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Scorpions in the modern Cuban culture:
An introductory iconography
Luis F. de Armas
P. O. Box 4327, San Antonio de los Baños, Artemisa 32500, Cuba.

Summary
Some graphic examples of the role of scorpions in the present-day culture of Cuba are presented. They include
tattoos, jewels, carpets, caps, and drawings by children, among other objects of personal or social usage. Increased
use of this arachnid as a cultural element among Cuban people during last 50 years seems to be directly related with
globalization, mostly through the TV and movies.

Los escorpiones en la cultura cubana moderna. Iconografía preliminar
Resumen:
Se presenta una pequeña muestra gráfica del papel del escorpión en la cultura contemporánea de Cuba, la cual
incluye tatuajes, joyas, alfombras, gorras y dibujos realizados por niños y niñas, entre otros objetos de uso personal
y social. El incremento en el uso de este arácnido por los cubanos durante el último medio siglo parece estar
directamente relacionado con la globalización, mayormente a través de la TV y los filmes.
The role of the scorpions in the culture of the
ancient peoples has received special attention by several
researchers (for recent reviews, see CloudsleyThompson, 1986, 1990; Melic, 2002; Ferrer, 2009), but
it has been almost neglected in relation with the presentday culture. In both continental and insular Caribbean
area, the only attempts to study the ethnobiology related
to these arachnids are those of Armas (1998, 2001), and
Armas & Abud (2000), although some interesting data
may be found in other contributions (see Armas, 1986;
Viquez, 1999).
Armas (1986, 1998, 2001) reported several aspects
of the scorpions in the contemporary Cuban culture
(tales, vernacular names, traditional use in medicine and
Afro-Cuban religions, literature, music, craftsmanship,
and toponymy), but in none of those papers were given
graphic images (drawings, photos) of that matter. Then,
the principal object of the present contribution is filling
this deficiency. Descriptive aspects previously treated
will be not herein repeated.
In Cuba, the tattoos were mainly restricted to
sailors, convicts, and people of doubtful morals. But
during last decades, as in other countries (see Monserrat,
2010), the practice of decorating the body or some of its
parts with permanent or temporary tattoos has been increased as a non-transgressive performance. Scorpions
in tattooing are borne by men, as well as by women,
mainly on the neck, back, waistline, arms, and ankles
(Fig. 1, A-B). Some people do it by imitation of certain

actor or actress, or as a Zodiac symbol according to their
birthday date. At least in Cuba, scorpion images are
most frequently solicited for tattoos than those of spiders
(L. F. de Armas, pers. obs.).
In this country, scorpions are also relatively
common as decorative motives in jewels (earrings, amulets, bracelets), keeper of the keys, carpets, caps, and
other objects of personal or social usage (Fig. 1, C-F; 2,
A-B, E), although some of them are not Cuban, but
imported products.
As showed in Figs. 2, C–D, children also have a
particular concept of the scorpion figure (note that none
of their authors received special information regarding
this animal).
In the so-called “ferias de artesanía” (artisan market) of Havana City, it is common to observe scorpions
carved in precious or semiprecious wood, which
certainly are very attractive souvenirs. But ironically,
when several years ago I suggested to the Cuban
Ministry of Communications the edition of a series of
stamps on scorpions and other arachnids, the proposal
was discarded because supposedly these animals are
very repulsive and not appropriate for that purpose.
However, the stamp series issued in 1999 by the Czech
Republic (Fig. 2, F) reflects a very different point of
view.
Increased use of the scorpions in tattooing, artisan
jewels, and other objects of personal or social usage
among Cuban people, seems to be result of the glo-
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Figure 1: Scorpions as cultural motives in Cuba. A–B, Tattoos on two young people from San Antonio de los Baños, Artemisa
Province. C, a silver jewel made in Mexico, borne by a woman in Havana City. D, Bamboo scorpion made by a Cuban artisan. E,
a keychain with an acrylic piece containing a scorpion (made in China). F, small carpet made by a young woman artisan from
Santiago de Cuba.

Armas: Scorpions in Modern Cuban Culture
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Figure 2: Scorpions as cultural motives in Cuba. A, front of the restaurant “El Gallo”, in Bejucal town, Mayabeque Province
(photo by Johannes de Armas Concepción). B, a cap showing scorpions (made in China). C–D, scorpion drawings by children:
C, by Roilán Azcuy Rodriguez (San Antonio de los Baños, 10 years old; June 2000); D, by Glenia Díaz Concepción (Arroyo
Blanco, Sancti Spíritus; 7 years old; 1997). E, match-safe made with synthetic materials by a Costa Rican artisan. F, stamps
issued by the Czech Republic in 1999.
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