenes in Moche art, such as 
with the transition ceremony scene (Fig. 10). This means copulating couples 
or individuals with amputated limbs represented singly could embody all the 
facets of the roles they performed in ritual activity. Thus, the two sculpted 
vessels from the museum would reference the rituals in which each individual 
participated and the role they occupied within the Moche community due to 
their participation in those rituals. 

The importance of copulation within Moche rituals and the participation 
of individuals with facial disfigurement and amputation are supported by the 
number of vessels depicting such individuals, as well as the archaeological 
evidence. Arsenault suggests that the deceased individuals with amputated feet at 
Sipán correspond to the individuals with prostheses in the ceremonial funerary 
scenes depicted in the fineline pottery.59 The inclusion of amputated individuals in 
complex group burials confirms the participation of amputees in funerary rituals, 
but the practice of amputation on both males and females implies that gender (or 
lack thereof) may be more significant than previously realized by scholars. 

First, it is important to remember that more than one individual in the 
tomb had amputated feet. This suggests that amputated individuals were 
a substantial and meaningful part of the burial ceremony for such an elite 
person. Additionally, the remains of both male and female skeletons featured 
an amputated foot, as well as the male “warrior” found above both tombs who 
was missing both feet. This indicates that the individual with the prosthesis in 
the ceremonial transition scene cannot be positively identified as either male 
or female. Even though figures with amputated limbs are usually considered 
male due to their lack of breasts, the lack of breasts on the majority of female 
figures in copulating vessels shows that this biological marker was often ignored. 
This results in a few possibilities. First, it is possible that gender did not matter 
for these individuals and that both males and females were included without 
discretion. The second possibility is that individuals with amputated limbs were 
considered outside the binary gender division of male and female and instead 

were part of a third gender. Another option is that these individuals were 
without an assigned gender, or perhaps they possessed a fluidity in gender. A 
flexibility in gender would connect well with the notion of transition, especially 
in consideration of life and death. 

Likewise, this fluidity in gender also appears in the copulation scenes, even 
though the male and female genitals are clearly depicted. The male figure wears 
a headdress that was often associated with female healers, while the female 
wears a hairstyle that was used on both male and female sacrificial victims. As 
previously stated, the genitals are often the only way to identify the sex of the 
individuals due to the lack of secondary biological markers. The liminal space 
between genders parallels that between life and death, especially since some 
of these figures are involved in the transition ritual for the deceased (Fig. 10). 
While this article has not focused on the other figures included in the transition 
ceremony, it is noteworthy that none of them exhibit gender markers either. 

It is clear that these individuals occupied a specific role within Moche culture, 
likely in association with certain ritual activities. At what point, however, do 
these individualized characteristics stop signifying the subject’s role, status, or 
position and begin indicating a specific person? Moche art features copulating 
figures and amputated individuals with an array of facial characteristics. In the 
transition ceremony of Figure 10, the copulating couple seems to consist of a 
human male and female, both likely with face paint. Neither of them seems to 
have any type of facial mutilation, and they are the only figures other than the 
deceased leader that do not have any skeletal features. The skeletal qualities 
of all the other figures, including the figure with the prosthesis, do, however, 
suggest facial mutilation. These figures may not be individuals at all but, rather, 
representations of a certain role that was played within these copulation and 
transition rituals that also included mutilation. But the level of individuality in 
the sculpted vessels like those in the museum’s collection—especially the num-
ber of different types of mutilations that are represented—would suggest that 
many of these individuals are not anonymous figures. 

This theory of portraiture is supported by the discovery of the fragments 
of over fifty-two unfired, full-figure portrait vessels in the walled courtyard 
at Huaca de la Luna (Temple of the Moon), located in the Moche capital city. 
Found adjacent to the remains of seventy-two “mutilated and dismembered” 
sacrificial victims (all adult male warriors), these portrait vessels depicted seated 
nude prisoners, each with a unique face.60 Not only are all these figures sculpted 
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individually, but 
each one features 
distinctive face 
paint as well.61

Likewise, the 
method used to 
create Moche pot-
tery indicates the 
artists’ affinity for 
sculpting indi-
vidual subjects. 
Even though the 
museum sex pot 
is mold-made, 
the artist used a 
tool to create the 
“scar” incisions on 
the male figure’s 
upper lip after the 
clay was removed 
from the mold 
(the upper lip may 

also have been scraped away after being removed from the mold). Furthermore, 
a similar vessel in the Art Institute of Chicago shows a great deal of care given 
to the faces of both copulating individuals (Fig. 11). The male is again presented 
with sunken eyes, although lines inside the sockets indicate eyelids. There is 
evidence his face was painted. He has a heavy brow and the same headdress as 
the male figure on the Museum of Art and Archaeology’s vessel. His nose is also 
missing the tip and the bottom portion, suggesting leishmaniasis. Even so, both 
his lips are fully intact, unlike those of the figure on the University of Missouri 
vessel. The female, in contrast to the Museum of Art and Archaelogy’s sex pot, 
is accurately rendered and features detailed face paint. The artist has sculpted 
her face so realistically that she even appears to have bags under her eyes. Her 
lips are painted black, and a fleur-de-lis shape extends from the corners. Both 
cheeks have a curved black line extending down from the middle of her bottom 
eyelid. Sideburns appear under her hair on each side, which may indicate she is 

wearing a wig or a headdress. 
While the artist has paid a great deal of attention to the facial characteristics 

of both figures, the bodies are sloppily executed and not proportional. The artist 
emphasized the heads of both individuals, a common characteristic in Moche 
art. Stone has pointed out the cephalocentrism commonly found in Moche 
art, suggesting that the head was seen as “the seat of authority.”62 Although she 
discusses this primarily within the context of ritual practitioners, the Moche 
practice of using the head to express individuality is evident simply from view-
ing the large number of portrait head vessels that survive.63 Thus, the head was 
used to show specific individuals, even though they may have been represented 
in a role that was performed by many other individuals as well.

Even though copulating figures and amputees may be linked in their transi-
tional nature and the use of facial disfigurement in both contexts, there seems 
to be a very significant difference between the two roles. Significantly, no sex 
pots feature an individual with an amputated limb.64 As seen on the vessels with 
the transition ceremony scenes, there are numerous individuals involved in the 
ceremony. It seems as though the figures involved in the copulating ritual had 
different responsibilities from the figures with the amputated foot. All are part 
of the transition ceremony but performed different roles. The attributes are also 
significant: Only individuals with a prosthesis or amputated foot hold the cane 
or whip in any of the death rituals. Since this attribute is found on representa-
tions outside the transition ceremony (for example, the amputee on the Univer-
sity of Missouri’s vessel holds the cane), it is likely part of the set iconography 
for the role of such individuals.

The facial mutilation found on both amputated individuals and copulating 
individuals again suggests that the liminal status between life and death was 
a desired characteristic in such individuals. Because not all copulating figures 
feature facial disfigurement it is, however, difficult to prove that mutilation 
was a requirement for this role. Copulating figures are found in other contexts 
and scenes too, suggesting that copulation was an important part of numerous 
Moche rituals. It is also possible that purposeful mutilation was performed on 
one or both individuals after the copulation ritual. Arsenault also points out that 
individuals may have suffered some other affliction that would not have been 
visible (such as being deaf or dumb).65

It is possible that those individuals who display some sort of disfiguration, 
whether on the face or another part of their body, occupy a similar position 

Fig. 11. Handle spout vessel depicting a couple engaged in coitus. Moche, 100 
b.c.e.–500 c.e., pottery, H. 17.2 cm. Art Institute of Chicago, Buckingham Fund 
(1955.2682).
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While the artist has paid a great deal of attention to the facial characteristics 
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emphasized the heads of both individuals, a common characteristic in Moche 
art. Stone has pointed out the cephalocentrism commonly found in Moche 
art, suggesting that the head was seen as “the seat of authority.”62 Although she 
discusses this primarily within the context of ritual practitioners, the Moche 
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Fig. 11. Handle spout vessel depicting a couple engaged in coitus. Moche, 100 
b.c.e.–500 c.e., pottery, H. 17.2 cm. Art Institute of Chicago, Buckingham Fund 
(1955.2682).
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within the Moche culture. Interestingly, there is no pattern to the presence of 
the various types of disfiguration on individuals. Not all figures with amputated 
limbs have disfigured faces and vice versa. Nor is there a pattern to the number 
of individuals with one or both feet amputated, although the greater number of 
figures with both feet amputated does seem significant, especially since Arse-
nault has shown that only individuals with one amputated foot (not both) are 
engaged in the Moche dance ceremonies. The only distinct difference found 
between the figures with mutilated faces and those with amputated limbs is 
that there are no depictions of amputated individuals engaging in coitus. This 
cannot, of course, be taken as definite as many Moche vessels are unpublished 
and could possibly feature such individuals. Their absence from published 
material does, however, at the very least indicate a very low representation in 
that context. Thus, it seems likely that individuals with amputated feet occupied 
a particular role within Moche culture, one that required their participation in 
specific rituals. Since representations of such figures include an array of facial 
disfiguration, or none at all, it seems as though the artists were referencing 
specific individuals in their representations. Similarly, a lack of consistency in 
the facial characteristics of figures engaged in coitus suggests numerous partici-
pants, likely also participating in various rituals. 

There is always the possibility that these are anonymous representations. 
These figures may not be individuals at all but, rather, representations of a cer-
tain role that was played within these copulation rituals that also included mu-
tilation. But the level of individuality in the figures—especially the number of 
different types of mutilations that are represented—would suggest that many of 
these are not anonymous figures. Some of the portrait head vessels also feature 
various facial deformities, implying some sense of individuality in the full-figure 
representations as well.66 There does not seem to have been a standard type of 
mutilation across the board for these types of figures, in either portrait vessels, 
sex pots, or representations of amputees. Indeed, it seems appropriate to assign a 
higher status to these individuals. Their repeated representation in art, possibly 
in what appears to be actual portraits, suggests that these individuals were held 
in high esteem in Moche culture. This is also supported by the discovery of sev-
eral individuals with amputated feet in the burials of elite leaders at Sipán.

The number of Moche pots that depict facial disfigurement, in both portrait-
head vessels and full body representations, indicates that these individuals 
played such a significant role in Moche culture that representation in the art was 

important. The use of distinctive facial characteristics shows that the depiction 
of specific individuals was not limited to portrait-head vessels. The repeated 
appearance of a variety of distinct facial characteristics suggests some form of 
individuality in the figures represented, especially when comparing individuals 
occupying the same role in another representation (such as with the sex pots). 
Although several attributes were used to convey information about the figure’s 
status (such as engaging in coitus or holding a cane), another marker was the 
fluidity of gender. For these transitional figures, it is the role they perform that 
is important. A flexibility in gender reflected their transitional nature. Thus, the 
only gender markers used in copulation vessels were the genitals, and no gender 
markers are identifiable in representations of amputees. Consequently, it was 
important for the artist to find other ways to show the unique characteristics 
of the individual represented. It is quite possible that the two vessels housed in 
the Museum of Art and Archaeology represent particular individuals, forever 
remembered in ceramic form because of their roles within Moche rituals. 
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