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ABSTRACT 
 
 

The Yucatán, sixteenth-century Spaniards declared, was tierra enferma (infirmed 
land) as the destruction of diseases regularly consumed the region.  Spaniards, Mayas, 
Africans, and people of mixed ancestry all fell victim to the cycles of disaster.  The 
shared experiences of disease provided a context for deep lived connections for all.  This 
dissertation examines the beliefs, practices, and relationships related to sickness and 
healing in the Yucatán from the late-sixteenth century to the late-eighteenth century. At 
the core of this project are questions about the production and circulation of medical 
knowledge.  How, for instance, did ideas of the natural and supernatural world migrate 
between supposedly distinct social groups?  Why did magical remedies related to the 
social body whither while unorthodox practices related to the physical body thrive?  And 
how did healing breakdown colonial barriers of ethnicity and status?  By exploring 
matters related to the body, sickness, and healing, this project unveils the complex 
everyday interactions of a society constantly threatened by disaster.   

The practices of healing represented the everyday modes of cooperation that 
operated in direct contrast to the idealized structures of colonial life.  Dealing with the 
intimate relations of healing positions, this work bridges the distinct sub disciplines of 
cultural and intellectual history.  Revealed here are the fundamental limitations of 
socially-constructed notions of distinction and authority, such as colonial visions of 
calidad (color), clase (class), and costumbre (culture).  The interwoven ideas of status, 
race, and culture reinforced colonial divisions that tied directly into institutions of 
exploitation, such as the systems of slavery, tribute, and religious instruction.  
Nevertheless, my analysis illustrates that on the day-to-day level inhabitants of the 
Yucatán frequently drew deep connections that cut across idealized divides.  Instead of 
being separated by race, they were united in healing the ills of the colonial experience.  
And in this manner, the people of the Yucatán created a system of healing that 
empowered the subjugated, particularly the enslaved and colonized.  As such, this project 
moves from a basic assumption of the commonality of disease to explore the social and 
intellectual ties of everyday experience in the early-modern Spanish Atlantic World.   
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CHAPTER ONE  
 

INTRODUCTION: 
ETHNOMEDICINE, ETHNOHISTORY, AND EXPERIENCE 

 
 
 
Introduction  

In the first days of the new year of 1614, eight residents of the port city of 

Campeche de Yucatán appeared before representatives of the Holy Office of the 

Inquisition to denounce the suspicious interactions of a Spanish woman called Ana López 

and a black slave known as Juan Arda.1  The accusations centered on Arda’s use of 

unusual cures and remedies, which many believed to be of diabolical, indigenous origins.  

Only sparse details seemed to have been known of the slave.  In fact, few of those that 

testified against him identified him by name.  Instead, many noted that he was a black 

slave, owned by a Spaniard, connected to natives, and experienced in healing.  When 

López, the wife of a local merchant, fell ill after a journey through the native countryside 

during the previous year, Arda provided medical assistance.  According to friends, 

relatives, and even a local friar, the slave was known to cure with “hierbas y con 

bebedizos” (herbs and with potions) passed down from a long-deceased Maya woman.  

Several noted the strange concoction of cures with which he treated López.2  From a 

“pelejo de ardilla lleno de hierbas” (armadillo skin covered in herbs), the healer drew 

                                                        
1 Archivo General de la Nación (AGN), Inquisición 61, volumen 302, expediente 9, folios 134-150, 
“Testificación contra Ana López y un negro.” 
2 All translations, unless otherwise noted, are mine.  All Spanish terms have been written following modern 
orthography.  For instance, here, the original reads yerbas y con bebedizos, which has been transcribed as 
hierbas y con bebedizos.  Because scholars are highly divided on a unified system of spelling, all Maya 
terms have been written to reflect the colonial orthography.    
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local leaves and animal parts and placed them over the infirmed woman’s body.3   He 

surrounded her bed with plant matter that he chewed and stone figurines that he made.  

Several individuals testified that the relationship between the Spaniard patient and the 

black healer, was torpe (awkward), but not completely out of the ordinary.  Because they 

believed they were dealing with uncontrolled aspects of society––a woman, a black, and 

native cures––, Inquisition officials expressed concern over the potentially diabolical 

nature of the remedies.  Nevertheless, the commissary of the Yucatec Inquisition, 

Francisco de Nava, dismissed the case by declaring that the slave’s “foray among the 

Indians” informed his healing activities.  These practices, following the Inquisitor’s view, 

constituted ignorance, but not violations of the faith.4   

The story of Ana López and Juan Arda provides a rare glimpse into the everyday 

connections of colonial Yucatecos confronting the realities of sickness and healing.  

Theirs was an account of magic, medicine, and the complex social relationships that 

bound Spaniards, Afro-Yucatecos, and Mayas together.  In colonial Yucatán, illnesses 

framed the experiences of daily life for all of society.  Sickness touched elite Spaniards, 

enslaved Africans, and subjugated natives alike.  Few escaped the periodic threats of 

epidemic diseases and none eluded the nagging pains endemic illnesses.  Much as the 

ailing López turned to Arda for convalescence, the infirmed often embraced the rich 

substrate of unsanctioned medical knowledge that circulated through the Yucatán. The 

region, though foundational in the creation of the Spanish colonial empire, held few of 

the institutions to frame and monitor society.  The noteworthy absence of officially 

                                                        
3 Ibid, 137. 
4 Ibid, 148. 
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authorized medical practitioners allowed healers, even the enslaved and subjugated 

people of color, to operate with tremendous autonomy and authority.  

The diseases and disasters of colonial Yucatán ran rampant and touched all of 

society.  Colonizers fell victim alongside the colonized.  Spaniards succumbed to the 

same diseases Mayas and Africans.  Just as Arda healed with herbs and potions derived 

from the mix of indigenous, African, and European practices, colonial Yucatec healers 

developed a distinct medical system built on Maya, Afro-Yucatec, and Spanish beliefs 

and methods.  Wealthy Spaniards turned to enslaved blacks to perform therapeutic 

remedies.  Free people of color contracted Mayas to supply remedies and rituals.  Men 

and women openly exchanged cures of magic and medicine. Building on the rich 

substrate of Maya medicinal knowledge, colonial inhabitants drew together European, 

African, and Indigenous practices to build a distinctly Yucatec system of healing.  These 

therapeutic connections prioritized local knowledge and drew the conquerors and the 

conquered into direct, intimate relationships.  Healing, in other words, created bonds 

where there were supposed to be none and ultimately represented an arena that 

empowered those otherwise stripped of authority.   

Yucatán represented a unique region that bridged distinct regions.  Politically, 

locals claimed independence, while colonial officials from the Audiencias of Mexico and 

Guatemala vied for authority.  Ecologically, it was linked Central Mexico, Guatemala, 

and the Caribbean.  Major pandemics frequently began in the region and spread to 

neighboring areas.  And socially, inhabitants of the Yucatan integrated diverse cultural 

practices from across the Atlantic.  Local medicine stood at the heart of broad social 
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networks that brought together natives, Europeans, and mixed-ethnic groups.  At the 

center of these multi-ethnic, inter-social networks were often native remedies and 

indigenous perspectives on the natural and supernatural world.  Native healers, who built 

on centuries of tradition, incorporated European literary traditions to navigate the 

secondary colonial positions.  Spanish settlers looked to local native methods to build 

new social institutions. Africans and people of mixed ethnicity, widely overlooked in the 

historiography of the region, operated as productive intermediaries by merging 

heterogeneous practices into a distinct system of healing.  

This dissertation examines the beliefs, practices, and relationships related to 

sickness and healing in the Yucatán from the late-sixteenth century to the late-eighteenth 

century. At the core of this project are questions about the production and circulation of 

medical knowledge.  How, for instance, did ideas of the natural and supernatural world 

migrate between supposedly distinct social groups?  Why did magical remedies related to 

the social body whither while unorthodox practices related to the physical body thrive?  

And how did healing breakdown colonial barriers of ethnicity and status?  By exploring 

matters related to the body, sickness, and healing, this project unveils the complex 

everyday interactions of a society constantly threatened by disaster.  Revealed here are 

the fundamental limitations of socially-constructed notions of distinction and authority, 

such as colonial visions of calidad (color), clase (class), and costumbre (culture).  As 

such, this project moves from a basic assumption of the commonality of disease to 

explore the social and intellectual ties of everyday experience in the early-modern 

Spanish Atlantic World.   
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Spanish authorities depicted the Yucatán as a region on the edge of savagery.  

Early colonial settlers characterized much of the peninsula as a “tierra enferma” (sick 

territory).  Because of the persistence of this depiction much of the colony was rendered 

dangerous and inhospitable in the minds of colonial officials.  The interior of the 

province became home to ambitious frontier goers, recalcitrant natives, and escaped 

slaves.  Until the end of the seventeenth century, an entire independent Maya kingdom 

held court beyond colonial rule in the southern jungles of the peninsula.  Cartographers of 

the late colonial period characterized the vast majority of the peninsula as uncivilized and 

uninhabited space, literally territory “despoblado” (unpopulated) (Image 1.1).  These 

depictions belied the connections between colonial Yucatecos who shared practices to 

alleviate the difficulties of everyday life.  However, the idealized vision of the region 

forwarded by elite Spaniards was at odds with the connections of the everyday world. 

Cycles of disorder, ecological upheavals of droughts and deluges and 

epidemiological disasters of depopulation and diseases, framed colonial life in the 

Yucatán.  The disposition and structure of the colonial world was built on these 

devastating episodes of disorder.  Shared experiences with disasters created a world of 

disease that became manifest in individual bodies.5  Disease, in particular, served to 

organize the ontological lives in the colony.  Rather than approaching these conditions as 

constraining, this project explores the diverse social and intellectual relations developed 

in contrast to landscapes of disease and disaster.  

                                                        
5 “The body,” as Merleau-Ponty noted, “is our general medium for having a world.  Sometimes it is 
restricted to the actions necessary for the conservation of life, and accordingly it posits around us a 
biological world; at other times … it manifests through them a core of new significance.” Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception. C. Smith, trans. (New York: Routledge, 1962): 146.  



 

 

 
Figure 1.1 – The Province o

 

 

Source: AGI, Mapos y Planos, México, 756, “Mapa político de la provincial de Yucatán.”

 
 

The Province of Yucatán, 1806 

AGI, Mapos y Planos, México, 756, “Mapa político de la provincial de Yucatán.”
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European dominance was far from total, particularly in a region with limited 

colonial institutions, long-standing indigenous traditions, and diverse ethnic populations, 

such as the Yucatán.  For Spanish authorities, the widespread use of local practices stood 

as an affront to European authority and power.  In the eighteenth century, for instance, 

Catholic Church leaders from the Yucatán decried the pervasiveness of Maya culture 

among Spanish society.  “All Spaniards by the authority of God… should be cautious to 

separate their children from all associations with the Indians in their household… and by 

no means should they be allowed to speak the barbarous language of the Indians.”6   

Nevertheless, seventeenth and eighteenth century religious and medicinal records show 

that Spaniards, alongside Afro-Yucatecos (people of African ancestry) and castas (groups 

of mixed ethnicity), directly engaged Maya traditions and practices.  They spoke the 

indigenous language, they performed agricultural rituals, and they used remedies 

alongside Mayas.  The circulation of knowledge and activities related to healing, in 

particular, illustrated the cooperative approaches that characterized everyday life.   

The practices of healing represented the everyday modes of cooperation that 

operated in direct contrast to the idealized structures of colonial life.  Dealing with the 

intimate relations of healing positions this work bridges the distinct sub disciplines of 

cultural and intellectual history.  In theory, colonial relations were built upon divisions of 

status and ethnicity.  Spaniards comprised an elite segment of society that literally were 

to live separate and distinct lives from natives.  The colonial paradox was that on the one 

hand, European institutions of domination and authority prioritized hierarchies of power 

                                                        
6 Emphasis mine.  Archivo General de Indias (AGI), Audiencia de México 1040, fols. 203. “Obispado 
synodo de Yucatán del año de 1722.” 
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that defined indigenous and African populations as subjugated and subservient, while on 

the other hand, the maintenance of everyday life depended upon the integration of 

colonized and colonizer.  The interwoven ideas of status, race, and culture reinforced 

colonial divisions that tied directly into institutions of exploitation, such as the systems of 

slavery, tribute, and religious instruction.  Acknowledging that the later were real and 

noteworthy manifestations of exploitation, my analysis illustrates that on the day-to-day 

level Yucatecos frequently drew deep connections that cut across idealized divides.  

Instead of being separated by race, Yucatecos created a system of healing that drew upon 

diverse origins, particularly those of the enslaved and subjugated.   

Although this project stresses healing and medicine as arenas of cooperation, the 

construction and maintenance of the colonial state was certainly built on powerful 

divisions reinforced by violence.  Colonial Spanish visions of race, for instance, played 

important factors defining subject populations as suitable for exploitation.7  By defining 

natives, Africans, and castas (people of mixed ethnicity) as fundamentally distinct, 

Spanish authorities justified the frequent human costs of the colonial venture.   As 

idealized concepts, however, there were significant limitations to the divided construction 

of society.8   Nevertheless, Many of the testimonies of the Inquisition employed here, 

particularly in chapters three and four, were given under the threat or use of judicial 

                                                        
7 The relationship of race and colonialism has been extensively explored.  Franz Fannon illustrated the 
wanton use of violence by colonial regimes supported by social construct of race.  Similarly, Walter 
Mignolo has recently argued that racism was born of the violence of colonialism, which has spawned the 
ongoing legacies of underdevelopment in the Americas. See: Franz Fannon, Black Skin, White Masks, 
Charles L. Markmann, trans. (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1952); Fannon, The Wretched of the Earth (London: 
Penguin Books, 1967); Walter Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2005). 
8 Douglas Cope, The Limits of Racial Domination: Plebian Society in Colonial Mexico City, 1660-1720 
(Madison, Wisconsin Press, 1994).   
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torture.  Because I am interested how groups divided by the colonialism forged 

connections through magic and healing, I have chosen not to highlight the institutional 

methods of restricting religious practices.  My attempt here is not to soften the brutalities 

of colonialism, a system ruled by elites and bureaucrats that willfully exploited 

subjugated populations, but rather to show how basic experiences with sickness and 

rehabilitation created everyday bonds and connections.    

Dealing with knowledge that was frequently deemed dangerous by colonial 

officials, this project does not directly explore the colonial history of Christianity or the 

Enlightenment, but rather the cultural and ideological of everyday healing connections, 

an endeavor that prioritizes sickness and healing as lenses on the history of experience in 

colonial Yucatán. Complementing Stuart Schwartz’s work on tolerance and toleration in 

the Iberian Atlantic World, this project shows how colonial Yucatecos forged networks 

of healing to curb the dangers of life.9  Colonial officials may have attempted to restrict 

the interactions of society, but the necessity of magical and remedial care drove 

Yucatecos together.  Notions of tolerance and cooperation have not been major themes in 

the literature of the region.  Nevertheless, the maintenance of the colonial world 

depended on fluidity and malleability and highlighting such positions this dissertation to 

move against the grain.   

My interest in everyday experiences comes by attempting to bridge distinct 

theoretical works and approaches to culture.  Constant threats of epidemic disease and 

endemic sickness conditioned inhabitants of colonial Yucatán to live on the edge of 

                                                        
9 Stuart Schwartz, All Can be Saved: Religious Tolerance and Salvation in the Atlantic World (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2008).  
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disaster.  Pierre Bourdieu has forwarded that even simple processes and events serve to 

structure feelings and perceptions. 10  For Bourdieu the structured structures, or the 

habitus, silently frame all human experiences.  In colonial Yucatán, disasters and diseases 

served to organize the social interaction, which necessitated interaction and exchange in 

the arena of medicine.  Michel Foucault claimed that the state’s manipulation of medicine 

and bodily matters, which he defined as biopower, served as a defining characteristic of 

the modern era.11   In the context of colonial Yucatán, however, weak state institutions 

were helpless to address matters of illness.  While the findings here undercut Foucault’s 

definition of the modern era, I have found that the manipulation medicine served as an 

important point of authority for healers.  In this regard, this project specifically invokes 

Michel de Certeau’s claims that tactics of everyday interactions could serve as 

“antidiscipline” to state authority.12  

My interest in the cultures of cooperation that characterized colonial Yucatec 

society has taken cues from Clifford Geertz and de Certeau.  Numerous cultural 

historians have embraced the Geertzian notion of thick description, the idea that 

individual behaviors are loaded with meanings that far exceed the specific contexts.  In 

this regard, actions and symbols were the fundamentally intertwined products of culture.  

                                                        
10 Bourdieu’s pioneering work on habitus and practice serves as a starting point to contextualize the ways 
that the social world was written in individual experiences.  See: Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural 
Production: Essays on Art and Literature, Randall Johnson, trans. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993); 
Bourdieu, Practical Reason: On the Theory of Action, Randall Johnson, trans. (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1998). 
11 On biopower, see Michel Foucault’s articulations in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Alan 
Sheridan, trans. (New York: Vintage Books, 1977); Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Robert Hurley, 
trans. (New York: Vintage Books, 1978). 
12 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, Steven F. Rendall, trans. (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1984). 
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Producing and understanding symbolic meanings, however, were processes based 

fundamentally on subjectivity.  De Certeau noted that culture was most visible in the 

everyday interactions of popular society.  Furthermore, the inherent tensions between 

mental states and the symbols of culture could be found in social practice.  Such conflicts 

allowed for multi-vocal expressions of common experiences.  As such, I view culture as 

constantly in flux with highly varied expressions.  The disparate records of healers, which 

come as manuscripts written in Spanish and Maya, represent variations on a culture that 

prioritized cooperation and shared approaches to healing.   

This dissertation opens several new pathways in the historiography. For 

ethnomedicine, my dissertation brings fresh attention to how social groups appropriated, 

re-fashioned, and employed local knowledge to invert the political order. Medical texts 

have long been overlooked by native language scholars and this project is the first to 

integrate the corpus of Maya and Spanish texts with the complete registry of Yucatec 

Inquisition sources. In broad theoretical contexts, by merging anthropological 

perspectives on disease and the body and historical approaches to the epistemological 

development of medicine, this study opens new pathways into the social and intellectual 

history of science.  For Maya ethnohistory, by detailing parallels between native and 

Spanish healing systems, this project demonstrates the interconnections between 

Europeans, Africans, Mayas, and people of mixed ancestry; the aim is to dispose of broad 

claims of the isolation of native societies. In the context of the Atlantic World, this 

investigation details how disparate individuals and groups forged ideological and material 

connections. 
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Ethnomedicine, Ethnohistory, and the Atlantic World  

Once underexplored, the history of medicine in colonial Latin America has 

become an important field to highlights the intersection of colonial institutions of 

domination and everyday encounters of agency.13  Born simultaneously in Latin America, 

colonialism and epidemic diseases were intertwined forces that shaped experience and 

daily life.  Medicine, therefore, existed as a process that countered the destructive 

realities colonial life. As recent scholars have begun to show, networks of healers existed 

among heterogeneous networks of knowledge that brought together distinct beliefs and 

practices in opposition to colonial institutions of difference.14  

Many of the early works on colonial medicine in Latin America focused on 

institutional and epidemiological histories.  In particular, those interested in the imperial 

medicine, such as crown-authorized hospitals and physicians, have long dominated the 

field. 15  Early works in this area frequently prioritized the formalization of European 

                                                        
13 In the late 1990s, Shula Marks and Warwick Anderson both questioned what they believed to be an 
absence of scholarship on the history of medicine in Latin America.  Ignoring the fact that neither engaged 
in Spanish- or Portuguese-language literature, English-language secondary works have increased 
dramatically in the past two decades.   See: Shula Marks, “What is Colonial about Colonial Medicine?” 
Social History of Medicine 10:2 (1996): 207-219; Warwick Anderson, “Where is the Post-Colonial History 
of Medicine?” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 72(3) (1998): 522- 530. 
14 For an exemplary of this perspective, see James Sweet, Domingos Álvares, African Healing and the 
Intellectual History of the Atlantic World (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011).   
15 On hospitals in the Spanish colonies (particularly in New Spain), see the following: Carmen Venegas 
Ramírez, Régimen hospitalario para indios en la Nueva España, (México: Instituto Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia, Departamento de Investigaciones Históricas, 1973); David Howard, The Royal 
Indian Hospital of Mexico City (Tempe, Center for Latin American Studies, Arizona State University, 
1980); Marcela Suárez, Hosptiales y sociedad en la Ciudad de México del siglo XVI (Azcapotzalco, 
México: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana, División de Ciencias Sociales y Humanidades, 1988); Lilia 
Oliver, El hospital real de San Miguel de Belén, 1581-1802 (Guadalajara: Universidad de Guadalajara, 
1992); Francisco Guerra, El hospital en Hispanoamérica y Filipinas, 1492-1898 (Madrid: Ministerio de 
Sanidad y Consumo, 1994).  On medical professionals, such as physicians, see: Francisco Fernández del 
Castillo, La cirugia mexicana en los siglos XVI & XVII (New York: Squibb & Sons, 1936); Francisco 
Fernández de Castillo and Alicia Hernández Torres, El tribunal del protomedicato en la Nueva España, 
según el archive histórico de la Facultad de Medicina (México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
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practices and positions in the Americas.  In Mexico, Germán Somolinos d’Ardois 

explored the foundations of sixteenth-century professionalized medicine by examining 

the growth of the colonial state through the reduction of indigenous beliefs and 

practices.16  Some scholars approached medicine as a means to justify contemporary 

conditions. For instance, Carlos Martínez Durán, once the leading scholar of the history 

of medicine in Guatemala, portrayed the development science and medicine as a 

teleological and progressive march.17  Others simply investigated institutions.  John Tate 

Lanning’s work on the Protomedicato Real, the colonial body charged with training, 

certifying, and supervising all professional healers, laid out the institutional structure of 

medicine in the colonial period and paid little attention to matters beyond state-controlled 

medicine.18   More recently, scholars have begun to look at the broad networks of state 

and local medical institutions.  Invoking Foucauldian notions of biopower, a new 

generation of historians of the institutions of medicine have shown how the colonial state 

attempted to manipulate matters medicine and human biology as a means of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
México, 1965); Luz María Hernández Saenz, Learning to Heal: The Medical Profession in Colonial 
Mexico, 1767-1831 (Peter Lang Publishers, 1997); Luz María Hernández Saenz, “Médicos criollos y 
cirujanos peninsulares: Criollo Nationalism and the Medical Profession in Colonial Mexico,” Canadian 
Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Studies 25:49 (2000): 33-51. 
16 The physician-cum-historian, Somolinos d’Ardois productivity was vast.  His most lasting contributions 
dealt with the scientific explorations of the first protomédico real, Francisco Hernández.  See the following 
for representative works: Germán Somolinos D’Ardois, Historia y medicina: figuras y hechos de la 
historiografia médica mexicana (México: Impresa Universitaria, 1957); Somolinos d’Ardois, Lo mexicano 
en la medicina (México” Gráfica Panamericana, 1961); Somolinos d’Ardois, ed. El doctor Francisco 
Hernández: y la primera expedición científica en América (México: Secretaría de Educación Pública, 
1971); Somolinos d’Ardois, Capítulos de la historia médica mexicana (México: Sociedad Mexicana de 
Historia y Filosofia de la Medicina, 1978); Somolinos d’Ardois, La medicina en las culturas 
mesoamericanas anteriores a la conquista (México: Sociedad Mexicana de Historia y Filosofía de la 
Medicina, 1978).  
17 Carlos Martínez Durán, Las ciencias médicas en Guatemala: origen y evolución (Guatemala: Tipografía 
Sánchez & De Guise, 1941).  
18 John Tate Lanning, The Royal Protomedicato: The Regulation of the Medical Professions in the Spanish 
Empire, John Jay TePaske, ed. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1985). 



 

 

24

 

consolidating authority and controlling subject populations.19  For instance, Adam 

Warren and Matthew Crawford, two scholars of the Andes during the late-colonial 

period, have written on inoculation campaigns and biomedical prospecting in Atlantic 

World networks of knowledge production.20  In the Yucatán, the colonial state was both 

unable and disinterested in controlling healing and medicine, much less more specific 

matters of childbirth and hygiene. This moved directly in contrast to later, modern 

systems that manipulated generalized bodies to build and reinforce political agendas of 

power.21   

Considerable scholarly interest has focused on the spread of European-born 

diseases and epidemics the Americas. 22  Demographic debates about the dramatic and 

                                                        
19 Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Alan Sheridan, trans. (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1977). These works also complement Warwick Anderson’s argument that disease and race were 
central components in the administration of European empires. Warwick Anderson, “Disease, Race, and 
Empire,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 70:1 (1996): 62-67;  Anderson, “Immunities of Empire: Race, 
Disease, and the New Tropical Medicine, 1900-1920,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 70:1 (1996): 94-
118. 
20 Adam Warren, Medicine and Politics in Colonial Peru: Population Growth and Bourbon Reforms 
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010); Matthew Crawford, “Empire’s Experts: The Politics of 
Knowledge in Spain’s Royal Monopoly of Quina (1751-1808),” Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
California, San Diego, 2009.  
21 Works on state authority and medicine, particularly the institutionalization of hygiene, sanitation, and 
physicians, have received considerable scholarly attention by both Latin Americanists and Asianists.  See 
the following for examples: David Arnold, Colonizing the Body: State Medicine and Epidemic Disease in 
Nineteenth Century India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); João José Reis, Death is a 
Festival: Funeral Rites and Rebellion in Nineteenth-Century Brazil (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina, 2003); Jorge Márquez Valderrama, Alvaro Casas Orrego, and Victoria Eugenia Estrada Orrego, 
eds. Higienizar, medicar, gobernar: historia, medicina y socieidad en Colombia (Medellín: Universidad 
Nacional de Colombia, Dirección de Investigaciones, 2004); Julia Rodríguez, Civilizing Argentina: 
Science, Medicine, and the Modern State (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2006); Warwick 
Anderson, Colonial Pathologies: American Tropical Medicine, Race, and Hygiene in the Philippines 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2006); Heather McCrea, Diseased Relations: Epidemics, Public Health, 
and State-Building in Yucatán, Mexico, 1847-1924 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2011).  
22 See: Donald Cooper, Epidemic Disease in Mexico City, 1761-1831: An Administrative, Social and 
Medical Study (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1965); Alfred Crosby, The Columbian Exchange: The 
Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1972); Woodrow Borah, 
Epidemics in the Americas: Major Issues and Future Research (Minneapolis: Latin American Population 
History Bulletin, 1991); Secret Judgments of God: Old World Disease in Colonial Spanish America, Noble 
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devastating collapse of many conquest-era societies illustrate the role of disease in 

advancing the European imperial aims.23  Many of these works characterize indigenous 

populations as victims of sickness much as they were victims of violence of 

colonialism.24  Dealing with colonial Ecuador, Linda Newson has demonstrated how 

shifting ecological conditions, exploitative labor conditions, and epidemic diseases 

represented intertwined processes during the early colonial period in Central America and 

the Philippines.25   Furthermore, it has become clear that the regional, hemispheric, and 

global connections of the colonial world were critical in the movement of disease.26  

Atlantic World empires, in particular, served to not only move commodities and wealth, 

but also spread the catastrophes of illness as well.  Several scholars have attempted to 

reframe the debates over the role of disease and the nature of indigenous populations 

themselves.  Suzanne Alchon, for instance, has maintained that indigenous populations 

were no more susceptible to disease than Europeans.27  Instead, the violence of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
David Cook and George Lovell, eds. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1992); Noble David Cook, 
Born to Die: Disease and New World Conquest (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
23 Numerous scholars have addressed the centuries’ old debate over rates and causes of decline.  Borah and 
Cook’s demographic analysis of colonial Mexico remains the most authoritative and source- based work.  
Although not exclusively focused on the epidemics, they noted that disease was a significant contributing 
factor to the decline of native populations.  Brooks, however, attempted to minimize the demographic 
catastrophe initiated by colonial intrusion by revising the estimates of pre-Hispanic populations.   Woodrow 
Borah and Shurburne Cook, The Indian Population of Central Mexico, 1531-1610 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1960); Francis J. Brooks, “Revisiting the Conquest of Mexico: Smallpox, Sources and 
Populations,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 24:1 (1994): 1-29. 
24 Robert McCaa, “Spanish and Nahuatl Views of Smallpox and Demographic Catastrophe in Mexico,” 
Journal of Interdisciplinary History 25:3 (1995): 397-431. 
25 Linda Newson, Life and Death in Early Colonial Ecuador (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1995); Linda Newson, Conquest and Pestilence in the Early Spanish Philippines (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai’i Press, 2009). 
26 See, for instance, Elizabeth Fenn, Pox Americana: The Great Smallpox Epidemic of 1775-82 (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 2001); William McNeill, Mosquito Empires: Ecology and War in the Greater Caribbean, 
1620-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).  
27 Suzanne Austin Alchon, A Pest in the Land: New World Epidemics in a Global Perspective 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2003).  
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colonialism itself, particularly warfare and enslavement at the hands of the colonizers, 

advanced the demographic decline of indigenous populations.  Largely untouched by 

these works, however, are the social and cultural understandings of disease.  

 Interest in indigenous perspectives on medicine and healing are important themes 

in the literature, particularly in Mexico.  Scholars like Alfredo López Austin and 

Francisco Guerra have highlighted indigenous perspectives on the body, death, and the 

natural world, which served an important counter to what historically has been a 

Eurocentric body of literature.  López Austin’s work, in particular, not only illustrates the 

diversity of Nahua medical practices, but also argued that cosmological and metaphysical 

systems were fundamentally intertwined and imbedded in ancient perspectives on the 

natural world.28   While important reminders for non-specialists of the robust systems of 

healing present among indigenous societies, these works typically fail to illustrate the 

processes involved in the development and maintenance of local remedies and cures.   

 Surprisingly few scholars have critically engaged the myriad remedies left by 

colonial healers.  Where there has been interest has largely come from those interested in 

the elite-oriented production of science in the Atlantic World.  The works of historians of 

sciences, including Antonio Barrera and Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra, have illustrated that 

creole perspectives on nature and medicine were shaped by broader debates over the 

                                                        
28 Alfredo López Austin, Textos de medicina náhuatl, (México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
México, Instituto de Investigaciones Históricas, 1975); López Austin, Cuerpo humano e ideología: las 
concepciones de los antiguos nahuas (México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Instituto de 
Investigaciones Antropológicas, 1980); López Austin, Breve historia de la tradición religiosa 
mesoamericana (México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Instituto de Investigaciones 
Antropológicas, 1998); Francisco Guerra, The Pre-Columbian Mind: A Study into the Aberrant Nature of 
Sexual Drives, Drugs Affecting Behaviour and the Attitude Towards Life and Death, with a Survey of 
Psychotherapy in Pre-Columbian America (London: Seminar Press Ltd., 1971). 



 

 

27

 

production of knowledge.29  While they differ in their temporal emphasis, both authors 

argue for the importance of Spanish American contributions to the Enlightenment 

principles of experimentality and empiricism.  Focusing on late-colonial debates on 

efficacy, Miruna Achim has recently shown how indigenous practices, particularly the 

proper use of lizards, infiltrated creole understandings of the medicine.30  Though 

important for inserting Latin America into broader discussions of the circulation of 

knowledge, these historians of science and medicine have emphasized elite 

understandings, particularly those of peninsular and creole Spaniards, without revealing 

how the mass of colonial society engaged healing.    

Tying into anthropological calls to understand medicine as a cultural and social 

reflection on power relations, scholars from diverse fields have examine the historical 

ontology of sickness and disease by stressing daily encounters within colonial society. 31  

Sherry Fields’ work, for one, attempts to show how colonialists in Mexico understood 

disease by drawing on indigenous ideas of the sickness and European perspectives of 

                                                        
29 Antonio Barrera, Experiencing Nature: The Spanish American Empire and the Early Scientific 
Revolution (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2006); Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra, How to Write the History 
of the New World: Histories, Epistemologies, and Identities in the Eighteenth-Century Atlantic World 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001).  
30 Miruna Achim, Lagartijas medicinales: historia de un debate, México 1782-1783 (México: Conaculta, 
Universidad Autónoma de México, 2008), 
31 Arthur Kleinman, for instance, forwarded that the embodiment of diseases and the subsequent treatment 
systems create the most personalized cultural systems—systems that transform individuals into intertwined 
cultural communities. Invoking Foucault, the anthropologist Byron Good argued that medicine represents a 
cultural language built on an historical context. In this vein, all medical systems, whether foreign or local, 
must account for cultural and historical conditions that shaped reception. See: Arthur Kleinman, Patients 
and Healers in the Context of Culture: An Exploration of the Borderland Between Anthropology, Medicine, 
and Psychiatry (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980); Byron Good, Medicine, Rationality, and 
Experience: An Anthropological Perspective (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994);  
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healing.32  Unfortunately lost here are the processes by which everyday inhabitants of the 

colonies sorted through ideological conflicts.  Numerous, anthropologists and historians 

have turned to popular perceptions of disease and healing as modes to sort out the 

divisions of race and gender inherent in the colonial order.33  Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, 

the anthropologist largely known for his work highlighting the African roots of Mexican 

society, has looked to folk healing to illustrate where subjugated populations were 

important in the functioning of day-to-day colonial society.34   

Recently, a relatively small collection of scholars has begun to study the local 

perceptions of disease and the cultural construction of healing. Noemí Quezada has 

shown that that those that drew upon unsanctioned and indigenous practices in healing 

were frequently cast as witches and idolaters before religious officials.35   Conflicts 

involving healers and medicine move to the forefront in the numerous works that employ 

Inquisition records.  While the use of traditional, particularly indigenous and African, 

practices may have been suspect, Joan Bristol, Martha Few, and Laura Lewis have 

illustrated that everyday women used the magic and medicine as an avenue to shape 

                                                        
32 Sherry Fields, Pestilence and Headcolds: Encountering Illness in Colonial Mexico (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2009).   
33 For examples, see the following: Michael Taussig, Shamanism, Colonialism and the Wild Man: A Study 
in Terror and Healing (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991);  Martha Few, Women Who Live Evil 
Lives: Gender, Religion, and the Politics of Power in Colonial Guatemala (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 2002); Irene Silverblatt, Modern Inquisitions: Peru and the Colonial Origins of the Civilized World 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2004). 
34 Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, Medicina y magia: el proceso de aculturación en la estructura colonial 
(México: Instituto Nacional Indigenista, 1963).  
35 Noemí Quezada, “The Inquisition’s Repression of Curanderos,” in Cultural Encounters: The Impact of 
the Inquisition in Spain and the New World, M.E. Perry and A.J. Cruz, eds. (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1991): 37-57; Noemí Quezada, Enfermedad y maleficio: el curandero en el México 
colonial (México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 2000). 
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familial, social, and economic conditions.36  In this light, the diverse practices of healing 

served as an arena that drew together not just natives and Spaniards, but women of 

African ancestry as well.   

 The historiography of medicine in the Yucatán is dominated by an ahistorical 

approach that looks to the colonial period to uncover ancient practices.  Ralph Roys, the 

most accomplished scholar of indigenous ethnobotany in the Yucatán, looked to colonial 

manuscripts to explain the timelessness of traditions that spanned centuries, from the 

conquest to the contemporary periods.37  The anthropologist Mariana Appel Kunow has 

skimmed eighteenth century colonial Maya sources to explain traditional practices among 

present-day indigenous healers.38   

This dissertation examines the cultural and intellectual connections in the 

development of healing systems in colonial Yucatán.  This orientation focuses on the 

social and intellectual history of an early-modern society in the Atlantic World.  To this 

end, one critical interest lies with the circulation of unsanctioned knowledge and 

practices within an important province of the Spanish Empire.  These findings add to the 
                                                        
36 Martha Few, Women Who Live Evil Lives: Gender, Religion, and the Politics of Power in Colonial 
Guatemala (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2002); Laura Lewis, Hall of Mirrors: Power, Witchcraft, 
and Caste in Colonial Mexico (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003); Joan Bristol, Christians, 
Blasphemers, and Witches: Afro-Mexican Ritual Practice in the Seventeenth Century (Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 2007).   
37 Ralph Loveland Roys, The Ethno-Botany of the Maya (New Orleans: Tulane University, Middle 
American Research Institute, 1931).  Unlike Roys’ interest in ethnomedicine, Sandra Orellana created a 
Western-based account of colonial remedies of the Maya of Guatemala using eighteenth century sources.  
This work both completely restructured the remedies to fit contemporary scientific models and abandoned 
any attempt at historicism, which was quite a departure for an historian.   See: Sandra Orellana, Indian 
Medicine in Highland Guatemala: The Pre-Hispanic and Colonial Periods (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1987). 
38 Numerous anthropologists echo Kunow’s vision of the timelessness of healing traditions, though few 
bother to even engage with sources.  See the following: Rosita Arvigo, Sastuun: My Apprenticeship with a 
Maya Healer (San Francisco: Harper, 1994); Marianna Appel Kunow, Maya Medicine: Traditional 
Healing in Yucatán (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2003); Cindy Hull, Katun: A Twenty-
Year Journey with the Maya (Belmont: Wadsworth, 2004).  
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so-called New Atlantic History by illustrating both the fluidity of local systems of 

knowledge and the limits exchange across the Atlantic.39  Echoing a recent criticism of 

the omissions in traditional Atlantic history, if the concept of the Atlantic is to mean 

anything it must account for the active participation of indigenous peoples and Africans 

in the Americas.40   

This project situates Mayas and Afro-Yucatecos alongside Europeans as active 

participants in the production of medical knowledge.  The aim here is to illustrate the 

distinctiveness of healing in the Atlantic by the detailing the local contexts and 

connections that fostered its production.  All too frequently, Atlantic histories sacrifice 

local processes to elucidate uniform frameworks of connection.  Instead, the framework 

should elucidate the diversity of cross-cultural connections that constituted the processes 

                                                        
39 Atlantic history is in the midst of rather dramatic transformation.  Shifting from a framework to 
understand the circulation of commodities, slaves, and revolutions that prioritized British North America 
above all else, the emergent new Atlantic history has prioritized the production of knowledge, particularly 
science, and identity across the three continents apart of the region.  For examples of the traditionalist 
approach, particularly those that stressed the British Empire, see Bernard Bailyn, Voyagers to the West: A 
Passage in the Peopling of America on the Eve of the Revolution (New York: Knopf, 1986) and David 
Armitage, The British Atlantic World, 1500-1800 (New York: Palgrave Press, 2002).  The calls for the 
reconceptualization of the Atlantic framework, particularly to include natives and Latin America, have 
recently come from Bushenell, Cañizares-Esguerra, Cohen, and Gould.   See: Amy Turner Bushnell, 
“Indigenous America and the Limits of the Atlantic World, 1493–1825,” in Atlantic History: A Critical 
Appraisal, Jack P. Greene and Philip D. Morgan, eds. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009): 191–221; 
Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra, “Entangled Histories: Borderland Historiographies in New Clothes?” The 
American Historical Review, 112:3 (2007): 787-799; Eliga H. Gould, “Entangled Atlantic Histories: A 
Response from the Anglo-American Periphery,” The American Historical Review, 112:3 (2007): 1415–
1422; Paul Cohen, “Was There an Amerindian Atlantic? Reflections on the Limits of a Historiographical 
Concept,” History of European Ideas 34:4 (2008): 388–410.  Recent edited volumes have set the stage for 
broader works of the New Atlantic History.  These include: Atlantic History: A Critical Reprisal, Jack P. 
Greene and Philip D. Morgan, eds. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009) and The Atlantic in Global 
History, 1500-2000, Erik Seeman and Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra, eds. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice 
Hall, 2006).  
40 Cañizares‐Esguerra, “Entangled Histories,” 787. 
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of interaction that built the processes of exchange in the early modern world.41  My 

research serves as a challenge to the Atlantic historians, both new and old, to consider the 

processes of interaction that formed the everyday lives of those that existed in the world 

of exchange.  While European ideas of sickness and healing were known in Yucatán, they 

did not subsume African or Maya methods and practices.  Instead, the heterodoxy of 

Yucatec healing illustrated the limits of knowledge that emanated from Europe.  

Furthermore, the use of Yucatec remedies, while embraced by Spaniards, foreigners, 

Afro-Yucatecos, Mayas, and people of mixed ancestry, had extremely limited circulation 

beyond the peninsula.  As such, this project shows the limitations of the Atlantic 

framework of transnational circulation and exchange.    

In examining the role of indigenous knowledge and practices on the development 

of healing systems, this project touches on broader debates about the productive role of 

subjugated peoples in the Spanish colonial Atlantic world. My study of the remedial 

practices of early modern colonialists ties into a long tradition of scholarship exploring 

the role of subjugated peoples, especially that of natives and Africans, in constructing 

colonial societies.  Once treated as the passive subjects of colonialism, the broad mix of 

ethnic identities that lived under Spanish authority rule were the creative builders of 

everyday social relations that structured the colonial world.  As the anthropologists 

Robert Redfield and Alfonso Villa Rojas once noted about contemporary Maya society, 

“their culture cannot be called, strictly speaking, Indian, any more than it can be called 
                                                        
41 Cañizares-Esguerra and Sidburry have recently encouraged for scholars to abandon Eurocentric, 
normative narratives by examining the cultural fluidity and adaptability of the peoples of the Atlantic.  This 
call represented an attempt to push scholars of the Atlantic to embrace identity as a mode of investigation.  
Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra and James Sidbury, “Mapping Ethnogenesis in the Early Modern Atlantic,” 
William and Mary Quarterly 68:2 (2011): 181-208. 
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Spanish,” so too could one describe colonial Yucatec society as the fusion of distinct 

traditions.42  My work ties into a growing body of ethnohistorical scholarship interested 

in complicating notions of conquest, subjugation, and ethnicity, by exploring the 

interactions of supposedly distinct groups in the early modern Atlantic world.  In 

particular, this project engages that of Ralph Roys, Nancy Farriss, Matthew Restall, John 

Chuchiak, and William Hanks. This project, therefore, attempts to highlight the fluid and 

malleable nature of the Spanish colonies as a means to understand how common 

interactions shaped the colonial experiences.   

The Yucatán has been an important region in the study of acculturation, resistance 

and agency among subjugated populations. 43  Ethnohistorians of the colonial period have 

                                                        
42 Robert Redfield and Alfonso Villa Rojas, Chan Kom: A Maya Village (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie 
Institution of Washington, 1934), ix. 
43 The list of works is long and varied.  See:  Crecencio Carrillo y Ancona, El obispado de Yucatán—
historia de su fundación y de sus obispos desde el siglo XVI (Mérida, 1892-1895), Juan Francisco Molina 
Solis, Historia de Yucatán desde la independencia de España (Mérida: Talleres gráficos de "La Revista de 
Yucatán, 1904-21), Frans Blom, The Conquest of Yucatan (Cambridge: Riverside, 1936), Ralph Roys, The 
Indian background of colonial Yucatán (Washington: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1943), Robert 
Chamberlain, The Conquest and Colonization of Yucatan, 1517-1550 (Washington: Carnegie Institution of 
Washington, 1948), Roys, The political geography of the Yucatán Maya (Washington, Carnegie Institution 
of Washington, 1957), Manuela García Bernal, Población y encomienda en Yucatán bajo los Austrias 
(Sevilla: Escuela de Estudios Hispano-Americanos, 1978), Nancy Farriss, Maya Society Under Colonial 
Rule: The Collective Enterprise of Survival (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), Inga Clendinnen, 
Ambivalent Conquests: Maya and Spaniard in Yucatan, 1517-1570 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1987), Grant Jones, Maya Resistance to Spanish Rule: Time and History on a Colonial Frontier 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1989), Robert Patch, Maya and Spaniard in Yucatan, 
1648-1812 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), Sergio Quezada, Pueblos y caciques yucatecos, 
1550-1580 (México: Colegio de México, 1993), Matthew Restall, The Maya World: Yucatec Culture and 
Society, 1550-1850 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), Philip Thompson, Tekanto, a Maya Town 
in Colonial Yucatán (New Orleans: Middle American Research Institute, 1999), John Chuchiak, IV, “The 
Indian Inquisition and the Extirpation of Idolatry: The Process of Punishment in the ‘Provisorato De 
Indios’ of the Diocese of Yucatan, 1563 – 1812”  (Ph.D. dissertation, Tulane University, 2000), Pedro 
Bracamonte y Sosa, Pedro, La conquista inconclusa de Yucatán (México, D.F.: Centro de Investigaciones y 
Estudios Superiores en Antropología Social, 2001), Gabriela Solís Robleda, Entre la tierra y el cielo: 
religión y sociedad en los pueblos del Yucatán colonial (México: CIESAS, 2005), Restall, The Black 
Middle: Africans, Mayas, and Spaniards in Colonial Yucatan (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009), 
William Hanks, Converting Words: Maya in the Age of the Cross (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2010). 
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focused on the Maya as a lens to understand the broader social, economic, and political 

formations of the Spanish empire.  Longstanding debates have focused, in large part, on 

the nature of conquest and the transformation of indigenous society during the early 

colonial period.  Many of the early works on the Maya contrasted the nature of conquest 

and the survival of indigenous traditions. Much of the scholarship illustrating the survival 

of indigenous traditions has focused on issues related to ideology. 44  J. Eric Thompson, 

for instance, argued that clandestine religious traditions became a means to carry Maya 

traditions outside the purview of the Spanish.45  By contrast, numerous scholars have 

claimed that colonialism brought fundamental and complete transformations to 

indigenous societies.  Robert Chamberlain, for instance, argued that the arrival of 

Spaniards marked the “fundamental transformations in the entire structure of native 

society.”46 Much of the early literature cast Maya scholarship in terms of conquest and 

resistance that prioritized the early colonial period.   

                                                        
44 Anthropologists have been the chief proponents of these perspectives, which were advanced by the 
powerful positions of many of the early advocates.  J. Eric Thompson served as the longtime director of the 
Carnegie Institution of Washington while Alfred Tozzer and Franz Blom were successive heads of the 
Middle American Research Institute at Tulane University.  In Tozzer’s 1907 work comparing indigenous 
groups in Chiapas and Yucatán, he forwarded that Lacandones represented the direct descendants of the 
ancient Maya.  Echoing this perspective, Linda Schele, David Friedel, and Joy Parker claimed that ancient 
rituals and traditions could be found in Mayas living in isolated communities in Guatemala and Mexico.  
See: Alfred Tozzer, A Comparative Study of the Mayas and the Lacandones (New York: Macmillan, 1907); 
David A Freidel, Linda Schele, and Joy Parker, Maya Cosmos: Three Thousand Years on the Shaman’s 
Path (New York: Morrow, 1993).  
45 Thompson, Maya History and Religion.  
46 Chamberlain, remarkably, claims that the reorganization of society was carried out by 1550.  Rapid was 
the spread of Spanish authority because this was before the end of the military phases of the conquest and 
before the establishment of stable Spanish rule.  Chamberlain, The Conquest and Colonization of Yucatán, 
337.  
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Emphasis on the omnipresent nature of conflict represents a noteworthy and 

longstanding historiographic trend in the literature on natives in Mesoamerica.47   For the 

Maya of Yucatán, scholars interested in the confrontations have found ample examples in 

the historical record.  France Scholes, Robert Patch, Inga Clendinnen, and numerous 

others have chronicled deep episodes of violence and division within colonial society.  

Scholes and Clendinnen, separated by more than half a century, both highlighted the 

conflicts among Spanish agents of colonialism, particularly between bureaucrats and 

missionary friars.48  Extreme episodes of violence, according to Clendinnen, typically 

came at the powerful hands of overzealous clerics and brought about consolidated 

resistance campaigns by Mayas. These scholars noted that clashes within Spanish society 

were as endemic to colonialism as indigenous resistance movements.  While intriguing, 

the periodic episodes of upheaval perpetrated against Spaniards and within Spanish 

society fail to capture the longstanding stability of the colony as a whole.  

Nancy Farriss’s definitive ethnohistorical work on colonial Yucatán came as an 

extension of the movement within social history to situate colonial subjects within 

broader historical processes.49  In particular, Farriss’ investigation of the survival of 

indigenous institutions represented an extension of the intellectual programs laid out by 

Eric Wolf and Charles Gibson. 50  Wolf examined indigenous communities in 

                                                        
47 For an example of this written as a model, see Edward Spicer, Cycles of Conquest: The Impact of Spain, 
Mexico, and the United States on the Indians of the Southwest, 1533-1960 (Tucson: University of Arizona 
Press, 1992).  
48 France Scholes, Don Diego Quijada, alcalde mayor de Yucatán, 1561-1565 (México: Antigua librería 
Robredo, de J. Porrúa e hijos, 1938); Clendinnen, Ambivalent Conquests.  
49 Farriss, Maya Society Under Colonial Rule.  
50 Eric Wolf, “Closed Corporate Communities in Mesoamerican and Central Java,” Southwestern Journal 
of Anthropology 13:1 (1958): 1-18 and “The Vicissitudes of the Closed Corporate Peasant Community,” 
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Mesoamerica to illustrate the importance of understanding culture during the early 

modern development of peasant classes.  Wolf’s claims of the so-called closed-corporate 

peasant community informed Farriss’s vision of the insular indigenous pueblos of the 

república de los indios, which buffered native communities.  Furthermore, situating the 

colonial project in materialist terms allowed Farriss highlight the importance of class in 

the nascent colonial societies.  Dealing with the Aztecs, Gibson illustrated that native 

institutions, such as clan-based communities and elite religious hierarchies, served as 

foundational components of colonial society.  For Farriss, the institutions of colonialism 

indeed tied into broad political and economic systems, nevertheless the ongoing 

maintenance of society, whether indigenous or not, required collective approaches and 

widespread interaction.  

 The works of the so-called New Philology that began in the 1990s have brought a 

significant redirection in the literature by emphasizing continuity in the colonial 

processes of integration among native peoples.51  For the Maya, Matthew Restall, 

particularly in his early work, illustrated that indigenous institutions of social 

organization were critical responses to the Spanish attempts at conquest and subjugation. 

Through the colonial period, Maya communal organizations, elite institutions of rule, and 

kinship groups––respectively the cah, batab, and chibal–– endured as the fundamental 

                                                                                                                                                                     
American Ethnologist 12:2 (1986): 325-229; Charles Gibson, Aztecs Under Spanish Rule: A History of the 
Indians of the Valley of Mexico, 1519-1810 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1976).   
51 See Restall’s discussion of the New Philology.  Matthew Restall, “A History of the New Philology and 
the New Philology in History,” Latin American Research Review 38:1 (2003): 113-134. Representative 
works include: James Lockhart, The Nahuas after the Conquest: A Social and Cultural History of the 
Indians of Central Mexico, Sixteenth through Eighteenth Centuries (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1992); Kevin Terraciano, The Mixtecs of Colonial Oaxaca: Ñudzahui History, Sixteenth through 
Eighteenth Centuries (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001); Stephanie Wood, Transcending 
Conquest: Nahua Views of Spanish Colonial Mexico (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2003). 
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units of Maya society.52  In this light, critical aspects of Maya society survived with only 

modest changes through centuries of colonization.   

Recently, a new trend has begun to develop among colonial ethnohistorians and 

specialists of native language sources.  Aiming to curb the supposed triumphalist tone of 

traditional histories of Spanish colonialism, scholars of the so-called New Conquest 

History have forwarded that the native accounts serve as the most critical means to 

understand the experiences of conquest and colonialism.53  Susan Schroeder, in 

particular, has asserted that the Spanish conquest was merely an extension of existing 

manifestations of existing political and social rivalries.54  The overall tendency of this 

revisionist agenda is to turn all colonial experiences into indigenous processes.  Robert 

Haskett, for instance, has argued that although sixteenth century Nahuas of Central 

Mexico self-identified as Christians, their understandings were fundamentally distinct 

from the Spanish counterparts.  Haskett therefore undermines notions of the Spiritual 

Conquest by rejecting how natives characterized themselves.55 While some of the 

revisionist claims are useful, particularly those that lay out the varied responses to 

conquest within indigenous communities, the extreme of this trend is disturbing.  A 

critical aim of this project is to find middle ground by exploring the processes by which 

                                                        
52 Restall’s extensive use of Maya language sources marked a significant redirection of the literature.  
Based largely on wills and land claims, he shows that Mayas were intellectually, socially, and economically 
productive forces in colonial society.  The use of native language sources, which Restall labeled as the New 
Philology in Latin American studies, embraced  
53 Restall, “The New Conquest History,” The History Compass (forthcoming, 2012). 
54 Susan Schroeder, ed. The Conquest All Over Again: Nahuas and Zapotecs Thinking, Writing, and 
Painting Spanish Colonialism (Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 2010). 
55 Robert Haskett, “Conquering the Spiritual Conquest in Cuernavaca,” in The Conquest All Over Again, 
226-260. 
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natives engaged colonial institutions without sacrificing the realities of violence and 

exploitation inherent in colonialism.  

More sophisticated approaches to the use of indigenous records have illustrated 

the importance of inter- and intra-communal indigenous relations.  Natives navigated, as 

Florine Asselbergs, Laura Matthew, and Michel Oudijk have shown, complex social 

relations that created alliances between elite Spaniards and elite natives.56  The 

dependence upon positions of authority, particularly as nobility, both reinforced the 

power of indigenous social institutions.  Furthermore, this reframing of relations 

illustrated that Spanish authority depended upon so-called Go-Betweens to bridge the 

deep divisions between differing indigenous groups and among the different classes of 

society itself.57  For the Maya, it has become clear that the colonial regime of domination 

necessitated high-level cooptation and cooperation between indigenous and Spanish 

rulers.   

Scholars interested in uncovering intersection of indigenous institutions and 

perspectives within colonial systems have positioned the corpus of colonial native 

language sources in direct conversation with Spanish colonial accounts.   For the better 

part of the twentieth century, Ralph Roys was the lone historian to engage the numerous 

Maya language sources to illustrate how indigenous systems of land tenure, community 

                                                        
56 Laura Matthew and Michel Oudijk, eds. Indian Conquistadors: Indigenous Allies in the Conquest of 
Mesoamerica (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2007); Florine G.L. Asselbergs, Conquered 
Conquistadors: The Lienzo de Quauhquechollan, a Nahua vision of the Conquest of Guatemala (Boulder: 
University of Colorado, 2008).  
57 For more on Go-Betweens, see: Alida Metcalf, Go-betweens and the Colonization of Brazil, 1500-1600 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005); Yanna Yanakakis, The Art of Being In-between: Native 
Intermediaries, Indian Identity, and Local Rule in Colonial Oaxaca (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2008). 
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organization, and localized elite rule adapted to colonial institutions of authority.58  

Without diminishing the destruction caused by the imposition of colonialism, Roys 

maintained that Maya social practices were constantly reframed in the face of Spanish 

authority.  While not dealing exclusively in native language sources, John Chuchiak has 

tied the maintenance of Maya religious practices to the inherent malleability of the 

Catholic Church of the early modern period. Chuchiak argues that the Maya priesthood 

endured through the colonial period in large part because of the weaknesses of colonial 

institutions of domination and authority.59  Furthermore, he notes that on occasion 

Spaniards and Mayas alike participated in rites and rituals commonly believed to be 

unorthodox.  The anthropologist William Hanks has recently argued that the language of 

religion and conversion were driving forces in the changing indigenous world.60   Much 

as Nahuatl functioned as the lingua franca of Central Mexico, Maya formed the basis of 

understanding Christianity for natives.  While Maya became the language of indigenous 

works dealing with the spiritual and natural world, it also became the language of 

resistance to colonialism.  

 
 
 
 
                                                        
58 See: Ralph Roys, The Titles of Ebtun (Washington: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1939); Roys, 
The Indian Background of Colonial Yucatán (Washington: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1943); 
Roys, The political geography of the Yucatán Maya (Washington: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 
1957). 
59 John Chuchiak, IV, “The Indian Inquisition and the Extirpation of Idolatry: The Process of Punishment in 
the ‘Provisorato De Indios’ of the Diocese of Yucatan, 1563 – 1812”  (Ph.D. dissertation, Tulane 
University, 2000). 
60 Hanks work expands on Louise Burkhart’s claims that the use of Nahua served to mediate the process of  
conversion to suit indigenous understandings. See: Louise Burkhart, The Slippery Earth: Nahua-Christian 
Moral Dialogue (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1989); William Hanks, Converting Words: Maya in 
the Age of the Cross (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010). 
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Research and Organization  
 
 
 This dissertation is, in large part, based on manuscript records from the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that focus on issues directly related to magical 

practices, remedial activities, and the devastating costs of sickness and disaster 

seventeenth and eighteenth century Yucatán.  The records of magic and medicine come, 

at times, directly from the hands of healers and ritual specialists.61  At other times, these 

sources stem from controversies over ritual and healing that create portraits of those 

engaged in curing networks.  Framing the project in this manner directly embraces 

Michel de Certeau’s call to examine subjectivity, multivocality and “ordinary language” 

in the archival record.62 Ultimately, these sources illustrate the trials of daily life—the 

aches and pains of sickness, the anxiety and despair of aging, and the misery and 

frustration of loss.  They represent what de Certeau likened to the modes, tactics, and 

turns of the “repertoires of schemas of action.”63 

 These sources are concentrated into three principle areas: Inquisition testimonies, 

curebooks recorded by healers, Spanish chronicles of disease.  Among modern scholars, 

                                                        
61 I conducted research in more than a dozen libraries and archives in Mexico, Spain, and the United States.  
In Mexico, I worked in the Archivo del Estado in Campeche, Archivo del Estado de Yucatan, Archivo 
Histórico del Arzobispado, and the Centro de Apoyo a la Investigación Histórica de Yucatán, Archivo 
General de la Nación, Biblioteca Naciónal de México, Biblioteca Naciónal de México, Facultad de 
Medicina de México, in Mexico City.  In Spain, I researched in the Archivo General de Indias and the 
Biblioteca Nacional.  In the United States, I searched for sources in the Bancroft Library at University of 
California, Berkeley, Benson Library at University of Texas at Austin, Family History Library, Salt Lake 
City, Latin American Library, Tulane University, New Orleans), Lee Library Perry Special Collections at 
Brigham Young University, Provo, Library of Congress in Washington, D.C., Manuscripts Division of 
Princeton Library, Princeton, Newberry Library in Chicago, Rare Books Library at University of 
Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, and Tozzer Library, Harvard University, Cambridge. 
62 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, Steven F. Rendall, trans. (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1984). 
63 Ibid, 23-24. 
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many of these sources are well known, such as books of the Chilam Balam.  Others have 

been virtually unexplored, including the Libro de medicinas muy seguro and other 

Spanish-language cure books. In memorials and chronicles, Spaniards and Mayas alike 

recorded the trials of ecological disaster and epidemic decline.  In Inquisition records, the 

most detailed sources of everyday life for the period, Spaniards, Mayas, Africans and 

castas gave testimonies that detailed the ritualized world of medicine and healing.  These 

sources, as explored in this dissertation, illustrate that sickness fractured all of colonial 

society and healing drew it back together again.   While there are numerous Inquisition 

records noted here, I believe that they paint a detailed landscape of the colonial world 

rarely seen.  Before the Inquisition, testifiers would report on gossip, rumor, and 

innuendo.  They told tales of the mundane and the salacious.  The richness of these works 

provides a key to understanding commonplace interactions.  By creating connections 

between elites and commoners, rulers and subjects, the system of popular medicine that 

thrived in the late-colonial period stood in direct contradiction to colonial institution of 

domination by division. Compared across languages, these records illustrate that 

Spaniards and Mayas confronted sickness and disease as a common enterprise.  The 

paired relationship of sickness and disease forged bonds across colonial society. Rampant 

illnesses, which colonialists described as afflictions of the body, epidemics, and everyday 

ailments, served to create a space to bind Yucatecos regardless of their status or 

condition. 

 The chapters that follow shift perspectives on different aspects of sickness and 

healing in colonial Yucatán.  Chapter Two, “Of Disease, Disaster, and Decline,” takes 
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focus on recurrent cycles of epidemics and ecological trauma that shaped the history of 

the region.  Because Yucatan was a unique ecology and situated in great isolation, the 

region’s disasters stood distinct from those of Guatemala or Central Mexico.  In Chapter 

Three, “Landscapes of Magic,” the perspective shifts to examine how Yucatecos 

manipulated ritual power to broker weak social positions.  Chapter Four, “To Cure with 

Curses, To Heal with Herbs” delves deeper into ritual activities by looking specifically at 

healers denounced for what Mayas believed to be unorthodox and, therefore, dangerous 

remedies.  Chapter Five, “A Medicinal Mélange” illustrates how distinct medical 

manuscripts can be approached as historical sources.  Chapters Two and Five engage 

indigenous and Spanish language sources while Chapters Three and Four make heavy use 

of Inquisition records to extract voices and activities in everyday life in mid and late 

colonial Yucatán.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

OF DISEASE, DISASTER, AND DECLINE: 
THE EPIDEMICS AND CALAMITIES OF COLONIAL YUCATÁN 

 
 
 
Introduction  
  

The foreigners made it disorderly when they 
arrived here.  They brought shameful things 
when they came… This was the cause of our 
sickness.  
 

—Chilam Balam de Chumayel,  
17th Century 

 
 
 Diseases and disasters were frequent occurrences for colonial Yucatec society.  

Epidemic outbreaks and endemic illnesses regularly ravaged society while natural and 

ecological disasters swept through the region throughout the colonial period.  Natives and 

Spaniards alike charted the disastrous costs levied by epidemic disease, chronic sickness, 

and ecological disasters. The Maya frequently described the experience of colonial rule in 

terms of sickness, disaster and violence.  In historical memory, the arrival of the Spanish 

represented the arrival of disease.   “They did not wish to join the foreigners,” 

remembered a colonial Maya scribe, “They did not want Christianity.  They did not wish 

to pay tribute… then came the end of their lives because they knew it was the end of their 

age… The foreigners made it [disordered] when they arrived here.  They brought 

shameful things when they came… This was the cause of our sickness.”  Writing in a 

community record book, the author reconstructed the pre-Hispanic past in contrast with 

the colonial age.  “There was no ch’apahal (sickness), they had no chibil bac (burning 
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chests), they had no xpomkakil (smoldering pox), they had no tzemil (cold), they had no 

ya nakil (abdominal pain), they had no tzentezem (phlegmatic cough), they had not chibal 

pol (headaches).  Orderly was all of mankind.  Then the foreigners came they made it 

otherwise. Thy brought shame when they came [and with this] they lost innocence in 

sin.”  Mayan scribes summarized the colonial period as a whole as the time of “xe kik 

(bloody vomit), ma ya cimal (painless death), kintunyaabil (years of drought), zakil 

haabil (years of locusts), ixpomkakil (smoldering pox).”1  At the core of the colonial 

condition, as the Spanish and Maya scribes noted, was disease, disaster, and decline.   

Spanish contact with native communities unleashed a flurry of epidemic diseases 

throughout the Americas.  Plagues despoiled colonial societies from first contact in the 

sixteenth century until the Spanish retreat in the nineteenth century.   Pandemic diseases, 

such as smallpox and typhus, circulated across Mesoamerica during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries.  Lacking in developmental immunities, indigenous communities 

were suffered massive virgin soil outbreaks.  Natives initially suffered most severely 

because they were unexposed to diseases of the Old World and subsequently because 

they were overexposed to abuse and exploitation of Old World colonialism.  But they 

were not alone in their struggles. Spaniards too succumbed to the rampant and traumatic 

challenges of disease. Although the colony was established as a venture of political and 

spiritual salvation, all of society frequently was plagued by the reoccurring cycles of 

catastrophe.  Colonial Yucatán, at its most fundamental level, was built on a foundation 

cracked by diseases, disasters, and periodic decimated populations.  

                                                        
1 Princeton University Library, Mesoamerican Manuscript, number 4, “Chilam Balam de Chumayel,” ff. 
11r-11v, 55v-55r. 
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This chapter surveys the prominence of diseases and ecological disasters in 

colonial Yucatán. The history of disease in the region was exceptional for not only the 

prominence of epidemic diseases and endemic ailments, but also for the ways that 

episodic afflictions and natural disasters intertwined.  Native society suffered the most 

noteworthy costs, namely massive demographic collapse, but Spaniards and other 

inhabitants felt the pains as well.2  Occasionally, the waves of disease that swept across 

the region were linked to broader Mesoamerican pandemics. More generally, however, 

the epidemic diseases developed from local conditions and migrated across the region.  In 

order to understand the parameters of the Yucatec healing system that developed across 

the colonial periods, we must first examine the place of diseases in the region.  Epidemic 

diseases and endemic ailments were omnipresent in the colonial period.  Combined with 

periodic ecological disasters, they constantly positioned colonial society on the brink of 

disaster.   Drawing on a variety of sources, including Spanish and Maya language 

histories and chronicles, travel accounts, and correspondences of royal officials, this 

                                                        
2 When considering the nature and historical role of diseases in the Yucatán, one is confronted with a 
paradox.  Diseases, particularly migratory infections that manifest as epidemics, were omnipresent in 
colonial society.  They were not, however, independent and autonomous biological entities.  Diseases and, 
more importantly, the dramatic and disastrous consequences they produced were fundamentally linked to 
social and material conditions of the colonial Yucatec world.  Diseases were imbedded in social recipe of 
Yucatec life.  They existed, not independent from, but as extensions of biological and material conditions 
of the colonial world in the region.  Indigenous society, exposed by materially exploitive practices of 
colonialism, fell victim to diseases at extremely at high rates.  Natives, however, were not biologically and 
fundamentally more susceptible to illness.  Instead, because of exploitation and abuse, two factors 
identified by critics such as Bartolomé de Las Casas, served to leave natives fundamentally more 
vulnerable.  This perspective follows what Sheldon Watts has identified as the “moderate position” on the 
role of Old World diseases on native populations.  This view recognizes that virgin-soil epidemics indeed 
ravaged non-exposed populations, but rejects any claims to genetic or racial predispositions for diseases 
among native populations.  Once experienced with specific diseases, native populations developed 
immunities.  The decline of New World societies cannot solely be blamed on disease but on what Watts 
calls the “Construct phenomenon” in which European humanists saw New World peoples as less than 
human barriers to wealth and, therefore, extinguishable resources.  Sheldon Watts, Epidemics and History 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 84. 
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chapter attempts to reconstruct the frequency of calamities caused by diseases and 

disasters during the long durée of the colonial period. 

 

Catastrophic Contexts  
 
 

Three eco-epidemiological periods mark the history of colonial Yucatán (Table 

2.1).  Between 1517 and 1821, the population of the Yucatán succumbed to two 

Mesoamerican pandemics, more than six separate epidemics of viruelas (smallpox), 

vómitos (fevers), and sarampión (measles), and three peninsula-wide periods of 

tabardillo (typhus).3  The ecology of the landscape brought terrors as well.  Vacillation 

between extended years of drought and torrential flooding seemed to be the norm in the 

eighteenth century.  Locusts introduced periods of famine on more than six distinct 

occasions.  The defining characteristics of these periods rested on the effects of the 

combination of diseases and disasters and the demographic fluctuations that resulted. 

The first period, marked by the widespread distribution of epidemic disease, 

began in the early 1517 and lasted until 1579. On the eve of mainland Spanish 

exploration and conquest, diseases first introduced in the Caribbean already lurked 

around and within all native societies.  At times, disease began in advance of sustained 

Spanish settlement and colonization, so much so that when conquistadores arrived they 

                                                        
3 Ascribing contemporary translations of colonial terms for ailments can be highly problematic and, at 
times, misleading.  The modern notion of mal de pecho, for instance, stands for tuberculosis, but colonial 
records seem to use the term to describe a variety of chest- and bronchial-related maladies.  Contemporary 
definitions of so-called traditional diseases and ailments can be found in Diccionario enciclopédico de la 
medicina tradicional Mexicana, 2 tomos (México: Inst. Nacional Indigenista, 1994).  The aim of this 
project is to respect emic distinctions made by colonial sources and therefore, where possible, colonial 
terms will be used throughout. Colonial distinctions of diseases are discussed below.   
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found native communities already sick and in crisis. Population estimates for Yucatán as 

the Spanish made their first significant attempts at conquest number about 800,000.4  By 

the close of this early-colonial period, the indigenous population of the region dwindled 

to 140,000.5  Cook and Borah provide the most detailed and consistent statistical analysis 

of population data.   Pre-Hispanic demography is fundamentally conjectural and colonial 

population estimates are notoriously problematic.  The range of interpretations for the 

pre-Hispanic period, circa 1500, range from 8 million, suggested by Helmuth Wagner, to 

300,000, made by Ralph Roys.  These figures derive from significantly different, though 

imprecise, methods.  Wagner used a mix of archaeological data on caring capacity, while 

Roys used loose estimates of community settlements known during the sixteenth century.  

Demographic estimates of populations before the conquest are inherently suspect.  Given 

that every estimate is based on modeling, sustainability, and multipliers, the numbers 

vary greatly.  Cook and Borah have given the most reasoned accounting for the pre-

Hispanic period using historical texts, which undoubtedly do not come from the exact 

period.  Their number of 800,000 remains the most consistent and logical.  

 
Table 2.1 – Eco-Epidemiological Periods in Colonial Yucatán  

                                                        
4 Sherburne Cook and Woodrow Borah, Essays in Population History: Mexico and the Caribbean, Volume 
Two (Berkley: University of California Press, 1974), 1-120; Helmuth Wagner, “Subsistence Potential and 
Population Density of the Maya on the Yucatan Peninsula and Cuases for the Decline in Population in the 
Fifteenth Century,” in Verhandlungen des XXXVIII Internationalen Amerikanistenkongresses, Stuttgart-
München, 1968 (Munich: Kommissionsverlag Klaus Renner, 1970); Ralph Loveland Roys. “Lowland 
Maya Native Society at Spanish Contact,” in The Handbook of Middle American Indians (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1965), 3: 659-678. 
5 This figure is largely based on analysis of reports of the Relaciones geoGráficas of 1581, discussed 
extensively in the subsequent chapter, and Memoriales of Franciscan clerics from 1580.  The figure, which 
is a sum that uses a conversion factor of 4.0 to convert heads of households to family size, represents the 
highest tabulation for possible size.  The details not withstanding, the critical issue at hand here is the 
tremendous decline in native populations, which again was at least seventy percent.  Cook and Borah, 55-
65. 



 

 

47

 

 
Period 1517-1579 1580-1729 1730-1821 
    
Characteristics Demographic 

Decline 
Demographic 

Instability 
Demographic 

Recovery 
 

 Virgin-Soil 
Epidemics 

Epidemic Disease 
Consistent and 
Cyclical 

 

Chronic Diseases 
and Ailments  

 Ecological Trauma 
Advances 
Epidemics 

Ecological 
Disasters Recur 

Ecological Crises 
Recede  

    
 

 

Demographic trends for the colonial period illustrate the massive rates of decline 

caused, in large part, by the ecological and epidemiological instability of the region 

(Figure 2.1).  The Maya of the Yucatán never fully recovered from the series of 

demographic crises that began with Spanish contact.  The Maya population was 

significantly smaller in 1750 than it was in 1650; likewise there were fewer natives in 

1650 than a hundred years previous.  The trend of decline, however, does not reveal the 

complete picture.6 The Maya community did not fall at a steady rate.  Precipitous 

declines came suddenly and sharply and were followed by slow periods of growth. 

Furthermore, while discussions of disease have long stressed the decline of native 

populations, diseases affected all of colonial society.   Mayas indeed succumbed to 

diseases at startling rates, but so too did Europeans and people of mixed ethnic decent.  

Spanish officials reported that many of the region’s poor were the most common victims 

                                                        
6 Newson details similar patterns of decline for the natives across the Spanish Americas. Linda Newson, 
“Indian Population Patterns in Colonial Spanish America,” Latin American Research Review 20:3 (1985): 
41-74. 
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of disease and disaster.  Famines, in particular, starved poor Yucatecos.7   Diseases, 

however, did not simply discriminate based on ethnicity or class.  Many of the region’s 

most prominent Spaniards died because of bouts of disease.   Epidemics during the 

seventeenth century, for instance, claimed the lives at least two governors and two 

maestres del campo.8   

Table 2.2 – Indigenous Population of Yucatán, 1550 - 1817 
 
 
 

 
 
 

                                                        
7 Diego López Cogolludo, Historia de Yucathan (Madrid: Juan Garcia Infanzon, 1688), libro XII, cápitulo, 
XXIII, página 750. 
8 The deaths of the governors Diego Fernández de Velasco in 1604 and Francisco Ramírez Briceño in 1619 
were attributed to pestes that frequently circulated among colonists of the region.  The maestres del campo 
Esteban de Azcárraga and José Campero de Sorredevilla died while infirmed with vómitos del sangre in 
1648 and 1662 respectively.  See: J. Ignacio Rubio Mañé, “Los jurisdicciones de Yucatán: La creación de 
la plaza de Teniente del Rey en Campeche,” Boletin del Archivo General de la Nación 7:3 (1966): 551-631. 
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Sources: Cook and Borah, Essays, 2: 48, 69, 72, 93, 94, 112, Farriss, Maya Society 

Under Colonial Rule, 59, García Bernal, Yucatán: Póblacion y encomienda, 163, Jose 

Ignacio Rubio Mañe, Archivo de la historia de Yucatan, Campeche y Tabasco (Mexico: 

1942), I: 207-247. 

 

The first colonial diseases to circulate did so by preying upon unexposed 

populations.  These so-called “virgin soil epidemics” debilitated native communities, but 

with only one significant exception (noted below), they were limited to the sixteenth 

century.9  This period stood out as unique for the devastating decline of native 

populations in the Yucatán and New Spain more broadly.  In terms of demography, 

native Yucatec society shrank by as much as seventy-five percent during this period.10  

The Dominican Bartolomé de Las Casas, described the ferocity of the first epidemics: 

“Then came a terrible plague, and almost everyone died, and very few remained.”11   

Maya populations declined from disease just as they confronted widespread restructuring 

of their political and economic structures.  Stripped by virgin-soil epidemics and the 
                                                        
9 The modern literature on virgin-soil epidemics stems from the work of Alfred Crosby.  Attempting to 
historicize discussions of disease in the foundations colonial and national campaigns of conquest, Crosby 
challenged long-standing racialist assertions of the biological weakness of native societies.  Instead, Crosby 
noted that both Europeans and natives succumbed to diseases.  Supposed fundamental genetic inability 
cope with diseases had little relevance on the long-term devastation of native societies. The most disastrous 
costs of disease, he claimed, came among societies that responded to the terrors of disease with reactionary 
violence.   Unfortunately, claims of the biological distinctions of New World peoples continue to circulate 
in popular, academic discourse.  Jared Diamond is the most recent scholar to embrace the racialist 
approach.  Alfred W. Crosby, "Virgin Soil Epidemics as a Factor in Aboriginal Depopulation in America" 
William and Mary Quarterly 33:2 (1976), 289-299; Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of 
All Human Societies (New York: Norton, 1997). 
10 Demographic trends are discussed below.  The most authoritative investigations of demography stem 
from Cook and Borah’s monumental work on population geography of Latin America.  Cook and Borah 
estimate that on the eve of the conquest, the Yucatec Maya numbered around 900,000.  By 1580, the 
population stood at 148,000.  Sherburne Cook and Woodrow Borah, Essays in Population History: Mexico 
and the Caribbean (Berkley: University of California Press, 1971). 
11 Bartolomé de Las Casas, Historia de las Indias (México: Fondo de Cultura Economica, 1951) 3:270. 
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agents of Spanish colonialism, Maya society never regained its full independence and 

identity. It is not surprising, then that the so-called Great Maya Revolt of the 1540s 

coincided with a widespread epidemic.12  Likewise, Maya populations declined 

precipitously during this period as diseases paired with widespread restructuring of the 

political and economic structure of Maya society.  Stripped by virgin-soil epidemics and 

the agents of Spanish colonialism, Maya society never regained its full independence and 

identity.  

Between 1580 and 1729, the Yucatán entered a period of consistent and 

reoccurring eruptions of epidemic disease, ecological trauma, and natural disaster.  So 

overwhelming and commonplace were fatalities that fray Pedro Sánchez de Aguilar 

remarked in 1613 that throughout the peninsula “crows ate the dead inside their 

homes.”13  Epidemic diseases continued in conjunction with new ecological disasters The 

most devastating began in 1648, the epidemic of vómito del sangre (yellow fever), which 

appeared for the first time in the New World along the shores of the Yucátan, and 

debilitated a large swath of colonial society.  A series of subsequent afflictions and 

ailments, including calenturas (fevers) and dolores (pains) followed the migration of the 

disease.  The human costs, particularly for natives, worsened as a long-standing drought 

caused famine across the peninsula.  Once rooted in the Yucatán, vómitos became a lethal 

                                                        
12 Clendinnen provides the most extensive discussion of the so-called Great Maya Revolt.  Building on the 
massive sifting of primary sources by France Scholes, Clendinnen narrates the Franciscan and Maya 
contexts that led up to the conflict and its manifestations in the exploits of fray Diego de Landa.  The 
context of disease and disaster, though the most significant challenge to the formation of colonial society, 
plays little role in Clendinnen’s synthetic account.  Inga Clendinnen, Ambivalent Conquests: Maya and 
Spaniard in Yucatán, 1517-1520 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987). 
13 Pedro Sánchez de Aguilar, Informe contra Inolorum Cultores del Obispado de Yucatán [1639] (México: 
Imprenta del Museo Nacional, 1892), 95. 
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and devastating part of the colonial world. In 1685, after more than fifty years of waves 

of diseases and droughts, Mayan populations hit their absolute nadir.  This period was 

characterized by a series of short trends of population recovery that were curtailed by 

dramatic population losses.  Population growth was so suspended that the size of the 

colony nearly declined by ten percent between 1580 and 1729.  By the end of the period, 

the indigenous population, which began at 140,000 shrank to 127,000.14  The last severe 

epidemics appeared between 1726 and 1729 as a combination of sarampión and vómito 

de sangre that spawned a famine.15  The final period, distinguished by slow and relatively 

consistent population growth of the region lasted from 1730 until the end of the colonial 

period in 1821.   During the eighteenth century, epidemic diseases, while still prominent 

and deadly, no longer debilitated the region as they had in the previous two centuries.  

Indigenous populations during this period began to grow again.  By 1809 Maya 

populations had increased by about two hundred and twenty nine percent to nearly 

291,000, the highest number in more than two and a half centuries.16  

Across the colonial period, there were extended periods of crisis and stability (Table 

2.3).  The sixteenth century was distinguished by a seemingly endless string of crises.  

The moments of recover were so exceedingly minimal that writing in the mid-sixteenth 

century fray Diego de Landa noted that “it is a marvel to find so many people as there are 

                                                        
14 This figure comes from a report by the Obispo de Yucatán submitted to the Consejo de Indias in 1737.  
Archivo General de Indias (AGI), Audencia de México 3168, “Correspondencia al Obsipo al Rey, 28 de 
julio de 1737.” 
15 Patch notes that Tribunal de Indios reported that this deadly combination claimed more than 17,000 lives, 
which amounted to as much as fifteen percent of the population of the entire region.  Robert Patch, Maya 
and Spaniard in Yucatán, 1648-1812 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), 45.  
16 AGI, Audencia de México 3168, “Matrícula de tributarios, en Cartas oficiales reales al Rey, 1813.” 
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still here, though they are not very many.”17   He went on to describe cycles of crisis and 

intermittent stability that characterized sixteenth-century Yucatán:     

These peoples had lived for more than twenty years of abundance and good health, 
and they multiplied so that the whole land appeared to be but one town… After this 
prosperity during a winter’s night, about six o’clock in the evening, there arose a 
wind, which kept increasing and soon changed into a hurricane of four winds.  This 
wind overthrew all the large trees causing a great destruction… Those that escaped 
took the courage to rebuild and to cultivate the earth, and they increased 
considerably in sixteen years of health and good seasons…  And when they were 
about to begin to harvest their fruits, there occurred all over the country pestilential 
fevers, which lasted twenty-four hours. After these had ceased, the bodies of the 
sick swelled up and broke out full of worms; and from this pestilence very many 
people died and a great part of the fruits of the earth was left unpicked.  After this 
epidemic had ceased, they had sixteen other good years, during which passions and 
quarrels rose again… after which a pestilence seized them characterized by great 
pustules, which rotted their bodies with a great stench, so that the limbs fell to 
pieces in four or five days.18 
 

 

Table 2.3 – Crisis and Stability in Colonial Yucatán 
 
Periods of Crisis  1520-1579 
 1648-1688 
 1700-1736 
 1766-1774 
  
Periods of Stability  1580-1647 
 1690-1700 
 1737-1765 
 1775-1810 

 

                                                        
17 Diego de Landa, Landa’s Relación de las Cosas de Yucatán, A Translation, trans. Alfred Tozzer 
(Cambridge: Peabody Museum, 1941), 43. 
18 Ibid, 40-41. This passage mirrors several other colonial-era works.  The Chimam Balam de Tizimin, a 
colonial Maya manuscript record of community history, recorded a similar description of wind (ik) from 
four directions to note a hurricane.  Antonio Herrera y Tordesillas, chronicler of the Indies, gave a similar 
description of the cycles of disaster and calm.  The exact connections between the work remain unclear.  It 
would seem, however, that Landa drew from native perspectives and was the source for Herrera. Landa, 
40-41; Antonio Herrera y Tordesillas, Historia general de los hechos de los Castellanos en las Islas y 
Tierra Firme (Madrid: La emprenta real, 1601), decada IIII, libro X, cápitulo III, páginas 262-263.  
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Periods of crisis often involved the conflation of disasters.  Outbreaks of disease that 

lasted from 1569 to 1572 also caused famines.  Similarly, droughts in 1564 brought 

famine and, subsequently, an epidemic disease took root and grew over the next two 

years.    

Beginning in 1580, after more than fifty years of unmitigated eco-epidemiological 

disaster, a prolonged period of stability ensued.  Stability, in this context, was relative. It 

was marked by a sustained period of demographic growth, but not by an absence of 

calamities.   Stability was always contingent and relative.  After a period of general 

tranquility, native scribes recorded how quickly the fertile landscape could turn into ruin: 

“It was the year of [17]81 when it began. After that there was a great drought also.  There 

was scarcely any rain. The entire forest was burned [with the heat] and the forest died.  

On the 20th day of January 1782, there was chekethi chupil (inflammation of epidemic) 

here in the town of Chumayel.  The chupil (inflammation) began at the neck and then 

descended.  [It spread] from the little ones to the adults, until it swept the entire house, 

once it was introduced.”19   Unlike the waves of epidemics that characterized periods of 

crisis, however, bouts of sickness in these moments stability could be mitigated with 

local remedies.   As evidence, the scribe recorded that “the cure [for the inflammation] 

was sour ashes, zizal-xiu, and lemons or the young zizal-xiu (Siempre vive).”20  The most 

sustained period of growth and tranquility came at the end of the colonial period; it, 

however, came to a terminus with the Independence movement.   

                                                        
19 This quote has been restructured to reflect chronological progression.  Chilam Balam de Chumayel, ff. 
44r. 
20 Ibid.  
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While epidemic diseases waned in the late-colonial period, chronic endemic 

ailments were commonplace, constant sources of irritation for the colonial the social 

body.  As medical recipe books and Inquisition cases from the period reveal, the Yucatec 

population sought aid from recurring achaques y cámaras (attacks and ailments), that 

included a host of flujos (bleeding), flaquezas (weaknesses), fiebres (fevers), and cancers 

(growths).  The regular and consistent states of disease and disasters left the human 

populations of Yucatán in constant positions of vulnerability.   To make daily life seem 

even more precarious, droughts and deluges were common throughout the eighteenth 

century.  In 1765, a hurricane struck the peninsula and was subsequently followed by a 

plague of locusts, and then a three-year drought.  In 1769, the dry spell broke with 

another hurricane, which too was followed by the appearance of locusts.  Drought ensued 

and lasted for four years.  The famine that ensued ravaged the population of the region 

and caused the death of nearly twenty five percent of the inhabitants.   

 

Epidemias in Colonial Yucatán 

 
And in recent years, viruelas and sarampión 
and tabardete have all come to this region.  
 

–– Fernando de Bracamonte, Don Diego 
Xiu, Fernando Tucuch and Francisco Yam, 

Relación de Tekit, 1581 
 

 
In a report to the Crown in 1581 Fernando de Bracamonte, an elite Spaniard, and 

Diego Xiu, Fernando Tucuch, and Francisco Yam, three prominent members of the local 

native elite, noted the host of migratory diseases that ravaged the town of Tekit.  
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Although, as they noted, “they used to live healthy here,” everyone in the 1580s faced 

myriad ailments that swept into communities, such as “mal de pecho y de barriga y 

romadizo y… viruelas y sarampión y tabardete” 21  These sicknesses, which ranged from 

endemic colds and fevers to epidemic plagues and infections, were both common and 

noteworthy conditions of the colonial experience in the Yucatán.   

Sickness regularly touched everyone in the region.  At times, colonial authors 

simply described diseases in generic terms to note their normalcy and frequency.22   More 

broadly, however, Spaniards identified four principal epidemics: viruelas, sarampión, 

tabardillo, and vómitos de sangre.  Mayas reports sicknesses that included xe kik (bloody 

vomit), uzankak (infectious boils), and ma ya cimal (literally “death without pain”).  

Epidemic diseases cycled through the Yucatán with great regularity, particularly in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Table 2.4).  Attacks of viruelas appeared during the 

1520s, 1570s, 1600s, 1620s, 1630s, 1640s, and 1650s.  Sarampión struck in the 1580s, 

1590s, 1600s, 1620s, and 1650s and vómitos took root in the 1640s, 1690s, 1760s, and 

1790s.  Other major outbreaks included an epidemic of fevers in 1566, another from 1569 

until 1575, tabardillo in 1609, viruelas and sarampión from 1627 to 1631, xe kik in 1640, 

vómito del sangre and viruelas from 1648 to 1650, xuzankak in 1692, an unidentified 

epidemic in 1699 and again in 1726, bola in 1787, and vómito del sangre in 1799.23   

                                                        
21 Francisco de Bracamonte, Diego Xiu, Fernando Tucuch, and Francisco Yam, “Relación de Tekit 
[1581],” Relaciones histórico-geográficas, I: 286-287.  
22 Letters from the Bishop of Yucatán to the Crown, for instance, frequently described the presence of 
“pestilencias generales.”  See: AGI, Audencia de México, 369, “Cartas del Obispo de Yucatán al Rey, 
1567.” 
23 The circulation of diseases in the Spanish colonies has been admirably surveyed by Suanne Austin 
Alchon, A Pest in the Land: New World Epidemics in a Global Perspective (Albuquerque: University of 
New México Press, 2003) and Noble David Cook, Born to Die: Disease and New World Conquest, 1492-
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Table 2.4 – Epidemic Outbursts, 1500-1810 
 
Date Affliction Translation 
ca. 1500 Epidemia Epidemic  
ca. 1510 Ix pom kak Smoking Pustule 
1520-21 Epidemia Epidemic 
1545 Peste Plague 
1566 Epidemia Epidemic 
1569-72 Peste Plague 
1575-76 Viruelas Smallpox 

1580 
Sarampión  
Tabardillo 

Typhus 
Measles 

1590 Sarampión Smallpox 

1609 
Tabardillo 
Sarampión 
Viruellas 

Typhus 
Measles 
Smallpox 

1627-31 
Viruelas 
Sarampión 

Smallpox 
Measles 

1638 Viruelas Smallpox 
1640 Ix pom kak Smallpox 

1648-50 
Vómito de sangre  
Viruelas 
Xe kik 

Yellow Fever 
Smallpox 
Blood Vomit 

1659 
Sarampión 
Viruelas 

Measles 
Smallpox 

1688 Epidemia Epidemic 
1691 Epidemia Epidemic 

1692 
Viruelas 
Tabardillo 
Uzankak 

Smallpox 
Measles 
Infectious Boils  

1694 Vómito de sangre Yellow Fever 

1698-99 
Epidemia  
Vómito de sangre  

Epidemic 
Yellow Fever 

1711-15 Vómito de sangre Yellow Fever 

1726-29 
Sarampión 
Vómito de sangre 

Measles 
Yellow Fever 

1761 Vómito de sangre Yellow Fever 
1787 Bola Tumult [of disease]  
1799 Vómito de sangre Yellow Fever 
1809-10 Peste Plague 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
1650 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998).  Discussion of these particular afflictions is covered 
below.   
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Sources: Adapted and expanded from Cook and Borah, Essays 2: 115, Farriss, 

Maya Society, 61-62, and Garcia Bernal, Población y encomienda, 79. Primary sources 

include: Landa, Relación de las cosas de Yucatán, 41-42; Molina Solis, Historia de 

Yucatán 1: 114-5, 166; AGI, Audencia de México 360, “Carta de Gobernador al Rey, 20 

de nobiembre de 1659,” México 369, “Carta del Obispo de Yucatán, 19 de abril de 

1693,” México 369, “Carta del Obsipo al Rey, 18 de abril de 1693,” México 891, “Cartas 

de Consejo de Indias, 1 de julio de 1728,” México 901, “Poder extendido por los 

encomenderos de Yucatan, 1698,” México 1035, “Fray Diego Gallardo del Gobernador, 

30 de noviembre de 1699” and “Certificaciones originales de los agravios, 1700,” México 

3050, “Dispacho de los disputatos de Mérida, 1761,” Escribanía 322, “ Cartas del 

Residencia de Roque Soberanis, Pesquisa en Mérida, 1709,” Escribania 323, “Residencia 

de Fernando y Alonso Menses, Pesquisa en Merida, 1721;” AGN, Intendentes 75, “Cartas 

del gobierno de Yucatán, 1799;” AHAY, Oficios y decretos, “Oficios y decretos de Pedro 

Brunet, 2 de Julio 1787” and “Gobierno de Mérida del Obispo de Yucatán, 20 de julio de 

1810;” Chilam Balam de Chumayel. 37r, 51r; Cogolludo, Historia de Yucathan, libro 4: 

capítulo 17, 6:9, 7:6, 9:1, 10:17, 11:8, 12:11-16, 12:21, 12:23; Relaciones histórico-

geográficas, I: 41. 

 

 
Diseases, although distinct entities in the technical sense, were intimately linked 

to one another as outbreaks of one ailment often brought the eruption of others. The great 

outbreak of vómito de sangre of 1648, for instance, opened pathways for viruelas and a 
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host of other ailments.  Fray Diego López Cogolludo, both victim and witness to the 

pandemic, reported that it was impossible to identify a single sickness as people started 

with one ailment and eventually succumbed to another.  So widespread were the diseases 

that, as he wrote, “it was rare for someone to pass through the land and not fall sick with 

one disease or another.”24   The epidemics of 1648, sparked a massive demographic 

collapse.  During the last half of the seventeenth century, the population of the Yucatán 

fell by approximately fifty percent during the last half of the seventeenth century.  

Estimates of the native population in 1643 held the population at slightly more than 

200,000; fifty years later, that population was less than 100,000.   

Infirmed populations frequently fell prey to diseases and bore heavy costs. The 

outbreak of tabardillo in 1609 occurred alongside the spread of sarampión and viruelas 

much like more than a century later sarampión occurred along side widespread vómito 

del sangre. Tabardillo outbreaks often opened pathways for sarampión, as was the case 

with the an epidemic that started in Mérida in 1580 and spread throughout the peninsula.  

Cases of viruelas could create contexts where vómitos could thrive, which began in 

Campeche and spread through the entire region between 1648 and 1650.   Cogolludo 

reported the nearly everyone was infected with some perilous disease in the 1640s and 

1650s, when viruelas struck and then vómitos came left and returned again midway 

through the decade.  It was not uncommon, however, were diseases to cluster all at once.   

In 1609, a plague of tabaridillo, sarampión, and viruelas swept across the region in 

                                                        
24 Cogolludo, Historia de Yucathan, libro XII, cápitulo XIV, página 720.  
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concert.  Likewise, in 1627, epidemics of viruelas, occurred along side sarampión and 

tabardillo. 

The history of epidemic diseases in the Yucatán situated the region as a distinct 

area that maintained only loose epidemiological ties to Central Mexico and Guatemala 

(Table 2.5). Outside of the first pandemics of the early colonial period, Yucatán was not 

directly connected to the migration of diseases that traversed the highlands.  The viruelas 

pandemic of 1520, discussed below, first erupted along the coast of Yucatán, migrated to 

the Central Valley of Mexico, and then spread to the highlands of Guatemala and back to 

the Yucatán.25  The pandemic of the 1545—known in the Yucatán as la peste, in Central 

Mexico as cocolitzli, and in Guatemala as gucumatz—exploded in all three regions nearly 

simultaneously.26  These two pandemics, however, seemed to be the unique occurrences 

where the three heavily indigenous regions displayed direct epidemiological connections.  

The 1576 Gran cocolitzli epidemic of Central Mexico, which killed an estimated two 

million inhabitants, failed to manifest beyond the Central Valley.27  Similarly in 1630 an 

                                                        
25 Indigenous scribes in the Annals of the Cakchiquels dramatically remembered the arrival of the epidemic 
in Guatemala as the time of when “We were born to die!”  This phrase has been recalled by numerous 
historians, particularly Alchon (2003), Cook (1998), Crosby (1967), and Lutz (1992).  The Annals of the 
Cakchiquels, trans. Adrián Recinos and Delia Goetz (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1953), 116.  
26 The epidemiologists Acuna-Soto, Calderon, and Maguire have interpreted the 1545 outbreak as 
hemorrhagic fevers characterized by high fevers, bloody flux from the mouth, nose and ears, abdominal 
pain, and neurological impairment.  Rodolfo Acuna-Soto, Leticia Calderon Romero, and James H. 
Maguire, “Large Epidemics of Hemorrhagic Fevers in Mexico, 1545-1815,” American Journal of Tropical 
Medicine and Hygiene 62:6 (2000), 733-739.  
27 Fray Juan de Torquemada, the chronicler of the history of the Franciscan venture in New Spain, detailed 
the deleterious effects of the 1576 epidemic as it swept through the Valley taking the lives of natives and 
Spaniards alike. He described the infirmed as wrought with “pujamiento de sangre” and tabardillo.  
Indigenous scribes of the anonymous Códice de 1576 described the arrival of the bloody disease: “En 
agosto estalló la peste [cocolitzli], la sangre salía por loas narices, los frailes nos confesaban y nos dieron 
permiso para comer carne, los doctores nos curaban.” Códice de 1576 cited in Germán Somolinios 
d’Ardois, “Las epidemias en México durante el siglo XVI,” Ensayos sobre la historia de las epidemias en 
Mexico, tomo I, ed. Enrique Florescano and Elsa Malvido (Mexico: Colección Salud y Seguridad Social, 
1983), 205-214; Juan de Torquemada, Monarquia Indiana (Mexico: Editorial Porrua, 1969), 642-643; 
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epidemic of tabardillo started in Mexico, migrated to the highlands of Guatemala, and 

seemingly bypassed Yucatan.  Thomas Gage, the English Dominican who attempted to 

evade missionary deployment to the Philippines by retreating to Guatemala, witnessed 

the outbreak.  “All the country was general infected with a kind of contagious sickness, 

almost as infectious as they plague, which they call tabardillo… The filthy smell and 

stench which came from them which lay sick of the disease was enough to infect the rest 

of the house… It rotted their mouths and tongues, and made them black as coal before 

they died.”28 Although the pandemic seized mainland Mexico and Guatemala, Yucatán 

was completely spared infection.   

The most significant and damaging epidemics of the peninsula, vómito del sangre 

in 1648 and 1698, held little connection to the mainland at all.  The affliction was known 

by a variety of names, including the Maya reference as xe kik (bloody vomit), in Mexico 

and the Caribbean as vómito negro (black vomit), and eventually across the region as 

fiebre amarilla (yellow fever).  Outbreaks of vómitos in 1761 in Yucatán occurred while 

Mexico City fell victim to a series of diseases including viruelas, tabardillo, sarampión, 

and an ailment known as matlazahuatl.  The sarampión and tabardillo epidemics of 1580 

that traversed the world of the authors of the Relaciones geográficas existed as 

independent Yucatec conditions.  As the distribution of epidemics across Mesoamerica 

detail, Yucatán comprised a distinct region only loosely connected to other densely 

populated indigenous areas.   

                                                                                                                                                                     
Sherburn Cook and Leslie Simpson, The Population of Central Mexico (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1948), 43.  
28 Thomas Gage, An English American: A New Survey of the West Indies (London: Routledge, 1928), 291.  
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Table 2.5 – Epidemics in Yucatán, Mexico, & Guatemala, 1520 – 181029 
 
Dates Yucatán Central México Guatemala 
1520-21 Viruelas Viruelas / 

Hueyzahuatl  
Viruelas 

1531-32  Viruelas 
Sarampión  
Zahuatl 

Tabardillo 

1538  Viruelas  
1545-48 Peste Cocolitzli Gucumatz 
1550  Paperas  
1559-63  Cocolitzli 

Tabardillo 
Sarampión  
Gripa 

Tabardillo  
Gripa 

1563-64  Sarampión  
1566 Epidemia Cocoliztli  
1575-76 Viruelas   
1576-81  Viruelas 

Tabardillo 
Sarampión  
Paperas  
Cocolitzli 

Viruelas 
Tabardillo 
Sarampión 

1580 Sarampión  
Tabardillo 

  

1587-88  Cocoliztli  
1590 Sarampión 

Tabardillo 
Sarampión 
Tlatlacistli 

 

1592-93  Sarampión 
Tlatlacistli 
Cocolitzli 

 

1595-97  Sarampión 
Tabardillo  
Paperas 

Sarampión 
Tabardillo  
Paperas 

1604-07  Cocolitzli 
Sarampión 

 

1607-08   Tabardillo 
1609 Viruelas 

Sarampión 
Tabardillo 

  

1613  Cocolitzli  
1615-16  Gran Cocolitzli  

                                                        
29 Mesoamerican pandemics noted in italics.  
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Sarampión 
Viruelas 

1620s   Viruelas 
1627-31 Viruelas 

Sarampión 
Cocolitzli  

1631-32   Tabardillo 
1633-34  Cocolitzli  
1638 Viruelas    
1639  Sarampión  
1641-42  Cocolitzli  
1648-50 Vómito del 

sangre  
Viruelas        
Xe kik  

  

1650 Plaga   
1651  Peste  
1659 Sarampión  

Viruelas 
Sarampión  
Tabardillo 
Calenturas 
Dolor de costado 

 

1663  Viruelas 
Tabardillo 

 

1667-1668  Tabardillo 
Catarro 
Dolor de costado 

 

1678  Viruelas  
1686  Tabardillo  
1687   Viruelas 
1688 Epidemia   
1692 Viruelas 

Tabardillo 
Uzankak 

Sarampión  

1694 Vómito de sangre    
1698-99 Epidemia  

Vómito de sangre 
  

1700  Pitiflor  
1707  Viruelas  
1711-15 Vómito de sangre Viruelas 

Tabardillo 
Dolores de costado 

 

1726-29 Sarampión  
Vómito de sangre 

Sarampión  

1731  Matlazahuatl 
Tabardillo 
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1734  Viruelas  
1736-39  Matlazahuatl  
1748  Viruelas  
1761-63 Vómito de sangre Matlazahuatl  
1768-69  Sarampión 

Tos ferina 
 

1772-73  Tabardillo  
1779-80  Viruelas  
1784-87  Bola  
1787 Bola   
1789-90  Tabardillo  
1793  Varicela   
1796   Viruelas 
1797  Viruelas  
1799 Vómito de sangre   
1800  Tabardillo  
1803  Sarampión  
1806-10  Tabardillo  
1809-10 Peste   

 
Sources: Adapted and expanded on the following: Cook and Borah, Essays, 2: 

115,  Farriss, Maya Society, 61-62; Malvido “Cronología de las epidemias y crisis 

agrícolas de la época colonial,” Historia Mexicana 89 (1973), 96-101; Lovell, “Disease 

in Early Colonial Guatemala,” 59; Prem, “Outbreaks in Central Mexico,” 47; Whitmore, 

Disease and Death, 5. 
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“Heavy Shadows and Black Night” of Epidemic Diseases  
 
 

The hearts of many were so hardened that 
they could not even cry in their misery. 

 
—Diego López Cogolludo,  
Historia de Yucathan, 1633 

 
  

During the first decades of the sixteenth century, Spanish ventures into the 

Yucatán were limited and unsustained.  Forays into the region, frequently marginal and 

accidental, began in the 1500s.  In 1502, Cristóbal Cólon encountered Maya merchants 

with boats of trade items headed to islands in the Caribbean.   In 1513, foreigners washed 

onto shore the victims of a hurricane.  In 1517, the first exploration into the region 

reported of a vast and bountiful island called Jucatan.30  In 1519, Hernán Córtes migrated 

along the coast collecting resources and information before his expedition to México-

Tenochtitlan.  In 1527 and again in 1535, Francisco Montejo attempted to subjugate the 

region by military and political force.  It was not until the 1540s, that Spanish colonial 

rule took permanent root in the region.   This section surveys the two most destructive 

waves of epidemics in colonial Yucatán—the 1520s and the 1640s.   

Colonial Maya scribes described the moments before Spanish permanent rule in 

terms of disease, natural disaster, and social upheaval.  In the Chilam Balam de Tizimin, 

                                                        
30 Prieto Martiere d’Anghera, Catholic adviser to the Spanish empire, published the first descriptions of the 
Yucatán in 1521.  From his post on the Consejo de Indias, he read the official correspondences of Spanish 
conquistadores, explorers, priests, and settlers reporting to the Spanish Crown.  Martiere organized his 
chronicle as letters into eight decadas, each published individually, and the complete Latin work was 
published in 1530.  Details on the first contact with the Yucatán were found in the third and fourth decades.  
The first published accounts of Jeronimo de Aguilar, Gonzalo Guerrero and, later, Malintzin first appeared 
in his works.  Peter Martyr d’Anghera, De Orbe Novo [1525], translated by Francis August MacNutt (New 
York: Burt Franklin, 1912).  
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for instance, the arrival of Spaniards was remembered through Maya representations and 

metaphors of chaos and disaster.  “Then it came, our painful suffering [and] the 

screaming and pain of the black [priest] Tenel Ah.”  Snakes, jaguars, and macaws, all 

symbolic of power, were sacrificed to fend off the massive, perilous forces.  When the 

destruction came, they were “chac mitan kuch, chac mitan uiih, ma ya cimal (the great 

threaded plague, the great plague of hunger, and the death without pain).31  Similarly, 

colonial authors from Chumayel recorded the arrival of diseases concurring with the 

appearance of Spaniards.  “Eleven Ahau was when the mighty men arrived from the east. 

They were the ones who first brought [diseases] here to our land, [the land of] us who are 

Maya, in the year 1513.”32 

Viruelas was the first broad-based disease to attract Spanish attention.33   Prieto 

Martire d’Anghera recorded how the first epidemic devastated native societies after 

reading accounts from Jeronymite friars that accompanied the first Spanish forays in the 

                                                        
31 Chilam Balam de Tizimin, 7.  Edmunson identified Tenel Ah as a priest from the West sacrificial priest, 
who was one of the four cardinal priests.  Whether this was an actual person or a metaphor is unclear.  He 
also translated the chac mitan kuch as the great scab plague, which seems to be a broadly accurate 
characterization, though not literal translation.  Both the Calepino de Motul and the Diccionario de San 
Francisco identify kuch as una hilo.  Munro Edmunson, The Ancient Future of the Itza: The Book of 
Chilam Balam of Tizimin (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1982), 37. 
32 I am using Roys’ translation here of this passage.  There are a two noteworthy points about this passage 
and translation.  First, Roys translates “hulciob kul uinicob” as mighty men.  While this seems to follow the 
spirit of the passage, it is unclear that hulciob works as mighty.  Hul, according to the Calepino de Motul, is 
a lock. Second, the term for the disease is absent from the passage.  Roys gives a lengthy and convincing 
justification for this, namely that yahtalzahul translates as “those who brought something or someone,” to 
which Roys notes must have been disease.  The date for the epidemic certainly calls into question the 
Spanish accounts of the arrival of the disease.  Since the Chumayel document was written, or copied as the 
case may have been, in posterity, there is a compelling case that the authors simply erred in their historical 
accounting.  Chilam Balam de Chumayel, trans. Ralph Roys (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1967), 49, 138. 
33 The introduction of viruelas was often attributed to an African slave called Francisco Eguía by colonial 
sources.  Toribio de Benavente, commonly known by his Nahuatalized name Motolinía, claimed that that 
Eguía brought smallpox to the shores of Yucatán and then México with the Grijalva expedition in 1517.  
The debate over the validity of the Eguía account is well beyond the scope of this project.  Motolinia 
appears to be the principle source for this claim.  
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Caribbean and on the Mexican mainland.  “The survivors have been attacked by the 

germs of hitherto unknown maladies, especially smallpox, which, during the preceding 

year, 1518, raged among them like an epizootic among cattle.”34  The great critic of the 

abuses of colonialism, fray Bartolomé de Las Casas, characterized the debilitating effects 

of the disease: “The mal peste (evil plague) arrived, and almost everyone died, very few 

survived.  This was viruelas, which was given to the miserable Indians by someone from 

Castile: the fevered Indians, who were accustomed to bathing in rivers, threw themselves 

in pain into the water, keeping the sickness into their bodies, and so, as it is destructive, 

they died in a short time.”35   

Viruelas seemed to start along the Caribbean coast of the Yucatán and traveled 

rapidly through the mainland and finally into Central America.  The outbreak was the 

first New World pandemic.36  Those who remembered the great siege of Mexico-

Tenochtitlan and the overthrow of the Mexica, frequently noted the presence of the 

                                                        
34 De Orbe Novo: The Eight Decades of Peter Martyr D’Anghera, trans. Francis Augustus MacNutt (New 
York: Burt Franklin, 1912), II: 52. 
35 Bartolomé de Las Casas, Historia de las Indias, (México: Fondo de Cultura Economica, 1951), III: 270. 
36 Far too many popular scholars have extrapolated and manufactured conclusions about the supposed 
genetic vulnerability of the indigenous inhabitants of the New World.  The spread of Old World diseases 
has supposedly illustrated how Amerindian genes were significantly inferior.  These arguments are, at the 
least, those of apologists or, at the most, those of racist.  There is no significant variation in human genes 
between the New and Old Worlds.  Any disagreement on this only reifies notions of race having real and 
biological bases.  Natives fell victim to disease initially because they were underexposed to diseases as they 
developed in their individual lives.   Virgin soil epidemics raged in the early-colonial period because 
natives did not develop immunities through the course of their lifespan.  Instead, they were forced, at 
particular and specific moments, to battle diseases.  Old and young, weak and strong fell victim relatively 
equally, therefore.  Exposure to foreign diseases was only worsened by the extremes of Spanish abuses and 
exploitation.  Jared Diamond has excessively garnered attention by advancing little more than an extension 
of this thinly veiled race-based argument.  See: Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of 
Human Societies (New York: W.W. Norton, 1997).     
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disease.37   Informants from the Central Valley reported to the Franciscan Bernardino de 

Sahagún of the horrors of the epidemic as it broke among indigenous communities:   

[F]irst there came to be prevalent a great sickness, a plague… (pustules of viruelas) 
spread over the people a great destruction of men. Some it indeed covered; they 
were spread everywhere, on one's face, on one's head, on one's breast, etc. There 
was indeed perishing; many indeed died of it. No longer could they walk; they only 
lay in their abodes, in their beds. No longer could they move, no longer could they 
bestir themselves, no longer could they raise themselves, no longer could they 
stretch themselves out face down, no longer could they stretch themselves out on 
their backs. And when they bestirred themselves, much did they cry out. There was 
much perishing. Like a covering, covering-like, were the pustules. Indeed many 
people died of them, and many just died of hunger. There was death from hunger; 
there was no one to take care of another; there was no one to attend to another.38 
 

The epidemic of smallpox traveled via human networks well beyond initial contact.  

Given that much of Mesoamerica was connected through personal connections of 

commerce and communication, diseases spread rapidly and into regions beyond initial 

Spanish contact.  The viruelas pandemic spread into Guatemala well before the first 

entradas (military expeditions) reached the highlands.39  Native chroniclers remembered 

the painful and devastating manifestation of the disease in 1519 as “heavy shadows and 

black night.”  “Oh, my sons!” Cakchiquel scribes recorded, “First they became ill of a 

                                                        
37 Francis Brooks and Robert McCaa presented contrasting, though inconclusive, claims about the veracity 
of Motolinía’s argument that the city of México-Tenochtitlán fell victim to smallpox in their debate about 
the significance of early-colonial smallpox epidemics in Central México.  Francis J. Brooks, “Revisiting the 
Conquest of México: Smallpox, Sources, and Populations,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 24 (1993), 
1-29; Robert McCaa, “Spanish and Nahuatl Views on Smallpox and the Demographic Castastrophe in 
México,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 25:3 (1995): 397-431. 
38 Bernardino de Sahagún, General History of the Things New Spain, trans. Arthur J. O. Anderson and 
Charles E. Dibble (Santa Fe: School of American Research and the University of Utah, 1975), 12: 40. 
39 Much of the recent discussion of the movement of diseases stems from Alfred Crosby’s case for wide-
reaching biological exchanges between worlds Old and New.  George Lovell extends Crosby’s notions in 
his discussion of the movement of smallpox into Guatemala, which are also covered by Cook and Alchon.  
Alfred Crosby, The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (Westport: 
Greenwood Publishing, 1972); George Lovell, “Death and Disease in Early Colonial Guatemala,” in Secret 
Judgments of God: Old World Disease in Colonial Spanish America, trans. Noble David Cook and W. 
George Lovell (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991); cfs. Cook and Alchon.  
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cough, they suffered from nosebleeds and illness of the bladder.  It was truly terrible, the 

number of dead were in that period… Little by little heavy shadows and black night 

enveloped our fathers and grand fathers and us also, oh, my sons! When the plague 

raged.”40  

In the Yucatán, viruelas was known as a scourge of native communities.  Fray 

Diego de Landa, estimated that epidemic disease—“a pestilence seized them 

characterized by great pustules”—struck native communities on the eve of Spanish 

contact.41  In the seventeenth century, viruelas was still known to ravage native 

communities.  The Franciscan chronicler of the Yucatán Diego López Cogolludo noted 

the frequency that native communities fell victim to the disease and described it as the 

“enfermedad muy peligrosa en los indios” (most dangerous sickness of the Indies) 

because it had the reputation as being particularly devastating to natives.42  Spanish and 

native sources recounted epidemic infestations of llegas and kak, the pustules of viruelas 

from the early-sixteenth century through the mid-seventeenth century.  One colonial 

Maya-language account described the painful experience of dealing with the illness.  “I 

curse you, minor seizures! What eruptions are to be distinguished? How? Alas! Eruptions 

on the head and body, ‘entering’ eruptions, ulcerous eruptions feverish eruptions… Oh, 

shortly ago I broke the force of the fierce one. Oh!...”43  The disease, however, failed to 

                                                        
40 The Annals of the Cakchiquels, trans. Adrián Recinos and Delia Goetz (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma, 1953), 115. 
41 Diego de Landa, Landa’s Relación de las Cosas de Yucatán: A Translation, ed. and trans. Alfred M. 
Tozzer (Cambridge, MA: Peabody Museum, 1941), 41. 
42 Cogolludo, Historia de Yuathan, lib. 11, cap. 8, pag. 628. 
43 This passage comes from an incantation for kak, which literally means fire, but figuratively represents 
eruptions. The nature of these types of remedies is discussed in Chapter Five.  Here I am using Roy’s 
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discriminate between natives and Spaniards, was a regular feature of the landscape 

through the colonial period.  The last significant explosion of the epidemic came in the 

mid seventeenth century.   

The great viruelas pandemic consumed much of Mesoamerica and sparked 

additional ecological and economic crises.  The devastation was exacerbated as native 

economies began to breakdown as well.  Spanish sources regularly recorded how natives 

were unable to maintain agricultural systems. “And when they were about to begin to 

harvest their fruits,” Fray Diego wrote, “there occurred all over the country pestilential 

fevers, which lasted twenty-four hours. After these had ceased, the bodies of the sick 

swelled up and broke out full of worms; and from this pestilence very many people died 

and a great part of the fruits of the earth was left unpicked.”44  In the wake of the viruelas, 

native society fell into several decades of a seemingly endless loop of recurring famines 

linked to drought and locust plague that nearly always sparked a new round of epidemics. 

So great were the calamities caused by famine during this period that Landa recorded that 

“people fell dead on the roads.”45  

While viruelas was reported to be an epidemic that particularly savaged native 

populations, the most destructive waves of disease did not discriminate one group over 

another.   During the 1648 outbreaks of a series of diseases, including the first New 

World occurrences of vómitos del sangre, all members of Yucatec population were 

susceptible to the diseases.  What began in 1648 as one epidemic, however, spread into 

                                                                                                                                                                     
beautifully written translation of highly-ritualized Maya.  Ritual of the Bacabs, trans. Ralph Loveland Roys 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1965), 35-36. 
44 Diego de Landa, 42. 
45 Ibid, 55 
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another.  In 1650, a plague of viruelas developed and brought on a famine that lasted until 

1654.  Cogolludo claimed that the disaster touched everyone across the region, from 

Cozumel to Tabasco.46  Diego López de Cogolludo noted how the entire region was 

consumed by the destruction of “the greatest slaughter of people in this land.”  He wrote 

that “So widespread in this land,” he wrote “between Cozumel to Tabasco that nowhere 

was spared.”47  He detailed the misery: “One would wake up to find the cemeteries full of 

dead bodies, some left [exposed] in their clothes, others left to bake in petates (reed 

mats), all causing horror and confusion.”48  

Colonial sources frequently observed with befuddlement the migration of 

sicknesses from one into another.  “It is not possible to say what the attack was,”  

Cogolludo reported of the epidemics of 1648:   

Most often the patients came down with an intense pain in the head and through all 
the bones of their body, which was so violent it was as if they were being crushed. 
A little later they developed a painful and unbreakable fever that often, but not 
always, made them become delirious.  This was followed by vomiting of what 
seemed to be rotten blood, to which only a few people survived.  Others became 
consumed with the colic of flujo de vientre (diarrhea) that turned into what is 
known as disentería (dysentery) and others were violently constipated and a great 
many came down with fevers and aching bones with no other symptoms.49 

 
Natives and Spaniards alike fell to the wave of disasters.  Rural natives living in 

isolated communities died in droves, but wealthy Spaniards living in the principal cities 

succumbed to disease, too.   Clerics, who regularly traversed the peninsula and may have 

                                                        
46 In particular, see Cogolludo’s discussion of how the epidemic raged from community to community in 
libro IX, capítulo1 and libro XII, capítulo XII.  Ibid. 
47 In particular, see Cogolludo’s discussion of how the epidemic raged from community to community in 
libro IX, capítulo1 and libro XII, capítulo XII.  Diego López Cogolludo, Historia de Yucathan (Madrid: 
Juan Garcia Infanzon, 1688). 
48 Ibid, libro XII, cápitulo, XIV, página 722. 
49 Diego López Cogolludo, Historia de Yucathan (Madrid: Juan Garcia Infanzon, 1688), libro XII, cápitulo, 
XIV, página 721. 
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served as the critical vectors of the diseases, noticeably suffered.  Cogolludo noted that:   

“Of our [Franciscan] order, twenty died in the city [of Mérida].  Nearly all the religious 

leaders were missing on account of the peste… Dead was the Provincial of this province, 

the two Guardians of the convents of the city, two provincial priests, and many [priests] 

who had been integral to the order and to the inhabitants had disappeared.”50  Cogolludo 

himself narrowly escaped the illnesses with his own life. The trauma of death was so 

pervasive that survivors lost their ability to mourn for their loved ones: “the hearts of 

many were so hardened that they could not even cry in their misery.”51 

 

Between Drought and Deluge: Ecological Disasters 

 

“These are the years of kintunyaabil (years of excessive sun),” Maya scribes of 

Chumayel woefully recorded to describe the unsuccessful foundation of a sixteenth 

century communities.52  “In the 10th Katun, the town of Chable was established, 

kintunyaabil is the nature of the katun… these are the times of continuous sun.”  So 

calamitous was the period that the living and the lifeless became parched beyond repair.  

During the kintunyaabil, the chroniclers noted, “the desolate will burn, the fruit will burn, 

the nests of birds will burn, the rocks will crack.”53  Droughts, as characterized in Maya 

                                                        
50 Ibid, 721-722. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Chilam Balam de Chumayel, ff. 52r. 
53 My translation of this passage considerably from Roys.  For instance, where Roys curiously interprets 
�i� as “hoof,” I have read it as “desolate” based on the root of �i�ip, which the Calepino de Motul 
defines as “cosa desolada.”  Similarly, a �i�ic uinic is defined in the Motul as an “hombre malevolo, ruin 
y malo” while the Diccionario de San Francisco identified as an “hombre desgrasiado o mal criado.” Op 
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as kintunyaabil or in Spanish as sequía, were regular occurrences that threatened the 

maintenance of the colony of Yucatán.  More broadly, however, they formed one of three 

broad, types of ecological catastrophe that undermined the colonial experiment.  

Ecological disasters, which came in the form of droughts, deluges, and locusts, 

were regular, periodic occurrences during the colonial period (Table 2.4).  In the 

agriculture-based societies of the region, the critical factor in these ecological cycles was 

the regular production of the harvest.  Maize, the staple of Mesoamerican indigenous 

communities, sustained not only individual communities, but also served as the principle 

export. Antonio Olivier, Captain General of Yucatán in 1774, noted that the “slight 

absences of rain produced calamities.”54  Fluctuating rain patterns, however, regularly 

shifted between deluges and droughts.  Short-term floods in the wake of hurricanes by 

and large, caused heavy rains.  Noteworthy hurricanes struck in 1511, 1611, 1765, 1769, 

and 1807.  Droughts frequently extended over long periods, the longest on record lasted 

for five years in the mid-seventeenth century.  Grandes sequías (major droughts) 

occurred from 1535 to 1541, 1650 to 1654, and 1765 to 1768.  Invasions of insects came 

with periodically, the most significant, however, were those that occurred adjacent to 

extended periods of drought.   Major langosta (locust), invasions took place in the 1535, 

1628, 1767, and 1774.  Langostas were, in fact, endemic and regular parts of the 

agricultural cycle of the region.  Extended dry periods seemed to accentuate the veracity 

at which the insects manifest and subsequently destroyed harvests.  The relationship 
                                                                                                                                                                     
cit. Roys, 159, Calepino de Motul, ff. 131v; Diccionario de San Francisco, 465. Chilam Balam de 
Chumayel, ff. 52r.    
54 AGI, Audencia de México 3018, “Correspondenica al Governador de Yucatán sobre una plaga de 
langosta, 1774.” 
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between sequia and langosta was not lost on eighteenth century observers.  In 1770, amid 

an extended drought and during an onslaught of the winged vermin, the Cabildo of 

Mérida reported that they had attempted to prepare for “dicha plaga (every plague)” by 

purchasing and storing extra grain.  Community leaders throughout the peninsula had 

likewise attempted to amass stores in preparation losses to the inevitable waves of 

langosta that would circulate the peninsula. Nevertheless, the extended ecological crises 

produced great shortages that caused “misery and despair” throughout the region.55   

While consistently present through the colonial period, ecological crises were 

violent parts of the eighteenth century.  This is to say that where once epidemic diseases  

savaged the population, natural disasters threatened society, most notably from 1765 to 

1774 as droughts and locusts succeeded hurricanes.  

Tropical storms and hurricanes, which destroyed first by wind and then through 

rain, had the ability to decimate harvests for an entire year or, in the worst cases, 

transform the ecological landscape.  In his Relación of 1581, Fray Diego de Landa 

recognized the effects of that the hurricane that came at the beginning of the century.  

The region remained, he noted, “so destitute of trees that it seems that those which there 

are now were planted at the same time, since they have all grown of such an equal height; 

and in casting one’s eyes over the country from some high points, it looks as if the whole 

had been cut off by scissors.”56  Most likely building on what was commonplace 

knowledge, he reported of the furious nature of the hurricane: 

                                                        
55 AGI, Audencia de México 3019, “Cabildo de Merida remite información sobre langosta, nobiembre 
1770.” 
56 Landa, 41. 
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…there arose a great wind, which kept increasing and soon changed into a 
hurricane of four winds. This wind overthrew all the large trees causing a great 
destruction of every kind of game; and it destroyed also all the tall houses which, 
since they were covered with straw and contained fire on account of the cold, were 
set on fire, and they burned up a large part of the people. If any escaped they were 
crippled by the blows which they received from the wood… Thus was lost the name 
which the land was formerly wont to bear, the land of deer and turkeys.57   
 

Not every hurricane reshaped the flora of the region.  More typically, deluges produced 

floods that destroyed harvests.  In 1808, for instance, the town council of Campeche 

reported that nearly the entire harvest of the previous year had been lost to the damage 

produced by a vast and destructive hurricane.58     

 
Table 2.6 – Ecological Disasters, 1510-1810 
 
Duration Occurrence Translation 
1511 Huracán Hurricane   
1535-41 Langosta  

Sequía 
Locusts 
Drought 

1564 Sequía Drought 
1611 Huracán Hurricane 
1618 Langosta Locusts 
1627-31 Langosta Locusts 
1650-54 Sequía Drought 
1661 Chak ik  Red Wind 
1669 Kintunyabil  
1692 Langosta Locusts 
1765-68 Huracán 

Sequía  
Langosta 

Hurricane 
Drought 
Locusts 

1769-74 Huracán 
Sequía 
Langosta 

Hurricane 
Drought 
Locusts 

1787 Sequía Drought 
1800-04 Sequía  

Langosta 
Drought 
Locusts 

1807 Huracán Hurricane 

                                                        
57 Ibid, 40-41. 
58 AGI, Audenica de México 1975, “Cartas del comercio de Campeche al Rey, 1808.” 
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Sources: Adapted and expanded from Cook and Borah, 2: 115 and Farriss, Maya 

Society, 61-62.  Primary source material from the following: AGI, México 901, “Poder 

extendido por los encomenderos de Yucatan, 1698”; México 1975, “Cartas del comercio 

de Campeche al Rey, 21 de enero de 1808”; México 3018, “Carta del cabildo secular, 26 

de noviembre de 1770” and “Correspondencia al Gobernador de Yucatán, 18 de octubre 

de 1774”; México 3054, “Gobernador a Julian de Arriago, noviembre de 1770” and 

“Encomenderos al oficiales reales, 11 de septiembre de 1770 ” and “Gobernador a 

Audiencia de México, 1 de marzo de 1774” and “Informe del ayuntamiento de Merida, 

1775”; AGN, Intendentes 75, “Autos sobre escaceses de viveras, 1795,” Intendentes 75, 

“Gobernador al Virrey, 10 de agosto de 1800”; AHAY, “Oficios y decretos del obsipo de 

Yucatán, 1787”; Chilam Balam de Chumayel,” 37r, 52r; Cogolludo, Historia de 

Yucathan, 4:15, 10:17, 12:21, 12:23; D’Anghera, De Orbe Novo, “Decada Tercera”; 

Landa, Relación 54-56; Sanchez de Aguilar, 95.  

 
 

Hambres, or extended famines, were frequent, long-lasting products of ecological 

and epidemiological disasters (Table 2.7). Breakdowns in agricultural production caused 

by the regularity of disease were not only felt around the peninsula, but they also served 

to extend the calamity.  Sickness was, at a fundamental level, married to broad and wide-

reaching challenges that extended well beyond limited individual experiences.  Diseases 

sparked broader disasters as moments of sickness regularly extended into periods of 

ecological crisis.  Infirmed communities frequently abandoned agricultural maintenance, 

which brought about periods of famine.   Similarly, drought and deluge could advance 
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diseases as weakened populations were victimized by the spread of arid- and tropical-

born diseases. Beyond simple crop failures, which occurred with great frequency, 

famines in the wake of droughts and epidemics savaged colonial populations.   There 

were four explosive significant periods of famine, each of which occurred trailing other 

afflictions.  In 1575, the peninsula was ravaged by outbreaks of viruelas that created a 

famine.  From 1627 to 1631, inhabitants succumbed first to pestilence of viruelas, 

sarampión and langosta before many starved under a famine.  The horrendous effects of 

the first vómitos and viruelas in the 1648 were sustained by six years as famine.  Finally, 

a string of inclement weather brought on famine in the 1760s and 1770s.  In 1765, the 

peninsula was overwhelmed by a series of tropical storms that wiped out the agricultural 

production for the year.  The deluge of rain was then followed by an extended drought 

that limited subsequent harvests.  The dry period was magnified by a massive invasion of 

locusts.  These seasonal, climatic changes manifest as several years of widespread 

starvation as more than five years of agricultural production were aborted.  Between 1771 

and 1774, the entire peninsula was locked in a famine that was particularly catastrophic 

for Maya communities.  Between 1765 and 1780, more than ten percent of the population 

of the peninsula disappeared as victims of famine and starvation.59   

 

 
 

                                                        
59 The 1781 evaluation of sujeto counted approximately 175,000 indigenous inhabitants of the entire 
province. Farriss reports that a Franciscan survey from 1765 reported that the tributario population of the 
region totaled approximately 195,000. Taken as broad estimates, even though reports from this period often 
provide the appears of great and specific detail, the demographic trend is one of significant and rapid 
decline.  Farriss, Maya Society, 59; AGI, Audencia de México 3057, “Demonstración del número de 
poblacions que comprende la provincia de Yucatán, 1781.”    
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Table 2.7 – Famines and Disasters, 1550 - 1810 
 
Duration Occurrence Translation 
1569-72 Hambre Famine   
1575-76 Viruelas  

Hambre 
Smallpox 
Famine  

1604 Hambre Famine 
1627-31 Viruelas 

Langosta 
Hambre 

Smallpox 
Locusts 
Famine 

1648-54 Vómito del sangre 
Viruelas 
Sequía 
Uiih/Hambre 

Yellow Fever 
Smallpox 
Drought 
Famine 

1692-93 Viruelas 
Tabardillo 
Langosta  
Hambre 

Smallpox 
Typhus 
Locusts 
Famine 

1769-74 Huracán 
Sequía 
Langosta 
Hambre 

Hurricane  
Drought 
Locusts 
Famine 

1795 Hambre Famine 
1800-04 Sequía 

Langosta 
Hambre 

Drought 
Locusts 
Famine 

1807 Huracán  
Hambre 

Hurricane 
Famine  

1809-10 Peste 
Hambre  

Plague  
Famine  

 
Sources: Adapted and expanded from Cook and Borah, Essays, 2: 115 and Molina 

Solis, Historia de Yucatán 1: 114-5, 1: 166; AGI, México 901, “Poder extendido por los 

encomenderos de Yucatan, 1698”; Audencia de México 1975, “Cartas del comercio de 

Campeche al Rey, 21 de enero de 1808,” México 3018, “Carta del cabildo secular, 26 de 

noviembre de 1770” and “Correspondencia al Gobernador de Yucatán, 18 de octubre de 

1774”; México 3054, “Gobernador a Audiencia de México, 1 de marzo de 1774” and 

“Informe del ayuntamiento de Merida, 1775; AGN, Intendentes 75, “Autos sobre 
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escaceses de viveras, 1795” and “Gobernador al Virrey, 10 de agosto de 1800”; AHAY, 

Oficios y decretos, “Gobierno de Mérida del Obispo de Yucatán, 20 de julio de 1810”;  

Chilam Balam de Chumayel, 37r; Cogolludo, Historia de Yucathan, 6:9, 10:17, 12: 21, 

12:23; Sánchez de Aguilar, Informe, 95. 

 

Famines caused by epidemic diseases were similarly devastating.  Infected 

communities had to deal with acute infection and loss of productivity.  Landa reported 

that the viruelas epidemic of 1575 had delivered not only immediate and severe human 

suffering, but loss of labor had profound effects across the peninsula.  Food supplies were 

in such miserable states that natives were “reduced to eating the bark of trees.”60  

Cogolludo reported that natives “dispersed and wandered” seeking remedy for both 

sickness and starvation.61   By the late-seventeenth century, across the peninsula 

encomenderos lamented the ruinous state of the local economy and viability of the 

colony.  “The decline has lasted for fifty years now,” the governor reported.  “Large 

towns of tribute payers have repeatedly fallen victim to locust invasions, epidemics of 

smallpox and measles in 1692 and 1693, which was multiplied by starvation without 

maize.”62  The constant state of decline described by Spanish officials was punctuated by 

periods of intense disease and famine.  In 1728, for instance, Yucatec officials reported 

                                                        
60 Landa, 54. 
61 Cogolludo, libro 6, cap. 9, pag. 335.  
62 AGI, Audencia de México 901, “Poder extendido por los encomenderos de Yucatan, 1698.” 
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more than 17,000 souls had perished by what first started as an epidemic, but quickly 

spread as a famine.63 

 
 
Achaques and Chronic Disease in Colonial Yucatán 

“It was rare for someone to pass through the land and not fall sick,” wrote fray 

Diego in 1686, a few years after he himself recovered from one of the many chronic 

maladies of the Yucatán.  “Rare was the one that entered this region and did not become 

ill and die.  It seemed that everyone here appears degenerate: dead pale, bald, or stricken 

of eyebrows.  I had only two days of fever that brought pain to the bones.  For many, the 

little that happened to me left them unable to recover.”64  The physical signs that the friar 

saw on the individuals in his proximity were hardly isolated.  Chronic illnesses were 

endemic and the sight of sick and infirmed were hardly unusal.  In the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, achaques, or momentary bouts of illness, stood in the background 

behind lethal diseases.  Constant sicknesses wore down the bodies of Yucatecos.  They 

tested individual abilities to handle stress and openned pathways for infections of more 

deadly conditions.   By the eighteenth century, as the population of the region grew and 

the effects of pathological illnesses deminished, chronic illnesses remained sources of 

constant attention.   

Although epidemic were periodic sources of danger, chronic endemic ailments 

were commonplace, constant sources of irritation for the colonial the social body. The 

regular and consistent states of disease and disasters left the human populations of 

                                                        
63 AGI, Audencia de México 891, “Correspondencia del Tribunal de Indios al Rey, 1728.” 
64 Ibid, libro XII, cápitulo, XIV, página 721.  
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Yucatán in constant positions of vulnerability.   To make daily life seem even more 

precarious, droughts and deluges were common throughout the eighteenth century.  In 

1765, a hurricane struck the peninsula and was subsequently followed by a plague of 

locusts, and then a three-year drought.  In 1769, the dry spell broke with another 

hurricane, which too was followed by the appearance of locusts.  Drought ensued and 

lasted for four years.  The famine that ensued ravaged the population of the region and 

caused the death of nearly twenty five percent of the inhabitants.   

Chronic illnesses were not limited to explosive epidemics, but also extended to 

much more germane endemic bouts of constant sickness.  Endemic ailments included 

calenturas y cuartanas (hot spells and sweats), cámeras y fiebres (colds and fevers), 

flaquezas y dolores (weaknesses and pains), llagas y escaldaduras (sores and rashes), 

plus countless males (general ailments).  An account of the region from the late-sixteenth 

century, noted that the conspicuous presence of hospitals that not only served to 

administer the sacraments, but also to treat those broken by the numerous endemic 

diseases, particularly afflictions of the skin.  “There is in this town [of Maní] a good 

hospital made of stone and mortar,” fray Antonio wrote in 1589, “that serve to treat the 

many Indians, and especially cure those infected with lamprones (scrofula), which is a 

very painful, though not contagious, and found throughout this area.”65  In fact, the first 

hospitals of the region were founded to care for the “many sick of this poor land.”66  By 

                                                        
65Antonio de Ciudad Real, Tratado curioso y doctor de las grandezas de Nueva España: Relación breve y 
verdadera de algunas cosas de las muchas que sucedieron al padre fray Alonso Ponse en las provincias de 
la Nueva España siendo comisario general de aqellas partes [1590], eds. Josefina García Quintana and 
Victor Castillo Ferreras (México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1976), II: 357.  
66 AGI, Audencia de México 1681, “Yucatán, Hospital de Nuestra Señora del Rosario, consignación hecha 
para su subsistencia en 1599.”  
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the eighteenth century, representatives of the local government appeared overwhelmed by 

endemic disease.  In 1766, the cabildo of the port town of Campeche, for instance, 

begged the Crown for assistance dealing with rampant diseases.  They wrote that 

throughout the province ailments, particularly “the dangerous sickness of leprosy,” 

threatens everyone, especially the poor.67 

Endemic diseases were recognized to affect Spaniard and natives equally.  

Sixteenth-century surveys of natural history reported the widespread and equally 

infectious ailments of the region.  “As to the diseases,” wrote three prominent members 

of Yucatec elite, “from September to January [many people] have diseases like the 

Spanish and the naturales (those from the region)… the evils that they have are fevers, 

dolor en los pechos y cabezas (chest and head pain), and many are so unfit that they are 

unable to bathe in cold water without bleeding excessively.  For these reasons, many are 

killed in this time.”68   Those who traversed across the mainland regularly encountered 

myriad ailments.  Fray Alonso Ponce, Comisario General of the order of Franciscans, 

became ill with what initially was a small apostema del pecho (an abscess of the chest) as 

he traveled from the Yucatán to Mexico.  After months of infection, the priest fell 

incapacitated, not to the simple apostema, but a to a host of other ailments, which 

included “a sickness of melancolía (melancholy), which caused him to vomit a great 

                                                        
67 AGI, Audencia de México 3104, “Testimonio dela primera representación de Campeche, 17 de abril de 
1766.” 
68 Juan de Aguilar, Andrés González y Alonso Pech, “Relación de Mama y Kantemo [1580],” Relaciones 
histórico-geográficas, I: 111-112. 
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quantity, and he vomited all that he ate, he also had a weak pulse, and gota (gout), and 

ceática (sciatica).” 69 

Manuscript remedy books written by healing practioners described the host of 

ailments that were endemic to the region (Table 2.8).  The anonymously written Libro de 

medicinas muy seguro recorded one hundred remedies for endemic ailments that infected 

the eighteenth century Yucatec landscape.  The healer detailed countless remedies for 

multiple types of calenturas, dolores, and llagas.70  Remedies, for instance, included using 

the purple-flowered Xtuzil vine to cure enflamed and purple blisters caused by bubas 

(syphilis).71  Many of the endemic diseases seemed to derive from the brutality of a 

landscape that brought pain and misery to the corpus.  The Chilam Balam de Kaua, an 

eighteenth century Maya-language manuscript containing astronomy, astrology, and 

medicine, recorded dozens of cures for skin afflictions, such as tiña (scabies), kak 

(pustules), and lamprones (scrofula), swellings and infections, noted as chupil and 

ynfecciones, for chacuil (fevers) and celil (colds), and for the day-to-day afflictions of 

life, including uatal bac (broken bone), chibal xicin (earache), chibal pol (headache), 

lambroses (intestinal worms), and chibal u can (snakebites).72  As an example of a cure 

written in Maya, the remedy for abdominal pains prescribed the use of “u ta cħo” (rat 

                                                        
69 Ciudad Real, I: 149. 
70 CAIHY, “El libro de medicina muy seguro, para curar varias dolencias con yerbas muy experimentadas, 
y provechosas, de esta provincia de Yucatán.” 
71 For a detailed discussion of the nature of medical manuscripts and their remedies see Chapter Four, “The 
Circulation of Cures.” 
72 The location of original manuscript copy of the Chilam Balam de Kaua has no longer known.  My 
examination of the work comes from Photostat reproductions of the text housed at the Tozzer Library at 
Harvard.  Undoubtedly, much of my analysis would not have been possible without Bricker and Miram’s 
noteworthy transcription and translation of the text.  An Encounter of Two Worlds: The Book of Chilam 
Balam of Kaua, ed. Victoria R. Bricker and Helga-Maria Miram (New Orleans: Middle American Research 
Institute, 2002). 
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feces), soaked for a space of twelve days with “u canil ac” (young vines), “tunil u ta 

t�imin” (year-old horse feces) and consumed.73   The varieties of endemic diseases in 

colonial Yucatán were vast.  And, as the records of healers note, the remedies were 

diverse and deeply rooted in local traditions and perspectives.   

 
Table 2.8 – Noteworthy Endemic Ailments  
  
Fevers and Colds 

calenturas / chacuil (generic 
fevers) 

calentura puras (pure fevers) 
calenturas de noche (fevers of the 

night) 
fríos / ceel (chills) 
romadizo (headcolds) 
resfriados / catarros / celil (colds) 
 

 Bloody Discharge 
flujos / kik (bleedings) 
flujo de sangre (bloody flux) 
sangre de orina / uix kiik (bloody 

urine) 
uix kik (bloody urine) 
vómitos (vomiting) 
vómito de sangre (bloody vomit) 

 

Respiratory Afflictions 
asma (asthma) 
ético (consumption) 
garrotillo (croup) 
tzem (coughs) 
 

Dermal Aberrations 

 Intestinal Ailments  
cámaras / hubnak (diarrheas) 
cámaras de sangre / kaxil kiik 

(dysentery) 
mal de orina (kidney stones)  
pul ba yk (flatulence) 
 

apostemas (abscesses)  
bubas (syphlitic soars) 
verrugas (warts) 
cáncer (malignant growths) 
empeines (ringworm) 
escaldaduras / salpullido (rash) 
impétigo (impetigo) 
kaak (generic pox) 
lamparones (scrofula) 
leprosita / is (leprosy) 
llagas / yaa (soars) 
llagas secretos (genital soars) 
tiña (scabies) 
vech (mange) 

 Aches and Pains 
chupil (swelling) 
dolor de cabeza / chibal pol 

(headaches) 
dolor de dientes / chibal coe 

(toothaches) 
dolor de estomago / ya nak 

(stomach aches) 
jaquecas (severe headaches) 
mal de corazon (heart pain) 
mal de pecho (chest pains) 
 

Muscular Maladies  
almorranas / kabak (hemorrhoids) 

                                                        
73 Chilam Balam de Kaua, ff 186.  
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 calambres (muscle spasms) 
Wounds and Infections 

ardor / chuhul (burns) 
chibal can (snakebite) 
chibal pek (dog bite) 
herida / chinpahal (wounds) 
pica de alacranes (scorpion sting) 
postema (abcess) 
reumas (rheum) 

 

 ceática (sciatica) 
gota (gout) 
pasmo (spasms) 
rasgado (hernia) 

 
Gendered Ailments 

alancal (childbirth) 
detenidas del parto (passing of 

after-birth) 
Psychological Affects 

acedias (slothfulness) 
fantasías / coil (madness) 
mal de ojo (evil eye) 
melancolía (melancholy) 
pul bah (sorcery) 
sac cimil (fainting) 

 estancar parir (delayed parturition) 
mal campañones (testicular pains) 
mal de pechos (soar breasts) 
retención de regal (delayed 

menstruation) 
 

 
 
 

Sources: Libro de medicinas muy seguro and Chilam Balam de Kaua; CAIHY, 

Cristobal de Heredia, Quaderno de Medicinas de las yervas de Provincia; Tulane 

University, Latin American Library, Yerbas y hechicerias, and Princeton Univeristy, 

Libro de Sotuta.   

 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

Epidemic diseases, chronic sicknesses, and ecological crises were constant forces 

in colonial Yucatán.  Recurring waves of epidemic diseases, ecological disasters, and 

chronic illness defined the region.  Natives and Spaniards fell under the same conditions.  

Epidemic diseases immerged in the sixteenth century during the foundational moments of 

colonial rule.  Through the colonial period, they were both regular and intensely 
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disastrous.  The worst epidemic outbreaks brought on other calamities.  The spread of 

viruelas in the 1520s not only consumed much of the Maya, but starvation proved to be 

equally catastrophic.  The simple rule for the region was that disaster spawned further 

disaster—diseases created conditions for additional ailments.  The great vómitos outbreak 

in 1648 quickly spread across the peninsula and left in its wake conditions suitable for 

other epidemic diseases.  Natural disasters similarly created conditions for other ailments.  

Torrential rains and dry periods created widespread famines in the 1760s.   Even during 

the eighteenth century as the pace of epidemic diseases slowed, chronic endemic diseases 

were pervasive.  Diseases and disasters affected the entire colonial Yucatec body.  

Natives certainly suffered on a massive scale, but disasters touched Spaniards.  These 

constant disasters of the Yucatán created the context by which the distinctive Yucatec 

healing system developed and thrived, which is the topic of the subsequent chapters.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

LANDSCAPES OF MAGIC: 
IDOLATRY, WITCHCRAFT, AND SUPERSTITION IN COLONIAL YUCATÁN 

 
 
 
Introduction  

 In his 1639 screed against Yucatec understandings and practices of Christianity, 

Informe contra indolorum cultores del Obispado de Yucatán, Doctor fray Pedro Sánchez 

de Aguilar illustrated the dangers of magic and superstition with a parable about  the 

duende (house spirit) of Valladolid.1   The cuento (story) came from the history of the 

Yucatán, Sánchez de Aguilar noted, and its purpose was “not to relive the memory of 

when the town of Valladolid was persecuted, riotous, and scandalized,” but instead to 

show how all of society suffered when “a devil speaks.”2  Supernatural forces were at the 

center the parable, just as belief in magical relations was at the heart of colonial Yucatec 

society.  Everyone in the region, from noble Spaniards to poor natives, experienced the 

social upheaval caused by engagement with magic and superstition.   

  According to Sánchez de Aguilar, in late 1560, under the cover of darkness, 

supernatural reverberations echoed in the residences of two conquistadores in the town of 

Valladolid.  Between eight and ten at night an apparition came to the residents of the 

homes who were seeking to commune with the spirit realm.  The spirit first developed as 

unrecognizable sounds, but soon manifest as a duende whispering voices that could be 

                                                        
1 Pedro Sánchez de Aguilar, Informe contra indolorum cultores del Obispado de Yucatán [1639], (México: 
Imprenta del Museo Nacional, 1892), 80-83. 
2 Ibid, 80. 
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heard within the homes.3  Initially, it talked in the “voice of a parrot” to the receptive 

inhabitants who believed that it appeared “not to harm.”4  Slowly, though, as the residents 

regularly entertained the apparition, it began to cause domestic disorder—roofs creaked 

late at night, stones fell mysteriously as people passed by, and eggs flew at housemaids 

and female servants.  It mattered not whether the intentions of those communing with the 

supernatural were malicious or wholesome, for once engaged, the duende became an 

infection for the community.  In various parts of the town, it caused “amazement and 

ruin” as it sang and whistled while it passed through the houses of the town.5 The 

manifestation was not an innocent supernatural spirit, but a demon that produced 

destruction, the friar noted.   From causing disorder in the home, the apparition moved on 

to cause havoc in the community—good wine turned into mule urine, which led to 

whispers of rumors against honest women and then pushed proper Christians into giving 

false testimony.   In order to mollify the demon’s ruinous presence, the local cleric 

ordered the destruction of much of the town.  With homes afire the local inhabitants 

could reportedly hear the “duende en llorar (mourning spirit)” as it retreated from the 

material world.6  For more than thirty years, residents of the town celebrated the triumph 

over the demonic apparition with an annual public procession that led to an altar in the 

center of town adorned with indigenous plants.     

                                                        
3 The tradition of the duende comes from earl-modern Andalusian magical beliefs.  In Southern Spain, 
duendes or house spirits were thought to provide inspiration and influence, particularly among artists and 
musicians.  Today, duende typically is used to refer to a gifted musician, particularly of Flamenco.  To have 
“mucha duende” is to have a passionate voice and play with what American Jazz musicians might call soul.   
4 Sánchez de Aguilar, 80-81. 
5 Ibid, 81. 
6 Ibid. 
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 In 1596, the duende reappeared to torment the poor inhabitants of Mayan towns 

and villages near Valladolid.  This time, though, the demonic force came not as a 

mischievous, whispering spirit, but as rampant ecological destruction—winds blew 

homes into dust, neighborhoods erupted in flames, and floods washed villages away.  In 

the town of Yalcoba, Mayas conjured up the spirits and suffered an infestation that 

brought “a whirlwind, blew dust, and made the noise of a hurricane.”7  Local beliefs and 

superstitions sparked the demonic forces to destruction and ruin.  Natives, in particular, 

remained prone to turn to “hechiceros, encantadores, y idolatras (sorcerers, enchanters, 

and idolaters)” in their everyday life, rather than remembering dangers of communing 

with demons, spirits, and the duende of Valladolid.8  The communities savaged by winds, 

rains, and floods of the 1590s, which the friar detailed as alternate manifestations of the 

duende of Valladolid, turned to indigenous magical specialists to alleviate the 

destruction.  “It suffices to say,” the he noted, “that they are wont to invoke the Devil, 

prince of darkness and caverns.”9   

 According to Sánchez de Aguilar colonial society was replete with those who 

ignored the lesson of the duende of Valladolid and continued to participate in a robust 

system of magic and superstition.  In a brief but important conclusion, the cleric 

established the arc of the parable by noting that in his own time, the inhabitants of the 

region unapologetically sought out specialists of ritual and magic—particularly Africans 

and Mayas—to engage supernatural forces.  It was common practice for the region’s 

                                                        
7 Ibid, 82. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
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inhabitants to commune with an assortment of spiritual forces.  Mayas, in particular, were 

noted for their faith in magic, idolatry, and superstition.  Sánchez de Aguilar reported that 

in the 1630s he personally imprisoned a famous brujo (witch) patronized in a nearby 

community to ward off magical forces.   

 Doctor Fray Pedro Sanchez de Aguilar’s cuento of the duende of Valladolid stood 

as a cautionary tale of the dangers of entertaining the magical forces.  The apparition 

entered into the Yucatec human world through the lax spiritual attitudes and superstitious 

practices of Spaniards and Mayas of the region.  Noble Spaniards first cultivated the 

ruinous apparition in their homes by attempting to commune with the spiritual realm.  

Once entertained, the duende initiated disorder in the domiciles across the town, 

eventually spawning social unrest that spread throughout the entire community of 

Valladolid.  For the Mayas who entertained idolatry and witchcraft, the manifestation 

came as individual and communal destruction through ecological forces.  The cure for 

this affliction, according to the cleric was greater supervision from the clergy.  In other 

words, the only means to control the magical society was through clerical inquisition.  

The story of the duende of Valladolid raises a series of important questions: What was 

the role of ritualized knowledge in colonial Yucatán?  What traditions formed basis of 

daily practices of social interaction, magic, and medicine?  How were activities 

condemned by colonial authorities widespread throughout the region?  And how did 

distinct ethnic groups create day-to-day bonds that cut across divisions of rank and race?   

 As this account illustrates, it was common in seventeenth and eighteenth century 

Yucatán to identify supernatural intervention as the source of social disorder and 
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communal destruction.  Going further, practicing magic could be both the cause and cure 

for the ills of the chaotic colonial world.  Colonial records illustrate that local beliefs, 

particularly in the seventeenth century, identified connections between social unrest, 

ecological trauma, and unorthodox ritual and religious practices.  Magic, in this context, 

served as the colonial lens to observe disorder, disaster, and destruction.  While the 

manifestations differed significantly, for Spaniards the duende brought social disorder 

and for Mayas it brought ecological disasters.  

 Fray Pedro was hardly alone in ascribing social and environmental disorder to 

magical forces.  Inquisition records for the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

demonstrate that everyday inhabitants of the Yucatán identified idolatry, witchcraft, 

sorcery, and superstition as both common and dangerous practices.  Colonial accounts of 

magic must be read assigns of the skepticism of Spanish authorities over the activities of 

the lower sectors of society as well as indications of fluid nature of colonial society.  

Clerics may have viewed subjugated peoples as dangerous for their diabolism, but 

everyday colonial Yucatecos also engaged magic a means to create bonds across society.  

This chapter examines the landscapes of magic that characterized late-colonial Yucatán.  

Based on analysis of approximately 130 Inquisition cases from the period, I argue that 

that unorthodox magical and healing practices were important means of creating ties 

between the colony’s subjugated populations.  Magic, in other words, created day-to-day 

bonds that fundamentally threatened the colonial order.  In the seventeenth century, 

unsanctioned ritual practices came to thrive as the epidemiological and ecological forces 

ravaged Yucatec society.   Groups deemed dangerous, such as Africans, Mayas, and poor 
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women, became subjects of suspicion and intrigue for their power over disorder and 

calamity.   And that drew the interest of the Inquisition.  

 

Towards a Definition of Magic  

 The crimes of magic comprised loosely organized beliefs and practices that were 

believed to invoke supernatural forces through specific and direct actions.  Magical 

relations were based on the belief that individuals could directly shape the human realm 

by connecting with the spiritual realm.  While all magic was fundamentally based on the 

manipulation of human events through the assistance of spirits, it was not always clear 

where to see the hands of angels and where to find the claws of demons.  For colonial 

officials interested in controlling social relations, Inquisition investigations became the 

means to sort out dangerous activities based on collective collusion with the demonic 

forces from misguided individual acts of superstitious practices.  These official notions of 

magic were deeply rooted in medieval and early modern European theology as well as 

Spanish popular tradition.  

  Medieval theological texts on the phenomenology of magic framed diabolism 

around idolatry, witchcraft, sorcery, and superstition. 10  Heinrich Kramer and James 

Sprenger’s Malleus maleficarum of 1486 proved to be a foundational work on 

demonology that informed European views.  The German Inquisitors solidified what they 

perceived to be the deceptiveness of the devil and classified idolatry and witchcraft as 

                                                        
10 The classic works on the role of magic in medieval Europe include Keith Thomas, Religion and the 
Decline of Magic (New York: Scribner, 1971) and Jeffery Burton Russell, Witchcraft in the Middle Ages 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972). 
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allied and linked practices.  “Idolatry,” they wrote echoing Thomas Aquinas, “is the first 

of all superstitions … and the practices of witches are included in the second kind of 

superstitions.”11  Idolatry and witchcraft were then fundamentally bound together through 

diabolical superstition.  Nicolau Emeric’s fourteenth century Manual de los Inquisidores, 

a work that circulated widely among religious officials in the sixteenth century, described 

the slippery slope between sorcery and witchcraft.  “If the hechicero (sorcerer) that 

invokes the devil, for example to enrapture a woman, by giving the imperatives te mando, 

te apremio, te requiero  (I command, I urge, I require), this is not explicitly heresy; but if 

one says, te suplico, te pido, te ruego (I beg, I ask, I pray), this is manifest heresy because 

these formulations request and contain implicit adoration.”12  Magic, following these 

accounts, was only wicked and evil when the practitioner willfully engaged satanic 

forces.  The devil’s pact ultimately served as a means to inflict intentional harm though 

cooperative behavior, which was simply known as maleficium (evil doing).  In these 

medieval conceptions of society, evil acts were enveloped in gendered notions as well.  

Following Kramer and Sprenger, women through their carnal and uncontrolled appetites 

advanced connections with the devil.13  

 Among Spanish theologians of the sixteenth century, Malleus maleficarum 

became a scholastic approach to understanding witchcraft and the Manual de los 

Inquisidores became the general guide for rooting out magic in society.  In the first 

                                                        
11 Heinrich Kramer and James Sprenger, Malleus Maleficarium [1484], trans. Montague Summers (New 
York: Blom, 1970), 16; In his Summa Theológica, Thomas Aquinas similarly established idolatry as “la 
primera especie de superstición … la cual ofrece indebidamente a la criatura una reverencia que es propia 
de dios.” Libro IX, Cuestión 92, Articulo 4. 
12 Nicolau Eimeric, Manual de inquisidores para uso in las inquisiciones de España y Portugal [1558] 
(Mompellier: Imprenta de Feliz Aviñon, 1821), 100.  
13 Kramer and Sprenger, Malleus Maleficarium, 47-48 
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vernacular account of witchcraft, the Franciscan theologian Martín de Castañega 

envisioned the Christian landscape filled with magical forces that moved by satanic 

manipulation of God’s will.14  Natural law, however, determined abilities and actions.  

Witches, Castañega acknowledged, possessed the ability to cast maléficas, but only with 

knowledge directly granted by Satan and passed within aquarelles (secret collectives).15  

Diabolical magic certainly threatened Christendom as those that even came into close 

contact with these wicked cabals suffered mental disorders that led to social unrest.  In 

the swell of the expanding Spanish sixteenth century colonial world, however, the critical 

issue for the clergy rested not in the origins of magic, but how to identify accurately the 

presence of complex satanic forces from simple misguided superstitions.  The influential 

Dominican friar, Francisco de Vitoria maintained that the chief challenge of the 

inquisitory cleric was to distinguish between malicious witchcraft and ill-conceived 

superstition.16   In his 1539 treatise on diabolism, the Dominican maintained that “the 

general conception of evil magic leads to the rejection of the ‘realidad de los hechos’ 

(truth of the facts) and attributes them to ‘ensueño’ (dream) and illusion.”17  Optimistic 

with Christianity’s advanced across the globe, Vitoria stood as skeptical of the 

prominence of magic in society.  Demonic forces profited by misrepresentation and 

misappropriation, and the Inquisitor’s task, then, was to find the demonic from the 

                                                        
14 Martín de Castañega, Tratato de las supersticiones y hechicerías [1529] (Madrid: Sociedad de Bibliófilos 
Españoles, 1946), x-xiii.  See also David Darst, “Witchcraft in Spain: The Testimony of Martin de 
Castañega’s Treatise on Superstition and Witchcraft,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 
123:5 (1979): 298-322.  
15 Castañega, Tratado, xii.  
16 Francisco de Vitoria, Sobre la magia [1539], ed. Luis Frayle Delgado (Madrid: Editorial San Esteban, 
2006), 107-108.  
17 Ibid, 21.   
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illusory.  For Spanish religious officials established in the Indies, identify magical 

demonology represented as much discursive challenges as threats to the overall religious 

and social order.  

 The skeptical approach towards magic and diabolism flourished under the Holy 

Office of the Inquisition in colonial Mexico.18  By the mid-seventeenth century, officials 

of the Mexican Inquisition were extremely hesitant to deal with accusations of magic.19  

The views of magic by Spanish theologians translated into rather loose understandings of 

idolatry, witchcraft, sorcery, and superstition among officials of the Holy Office in 

Mexico.  The power of the institution rested therefore with individual Inquisitors 

prestigious positions typically held by peninsular and creole elites who defined activities 

based on localized knowledge and experiences.  In colonial Yucatán, offices within the 

Inquisition served as rare, prestigious positions typically held by peninsular and creole 

elites, who embraced the skeptical visions of magic in practice.20    

 Under the gaze of Inquisition officials in Yucatán, idolatry was synonymous with 

indigenous religious practices long decried by the clergy, such as sacrifice and 

bloodletting.  Maya ritual traditions, including the maintenance of stone idols, 

                                                        
18 Diana Luz Ceballos Gómez, Brujería e Inquisición en el Nuevo Reino de Granda: Un duelo de 
imaginarios (Bogota: Editorial Universal Nacional, 1994), 84-89.  For a broader discussion of the role of 
diabolism and magic in colonial Mexico see: Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, Medicina y magia; el proceso de 
aculturación en el estructura colonial (Mexico: Instituto Nacional Indigenista, 1963), Fernando Cervantes, 
The Devil in the New World: The Impact of Diabolism in New Spain (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1994), and Solange Alberro, Inquisition et société au Mexique, 1571-1700 (México: Centre d'études 
mexicaines et centraméricaines, 1988). 
19 Solange Alberro, whose work represents the most exhaustive evaluation of the Inquisition outside of 
Greenleaf, characterizes Inquisition as extremely cautious in part because of Spanish theological traditions, 
but also because of the general shortage of manpower within the institution.  Alberro, Inquisition et société, 
296-299. 
20 Pedro Miranda Ojeda, “Las comisarías del Santo Oficio: Funciones y funcionarios en la estructura 
inquisitorial de Yucatán, 1571-1820,” Desacatos 25 (2007), 163-190.  



 

 

95

 

consumption of the mead known as balché, and the burning of copal incense, were all 

defined as idolatrous practices. Witchcraft was associated with individuals who 

intentionally sought alliance with evil supernatural forces.  Like those who engaged in 

idolatry, religious authorities believed that the practitioners of witchcraft renounced 

Christianity to gain malicious powers directly from demonic forces.  Witches like Lucas 

de Argüello were said to fly across the peninsula at night and create malicious hexes 

using local powders and herbs. Sorcery involved the manipulation of supernatural 

elements, though not always with evil intentions.  Frequently, the actions of hechiceros 

were thought to be benign or, at times, curative. In the eyes of the Church, idolatry and 

witchcraft were serious crimes against the spiritual community and the entire colonial 

society.  Superstition and sorcery, however, were lesser offenses.  

 These divisions among magical activities lacked clear boundaries in seventeenth 

and eighteenth century Yucatán.  Given the vast chasm between philosophical and 

applied understandings of magic that emanated from medieval Europe and took root 

among Spanish elite society in Mexico, it is hardly surprising that both the Inquisition’s 

Yucatec comisarios (commissioners) and local testifiers used terms loosely and 

imprecisely. Three sets of accusations from the 1672 illustrate how individual contexts 

led to differing denunciations of people engaged in similar practices of prognostication.  

The comisario of Mérida was inundated with accusations of magic against the capital’s 

residents in 1672.  In the tapestry of denunciations were claims against soothsayers that 

used some manifestation of chanting and prayer with materials that consisted of “una 

batea, unas tijeras, y un huevo de yndias” (a tray, scissors, and an Indian egg).   This 
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technique of divination seemed to stem from medieval Spanish practices in which images 

could be read on the surface of the tray or on the egg itself.21  Divination was one of the 

dangerous activities ascribed to the African Lucas de Argüello. 22   His reputation, “por 

vos pública” (by public word), was that he engaged in prognostication and divination as 

aspects of his brujería (witchcraft).23  In particular, he knew to divine the future with the 

tray, scissors and eggs while chanting “ciertas palabras” (certain words), activities that 

the denouncers decried not as simple sorcery, but as witchcraft.24  This claim, which 

came independent from others that noted his supposed powers of flight, spells, and 

medicine, served to be basis of claims of his witchcraft.  Amongst the accusations leveled 

against Argüello were references to a large network of ritual and medical specialists that 

operated in the capital and in the countryside.  Within these networks was one Martín de 

Guebara, a previously unknown Indian forester (woodcutter) that worked among the 

recalcitrant Mayas of the interior.  According to testimony given by Spaniards from 

Mérida, Guebara openly practiced divination in the Mayan pueblo of Tisimin.25  Holding 

the batea and tijeras on his fingertips, Guebara chanted a prayer to San Pedro and San 

Pablo in order to uncover truth in mysteries, such as the identity of a thief.26   The 

accusations against Guebara, which were first leveled by a free mulata, characterized his 

                                                        
21 Aguirre Beltrán, 179. 
22 Lucas de Argüello indeed appeared in multiple records, including the following: AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 620, 
exp. 7, fols, 603-604 and vol. 621, exp. 7, fols , 138-141. For the most extensive discussion of his activities 
AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 1, fols. 16-28, “Testimono de los Autos que a Remitido el Comissario de 
Merida de Yucatán contra Lucas Argüello.” 
23 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 1, fol. 19. 
24 Ibid. 
25 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 2, fols. 20-29, “Denunciación de Cathalina Getrudez de Trujo, mulatta libre, 
contra Martin de Guebara y otros.” 
26 Ibid, fol. 25. 
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practice has resting on the edge of wickedness.  He could, with his divination, determine 

the source of a robbery or, under more nefarious circumstances, cast hechizos (curses).  

Inquisition officials, as they inquired about the soothsayer, characterized his activities as 

hechicería (sorcery), but did not recommend formal investigations against him.   Three 

years after these accusations surfaced, a Spanish widow denounced a Spanish friar called 

Alonso Calderón for the dangerous crimes of prognostication and divination.27  Before an 

altar to the Virgin in his home, Fray Alonso was purported to have attempted to look into 

the future lives of his Spanish parishioners using a tray and eggs.  Similar to Argüello and 

Guebara, fray Alonso chanted and prayed over a tray filled with water and egg yolks to 

“saber los señales” (understand the signs).28  Rather than excoriating the cleric for 

sorcery or, worse yet, witchcraft, Inquisition officials suspected his activities were those 

of a misled cleric engaging in superstition, for which the cleric was to desist.   

 What are we to make of the definitions of magic in these contexts?  Here, we have 

three individuals using the same materials in broadly similar manners.  The interpretation 

of their practices, both by denouncers and Inquisition officials, took on different 

manifestations depending on context and individual.  Africans represented the most 

dangerous and diabolical forces within society; so it is not surprising that the 

denunciations claimed his activities were evidence of witchcraft.  Since Mayas were 

often characterized as misguided and feeble innocents it seems that Guebara’s activities 

held the more ambiguous status as sorcery.  Spaniards were models of Christianity in the 

                                                        
27 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 628, exp. 1. fols. 1-15, “Testimonio de la causa contra fray Alonso Calderón de la 
orden de San Francisco, por supersticiones.” 
28 Ibid, 4.  
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colonial mind; so a priest engaging in divination certainly may have simply held 

erroneous beliefs and practices. These cases seem to illustrate the fluid nature of 

accusations of crimes of magic that were based as much on the identity of the individual 

under question as the activities they engaged.  The understandings and perceptions of 

magical activities undoubtedly varied between the practioners, their subjects, and the 

officers of the Inquisition.  At a fundamental level, however, those engaged in the beliefs 

and practices of magic consented to a common understanding of the broad spectrum of 

associations.29  The Inquisition, therefore, served as the stage that hosted interpersonal 

and communal dramas of accusation and denunciation.  Accusations of magic, in 

particular, illustrated the nature of both the divisions and connections that framed 

everyday existence in the developing colony, which is where we turn next. 

 

Creating a Colonial Culture 

These Spaniards and their mulatos … have 
adopted the brutish and crude manners of 
the miserable Indians. 

 
–– Bishop Juan Gómez de Parrada,  

“Synodo del Obispado de Yucatán,” 1722 
 

 The convergence of cultures in the sixteenth century initiated a series of dramatic 

political, economic, and social exchanges in the formation of the Yucatec colony.  Maya 

societies, although accustomed to frequent conquests among rival native lineages, faced 
                                                        
29 Claude Levi-Strauss described shamanism a “consensual phenomenon” that existed as an extension of 
shared experiences and understandings.  Magical relations existed only as aspects of broader cultural norms 
and relied on shared beliefs.  To paraphrase, belief in the existence of magic ascribes to it at the least 
general notions of its power.   Lévi-Strauss, “The Sorcerer and His Magic,” in Structural Anthropology 
(New York: Basic Books, 1963), 167-185. 
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significant challenges under Spanish colonial rule.   Mayas were conquered, sequestered, 

and reconstructed in attempts to fashion them into a new colonial order.  But conflict was 

only one dimension of colonial social relations. 30 The recurrent waves of ecological and 

epidemiological disasters that savaged native societies, particularly in the sixteenth 

century, created spaces for emergent groups.  Natives served as a bedrock of productivity 

and knowledge in colonial society, but did so in conversation with Spaniards, Africans, 

and castas.31  Mayas contributed to the epistemological and cultural formation of Yucatec 

society that included distinct traditions of superstition and magic.  Spanish and Catholic 

principles provided the framework and colonial institutions attempted to set boundaries.  

Nevertheless, the influx of Africans in the seventeenth century and the growth of casta 

populations added another element to the mix.   The ability of native Yucatecos to 

integrate longstanding traditions with emergent practices and beliefs proved the central 

means of negotiating power relations.    

 In the sixteenth century, religious authorities feared the diffusion of indigenous 

beliefs and practices into the colonial society.  Beginning in the 1550s, colonial officials 

articulated an agenda that aimed at eradicating Maya mythology and their manifestations 

as religious and ritual practices.  In 1551, Thomás Lopez the chief oidor (judge) of 

                                                        
30 The literature on conflict and resistance is long and well entrenched.  Most ethnohistorical perspectives 
have stressed the conflict of Mayas and other social groups over their interactions.  See, for example.  
Robert Patch, Indian and Spaniard in Colonial Yucatán, 1648-1812 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1993).   
31 Architecture, in my mind, illustrates the salient mixing of traditions in colonial society.  Yucatec culture 
was of Spanish design built on a Mayan foundation and constructed of materials harvested from the 
Atlantic World.  As more than a metaphor, this can be clearly be seen in the mid-sixteenth century home of 
the conquistador Francisco Montejo, the younger, which faces the cathedral in the plaza of Mérida.  Casa 
Montejo was believed to have been designed to reflect Andalusian traditions, made of stones reclaimed 
from the pyramid that once sat in the location, and built by enslaved laborers.   
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Mérida, attempted to ban all magical activities, particularly those popular among natives.  

Newly baptized Indians were forbidden from practicing “all superstitions, omens, 

divinations, sorcery and spells.”  Proper Christians were “not to practice luck or games of 

chance, nor predict what will come, nor sing, nor broadcast dreams or omens, as if they 

were true.”32   During the following decade, fray Diego de Landa, led the first of a series 

of campaigns against Maya religious practices.33   Outraged by the discovery of 

backsliding natives, fray Diego’s extirpation movement combed the peninsula for natives 

suspected of continuing practicing witchcraft and idolatry.  With a soldiers’ zeal, the friar 

sought to attack pernicious and diabolical heterodoxy that lay among the native 

population.  Franciscan friars combed settlements across the colony searching for 

evidence of idolatry and superstition.  Fray Diego himself interrogating native elites, 

brutalized the recalcitrant, and collected the artifacts of Maya religion.  In 1562, the 

extirpation campaign climaxed with the region’s first auto-da-fé, which served as a 

public spectacle of punishment backsliding neophytes and the destruction of materials 

associated with pagan belief and practice.  In spite of the hard-line stance of the colonial 

government against Maya religious practices and the tenacity with which fray Diego 

pursued pagan beliefs, indigenous cultural beliefs and religious rituals contributed to the 

development Yucatec society.     

                                                        
32 Cogolludo, Historía de Yucathan, lib. V, cap. XVII, pag. 300. 
33 For an interesting debate over Landa (and the inconsistencies in the historical records), see: Inga 
Clendinnen, Ambivalent Conquest: Maya and Spaniard in Colonial Yucatán (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989); Matthew Restall and John F. Chuchiak, “A Reevaluation of the Authenticity of 
Fray Diego de Landa's Relación de las cosas de Yucatán,” Ethnohistory 49:3 (2002): 651-669; John 
Chuchiak, “In Servitio Dei: Fray Diego de Landa, the Franciscan Order, and the Return of Extirpation of 
Idolatry in the Colonial Diocese of Yucatán, 1573-1579,” The Americas 61:4 (2005): 611-646. 
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The prohibitions against cultural manifestations of indigenousness proved to be 

feeble attempts to stem practices that were fundamental to society.  Superstitious 

activities, in particular, were not only woven into the fabric of Maya societies, but also 

tied into Spanish traditions that envisioned the social landscape as marked by magical 

relations.34  During the first decades of the formation of the Yucatec colony, colonial 

administrators recognized that settlers were skeptical towards religious supervision and 

amenable to local beliefs and practices.  Fray Francisco de Torral, the first bishop of 

Yucatán, characterized local Spanish society as malleable to native traditions and cultures 

because of a lack of spiritual devotion.  “It is the custom,” he reported to the Crown, “for 

Spaniards to lose reverence for the priest and the Church.”35  Heterodox in their own 

beliefs, Spanish settlers directly engaged local customs and traditions to build new 

colonial societies.     

In the seventeenth century, religious officials identified numerous Spaniards that 

actively engaged in ritual practices associated with idolatrous rites associated with 

Indians and magical superstitions equated with the castas of the colony.  Spaniards were 

regularly denounced before the Holy Office for casting spells, engaging in love magic, 

using healing enchantments, and participating in agricultural ceremonies.36  In 1679, for 

                                                        
34 For more on the structure and role of magic in Spanish society, see Jennifer Corry, Perceptions of Magic 
in Medieval Spanish Literature (Bethlehem: Lehigh University Press, 2005). 
35 Fray Francisco de Toral, “Carta del Obispo de Yucatán al Rey Don Felipe II, 20 abril 1567,” in Cartas de 
Indias (Madrid: Ministerio de Fomento, 1877), 263. 
36 For a few other examples of Spaniards practicing what religious authorities feared were native traditions, 
see the following: AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 455, exp. 32, fols. 269-273, “Processo contra Juan Vela de Aguirre, 
español, por idolatría, 1613,” AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 360, exp. 90, fols. 239-245, “Testificación de Catalina 
Rodriguez, española, por hechicerias, 1627,” AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 360, exp. 95, fols. 245-296, “Testificación 
contra Antonia de Rojas por hechicería, 1627,” AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 566, exp. `4, fols. 551-571, 
“Denunciaciones contra Lenor Nava y Ana Bentura, españolas, por hechicerias, 1656,” and AGN, Inq. 61, 
vol. 908, exp. 144, fols. 166-193, “Processo contra Francisco Pantoja, español, por idolatría, 1748,”  
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example, clerics from Campeche discovered an idolatrous inter-ethnic cabal involving a 

Spaniard in the nearby indigenous pueblo of Bolonchen.37  The vicario (substitute priest) 

reported that the town served as a hub for the diabolical interaction of the locals.  The 

cleric, baffled and disgusted, described the presence of longhaired, pierced-nosed natives 

from the mountains.38  Near the town, a Maya priest called Anton Ku maintained two 

shrines containing a trove of idols.  Under the cover of night, the priest regularly led 

incense ceremonies and made offerings to idols called Kat and Sactun.  Knee-to-knee 

with the heathen natives, the priest reported, sat a Spaniard called Juan de Sosa.  

Although clerics were certainly surprised and ashamed to find fellow Spaniards 

communing with natives, interethnic activity—both ritualized and secularized—was 

hardly unusual.  In fact, at the day-to-day level, interaction throughout the colony was 

dependent upon mixed-ethnic relationships, between Spaniards, Mayas, Afro-Yucatecos 

and castas alike.   

 The persistence of indigenous idolatry represented an ongoing reminder of the 

power and durability of the institutions of Maya religion and the greatest threat to the 

Christian mission of the colony.39   Ecclesiastics of the early colonial period tortured over 

                                                        
37 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 639, exp. 7, fols. 264-278, “Autos remitidos de Campeche contra Don Juan de Sosa, 
Español.” 
38 Heathen Indians, Indios del montes as they were known, often wore long hair and had pierced noses.  
Throughout the lowlands, the sight of longhaired natives struck fear in the hearts of colonial officials.  To 
this day, the long hair of the Lacandones of Chiapas serves to reinforce their claims to being resistant and 
independent.  For more on mountain Indians see: Pedro Bracamonte y Sosa, La conquista inconclusa de 
Yucatán: Los mayas de la montaña, 1560-1680 (México, Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores 
en Antropología Social, 2001).  For more on the depictions of Lacandones see: R.A. Kashanipour, “From 
Cannibals to Kings: Culture and History of the Lacandon Maya” M.A. Thesis, Texas State University 
(2003).   
39 This topic has been well tread.  For an interesting work on idolatry in the early colonial period, see the 
following. Fernando Cervantes, The Devil in the New World: The Impact of Diabolism in New Spain (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1994). 



 

 

103

 

the vast extent of rituals and practices that they deemed to be direct products of the 

Devil’s influence and the most egregious breakdown of the colonial regime. 40   In the 

countryside, the endurance of Maya religious institutions served as constant reminders of 

the dangers of local networks of authority and power.  In particular, indigenous traditions 

stood at the base of elite, male-dominated agricultural rites and practices that drew 

together Spaniards, Africans and Mayas.  The Franciscan friars charged with 

administering the Yucatán equated idolatry to a spiritual sickness that threatened to infect 

the entirety of the colonial enterprise.  They targeted, in particular, the artifacts associated 

with indigenous pagan practices of the agricultural countryside, such as stone idols, 

wooden figurines, and clay incense burners. 41     Idolatry, in this light, was spread as 

gendered affliction that threatened the patriarchal dominance of the colonial state in the 

countryside.  The networks of idolatry were rooted in the institutions of male authority of 

                                                        
40 Among colonial and modern scholars alike, idolatry has long been understood as an example of the 
endurance of Maya society through the colonial period.  The modern scholarship on Maya idolatry is 
indeed a rich body of work.  Much of the research stems from France Scholes and Eleanor Adam’s 
masterful volume Don Diego Quijada, alcalde mayor de Yucatán, 1561-1565 (México: Antigua librería 
Robredo, de J. Porrúa e hijos, 1938).  Scholes generally oriented the scholarship to emphasize the 
importance of indigenous traditions, often at the expense of acknowledging the presence of Spaniards and 
castas.  Other important works dealing with Maya idolatry and extirpation campaigns include Nancy 
Farriss, Maya Society Under Colonial Rule: The Collective Enterprise of Survival (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1984), Inga Clendinnen, 1987. Ambivalent conquests: Maya and Spaniard in Yucatán, 
1517-1570 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), Robleda Solís and Paola Peniche, Idolatría Y 
Sublevación (Mérida, Yucatán, México: Universidad Autónoma de Yucatán, 1996), John Chuchiak, IV, 
“The Indian Inquisition and the Extirpation of Idolatry: The Process of Punishment in the Provisorato de 
Indios of the Diocese of Yucatán, 1563-1812,” Ph.D. Dissertation, Tulane University, 2000.  
41 The focus on the material culture of indigenous religious practices has long been the focus of experts on 
Yucatec idolatry.  González Cicero, for instance, argued that sixteenth century extirpation campaigns solely 
focused on traditional religious objects. Stella María González Cicero, Perspectiva religiosa en Yucatán, 
1517-1571 (México: Colegio de Mexico, 1978), 119.  This emphasis, however, seems to miss the broader 
contexts of extirpation, particularly that idolatry was undergirded by a knowledge system that lay beyond 
the confines of orthodox Christianity.   
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the countryside.42  Men, exclusively, engaged in agricultural rites and communal rituals 

that aimed to restore balance to the countryside.  For religious officials, those relations 

reinforced the longstanding connections between the Devil and indigenous society.   

 The first Spanish colonizers recognized that elites maintained the health and well- 

being of Maya society.  The Franciscan Diego de Landa identified the importance of elite 

men as bridges between colonial institutions and general population.  After discovering 

that two decades of conversion had failed to root out indigenous religious traditions, Fray 

Diego de Landa described Mayas as powerless to their institutions of vice, particularly 

idolatry.  In his Relacíon, he claimed that local elites did not solely function as political 

leaders, but also as “sacerdotes y profetas” (priests and prophets).43  “The greatest 

idolaters were the priests, Chilans, the sorcerers and physicians, Chacs and Nacoms.” 44   

Landa’s extirpation campaign of the 1560s specifically targeted indigenous elites as the 

purveyors and maintainers of the pagan religion.  Nevertheless, the most notorious 

extirpation campaign of the colonial period failed to eliminate the institutions of Maya 

religious tradition.  

By the eighteenth century, religious authorities declared the state of interethnic 

interaction a threat to the religious foundation of the colony.45  In 1722, ecclesiastical 

                                                        
42 My argument here is to expand the visions of gender in the dichotomy between idealization and everyday 
life.  It should be noted that the argument here is that Indians were not feminized in everyday life, as Lewis 
and others have argued.  Instead, my claim is that in the countryside, indigenous institutions of idolatry 
provided men spaces of power.   Although idolatry appeared ethnically inclusive, it was also highly 
gendered.  In this light, then, indigeniety was also masculine.    
 
43 Passage in Scholes and Adams, Don Diego Quijada, 72. 
44 Landa, op. cit.111. 
45 Archivo General de Indias (AGI), exp. 1040, “Synodo Diocesano del Obispado de Yucatán,” Libro 1, 
Sec. 2. 



 

 

105

 

authorities convened for a special session to discuss the “corrupted” state of local society.  

Threatened by the pervasiveness of native customs, the bishop Juan Gómez de Parrada 

lamented that both Spaniards and mulatos had “adopted the brutish and crude manners of 

the miserable Indians.”46  In the 1722, Synod religious officials attempted to limit 

interethnic interaction by promoting Spanish language instruction.  “We order” the Synod 

declared, “all Spaniards by the authority of God, especially the fathers and mothers of 

Spanish families in this Province, should be cautious to separate their children from all 

associations with the Indians in their household … and by no means should they be 

allowed to speak the barbarous language of the Indians.”47  As the Synod noted, 

indigenous society pervaded to such a degree that Maya became the de-facto lingua 

franca of the peninsula.  According to religious officials, however, by speaking Maya, 

Spaniards became “blind and let the rude and strange language of the Indians become 

their native language… and make Spanish children become one with the crude Indians, 

adopting their crude customs that are almost impossible to remove.”48  To the clerics of 

the region, who no doubt were frustrated with the pervasiveness of unorthodox local 

practices, the use of Maya represented the source of “errors of the faith.”49  Of course, in 

terms of religious life, the use of Maya represented an entryway into indigenous rituals of 

divination, song, and chanting, which themselves opened the conceptual world of the 

Maya to non-natives.  In 1672, for instance, two Spanish residents of Mérida were 

accused of creating enchantments to control men with whom they were said to have 

                                                        
46 AGI, Audiencia de Mexico, exp. 1040, fols. 202-203. “Obispado synodo de Yucatán del año de 1722.” 
47 Ibid, fol. 203. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
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despicable feelings, “mala amistad” (bad friendship).50  Among their many egregious 

activities was their use of enchantments created by praying and chanting in “la lengua 

maya” (the Maya language) a skill learned from natives ritual specialists that lived near 

the city.51   

   

 
Ethnicity and the Yucatec Inquisition  

 Fray Pedro de Sánchez de Aguilar, writing a mere generation after the conquest, 

described colonial Yucatán as a haven for magical belief.  In his Informe contra 

indolorum cultores del Obispado de Yucatán, written from 1613 to 1615, the friar noted 

that Mayas were prone to embrace dangerous magic, particularly sorcerers, enchanters, 

and idolaters, in their everyday life.52  The ritual specialists were said to draw upon 

powerful forces to treat everything from disease to drought.  Fray Pedro cast the Yucatán 

as replete with seductive and powerful magical forces.  As evidence, he cast the 

ecological crises and subsequent social upheaval of the 1580s as the cautionary tale of the 

“Duende of Valladolid.”  Spaniards with lax attitudes towards the spirit world opened 

their communities to diabolical manifestations, such as the duende (house spirit) that 

plagued the town of Valladolid.53  During a period of intense climatic pressure, Spanish 

contact with magical forces brought about a spirit that created social upheaval and left 

much of the elite community in cinders.  Among Mayas, however, manifestations of the 

                                                        
50 AGN, Inq. 61, vol, 566, exp. 14, fols. 551-571, “Denunciaciones contra Lenor Nava y Ana Benaventura, 
la Pinela, espanolas, por hechecerías, 1672.” 
51 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 10, fol. 139, “Testificación de Brigido Pacheco.” 
52 Pedro Sánchez de Aguilar, Informe contra indolorum cultores del Obispado de Yucatán [1639], (México: 
Imprenta del Museo Nacional, 1892), 82. 
53 A full discussion of the Duende of Valladolid appears in Chapter 1.  



 

 

107

 

spirit world enlarged the ecological disasters of the region and left entire indigenous 

communities windswept and desolate.  According to Fray Pedro, colonial society 

developed as heterodox mix of unorthodox traditions that consumed Mayas and 

Spaniards alike.   

 In Yucatán, as in New Spain as a whole, the Inquisition served as an institution of 

social control that aimed to balance orthodoxy theological beliefs with their heterodox 

manifestations and practices.   Under the broad categories of idolatry, witchcraft, sorcery, 

and superstition were a diverse collection of supposedly magical activities.  As noted 

above, Inquisition officials frequently interpreted and defined similar activities differently 

based on issues rooted in ethnicity and social status.  From the earliest moments of the 

colonial enterprise, religious officials viewed local beliefs as the greatest threat to the 

spiritual development of the colony.  Maya traditions were resilient, enticing, and 

infectious among society, particularly as Africans and castas became active participants.  

The Holy Office aimed to curb the influence of heretical manifestations of Catholicism 

and eliminate the religious institutions and traditions of subjugated peoples.   

 An examination of the 134 sets of accusations before the Yucatec Inquisition 

illustrates the relationship between accusations and ethnicity (Table 3.1).  The overall 

demographic breakdown of accusations shows that the most suspicious groups were those 

that stood out as distinct from society, particularly individuals of African decent.  Afro-

Yucatecos included people identified as negros (literally blacks), individuals born in 

Africa, pardos, those of African decent but born in the colonies, and mulatos, individuals 

of mixed African and indigenous ancestry.  In total, individuals from these groups were 



 

 

the subjects of forty seven percent of all accusations.  Mulatos, in particular, were clearly 

viewed as highly dangerous as they accounted for thirty four percent of all cases.  

Españoles (Spaniards), constituted the second largest group

of all accusations.  Mestizos and other castas represented minimally with six and five 

percent respectively.  Indios, although technically excluded from the Inquisition, were 

still present at eighteen percent.  

 
Table 3.1 – Ethnicity in the Yucatec Inquisition, 1570
 

 
 
 
 While it is useful to note the broad association of certain groups with magic, the 

real importance comes when looking at the distinctions noted by specific magical activity 

and by gender.  Not all supposed crimes were equal, nor were they applied evenly.  
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instance, when in 1735 the mulata, Felipa de Vargas Zafra, was accused of sorcery and 

superstition for prognosticating and divining using household items, she was punished 

with a public punishment of twenty-five lashes.54  In 1752, the Spaniard Francisca 

Echaveste engaged in similar activities to divine the name of a thief, Inquisition officials 

found her case to be the simple superstitions of an uninformed girl.55  What is important 

to note here is that accusations were rarely distinct from ethnicity (Table 3.2).  

Table 3.2 – Ethnicity and Magic Accusation in the Yucatec Inquisition, 1570-1786 
 
 Español Mestizo Mulato Negro Indio Others Total 
        
Idolatría 3 6 3 1 5 6 24 
Brujería 6 0 9 5 5 0 25 
Hechecería 15 2 27 8 10 0 62 
Superstición 9 0 7 3 4 0 23 
        
Total 33 8 46 17 24 6 134 
        

 
 The vast majority of cases of magic targeted women, and, in particular, 

accusations of sorcery targeted African and Spanish women.  Although people of African 

decent were an extreme minority in the region, mulatas, comprised an overwhelming 

proportion—eighteen percent—of Inquisition cases of magic. Spanish women accused of 

sorcery—ten percent of total accusations—were the second most prominent group.  

Sorcery cases accounted nearly half—forty-six percent—of all cases.  Among 

accusations of sorcery, women were targeted more than men at a rate of approximately 

four to one.  Stated another way, women comprised eighty-two percent and men 

                                                        
54 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 872, exp. 26, fols. 357-394, “Autos contra Felipa de Vargas Zafra por supersticiones 
y hechicerías.” 
55 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 981. exp. 9, fols. 134-140, “Testificación contra María Martinez.” 
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represented eighteen percent of all hechicería cases.  Mulatas made up thirty nine percent 

and Spanish women were twenty one percent within these cases.   Cases of witchcraft—

dangerous and intentional collusion with the devil for personal benefit—followed the 

same patterns.   

 In general, colonial Yucatecos identified gendered notions of magic (Table 3.3).  

Urban women were frequently targeted as the manipulators of sorcery and witchcraft, 

while rural men engaged in idolatry.  The most common accusations were for sorcery and 

witchcraft, and women overwhelmed men at a rate of four to one in these categories.  The 

most frequent denunciations targeted women for engaging in dangerous sexual magic, 

which could vary between malicious forms of sorcery to diabolical practices of 

witchcraft.  Men and women were targeted for superstition at equal rates.   Interestingly, 

only men were targeted for idolatry.  The gendered notions of magic, particularly love 

magic and idolatry are fully discussed below.  But, in short, these accusations were 

wedded to Spanish perceptions of the geography of power.  Where lower caste societies 

dominated, notably urban barrios and the countryside, magic served as a form of power 

and authority that countered colonial distinctions of status.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Table 3.3 – Gender and Magic in the Yucatec Inquisition, 1570
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irascible changes of the Yucatec ecology.   Africans moved materials and methods of 

divination and diabolism in urban areas, while Mayas circulated ancient prayers and 

remedies through the countryside.  For those that lived under the yoke of colonialism, 

magical relations provided as a means of daily-life liberation.  Magic, in other words, 

served outlet against the stresses of colonial rule.  Depending on perspective, magic could 

be malicious and destructive, superstitious and affirming, and edifying and therapeutic, or 

some combination of the lot.  To many, day-to-day activities existed as reflections of 

supernatural realm that, upon coercion, could intervene in human activities.  Not every 

event, process, or relationship was the product of magic, but where conflict immerged, 

magic was often envisioned.  More specifically, during periods of social dispute and 

ecological upheaval, Yucatecos often identified the presence of powerful supernatural 

relations associated with the disorder.  Inhabitants of colonial Yucatán frequently used 

accusations of magic to work through social turmoil.   

 On a weekend in May of 1632, a group of four Spanish women from Campeche 

appeared before the Holy Office to denounce a disruptive mulata who upset the social 

order in their community during her nighttime wanderings.56   The women, all members 

of the prominent Gutiérrez family, reported that a mulata called María Perez, who was 

often known by her wicked pseudonym as María Mo, frequented the dark corners and 

doorways of the port town.  Often she took to the corners with Maya women to beg for 

alms and solicit the assistance of penitent evening churchgoers.  Dredging the bottom of 

the city’s social and economic hierarchy, María Mo’s mala fama (evil fame) was a 

                                                        
56 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 374, exp. 10, fols. 132-145, “Testifación contra María Mora y María Perez, mulatta, 
por hechicerías.” 
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product of both her supposed explosive temper and manipulation of magical indigenous 

knowledge.    

 Ana Gutiérrez, a widow of a sargento (sergeant) of the city, reported that late one 

night in October of 1631, she encountered a mulata called Maria Mo attempting to ignite 

a neighborhood home.   The widow reported that she witnessed her make stones pass 

through doors and windows “without knowing where they came from.”57   In the dark of 

that night, Ana Gutiérrez reported that she confronted the woman for the ruin she caused.  

Maria Mo unapologetically stated that the victims were “not worthy of her mercy” for she 

had many children, no home, and had been slighted by the “deceptions and games that 

are permitted to take place in these casas grandes (big houses).”58  On another occasion, 

Catalina Gutiérrez reported that a María Mo was not afraid to voice her frustration over 

her weak economic position.  Refused alms by Catalina Gutiérrez’s household, Maria Mo 

confronted the Spaniard with a series of disparaging words, even telling her to “calla 

puta” (shut up, bitch).59  The mulata went further and proceeded to threaten her with 

earth, rocks, and knives.   

 María Mo’s infamy for retribution and explosiveness was only reinforced by her 

reputation as a bruja.  All of the Gutiérrez women, as well as other Spanish and Maya 

women called upon for additional testimony, decried her for close relations with well-

known native women.60  Even her pseudonym—María Mo—invoked indigenous 

patronymics.   This appropriated identity was solidified through her close connections 

                                                        
57 Ibid, fol. 138. 
58 Ibid, fols. 138-139 
59 Ibid, fols, 132. 
60 Ibid, fol. 142. 
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with indigenous women.  She frequently paired with Maya women during her late-night 

activities, such as a woman called María Sánchez.  Juana Gutiérrez testified that during 

many evenings in 1670, Maria Mo and María Sánchez regularly took to the streets to beg 

for cacao among penitents returning from mass.  One summer evening, a local carnecero 

(butcher) leveled a cruel beating on the mulata.  The carnecero’s motivation, the younger 

Gutiérrez claimed, was because of her  “mala opinión (bad opinion) that she is a bruja.”61  

Although the activities of supposed brujería were never fully revealed, it is clear that her 

reputation was built on both her unwillingness to accept the abuse and for her close 

association with Maya women low reputation.   

 The denunciations against María Mo serve to illustrate how day-to-day encounters 

manifested as ethnic conflicts.   Little is known about María Mo beyond the brief profile 

made by the Gutiérrez women and other testifiers.  The class-based arenas of conflict in 

the denunciations were obvious.  Clearly the mulata’s explosive responses to women that 

were deemed to be of higher status sparked outrage.   The cohort of Spanish women took 

offense to the confrontations with a lower caste woman of mala fama (bad reputation) 

and took their grievances to religious officials.62  Beyond the issues of class, however, the 

denunciations situated the conflicts in the magical realm of brujeria.  The mulata not only 

moved in the night through the city; she migrated through the shadows of the suspect 

affiliations.  She held direct connections to free and enslaved Afro-Yucatecos.  She was 

known to associate with Maya women.  Her chosen identity as María Mo positioned her 

in close connection to indigenous society.  It is clear, however, that magic stood central to 

                                                        
61 Ibid, fol. 140.  
62 Ibid, fol. 138. 
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the accusations.  If we take the Gutiérrez sisters’ accounts seriously, it is clear that they 

saw the mulata as a dangerous and powerful force.  While her magic could not alleviate 

her economic and social despair, Mo used the threat of supernatural retribution to level 

the physical and emotional slights she received.  The Gutiérrez sisters, ultimately, seemed 

to fear such retaliations and used the Inquisition as a means of retribution of their own. 

Inquisition officials, however, felt that the accusations as held little or no import, 

investigations failed to materialize.  In fact, in the documents remitted to the Holy Office 

in Mexico, the comisario ignored the accusations entirely.  The conflicts, then, merely 

dissolved into the bureaucracy of records.   

 Accusations of magic served as a means of social control employed by both elites 

and commoners of seventeenth and eighteenth century.  The seventeenth century case of 

Isabel de Villatoro serves to illustrate how colonial Yucatecos used accusation to 

ostracize outsiders thought to be dangerous.   In 1612, Isabel de Villatoro had only 

recently settled in Campeche before an investigation into her background began.63  The 

denunciations against the widow claimed that she was a bruja who flew around the city 

and to her native island home.   Her origins were largely unknown by locals, but 

sometime in 1610 she took up residence in the barrios within the town center.  This 

sudden appearance of a free mulata town attracted the attention of the town’s existing 

natural community, several of whom denounced her for witchcraft.  In 1612, 

investigations into her background launched by officials in Mérida revealed her as a 

dangerous bruja.  Without being logged in a ship’s manifest, several witnesses testified 

                                                        
63 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 301, exp. 14, fol. 134, “Causa contra Ysabel Villatoro por brujería” and vol. 478, exp. 
80, fols, 436-449, “Testificación contra Ysabel Villatoro por decirse es bruja.” 
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that she could have only arrived to the peninsula through magic. In particular, though a 

demonic pact that allowed her to arrive by “volando” (flying) between Campeche and 

Cartegena de Jamaica.64  Rumors were seemingly confirmed as several witnesses claimed 

to have seen her at a late-night fracas “desnuda de camissa” (topless) and congregating to 

“chupan brujas” (commune with witches).65  Villatoro’s arrival and presence as an 

independent woman marked her as highly suspect and dangerous to many in the 

community.   

 The Spanish women that testified against her cast her as uncontrolled and 

dangerous.  Further, her arrival to the peninsula was rumored to have taken as she flew 

from the island after murdering her husband. That her husband died under mysterious 

circumstances and she was thought to have fled Jamaica only added to her dubious 

position within society.  The accusations against Villatoro were clearly rooted in her 

status as a disruptive outsider and an independent woman.  Late in 1612, Inquisition 

officials were ready to launch a full investigation into her actions and called for her 

arrest.  Just as she had suddenly appeared in the colony, she mysteriously disappeared.  

Gone, therefore, with the suspicion of magic.  Villatoro’s case illustrates how one could 

assume that she came to Campeche via the system of contraband trade that circulated in 

                                                        
64 Ibid, vol. 478, exp. 80, fol. 484. 
65 Ibid, fol. 486.  The phrase chupan brujas appears several times in the case against Villatoro.   I have not 
encountered it in any other Yucatec Inquisition case, but it was common to the Spanish understanding of 
true witches.  Antonio Perez del Hierro, secretario del consejo del estado under Felipe II, defined brujas 
verdaderas as those that “chupan à los hombres la sangre de varios modos.”   By describing her activities 
in such stark terms, the testifiers appealed common understandings of the dangers of brujería.  The 
invocations of this phrase in the denunciations against Villatoro explain how the case moved from 
denunciations to criminal investigation in a matter months.  Antonio Pérez del Hierro, Las obras y 
relaciones de Antonio Pérez, Secretario de Estado que fue del Rey de España Don Phelippe II (Juan de 
Tores, 1644), II: 1031.    
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the Caribbean.  Locals in the port city could hardly be unaware of this.  Nevertheless, the 

accusations against her were of criminal nefariousness.  It is noteworthy that these claims 

both stressed that, if she was independent, it must have been through something heinous 

like murdering her husband, and if she was free, it must have been the product of 

diabolical actions like witchcraft.  Ultimately, though, it is difficult to detail the exact 

source of the conflicts that brought the accusations beyond that she was an outside, of a 

dangerous caste, displaying unsettling freedom.   

 The accusations against María Mo and Isabel Villatoro illustrate how 

denunciations served as forces of social control.  Each woman, one an insider and one an 

outsider, were depicted as engaged in dangerous activities.  For María Mo, clearly 

explosive and even violent behaviors reinforced her reputation as woman of low status in 

the capital.  Her associations with Maya society further defined her as dangerous and her 

ability to move through the city made her suspect. The Jamaican immigrant, likewise, 

suffered accusations that subjected her to intrigue and denunciation.  While it is difficult 

to ascertain the exact contexts of her interactions with local society, it is clear that her 

independence and freedom as an outsider brought skeptical eyes upon her in Campeche.  

These cases show that denunciations of magic could serve as restraining forces on 

society.  Nevertheless, as we will explore below, magic existed on uneven planes within 

the colony, with certain groups and locations perceived to hold great power.   
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“Sobre las dichas Indias”  

 “The first buñelo (dumpling) one ate,” declared Pedro Sánchez de Urbina in 1648, 

“attacked the stomach for more than a month, always seeming like death and later 

producing something green in the mouth. And this sickness was said to be la hiel (the 

bitterness)”66  According to the seventy-year-old Sánchez, wherever everyday disorder, 

disruption and danger appeared in the elite Spanish neighborhood of Santiago, so too did 

the hand of a casta slave called Felipa.  When the widow Isabel de Rosas fell ill, Sánchez 

ascribed the cause to be the buñelos produced by the woman.  After the mysterious death 

of Captain Alonso Carrio de Valdez in 1640, Spanish soldiers pointed suspicion at the 

dangerous relationship between his widow María de Argüelles and slave Felipa.   The 

slave, they claimed, navigated the magical world of native herbalists and healers.  When 

a soldier called Diego Suarez suffered a severe wound by a falling machete, rumors 

circulated that the slave Felipa served as the cause to advance sales of her healing 

“boticas de miel” (remedies of honey).67 

 Felipa was a highly visible and mobile member of the capital’s subjugated 

population. As the lone and single slave of the widow called María de Argüelles, she 

transected the suburban and outlying neighborhoods of Mérida selling a variety of 

homegoods and handicrafts.  At times, slave and master operated together, activities that 

exposed their weak economic states in intertwined social positions.  The accusations 

against Felipa began in 1642 when several Spanish soldiers testified that María and 

                                                        
66 AGN, Inq. 61, vol, 413, exp. 8, fols. 377-380, “Testificación de Pedro Sánchez de Urbina contra una 
negra llamada Phelipa.” 
67 AGN, Inq. 61, vol, 413, exp. 8, fols. 380-385, “Testimonios de Pedro de Magaña, Francisco de Sosa, y 
Pedro Suarez.” 
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Felipa frequented the patio of the town jail to selling wooden pipes “hecho a mano” 

(made by hand). 68  The soldiers interpreted the pipes, not merely as useful handicrafts, 

but as material evidence of magic and witchcraft.  Felipa, one soldier claimed, had a 

reputation for malice and, therefore, represented the force behind the death of her master.  

Ultimately, though, the soldiers’ charges rested simply on her reputation for wrongdoing.  

Several years later, the elderly Sánchez noted that the wooden pipes reinforced her “fame 

as an hechicera” as they directly linked her to city’s local, indigenous magical 

practioners.69  Felipa’s wares, Sánchez told the representatives of the Inquisition, 

stemmed from her dangerous knowledge “sobre las dichas Indias” (about things of the 

Indians).70   The pipes served as evidence of Felipa’s knowledge of ceremonies and magic 

that came from indigenous herbalists of the city.  In the same year, a Spanish 

encomendera called María Pacheco de Bracamonte detailed the slave’s connections 

around the city when she testified of Felipa’s prominence among the the Indians of the 

mixed-ethnic barrio of San Cristóbal.71   As a vendor, she traveled regularly to the 

neighborhood where she encountered the diverse relations of the city.  San Cristóbal, a 

suburban barrio that lay outside of the traza, was the home of the city’s artisanal 

community and hosted the capital’s largest market.72   The vendor of trinkets, Felipa 

                                                        
68 AGN, Inq. 61, vol, 413, exp. 8, fols. 374-375, “Testificación de Pedro Meléndez.”  
69 Op. cit., 377v. 
70 Ibid 
71 AGN, Inq. 61, vol, 413, exp. 8, fol. 386-388, “Tesificación de María Pacheco de Bracamonte” 
72 Located southeast of the traza, barrio San Cristóbal was founded in the 1540s by the Tlaxacalan 
mercenaries of Francisco Montejo, the younger.  By the 1640s, the area was populated by the descendants 
of naborías of Mexico, but also by mestizos and criollos who followed the Franciscans that took up 
residence there.  For a description of the demographic changes of the community see Marta Espejo-Ponce, 
“Colonial Yucatán: Town and Region in the Seventeenth Century,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
California, Los Angeles, 1974, 241-245. 
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engaged Africans, both free and enslaved, poor Spaniards, and Mayas in their workshops, 

stall, and homes within San Cristóbal.  Her connections to Mayan artisans and herbalists, 

in particular, reinforced notions that she proffered in the world of magic. 

 Though more than a dozen individuals noted her as a wicked force in the 

community, we know surprisingly little about her.  Her Spanish accusers offered little in 

terms of detailed or confirmed evidence.  Her age, origins, and personal history all 

remained opaque.  Those that decried her appeared unclear of her exact calidad as their 

descriptions varied between characterizing her as a negra, mulata, and morena.  Further 

they gave few conclusive indications to whether she was a recently enslaved immigrant 

or the descendent of a long line of Afro-Yucatecos.  Why, then, the multitude of 

accusations against her?  Why did high-ranking Spaniards, who included soldiers and 

encomienda holders, stand before the most important legal body in the region to accuse 

her of malicious magic? And why did not the Inquisition launch full-fledged 

investigations into her activities?  The answers lie in the broad contexts of these records.    

Felipa hardly stands out as exceptional in Yucatec society.  Accounting for her 

complete story is rather difficult, but we can certainly piece together a number of salient 

issues.  Trauma seemingly surrounded the enslaved woman and circumstance, it seems, 

landed her in the historical records of the Inquisition. The death of Captain Alonso Carrio 

de Valdez represented an economic disaster as widow and slave walked the streets of the 

city selling goods.  Without discernable skills, particularly a viable trade, Felipa 

transected the city with rather unexceptional commodities establishing a variety of 

relationships.   While dumplings, pipes, and healing concoctions were all rather germane 
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and typical to the Yucatán these material objects reinforced notions that the woman held 

connections to the dangerous subjugated populations.  The maize of the buñelos, the 

tobacco smoked in the pipe, and the honey that comprised the boticas all represented 

commodities associated with Maya production.  Furthermore, the idea of an enslaved 

woman moving from neighborhood to neighborhood with few restrictions flew in the face 

of notions of the ordered colony, particularly to the accusatory soldiers and encomendera 

that made the denunciations.  Felipa, in this light, did not just sell common items with 

local connections, she proffered in hechizos derived from Maya ritual specialists.  

Ultimately, however, in spite of the salacious accusations, Inquisition officials appeared 

un-phased.  By passing on investigating their claims, the silence of the Inquisition 

commented that the woman represented not a threat to society, but the social norm.  

 The story of Felipa raises a number of important issues about how magic fit into 

daily life.  The 1640s were incredibly dangerous times in colonial Yucatán.  The 

peninsula had been savaged by a series of epidemic diseases, which included yellow 

fever, typhus, and smallpox.  The seventeenth century chronicler Fray Diego Cogolludo 

claimed that none escaped reach of the diseases and disasters spread across the 

peninsula.73   In this context, common occurrences—a sickness, a death, a wound—all 

took on malicious and magical qualities in the accusations by Spaniards.  That the slave 

had a reputation as a famous hechicera seemed to impugn her social relations rather than 

her specific actions.  Her mobility and her connections to broader low-level society, 

Mayas included, served as the common arguments in all the accusations against her.  The 

                                                        
73 Cogolludo, op. cit.,  
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accusations against the Felipa, stood not simply against her, but as denunciations of the 

broader Maya society.  There was little evidence of malicious, magical wrongdoing in 

Felipa’s actions, and the overwhelming silence of Inquisition officials in the case is 

striking.  Rather than marshaling a full investigation based on the purported threat of the 

enslaved woman, the Inquisition virtually ignored the case.  This silence underscores the 

commonplace nature of Felipa’s actions and her connections.  While in principle colonial 

society was to exist as rigidly divided, the realities of daily life necessitated the sorts of 

relationships that Felipa embodied.  Street sellers invariably congregated in the 

commercial districts of the city where they encountered teams of material and ritual 

specialists.  It is impossible to know the details of her activities, but given the disinterest 

by the Holy Office, it seems that they were less than extraordinary.   

  Close associations with Maya society served as the basis for suspicion and 

intrigue in numerous other cases before the Inquisition.  The 1733 case of Felipa de 

Vargas Zafra illustrates the dangers of excessive engagement with native practices and 

rituals.74  Unlike the highly visible slave Felipa, Zafra appeared to be a mystery to her 

neighbors in Mérida’s peripheral residences.  While she was known to be married to one 

Cristóbal de Plata, no one seemed to know personal details about her.  How old was the 

woman?  Where did she come from?  And what was, exactly, her ethnic background?  

Significant unanswered questions helped to define Zafra as out of the mainstream.  She 

                                                        
74 It should be noted that much of the documentation of this case appears in a poor condition.  Zafra’s 
confession, in particular, is largely illegible.  Ibid, vol. 872, exp. 26, fols. 357-394. “Procesos contra Felipa 
de Vargas Zafra por supersticiones;” Ibid, vol. 845. exp. 7, fols. 138-147, “Autos contra Phelipa de Vargas 
Zafra por superstiosa, y cosas de maleficio.” 
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did, however, seem to possess great wealth, at least as evidenced by the two mulato 

brothers who invaded her home and made off with a treasure box in the fall of 1732.     

The case against Zafra was all together unusual.  The accusations against her, 

which were largely developed by religious and secular officials, claimed that she engaged 

in dangerous and malicious supernatural practices.  Few neighbors or members of the 

community denounced her, however.  Her case was sparked by the cell-room confessions 

of the pair of siblings that stole a treasure box from Zafra’s home. Much to the surprise of 

the thieving pair, no doubt, the box was not stuffed with money and jewels.  Instead, 

strange implements and keepsakes glimmered inside.  The thieves found a knife made of 

silver and another made of pewter, a large green chord made of silk, seeds and herbs of 

various sorts, as well as a collection of stones, that included piedra de leche and piedra 

de imán––white and black stones believed to be used in African healing rituals.  What 

shocked the brothers and later the Inquisition officials, however, were the items known to 

be integral in indigenous ceremonies, including four bones—two large and two small—of 

unknown human or animal origins.  This was treasure, to be sure, but not the sort that had 

value for the young men.  The denunciations followed as agents of the local policing 

force retold tales of a mysterious woman who had been fleeced of her suspicious wares.  

In the wake of the robbery, Felipa de Zafra Vargas shifted from being a curious and odd 

neighbor who knew of healing to a superstitious and dangerous woman that dabbled in 

the colony’s magical underworld, particularly the powerful knowledge of the Indians.  

The Inquisition investigation began in April of 1633 after a captain of the capital 

jail reported tales from the sibling thieves.  The accusations against Zafra denounced her 
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for superstition solely because of the contents of the box of secrets.  And the investigation 

focused largely on materials and their potential use in rituals.  The scissors and woven 

cords were well known implements of divination, but also completely ordinary in a 

woman’s toolkit.   The herbs and seeds formed the critical materials for curanderismo 

(healing), which too was not exceedingly unusual.  The stones raised suspicions because 

they were known to be materials used to construct idols among back-sliding Maya 

communities. The bones were the objects that caused the greatest concern.  Inquisition 

officials solicited expert opinions as to their exact origins.  The lone representative of the 

Protomedicato in the region, Doctor Don Juan Gregorio Selva, examined the bones to 

identify whether they derived “por humano o bestia”  (from a person or animal).75  Doctor 

Selva suspected that the bones were those of a human hand as did a surgeon called Don 

Francisco Felipe de Barreda who supposed that the bones were of human derivation.   

The fiscal of the Tribunal in Mexico noted that the case made by the authorities was less 

than convincing.  Unsatisfied with the explanations, the fiscal wrote that officials should 

“be advised that it has not been sufficiently proven that the bones that Zafra had in her 

little box were those of human hands, or even if these bones were those of man or 

beast.”76   

Unable to demonstrate the origins and purpose for the bones, Inquisition officials 

turned to the details of Zafra’s personal life, in particular her relationship with a neighbor 

and a bird.   Bartolomé Tijón was fourty-eight years old and married when he sought out 

a medicinal remedy.   Zafra provided herbs and flowers, none of which seemed out of the 

                                                        
75 Ibid, vol. 872, exp. 26, fol. 372. 
76 Ibid, vol. 845, exp. 7, fol. 141. 
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ordinary.  She did, however, own a yellow parrot, un pajaro amarillo.  The bird seemed 

to take interest in Tijon, fluttered around his head, and on one occasion seemed to land on 

his hat.   At the time, none of this seemed particularly odd.  However, under the gaze of 

the Inquisition, the unusual quirks and behaviors of Zafra grew to suspicions.   

Inquisition officials in Mérida put together a case against Zafra that was based in 

large part on evidence of circumstance.  As the case proceeded, she sat imprisoned for 

nearly three years while officials attempted to sort out her life.  The woman certainly 

possessed unusual materials—stones, bones, and a parrot.  To what aim those implements 

were employed remained a mystery.  Inquisition officials in México found that there was 

little evidence to ascertain the exact nature of her actions.  Ultimately, however, it was 

her questionable lifestyle that served as the basis for her conviction of superstition and 

the fiscal condemned her to a public flogging that consisted of twenty five lashes at the 

Picota de la Plaza in the center of Mérida.  The fiscal noted that the punishment should 

take place publically so it can be known of her excesses and prevent others from slipping 

into the superstitions of casta society.   

The cases of the two Felipas illustrated how suspect knowledge and questionable 

practices proved dangerous for individuals of low status.  Both women, in particular, 

were targeted for their close association with what many believed to be indigenous 

knowledge.  The ideas that the women manipulated las cosas del Indios (the things of the 

Indians) reinforced their status as suspect individuals.  Felipa the slave became associated 

with the unfortunate events that characterized everyday life.  Sickness, injury, and death, 

were all ascribed to the poverty of her pedestrian activities and knowledge of the Indians.  
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Felipa the wealthy woman likewise became associated dangerous magical practices when 

misfortune touched her life.  Her supposed box of secrets served as a critique of her 

rather unusual lifestyle.  The thieves uncovered her intimate knowledge of Indian magic 

and the Inquisition publicly punished her as an example for her community.  This 

punishment, as we will see in the following sections, must have fallen on blind eyes as 

indigenous practices and magical activities engulfed women’s networks of the city and 

men’s organizations of the countryside.   

 

The Geography of Magic  

The details of Juan de Argaez’s life were unclear to many in his community.77  

The mulato slave went by various names; some called him Montoya, the surname of a 

former master, while others referred to him as Escobedo, though no one seemed to recall 

why.  Among many of the capital’s high-ranking members of the military, however, the 

specifics of identity were rather irrelevant.  Instead, he was widely known for his 

dangerous magical knowledge and close relations with natives in the frontier.  Late in 

1672, after being imprisoned as a brujo, Juan de Argaez mysteriously escaped.  While 

confined among the peninsula’s murderers, thieves, and suspected criminals, he boasted 

of his skill with powerful indigenous magic.  To fellow prisoners and guards, described 

that he possessed the powers of the “Indios de la montaña” (Indians of the frontier).78  

This powerful knowledge, he claimed, gave him the ability to transform the desecrated, 

                                                        
77 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 516, exp. 12, fols. 556-587, “Causa criminal contra Juan de Argaez, mulatto, alias 
Montoya, por idolatrías y brujerías.”  
78 Ibid, 561v. 
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take on animal forms, and even take to the air.  Early in 1673, his magic seemed to be 

confirmed as Argaez vanished from the confines of the prison.   Though his cell lay 

empty, his reputation lingered.  Rumors circulated widely that the mulato used the magic 

of the Maya to escape his imprisonment. And Inquisition officials were called to 

investigate the mysterious case of Juan de Argaez.  

 In the following year, a peninsular immigrant and former prison mate called 

Lazaro Crespo reported that he encountered the mysterious mulato in the market shortly 

after his disappearance.  Before the comisario of Mérida, Crespo detailed the mulato’s 

magical powers.  His escape from prison, the shocked Crespo claimed, was by “flying 

through the air.”79  “If he was a brujo, because only brujos can fly,” he testified.80  The 

mulato claimed that his abilities stemmed from his close connections to natives of the 

frontier.  “He confessed,” Crespo testified, “it was because they had fled the previous 

year to the montañas with the Indians where he learned to be a brujo and muchas otras 

cosas (many other things).”81   Officials of the Inquisition took great interest in activities 

and origins of those many other things.  In particular, officials queried if the mulato had 

fallen victim to the sin of idolatry in the frontier.  According to officers, guards, and other 

prisoners that testified before the Inquisition between 1673 and 1674, Argaez celebrated 

that he knew how to animate the inanimate, going as far as even claiming to know how to 

turn feces into snakes, though he failed to demonstrate the ability when encouraged to do 

so by observers.   None of the six Spanish testifiers put great faith in the mulato’s 

                                                        
79 Ibid, 583v.  
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid.  
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abilities, however.  When given the opportunity to transform guano into a serpent, Argaez 

seemed to balk.  In person, he failed to demonstrate his powers, but with his 

disappearance he seemed to show the power of his magical abilities.  The mere idea that 

he held close relations with the natives of the frontier seemed to strike fear into Spanish 

residents of Mérida.  And just like disappearance from the prison, Argaez vanished from 

the historical record with no other records of his case yet uncovered.  

 Argaez represented what elite officials feared most, the free movement of 

subjugated populations between the civilized landscapes of the Spanish city and 

wilderness of the indigenous frontier.  As an urban slave, he would have spent 

considerable time crossing the ethnic lines of the city and countryside.  To sell his 

artisanal wares, he would have regularly frequented barrio San Cristóbal, the site of the 

city’s central market that lay south east of the central plaza. To attend mass, he would 

have visited the Afro-Yucatec church of San Lucía, which was found north of the city.  

And to buy household goods he would have been a regular in the Maya markets in the 

outlying villages of Santa Ana and Santiago.  It was beyond the city, however, that 

Argaez encountered the dangerous recalcitrance of the Maya.  The uncontrolled Maya 

frontier, las montañas, stood as the domain of groups of natives that retreated and resisted 

colonial authority.  The mulato’s time with the natives of the interior served as evidence 

that he had access to dangerous magical knowledge.   Ultimately, therefore, Argaez 

represented a dangerous element of society for his ability to traverse the landscape of 

magic and for engaging with the uncontrollable and powerful world of indigenous 

knowledge. 
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 The geography of magic was rooted in notions of religious and social control.  

The frontier, which Spaniards referenced as La Montaña, las montañas or el monte, 

represented a rebellious region that lay beyond colonial authority.  With Spanish 

attentions centered in the coastal lowlands and the cities of Mérida, Valladolid, and 

Campeche, the interior of the province became a refuge for colonists of all castes, 

particularly recalcitrant Mayas.  Refugees looking to escape tribute or tribulation 

regularly fled into the frontier jungles.  The Franciscan Francisco de Cárdenas Valencia 

described the fluid interactions between countryside and frontier:  

It is evident that when any of the Indians want to escape to the mountains, because 
they own little property or household goods and thus have little security and great 
discomfort, when anything bothers them they are called to the mountains.  In truth, 
in this year of 1639, with the collection of tribute, we saw that it was infallibly true 
that all the Indians attempted to flee to the mountains.82  
 

 In the northern parts of the montaña, indigenous groups were frequently referred 

to as indios cimarrónes (runaway Indians) or by the ethnic label of Cehaches.  In the 

interior lowlands of the region that stretched into Guatemala, the recalcitrant Mayas were 

known as indios barbaros (savage Indians) and described as a series of supposed 

kingdoms, such as Itza, Mopan, and Lacandón.  In the 1560s, Maya elites worked with 

Spanish authorities to enter into the frontier to round up recalcitrant groups.  From 1566 

to 1568, Don Pablo Paxbolon, the cacique of Tixchel, made three entradas into the 

interior to round up cimarrónes, “that did not wish to be Christians.”83  The most famous 

of all independent Maya groups, of course, were the so-called Noja Itza of the Petén who 
                                                        
82 Francisco de Cárdenas Valencia, Relación historial eclesiástica de la provincia de Yucatán de la Nueva 
España [1639] (México: Biblioteca histórica Mexicana de obras inéditas, 1937), 17. 
83 France V. Scholes and Ralph L. Roys, The Maya Chontal Indians of Acalan-Tixhel: A Contribution to 
the History and Ethnography of the Yucatán Peninsula (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1948), 
503-507. 



 

 

130

 

resisted Spanish rule until 1695.84  A century after the conquest of the region, the priest of 

the presidio of Flores, which was the former Itza capital, condemned the interactions 

between settlers of the town and natives of the interior.  For communing with the 

barbarous Mayas of the Montaña, a chino (Asian) called Antonio Carpio was sent to 

Mérida in chains.85  Carpio brought the uncontrolled world into the enclosed Spanish 

settlement by using remedies and cures that he learned from recalcitrant Mayas.   These 

exchanges represented dangerous connections to the frontier, which local priest defined 

as idolatrous witchcraft.  Interestingly, while being remitted to the Provisorato de Indias, 

the so-called Indian Inquisition, Carpio eluded imprisonment.86  His escape, it seems, was 

into the Montaña where colonial officials lost sight of him.   

 It was not just the unconquered frontier that posed a threat to the controlled 

colony but the rural countryside writ large.  Diego de Landa’s ecclesiastical extirpation 

campaign of the 1560s defined the countryside as the domain where pagan Mayas 

concealed their idolatry.87  Some fifty years later, Sánchez de Aguilar reiterated 

ecclesiastical suspicions of the rural countryside and characterized it as filled with 

innumerable caves and caverns where natives hid and celebrated the sins of paganism.88   

For example, in 1694, Inquisition officials uncovered clandestine networks of idol 

worship and ritual in the villages north of the municipio of Tizimin.  Mayas and mestizos 

of the communities joined in ceremonies devoted to controlling the rains and winds.  In 

                                                        
84 Grant D. Jones, Conquest of the Last Maya Kingdom (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998).  
85 While Inquisition officials identified Carpio as a chino, an Asian, he may have simply been a non-local 
native, which was a common eighteenth century use of the term. AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 1209, exp. 5, fols. 60, 
“Auto contra Antonio Carpio, chino esclavo.”  
86 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 1209, exp. 6, fols. 61-75, “Cartas sobre Antonio Carpio, chino libre.” 
87 Landa, op. cit. 
88 Sánchez de Aguilar, op. cit., 36.  
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Chuchuen, the mestizos Gaspar de Medina and Juan de Andrada burned copal before 

stone idols while in Kikil the mestizo Antonio Chiquito regularly consumed balché in 

late night ceremonies and rituals.89  For Spanish officials, the presence of these 

ceremonies demonstrated the persistent nature of idolatry in the countryside.  Ultimately, 

though, it was not merely the presence of full-blown idolatry that concerned the clerics.  

Rather, the defenders of the faith feared the bastardization of Christianity by Mayas.  In 

the pueblos near Valladolid in 1610, for instance, two Mayas traveled from pueblo to 

pueblo dressed as the Pope and Bishop.  The two men, Alfonso Chable and Alfonso 

Canul, manipulated the offices and institutions of the Church to “deceive the ignorant 

Indians and made the poor Christians honor them.”90   The countryside, therefore, existed 

as a region wrought with malicious magic.  Spaniards, even member of the elite, 

frequently fell into dangerous activities.  In 1611, rural merchants and encomenderos of 

the peninsula denounced Carlos de Luna y Arellano, the Governor of the Yucatán, of 

conspiring with local natives to attempt to control his political rivals.91  In particular, 

Luna y Arellano stood accused of operating with a Maya called Francisco Pech who 

masqueraded as a Catholic priest while he made offerings and sacrifices.  Participation in 

ceremonies and rituals created connections between men on the rural plains of Yucatán.  

Such idolatries, as Inquisition officials had it, served to bind together Spaniards, Mayas, 

and mestizos regardless of social status or class. 

                                                        
89 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 535, exp. 6, fols. 36, “Testimonio contra Gaspar de Medina, Juan de Andrada, 
Antonio Chiquito, y varios otros por idolatría.” 
90 Sánchez de Aguilar, 159.  
91 AGN, Inq, 61, vol. 467, exp. 97, fols 436-449, “Denunciones contra Don Carlos de Luna y Arellano, 
goberador de Yucatán.” 
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 Within the principle Spanish cities of the region, Mérida, Valladolid, and 

Campeche, magic lurked within the markets and mixed ethnic barrios.  In the capital, the 

neighborhood known as San Cristóbal served as dangerous space of social interaction. 

From its inception in the 1560s, barrio San Cristóbal brought together distinct social 

traditions.  Initially, the neighborhood was founded as the home for the Tlaxcalan 

mercenaries that fought alongside the conquistador Francisco Montejo.  By the sixteenth 

century, however, it also hosted two artisanal markets.  Spaniards living within the traza 

and Mayas from the pueblos surrounding the city congregated around market stalls within 

the community. Furthermore, as the market space grew within the barrio, Afro-

Yucatecos, particularly urban slaves, came to dominate the area.  By the 1630s, the 

neighborhood hosted the largest number of Africans within the city.  It is not hard to 

imagine, then, that barrio San Cristóbal represented a space for material, economic, and 

religious exchange.  The social dimensions of those interactions, however, took on 

dangerous implications before the Inquisition officials.  The series of accusations that 

materialized in 1672, for instance, frequently stressed connections that stemmed from 

barrio San Cristóbal.  Numerous individuals that appeared before the Holy Office to 

denounce malicious magic noted the presence of a bruja called Micheala Montejo that 

worked within the neighborhood.  Along with a network of castas, Montejo brokered 

enchantments and herbal cures to the capital’s Spanish community.92  She was a resident 

                                                        
92 Inquisition records for Mérida from 1672 implicate more than thirty individuals associated with magic 
from the capital and barrios.  A few representative cases include: AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 10, fols. 
138-141, “Processo contra Lucas de Argüello, negro libre, por brujería,” AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621. exp. 10, 
fols. 168-174, “Processo contra Cathalina Albares, mestiza, por hechicerías,” AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 
10, fols. 212-217, “Denunciaciones contra María la Trujillana, mulatta, por supersticiones y hechicerías,” 
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of Mérida’s the mixed ethnic barrio of San Cristóbal and known por mala fama (by bad 

reputation) for her abilities to rule over the hearts and bodies of men by hexing roses.93  

Her curses, several of her Spanish clients reported, were strong enough to kill.  

Ultimately, Montejo embodied the uncontrolled nature of parts of the supposedly 

enclosed Spanish capital.    

 
 
 
The Sickness and Sin of Idolatry  
 

The vices of the Indians were idolatries… 
 

–– Fray Diego de Landa,  
Relación de las cosas de Yucatán, 1566 

 
 In 1586, the encomendero Juan de Loria was accused of participating in 

idolatrous indigenous ceremonies and rituals.94   Fray Martín Ruiz de Arce, a Franciscan 

active in extirpation campaigns near Valladolid, denounced Loria for encouraging his 

Maya subjects in Cacalchen and Citilpech to perform rites and ceremonies.  The 

communities, found just outside the Franciscan monastery in Izamal, suffered an 

extended period of disruption from drought beginning in the 1560s and these ceremonies 

aimed to ensure bountiful agricultural production for their members.  Loria, several 

Spaniards testified, encouraged his Maya subjects to engage in these practices in spite of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
and AGN, Inq. 61. vol. 626, vol. 10, fols. 316-321, “Testificación contra Ursula [de Sepulveda], negra 
libre, por brujería.” 
93 Michaela Montejo appears in testimony from multiple cases.  She is often referred to contextualize 
denunciations against others and establish suspect connections and relationships.  The most direct 
information on her activities comes from the following records: AGN, Inq. 61. vol. 621, exp. 7, fols. 153-
161, “Denunciaciones contra Michaela Montejo, mulatta, por hechicería” and AGN, Inq. 61. vol. 621, exp. 
10, fols. 168-174, “Processo contra Michaela Montejo por sospecha de hechiceras.” 
94 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 213, exp. 7, fols. 93-154, “Processo contra Juan de Loria por idolatría.” 
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religious prohibitions otherwise.   Going further though, Fray Martín claimed that Loria 

himself had fallen into the sin of idolatry.  The friar wrote to the Holy Office that “in the 

domain of his encomienda” Loria had participated in the Maya’s “malas costumbres (evil 

customs)” the most egregious practices of the Maya.95  He was said to be an active 

participant in ceremonies where natives painted their bodies “with the figures and visions 

that were made among the ancient Indians.” 96  The friar spared no details.  Loria not only 

attended blood-drenched rituals, he actively participated by sacrificing himself to the 

Maya gods. “He had been with the Indians of the pueblo de Xequepez for many years,” 

the friar wrote in 1586, “And by the use of the rites and ceremonies, they would cut the 

miembro genital (penis) giving themselves many cuts on many parts of the member.”97  

According to Fray Martín’s set of accusations, the Spaniard not only encouraged Maya 

religious practices, but also engaged in profound violations of the faith.  Through 

bloodletting and scarification, the sickness of idolatry was directly written on the 

Spaniard’s body.    

 The claims against Loria specifically reflected the gendered nature of idolatry.  

Masculinity, in particular, stood foremost in the accusations leveled by the cleric.  Maya 

elites demonstrated their positions though physical representations.  Only men of status, 

for instance, marked their bodies with paint.  Diego de Landa noted that elites “tattooed 

their bodies, and the more they do this, the more brave and valiant they are 

                                                        
95 Ibid, 113, 117. 
96 Ibid, 117.  
97 Ibid, 113.  
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considered…”98  By marking his body, Loria designated his elevated status, a position 

that was reinforced by highly-gendered bloodletting ceremonies.  Autosacrifice served a 

principle responsibility of the Maya priesthood.  Again, Landa noted that priests “offered 

sacrifices in their own blood…sometimes they scarify certain parts of their bodies… 

[including] parts of the virile member…”99  Loria’s activities, especially his embrace of 

autosacrifice and body mutilation, stood as indications that the Spaniard looked to Maya 

religious institutions and rituals to bolster his position as an elite member of society. 

 Don Juan de Loria, however, was far from the lone elite Spaniard to be accused of 

engaging idolatry in the countryside.   In 1607, Don Carlos de Luna Arellano, 

Gobernador de Yucatán, stood accused practicing witchcraft and later conspiring with the 

Maya cacique Diego Pech to control rivals and enemies.100  The cacique was known to 

travel from village to village leading ceremonies and rituals while masquerading as a 

priest.101  The governor’s close association with Pech raised concerns as several 

Spaniards testified that he too was complicit in the pagan activities.  In 1614, the 

comissario of Mérida denounced the encomendero of Homún Juan de Vela de Aguirre 

for participating in idolatrous rites with local Mayas.102  According to Fray Juan de Santa 

María, the fiscal in the case, Vela was not only knowledgeable of persistent idolatries 

among his Indian subjects, but regularly consumed their ritual sacrifices.  The 

consumption of offerings not only indicated that the Spaniard was aware of the pagan 

                                                        
98 Tozzer, Landa’s Relación, 91. 
99 Ibid, 113.  
100 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 290, exp. 2, fols. 279, “Testimonio contra Gobernador Don Carlos de Luna Arellano 
por hechicerías y idolatrías.” 
101 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 467, exp. 97, fols, 436-449, “Processo contra Diego Pech, indio.” 
102 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 455, exp. 32, fols. 269-273, “Testimonios contra Juan Vela de Aguirre;” AGN, Inq. 
61, vol. 302, exp. 11, fols. 204-221, “Processo contra Juan Vela de Aguirre, encomendero.” 
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activities, but represented his immersion in the sacrilegious networks.  By consuming the 

sacrifices to the Maya gods, Vela affirmed his status as leader of Spanish and Maya 

elites.103  

 Early in the seventeenth century, Pedro de Sánchez characterized the persistence  

of indigenous religious traditions as the “enfermedad y pecado de idolatría” (sickness 

and sin of idolatry) that engulfed all of society.104  As a both an affliction and activity, 

idolatry embodied the uncontrolled and dangerous nature of the indigenous world.  

Natives of the wild countryside embraced unorthodox rituals that directly engaged Satan.  

Cavorting with spirits to manipulate the natural world, Mayas sang and danced in evil 

ceremonies, they prayed and chanted wicked invocations, and they made cannibalistic 

offerings to the Devil himself.  The power of these activities, while held as malicious by 

clerics, infected men of the countryside.  Long after leaving the region, Sánchez de 

Aguilar concluded that the sickness and sin of idolatry remained greatest threat to 

colonial society.  Franciscan contemporaries agreed.  For instance, Fray Hernando Ruiz 

de Alarcón described the numerous superstitious remedies for natives suffering from 

illnesses rooted in their idolatrous lifestyle.105  Working among Nahuatl-speakers of 

Central Mexico, Ruiz de Alarcon described the frontier as dangerous region diseased 

with idolatry.  As a result, his Tratado de las supersticiones of 1629 contained more than 

                                                        
103 Given that the testimony of several Mayas were extracted by extreme torture and later recanted, 
Inquisition officials balked at pursuing a full-fledged case against Vela.  Instead, they only required that he 
formally proclaim his devotion to Christianity. 
104 Sánchez de Aguilar, op. cit., 110.  
105 Hernando Ruiz de Alarcón, Tratado de las supersticiones y costumbres gentilicas [1629], in Anales del 
Museo, tomo IV (México: Imprenta del Museo Nacional, 1892), 127-223. 
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three dozen remedies for the plague of pagan practices of the wilds of the northern 

frontier.     

 Idolatry, however, was not a simple affliction that affected indigenous society.  

Instead, Spaniards, Africans, and castas could fall under the influence of the Devil’s 

indigenous ritual traditions.  In particular, in the countryside, prayer, dances, and 

celebrations served to draw together Mayas, castas and Spaniards into shared ritualized 

activities. Through the colonial period, clerics regularly decried the willingness of 

Spanish colonists to embrace Maya traditions.  In the 1633 Historia de Yucathan, Fray 

Bernardo de Lizana detailed the struggle against both indigenous institutions and Spanish 

resistance.  The Franciscan friars of the sixteenth century, he wrote, “were exceptionally 

persecuted, not only by the infidels and barbarous Indians, but also by many Spaniards 

who were more strongly motivated against the Clerics than fierce lions and blood-thirsty 

beasts.106  With the divisions between Spanish society, particularly between clergy and 

settlers, indigenous religion presented areas where Spanish men of title engaged Maya 

nobility in the countryside. Encomenderos, in particular, were widely suspected of 

practicing idolatry with their Maya subjects.   

 The cases of idolatry involving Spanish elites remained noteworthy reminders of 

the corrupting power of indigenous rites and rituals.  Nevertheless, it was not only 

Spanish men of title that participated in these activities.  Common Spaniards, mestizos, 

and Afro-Yucatecos also engaged in rural rituals alongside Maya elites.  In 1678, parish 

priests from Campeche discovered the presence of a poor Spaniard among the recalcitrant 

                                                        
106 Bernardo de Lizana, Historia de Yucatán: Devocionario de nuestro señora de Izamal [1633], in Annales 
del Museo, tomo VI (México: Imprenta de Museo Nacional, 1893), 7. 
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Mayas of the interior. 107   Along a road that ran into the monte, a group of clerics 

encountered a Spaniard called Juan de la Sosa that had been consumed by the idolatry of 

the Maya.  Sosa was born to poor creole parents in Campeche sometime around 

midcentury.  As a young man he worked as vaquero (cowboy) and free laborer on 

ranches and haciendas in the interior of the peninsula.  It was there that he came into 

close contact with unconquered Mayas commonly known as Cehaches.108  Seemingly 

frustrated by his desperate economic and social position, Sosa abandoned his colonial life 

and fled into the interior.  By the time he was apprehended with four pagan Mayas in 

1678, he had integrated into the world of the recalcitrant Maya.  He appeared wearing 

long hair, a loincloth, and with a pierced nose.  In the indigenous pueblo of Polenchen, he 

chanted and sang to Maya gods, he took to consuming Maya intoxicants, and even 

possessed a sactun, a healing stone.  So infected by indigenous idolatry, he lost his 

fluency in Spanish and thus civilized society.  The remedy issued by the commissary of 

Mérida Nicolás de Salazar in 1680 called for Sosa to reintegrate into Spanish society by 

abandoning idolatry and embracing Catholicism.109   The cure for the sickness of idolatry 

prescribed by Inquisition officials, therefore, was the complete immersion back into the 

Christian world.  

                                                        
107 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 639, exp. 7, fols. 264-278, “Autos del comisario del puerto de Campeche contra Juan 
de la Sosa, natural de Campeche.” 
108 The so-called Cehach Mayas represented one of the numerous unconquered groups of the lowlands. 
Along with the Itza, Manche, Mopan, and Lacandón, Spanish officials invoked them to indicate the dangers 
of idolatry along the interior.  For a description of the Cehach region see France V. Scholes and Ralph L. 
Roys, The Maya Chontal Indians of Acalan-Tichel: A Contribution to the History and Ethnography of the 
Yucatán Peninsula (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1968), 67-71.  
109 Being able to say proper prayers and answering questions of the faith demonstrated rehabilitation for the 
infected Spaniard.  Sosa was freed in December 1680 after he said four basic orations and answered 
questions from the commissary. Ibid, 278.  
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 The case against Juan de la Sosa illustrated that the poor Spaniards fell into male-

dominated idolatrous networks, but the 1748 investigation into Francisco Pantoja 

demonstrated that creoles served as leaders of elite organizations.110   In 1748, parish 

priests form Campeche discovered a cache of clay idols during routine inspections of 

villages outside the city.  After arresting several caciques, Inquisition officials learned 

that a Spaniard called Francisco Pantoja served as the critical figure in a series of ongoing 

agricultural rituals.  Leading groups of Mayas suffering the costs of rampant sickness, the 

Spaniard prepared saca, a frothy beverage made of maize and cacao, and consumed 

balché, a maize and honey mead.  He led incantations and invoked the deity known as Ah 

Puch, which the Mayas believed cured illness.  Pantoja’s participation defined him not as 

simple participant in unorthodox activities, but as a standard bearer of elite institutions of 

authority.  The preparation of intoxicants was uniquely an activity of the elite and the 

leadership of healing rituals the domain of Maya priests.  Through these activities, then, 

Pantoja was positioned as a powerful leader within the hierarchy of Maya elite society.  

 The illness of idolatry did not affect Spaniards alone.  Just as epidemics consumed 

colonial bodies irrespective of class or caste, so too did the sickness of pagan beliefs.  

Through the colonial period, numerous non-Maya men appeared as active and leading 

participants in idolatrous rituals and ceremonies.  Afro-Yucatecos, who existed at the 

lowest rungs of the social ladder, found power and prestige in Maya ritualized activities. 

In 1580, for instance, Inquisition officials reported of the discovery of an African called 

                                                        
110 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 908, exp. 14, fols. 166-193, “Autos contra Francisco Pantoja por idolatrías.” 
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Cristóbal that appeared “sick with the defect” of idolatry.111  According to Fray Diego 

Mexia, the sixty-year-old enslaved African regularly participated in rituals on an estancia 

(ranch) called Uohola in the province of Xecechekan.   In the convent of Calkini, 

Inquisition officials extracted testimony from the caciques of Hocobá, Tenabo, Calkiní, 

Tikunché, Puztunich, Numkiní, and Kitzil.  The Maya elites confirmed what ecclesiastics 

feared, the African operated in conjunction with a Maya called Andrés Cuyoc who 

functioned as the “maestro de la idolatría” (teacher of idolatry).112  In a ceremony 

dedicated to a god of the wind known as Chuyushaa, Cristóbal offered copal, powerful 

stones known as kan, and maize sacrifices called tut.  The ceremonies took place in 

milpas and fields and seemingly aimed to invoke much needed control over the rain-

bringing winds.  Hinting that the Mayas did not approve of the improvisational 

participation of the African, they noted that he attempted to consume the offerings that 

were themselves intended to feed the supernatural.  Ultimately, Fray Diego noted that 

although clearly active in the sickness of idolatry, the African’s participation came from 

“ignorance and beastliness rather than malice.”113    

 While the idolatrous activities of a single African seemed easy to dismiss as 

simple ignorance, the participation of entire communities served as evidence of the 

infection of idolatry among men of the countryside.  In 1673, a group of Mayas appeared 

before the Holy Office in Mérida to decry the idolatrous practices of other Mayas and 

                                                        
111 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 125, exp. 69, fols. 203-213, “Autos contra el negro llamado Cristóbal.”  
112 Ibid, 206. 
113 Ibid, 203. 
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mulatos living in the north east of the peninsula.114  Hidden in the huts and milpas deep in 

the provinces of Chakan, Maní, Sotuta, and Hocabá, an Indian saceredote called 

Bonifacio Ku led near daily rituals and ceremonies.  The ritualized activities brought 

together native elites, such as prominent men from the Ku, Uc, and Zul families, and 

mulatos integrated into the countryside.  Three Afro-Yucatecos immerged as central 

players in the idolatrous ceremonies: Baltazar Martín, Nicolás Lozano, and Manuel 

Canche.  Alongside of the Maya priests, the three men participated in a wide variety of 

ceremonies.  In milpas (cornfields) and near beehives, the men prepared altars of habín 

leaves that were adorned with four jícara (gourd bowl) incense burners and countless 

black stone idols.115  Marcos Uc, a Maya of noble birth from the area noted witnessing 

the men prostrate under leaved arches, invoked the four Maya cardinal directions, “kin, 

chikin, nohol, y xaman” (east, west, south and north).116  They burned copal incense as 

they consumed balché and offered their blood to the gods of harvest and production “who 

were angry.”117  The mix of Mayas and mulatos, on more than one occasion, performed 

forbidden songs and dances, including one called pochoh and another called zulam.  The 

motivations behind these rituals, several members of the Uc family testified, were the 

extended periods of drought.  Nevertheless, the Inquisition took the idolatrous 

ceremonies as grave violations of the faith.  Because of limitations of Inquisitional 

authority, the Mayas, particularly Bonifacio Ku, were remitted to Ecclesiastical 

authorities for rehabilitation.  The punishment for the mulatos was telling.  Inquisition 
                                                        
114 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 629, exp. 2, fols, 377-480, “Autos remitidos por el comisario de Yucatán contra 
Baltazar Martín, Manuel Canche, y Nicolás Lozano, mulattos.” 
115 Ibid, 347. 
116 Ibid, 352. 
117 Ibid, 353. 
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officials seemingly recognized that the sins of idolatry spread by the perpetuation of 

rituals and the positions of religious authority.  Therefore, the mulatos, on the other hand, 

were removed from their communities, with Manuel Canche and Nicolás Lozano serving 

eight years in the Inquisition prison in Mérida.  The sick were quarantined.  

 In 1777, in the last major Inquisition case of idolatry in the Yucatán, Church 

officials charged the male heads of families from an entire community of idolatry.118  In 

the coastal village of Hunucma, Inquisition officials discovered the presence of a thriving 

ritual system led by an Afro-Yucateco called Pascual de los Santos Casanova.  Although 

a identified as a descendant of indigenous and African ancestry, Casanova operated as a 

sacred bringer of rain known as a payha.  Along with his family members, Casanova led 

rituals dedicated to the rain god Chac that were commissioned by other families in the 

community.  While Martín, Lozano and Canche operated in conjunction with a Maya 

specialist, the Casanova family uniquely specialized in agricultural ceremonies.  In barren 

milpas, the family constructed oval shaped altars made of habín leaves.  They produced 

balché and saca while they gave plant and animal offerings.  Scandalized by these 

activities, Inquisition officials imprisoned the five men of the Casanova family, another 

Afro-Yucateco, and three Mayas of the community.  Inquisition officials attempted to 

cure the men of the Casanova family by removing them from the infected community and 

for nine years they lingered in the Inquisition prison in Mérida. 

 In the patriarchy of the colonial world, idolatry represented an arena for male 

authority and agency that allowed for the retention of Maya religious institutions.  Maya 

                                                        
118 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 1256, exp. 1, fols. 1-92, “Autos contra Pascual de los Santos Casanova y otras indios 
pardos por idólatras.” 
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religion endured through the colonial period, in part, because of the close relationships 

forged in the rural countryside.  In spite of the prohibitions of the clergy, Spaniards and 

castas frequently stood alongside Mayas to make offerings to supernatural forces that 

controlled nature and agriculture.  In the countryside, Spanish, African, casta, and Maya 

men forged ritualized networks of prestige and authority.   Those engaged in idolatry 

used exclusively male institutions.  They invoked male aspects of gods.  And they 

manipulated genitalia as obvious reminders of the male orientation of these institutions.   

Maya traditions provided authority and power for Africans and Mayas alike.  

 
 
 
La Mala Vida and the Cures for Love 

 “In this city of Mérida,” Fray Pedro Sánchez de Aguilar wrote, “it is widely 

known that there are Indian hechiceras who, with their word, can attract [a man’s] 

stubborn will by opening a rose, placing it under his pillow, and when he smells it, make 

him lose his mind.”119   For Fray Pedro, the Mayan enchantress represented women that 

were immersed in long-standing and broad-reaching networks of magical relationships.  

Her materials brought together distinct traditions and her power often focused on control 

of magic and men.  She created a variety of hechizos by preparing polvos (powders) from 

herbs, seeds, and an assortment of animal parts. These women, he noted, employed 

practices that were not only “like the Spaniards,” but also built on long-standing 

indigenous traditions.120  “The abuses and superstitions, that they use, they inherit from 

                                                        
119 Ibid, 84. 
120 Sánchez de Aguilar, Informe contra Indolorum Cultores de Yucatán, 83.  
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their parents.”121  While the friar decried the practices and powers of indigenous women 

alone in his account, women of all ethnic and social categories engaged in ritualized 

activities.  In particular, the Maya enchantress operated in direct conversation with 

Spaniards, Africans, and castas that populated suburban areas of Mérida and Campeche.   

 Women’s use of magic often served to balance unequal gendered and ethnic 

relations.  Leading the dangerous life, the so-called la mala vida (the wicked life), 

women frequently used magic to exert control over their social positions.  In spite of 

prohibitions against ritualized magic, these hechiceras served to divine omens, deliver 

babies, lure potential partners, and curse unaffectionate lovers.  Women of low social 

status, particularly those of color, featured prominently in these scenarios, typically 

acting as the inspiration and sources of enchantments.  For women engaged in la mala 

vida, the core of their authority involved a highly sexualized magic that allowed them to 

control men through the manipulation of locally-rooted spells and charms.  Magic, in this 

context, served as a means of social control over a society that prioritized patriarchy and 

race.  These relationships frequently severed social and ethnic divisions reinforced by 

colonial institutions, such as the Church.   

 In 1616, just a few years after Fray Pedro penned his monumental treatise on 

indigenous idolatry, rumor circulated of powerful Spanish and Maya enchantresses 

whose influence touched all levels of society in the capital and nearby cities.122   Late in 

the summer, three Spanish women appeared before the Holy Office in Mérida to 

                                                        
121 Ibid. 
122 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 316, exp. 17, fols, 316-321, “Testimonio contra Lenor de Medina, española, y 
Ixcach, india, por hecheceras.” 
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denounce the dangers of magical networks of women in the capital.  Juana González, a 

Spanish resident of the city, claimed that Doña Lenor de Medina was widely known for 

her “papeles de hechizos y encantamientos” (cursed and enchanted papers), which she 

provided to Spanish women of the city.123  Doña Lenor was not a typical Spaniard, 

however.  Her life was one that of independence, privilege, and power.  Born to a wealthy 

Spanish family, at the age of fifteen she married Francisco Mallén Navarrette y Rueda, an 

encomendero from Valladolid and a familiar of the Holy Office in Mérida.  At the age of 

thirty eight, when the first accusations against her appeared, Doña Lenor was single, a 

widow that managed her own fortunes.  The accusations against her focused not on her 

independent social status, but on her magical activities that brought her into direct 

association with indigenous women. In particular, Doña Lenor was said to perform cures 

and incantations with a Maya woman called Ixcach who was believed to hold “gran fama 

de hechicera” (great fame as a sorceress).124   Ixcach, a resident of the indigenous pueblo 

of Chuburna just northeast of the city, was known throughout the area for her ability to 

levy control over men.  Nevertheless, she demurred and claimed that that Doña Lenor 

“knew much more [magic] than her.”125   The two women operated in conjunction and 

migrated circles of Spanish elite society providing cures and incantations to treat 

wounded bodies and broken hearts.  For instance, when Ana María de Abedaño’s 

                                                        
123 Ibid, 316.  
124 Ibid.  
125 Ibid.  
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husband fell ill with “llagas” (soars), the two women worked together to provide herbs 

and papers.126   

 In the decade following the accusations against Doña Lenor and Ixcach, a robust 

series of gendered networks engaged in la mala vida thrived in the port town of 

Campeche.  In 1627, a bevy of accusations highlighted the diverse relationships among 

women that engaged in sexualized magic.  In the Spanish section of town, the Spaniard 

Catalina Blanca was purported to have sought out magical remedies “to keep the peace 

with her husband.”127  Using rituals obtained from Maya women living in suburban 

communities, she attempted to conjure angels by chanting the following spell: “with two 

I look at you, with five I capture you, your heart is born, your blood I drink.”128   

Similarly, a Spanish woman called Catalina Rodriguez fell prostrate before local 

Inquisition officials to denounce her own actions.  She confessed that for several months, 

she had attempted to “amansar” (tame) her abusive and philanderous husband with cures 

obtained from a Maya woman called Catalina Puc, a fixture in the town market.129  

Noting the longstanding relationship with the Maya enchantresses, Doña Catalina 

attempted a wide variety of remedies.  To protect herself from his violent hand, she 

rubbed her body with “polvos para hechiceras” (enchanting powders).  To curb his 

wandering eye, she secretly gave him chicken hearts during the feast of San Juan.  And to 

                                                        
126 Ibid, 317. 
127 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 360, exp. 94, fols. 245-255, “Denuncia de Catalina por hechicería.”  
128 The full phrase reads as follows “con dos te miro, con cinco te prendo, el Corazon te parto, la sangre te 
bebo, la paz que tuvo la reina de los ángeles con su hijo presciosos tengas tu con migo.” Ibid, 245. 
129 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 360, exp. 90, fols. 239-244, “Testificación de Catalina Rodriguez.” 
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control and engorge his affections, she mixed an herb called puyomate into his nightly 

chocolate.130 

 Catalina Puc herself was a prominent hechicera that appeared in a series of other 

cases related to sexualized magic.  A year previously, in 1626, a Spanish woman called 

Catalina Antonia de Rojas hired the Maya woman to provide Maya herbs and 

incantations to reduce the sexual appetite of her husband while in the same year an 

African slave called Isabel Morena contracted her to make herbal powders to bring back 

her displaced lover.131  Puc’s remedies involved a series of rituals, including chanting in 

Maya and hexing the women’s clothes.  When her activities failed to return Rojas’ 

straying lover, she called in the services of a mulata called Antonia “who also knows 

much” about magic.132 

 The 1626 self-denunciation of Melchora González provides a fascinating glimpse 

into the breadth of the social networks that supported the world of those engaged in la 

mala vida.133  Early in the fall, the Spanish resident of Campeche appeared before the 

Inquisition to confess of her activities from two decades past.  She reported that as a 

newlywed and moza (young girl) she was unhappy with her husband, the pilot Lorenzo 

Álvarez.  In the spirit of la mala vida, she sought out a Maya woman called Lucia Poot to 

                                                        
130 Puyomate appears to be a root frequently used in love magic in Central Mexico.  Inquisition testimony 
frequently characterizes it in conjunction with peyote.  It was quite commonly ground and mixed with 
chocolate as described in the context of Catalina Puc. Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán, Medicina y Magia: El 
Proceso de Aculturaci6n en la Estructura Colonial (Mexico City: Instituto Nacional Indigenista, 1980), 
171; Ruth Behar, “Sex and Sin, Witchcraft and the Devil in Late-Colonial Mexico,” American Ethnologist 
14:1 (1987), 34-54. 
131 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 360, exp. 95, fols. 245-246, “Tesificación contra Isabel Morena;” AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 
360, exp. 98, fols. 275-276, “Testificación contra Catalina Antonia de Rojas.” 
132 Op cit, 275. 
133 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 360, exp. 94, fols. 244-245, “Testificación de Melchora González.” 
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tame her husband.  Lucia Poot, a resident of San Román, an indigenous pueblo just 

outside the city walls, advised her to secretly menstruate into the chocolate of her 

husband.  If her husband refused the chocolate, she suggested that the distraught woman 

visit an indigenous herbalist named Pablo Tuc in the nearby pueblo of Santa Ana to 

obtain some herbs to kill him.  The Maya woman swore by the effects of these remedies 

and cited that many other women engaged in la mala vida.  She told of a young girl 

named María Sánchez who  hired  the Maya women, Ana Pat and Justa Tat to control her 

husband.  One woman provided roses that would enchant the husband, while the other 

gave a potion made of puyomate.  Ten years previous, Poot noted that she worked with a 

peninsular Spaniard called Isabel Martín to tame her husband.  The two women chanted 

in conjunction in a mixture of Spanish and Maya saying: “drink the blood because you 

must be redeemed by Christ and have forgotten the Virgin.”134   

 The women in la mala vida often employed materials and methods that reflected 

distinct gendered origins.  Women’s bodies were central to the creation of some cures 

and curses.  In 1659, for instance, two pardas in Campeche used body hairs to seduce 

wandering lovers.135  Ana López, a single, free parda from Mérida, solicited the 

assistance of one Ana de Ortega, a free parda from the island of Santo Domingo.  Using 

hairs from "partes abajos" (from below) wrapped into a button in her headdress, Ortega 

created hexes and curses.  Similarly, in Mérida in 1672, for instance, two Spanish 

women, Lenor Nava and Ana Ventura, became the focus of Inquisitional intrigue when a 

                                                        
134 Ibid. 
135 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 443, exp. 6, fols. 491-503, “Testificación contra Ana de Ortega, natural de la isla de 
Santo Domingo.” 
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Spanish widow denounced them for superstitious love magic.136  Both women were said 

to control men in the area by concocting cursed water that they made by washing their 

“partes vergonzosas” (shameful parts).  After being scorned by a lover, Nava had a  “mal 

amistad” (bad friendship) with him.  To hex him, she mixed the cursed water with a few 

grains of maize and placed the tray under his bed.  Distraught by her husband, Ventura 

combined the cursed water with his chocolate and gave it to him in the evenings.    

 Herbs and flowers were prominently featured in concoctions created by women of 

la mala vida.  Although not directly connected to women’s bodies, they were typically 

items maintained in solares (household gardens) that functioned as the provenance of 

women.  Roses, for instance, figured prominently in curses to rule over the hearts of men.  

In 1639, a mulata called Juana Delgado and a group of Afro-Yucatecas from Campeche 

were accused of peddling powerful potions to rule over lovers.137  According to the 

Spanish companion who initiated the complaint, Juana Delgado grew and transformed 

herbs and flowers, roses in particular, into hexes, which she claimed were powerful and 

unfailing magic.  The Spanish widow Juana de Rosado did not cultivate roses herself, but 

she regularly solicited them from Mayas in nearby communities.138  According to Ignacia 

Lopez, Doña Juana sought out Maya and African women known as famous enchanters 

that maintained roses and other flowers.  The Spanish widow combined these ingredients 

to create hexes and potions to hold control over “su galán” (her lover).139  For instance, 

                                                        
136 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 566, exp. 14, fols. 551-571, “Testimonio contra Lenor Nava y Ana Ventura (la 
Pinela).” 
137 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 388, exp. 18, fols. 412-416, “Testificación contra Juana Delgado y María de Salas, 
mulatta, por hechicerías, 1639.” 
138 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 626, exp. 7, fols. 200-219, “Denunciación contra Juana Rosado.” 
139 Ibid, 203. 
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she mixed the flowers with “muñecos con pelos” (dolls with hair), ground into chocolate, 

or in a jícara of water left under the bed.140  While the twenty-six-year old Doña Juana 

demurred on her own participation when called before Inquisition officials, she detailed 

the great number of evil women rumored to operate across the peninsula.  She reported 

that she knew of a great number of Mayas and mulatas that proffered as witches.  Among 

the women that she identified was a mulata called Micaela Montejo.  Along with a 

network of castas, Montejo brokered enchantments and herbal cures to the capital’s 

Spanish community.141  She was a resident of Mérida’s the mixed ethnic barrio of San 

Cristóbal and known por mala fama (by wicked reputation) for her abilities to rule over 

the hearts and bodies of men by hexing roses.142  Her curses, several of her Spanish 

clients reported, were strong enough to kill.  Much of her knowledge was known to have 

come from her place in a mixed-ethnic group of magical and medical specialists that 

included free and enslaved Afro-Yucatecos, mestizos, and Mayas. 

 Organizing around la mala vida provided for opportunities for women to create 

alliances and relationships that cut across class and ethnicity, particularly for women of 

                                                        
140 Ibid, 202-203.  
141 Inquisition records for Mérida from 1672 implicate more than thirty individuals associated with magic 
from the capital and barrios.  A few representative cases include: AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 10, fols. 
138-141, “Processo contra Lucas de Argüello, negro libre, por brujería,” AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621. exp. 10, 
fols. 168-174, “Processo contra Cathalina Albares, mestiza, por hechicerías,” AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 
10, fols. 212-217, “Denunciaciones contra María la Trujillana, mulatta, por supersticiones y hechicerías,” 
and AGN, Inq. 61. vol. 626, vol. 10, fols. 316-321, “Testificación contra Úrsula [de Sepulveda], negra 
libre, por brujería.” 
142 Michaela Montejo appears in testimony from multiple cases.  She is often referred to contextualize 
denunciations against others and establish suspect connections and relationships.  The most direct 
information on her activities comes from the following records: AGN, Inq. 61. vol. 621, exp. 7, fols. 153-
161, “Denunciaciones contra Michaela Montejo, mulatta, por hechicería” and AGN, Inq. 61. vol. 621, exp. 
10, fols. 168-174, “Processo contra Michaela Montejo por sospecha de hechiceras.” 
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low status and position.143  An eighteenth century case from Campeche illustrates how 

women of distinct ethnic groups attempted seize authority through inter-ethnic alliances.  

It also exposes the seedy realities of daily life.144  Along the sea wall of Campeche near 

the mixed ethnic barrio of San Román, groups of women were common sights for those 

entering the city port.   Sailors, it seemed, frequented the area, as many of these women 

were known prostitutes.  In May of 1777, a Spanish sailor reported an “awkward” 

encounter with one such group of women.  Before Inquisition officials, Captain Francisco 

Puiz y Clauvell reported that a Spanish woman called María de la Luz Rebolledo, also 

known as la Zeybana, and other women of the boardwalk practiced dangerous and 

spiteful magic.  Late on the evening of April 30, Captain Puiz encountered a fellow navy 

officer by the name of José Victoria, a peninsular Spaniard and captain of a ship in port 

from Campeche.  Frantic, Captain Victoria recounted that he ran into la Zeybana and a 

group of women as they cursed and screamed the name of Captain Franicsco.  “¡Ay, Dios 

mío,” the women exclaimed, “pobrecito Don Francisco!”145  They were, he declared, 

preparing “the materials for curses, enchantments, and invocations of the devil.”146 

Captain Puiz noted that he generally felt great friendship with la Zeybana and had 

                                                        
143 Similar networks have been detailed in the works of Martha Few, Women Who Live Evil Lives: Gender, 
Religion, and the Politics of Power in Colonial Guatemala (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2002), 
Laura Lewis, Hall of Mirrors: Power, Witchcraft and Caste in Colonial Mexico (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2003), and Joan Cameron Bristol, Christians, Blasphemers, and Witches: Afro-Mexican Ritual 
Practice in the Seventeenth Century (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2007).  
144 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 1170, exp. 2, fols. 38-51, “Denunciaciones contra María de Luz, Rufina, y Antonia 
Xeke para brujería y hechicería.” 
145 Ibid, 39.  
146 Ibid, 41. 
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“visited on her on four or six occasions.”147   What those initial visits entailed, the 

Captain did not disclose, but an extended trip at sea kept the two apart.   

 Seemingly feeling rejected by her lover, la Zeybana enlisted local women known 

for love magic to attempt to seize the affections of Spaniard.  The women included a free 

African,  Rufina, a mulata, María Morena, and a Maya that went by the name of Antonia 

Xeke.  Howling the name of the Spanish captain was not the extent of their activities, but 

merely a reflection of the curses they were in the process of preparing.  Late at night, the 

women sucked on flowers and tobacco while they burned hair over burning candles.  The 

Maya woman chanted in a language unknown to the Spaniards.  Capitain Francisco 

testified of the low character of la Zaybana, even describing her as a “mujer prostituta” 

(female prostitute).148  Others characterized Antonia Xeke and Rufina, the Maya woman 

and the free African, as having “wicked fame as enchantress and sorceresses.”149  After 

confirming the case with Captain Victoria, Inquisition officials turned to residents and 

other women of the community.  Others came forward to accuse the women as an active 

cabal that engaged in “the material of curses, incantations, and invocations of the 

devil.”150  A nineteen-year-old woman, Josefa Domínguez, reported that the women were 

known for concocting curses against Spaniards.  The women had made a doll, which she 

made with a bottle and then suspended on a wheel and surrounded with aguardiente 

(alcohol), tobacco leaves, a scarf filled with flowers, a piece of ginger, and other roots.151   

                                                        
147 Ibid. 
148 Ibid, 40.  
149 Ibod, 48. 
150 Ibid, 41. 
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The Maya woman, Antonia Xeke, instructed la Zeybana to “chupan” (seduce) the 

Spaniard using the “smell of flowers and tobacco.”152   

  The accusations against the cabal of women of the seawall outraged the Spanish 

elites associated with the case.  Inquisition officials called for the immediate arrest of la 

Zaybana, Rufina, María Morena, and Antonia Xeke on charges of superstition and 

sorcery.  Late in the fall of 1777, city officials reported that the free African was under 

arrest in Mérida’s Casa de Recogidas for her “scandalous and incorrigible life.”153  

Unfortunately, further records of the case end with a 1778 notation from the Mexican 

Inquisition calling for a full investigation into the woman.   In spite of the fractured 

nature of the historical documentation, the accusations illustrate the ways that women in 

the weakest positions in society forged inter-ethnic relationships around magic.  La 

Zeybana, though a Spanish immigrant, she existed along the margins of elite society.  To 

attempt to control her fate she tapped into the robust networks of la mala vida to lure her 

wandering lover.  Noticeably, La Zeybana turned to an African, a mulata, and a Maya as 

the sources of authority.  By the eighteenth century, Fray Pedro’s Maya enchantress was 

but one of many unorthodox women that held power over the hearts of men.  It was clear, 

therefore, that for these low status women, love magic represented a social equalizer that 

empowered those in the weakest positions.       

 

 

                                                        
152 Ibid.  
153 In the margin of the record, a colonial official noted Rufina’s lack of repentance writing “that the negra 
Rufina was filled with extraordinary malice.” Ibid, 46. 
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Conclusions 

 In 1675, the representatives of the Holy Office in Mérida launched a formal 

investigation into the African Lucas de Argüello.  His close association with the women 

of the city that lived la mala vida and the elite networks of power in the countryside 

situated him as a critical link in the magical underworld of colonial Yucatán. Church 

officials feared the spread of indigenous magical practices.  For Argüello, these were 

defined by his close relationships with women of the city.   After dozens of references to 

his activities and countless references to his witchcraft, sorcery, superstition, the 

comisario Mérida finally called for his arrest.  The case against Argüello materialized for 

not long thereafter, he disappeared from society, presumably into the pagan monte of the 

Yucatán.  

 The knowledge of the Indians stood as a direct challenge to the ordered and 

controlled ideal of colonial society.  When Inquisition officials solicited testimony 

against the two Felipas, they targeted the women for their connections to Maya practices 

and activities.  These activities served as the basis to explain the everyday trials of life.  

The obscured epistemology of the Maya, in this context, represented all the magic that 

was dangerous in the colonial world.  

 Magic allowed for creation of social networks that brought elite and subjugated 

populations into direct and close relations.  In the countryside, men frequently engaged in 

pagan Maya institutions devoted to the control of agricultural forces.  Spaniards, 

Africans, Mayas and other castas made sacrifices to the gods of the rain and winds.  With 

these activities, they not only forged relationships that subverted colonial notions of 
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status and race, but they also defined indigenous institutions as important cultural 

features.  In the countryside, Maya practices ruled.  In the cities, women engaged in la 

mala vida held authority over their own positions.  Spanish women, in particular, looked 

to Maya women to provide remedies for broken hearts and lost loves.  In doing so, 

women forged powerful relationships that challenged their weak social positions.  

Although condemned by the official institutions of the colonial state, magic provided 

power and authority to the subjugated.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

TO CURE WITH CURSES, TO HEAL WITH HERBS:  
LOCATING HEALING IN COLONIAL YUCATÁN  

 
 
 
Introduction 

 
And what follows is the devil’s pact. 

 
— Fray Ysidro Moreño,  

“Auto contra José Zavala,” 1723 
 

In March of 1724, a mulato named José Zavala sat imprisoned in the local jail of 

the Holy Office of the Inquisition in the capital of Yucatán. Outside angry patients and 

distraught locals denounced him as curandero supersticioso (superstitious healer).1  His 

crimes, the series of Spanish and Maya testifiers claimed, relied on a mix of suspicious 

remedies punctuated with indigenous rituals with practices.  According to the 

denouncers, Zavala divined illnesses using amulets and stones, led drunken ceremonies in 

homes and cornfields, and healed through superstition and paganism.  Zavala’s healing, 

Inquisition officials would later declare, was riddled with malicious witchcraft and 

idolatry. 

Late one January evening in 1722 in the pueblo of Tenabo, Zavala perched along 

side the bed of Juana Uc, a young Maya woman who had fallen ill on a nearby estancia.  

Days before, Zavala had been sought out by the Spanish ranch owner Diego de Ávila y 

Escobar to treat his young employee.  In the Uc family home, the travelling healer sang 

                                                        
1 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 799, exp. 1, fols. 89-99, “Relación de la causa contra José Zavala por curandero 
suspersticioso” and AGN Inq 61, vol. 1164, exp. 23, fols. 211-272, 316-319, “Proceso contra un curandero, 
José Zavala, de color pardo, vecino del pueblo de Xecelchekan, por maleficio, idolatría y hechiceria.” 
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while he surrounded his patient with the embers of copal incense.  The sound of Zavala’s 

chanting and the smoke of his incense, however, were quickly replaced by Juana’s 

shrieks of horror as her bed and clothes caught fire.  The screaming and smoke spilled 

from the home and immediately drew neighbors and townspeople to the commotion.  

Town officials responded by apprehending Zavala and by morning he lay in the local jail 

awaiting the arrival of Church authorities.   

Zavala’s healing ritual gone astray sparked more than the Uc family home.  In the 

days, weeks, and years that followed, a series of disgruntled patients and local officials 

came forward to denounce Zavala as a superstitious conjuror and idolatrous healer before 

Inquisition officials.  Over the next two years, while Zavala remained in the Inquisition 

jail in Mérida, Spanish and Maya patients and officials testified against the healer for 

maliciously using local indigenous remedies and rituals.   

Before the officials of the Holy Office, the healer identified himself as a twenty-

two year-old mulato libre, free descendant of mixed African and Spanish ancestry, from 

the province of Tabasco.  Although he claimed to be simple milpero (corn farmer), he 

earned his living by roaming the Yucatec countryside providing remedies for the ailing 

and infirmed.  He was not, therefore, local or indigenous.  Nevertheless, he was 

immersed in the local Yucatec knowledge and practice of ritual and healing.  He treated 

prominent Spaniards, native elites, and local Mayas and in the small town of Tenabo, he 

found an anxious market for his craft.  

His presence and remedies, however, later brought distrust and resentment from 

elites and disgruntled patients.  For example, a Spaniard named Tomás Ordóñez testified 
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that he solicited Zavala to heal his aching arm.  The curandero treated the affliction by 

leading a series of rituals in a local cornfield that involved sacrificing a chicken and 

consuming balché, a locally produced mead.  For Ordóñez, the pain of his arm outlasted 

the intoxicated ritual.  Zavala, the Spaniard testified, maintained that the enduring pain in 

his arm was caused by his abuse of his servants and Indians.  Unsatisfied with the 

unsuccessful cure and outraged with the accusation of his own character, Ordóñez railed 

before the Inquisition against the “abominable superstitions of the Indians” and rejected 

Zavala’s remedies because he believed only in “God and the Holy Faith.”2   

Other townspeople testified against Zavala’s failure to deliver on his promises.  

One Don Alonso Coyi, a member of the local native elite, paid Zavala four pesos and two 

reales to heal his grandson of wicked airs that the healer identified in Maya as 

Xhunyopolíc. Using his xook, shark bones, Zavala divined the origins of the affliction. 

The healer stripped the boy and with an amulet containing a mirror and bones, he 

attempted to purge the “air of death” that surrounded him. He chanted and sang, made 

offerings of food and drink, and used “a little painted stone that the Indians call sastun 

and use for their idolatries.”3  The boy, however, eventually fell victim to his affliction.  

Enraged, Coyi seized the healing stone to strip him of his powers and remitted the 

evidence to officials of the Inquisition.    

Zavala was accused before the Inquisition of being an idolater, a witch, and a 

healer.  Ultimately, the Holy Office found his use of Maya terms, materials, and rituals 

                                                        
2 AGN Inq. 61, vol. 1164, exp. 23, fol. 214. 
3 Ibid, 283. 
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practices represented an heinous “devil’s pact.”4  After a lengthy investigation and more 

than two years of imprisonment, the Holy Office of the Tribunal determined that Zavala’s 

healing practices reflected diabolical superstitions and rituals and he was convicted of 

idolatry.  The mulato healer was, therefore, relaxed to secular officials and eventually 

condemned to hard labor.   

The case against José Zavala provides a rare glimpse into the practices of ritual 

and healing in colonial Yucatán.  These practices were, in large part, a heterodox 

amalgamation of distinct traditions.  To treat his clients, the mulato healer used remedies 

that had clear African roots, such as the use of an amulet, and ones with prominent Maya 

origins, such as the use of the incense called copal and the intoxicant known as balché.  

This case also demonstrates the tenuous position of healers in Yucatec society.  As an 

itinerant curandero, Zavala gained notoriety for his ability to heal through the mysterious 

and magical realm of medicine.  He stood astride the ritualized world of magic and 

medicine.  Under the gaze of Inquisition officials, however, Zavala’s practices stood not 

as symbols of a healer’s endless quest for cures, but as evidence of manipulative magic 

and infectious idolatry.  Such was the challenge of the healer.   

 The case against Zavala exposes the importance of healers in colonial society, but 

what do we make of this healer?  Was Zavala an aberration or did he represent the 

broader conditions of healing and medicine?  Though little understood by colonial 

observers and modern scholars, healing in colonial Yucatán relied upon a diverse 

collection of ideas and practices that in large part built upon long-standing indigenous 

                                                        
4 Ibid, 216. 
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traditions.5  A lack of oversight by the Protomedicato Real, the secular institution charged 

with regulating medicine, provided spaces for healers to blend epistemological traditions.  

Inquisition cases such as those against Zavala only hint at both the contentious and 

perilous position of Yucatec healers and the widespread distribution of indigenous beliefs 

about disease and curing.    

This chapter examines healing at the local level in seventeenth- and eighteenth-

century Yucatán.   The art and craft of healing necessitated integrating knowledge of the 

spiritual realm with that of physical experience.  In the Yucatec colony, officially 

sanctioned physicians and specialists of medicine were scant and unofficial healers 

managed the illnesses of a society plagued by widespread disease.  Elites and commoners 

alike employed healers to treat ailments cast by mysterious supernatural and ecological 

forces.  Healers, therefore, existed not exist as autonomous social entities, but as 

navigators of distinct ethnic, status, and ideological worlds. 

This chapter is divided into two broad parts.  The first section surveys the colonial 

contexts of ritual and healing in colonial Yucatán. Of particular interest here are the ways 

that healing fell between the bureaucratic gaps within the colonial administration. The 

second section highlights the presence of healers in specific Inquisitional cases to explore 

the development of local traditions of healing in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  

Curanderismo––the inter-social, mixed ethnic practices of uncertified healers–developed 

                                                        
5 Healing in colonial Yucatán has been overwhelmingly characterized as purely the product of indigenous 
traditions. Colonial medicine was Maya medicine and Maya medicine changed little from the pre-Hispanic 
periods into the modern.  Recent examples of this can be seen in Kunow’s discussion of contemporary 
Yucatec healing and Orellana’s treatment of highland Maya medical traditions.  Marianna Appel Kunow, 
Maya Medicine: Traditional Healing in Yucatan (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2003); 
Sandra L. Orellana, Indian Medicine in Highland Guatemala: The Pre-Hispanic and Colonial Periods 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1987). 
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in the absence of licensed medical professionals. Filling this void, healers built Maya 

beliefs of magic and traditions of botanical knowledge into systems that crossed ethnic 

boundaries. 

 

Maya Medicine in the Colonial Dawn  

 
The greatest idolaters were the priests, 
chilanes, the sorcerers and physicians, 
chacs, and nacomes.   
 

— Fray Diego de Landa,   
Relación de las cosas de Yucatán, 1566 

 
Pre-Columbian Maya medical beliefs and practices were imbedded in a 

polytheistic agriculturally-centered worldview. 6   The ancient Maya universe was an 

interwoven mix of animate deities and subordinate humans.  A series of cyclical ritual 

calendars intimately connected the supernatural and natural worlds. In this context, 

sickness and disease were the products of the disequilibrium in the cosmological order 

caused by human irresponsibility and godly malfeasance. Through ritualized incantation, 

divination, and blood sacrifice, shamanic elites were charged with maintaining the cycle 

of the cosmos by appropriately appeasing the gods.7  Special classes of healers were 

responsible for making periodic ritual offerings and sacrifices to maintain the physical 

and social order of society.  

                                                        
6 Numerous scholars have dealt with the relationship between ideological belief and social order of the 
ancient Maya.  The most authoritative source, however, remains the late Linda Schele in her work with 
David Friedel, Forest of Kings: The Untold Story of the Ancient Maya (New York: Morrow, 1990) and 
Maya Cosmos: Three Thousand Years on the Shaman’s Path (New York: Morrow, 1992).   
7 For recent discussions of the shamanic origins of Maya rulership, see F. Kent Reilly’s contribution to 
Lords of Creation, edited by Virginia M. Fields and Dorie Reents-Budet (New York: Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 2006). 
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The mythological expressions of disease illustrated how, at its core, healing was 

connected to ritual and served to level social divisions.  Two gods—Itzamná and Ix 

Chel—were central.  According to ancient Maya mythology, Itzamná taught mankind the 

keys to civilization—the counting of days, the cultivation of maize, and the recording of 

history. 8   During the late Classic Period ninth century, he emerged as a state-level deity 

that political leaders across polities identified with authority and rulership.  In codices 

from the fifteenth century, Itzamná frequently appeared as the god of the priesthood.  In 

spite of the ostentation of his symbolic power, however, Itzamná frequently emerged as 

an old, sickly, and even dying deity (see Figure 4.1).  While Itzamná inspired the 

principle attributes of Maya society, he himself seemed incapable of escaping the 

experience of illness and disease, a responsibility that fell to the moon goddess Ix Chel.9  

Frequently associated with a spate of activities that included pregnancy, childbirth, 

divination, and healing, Ix Chel existed as the guiding force behind the preparation of 

remedies.  In Classic Period pottery, Ix Chel frequently directed the preparation of trance 

inducing materials, such as those of enemas and purgatives.  Itzamná and Ix Chel were 

cosmically intertwined, just as death and life created the arcs of human existence.  The 

paired association of Itzamná with disease and Ix Chel with healing followed a typical 

                                                        
8 Though Schele and Miller were not the first to identify the prominence of Itzamná—for that see the 
nineteenth century works of Seler—, they eloquently detail his transcendence from the Classic into the 
Post-Classic periods. Linda Schele and Mary Ellen Miller, Code of Kings (Fort Worth: Fort Worth Museum 
of Art, 1986), 55-58; Eduard Seler, “Parallelen in den Maya-Handschriften,” Globus 90 (1906):187-193. 
9 Sigal has explored the transformation of sexuality and ritualized discourse using Ix Chel as a reflection of 
gendered power.  Pete Sigal, From Moon Goddesses to Virgins: The Colonization of Yucatecan Maya 
Sexual Desire (Austin: University of Texas, 2000). 



 

 

Mesoamerican theme of gender parallelism that distributed ritual power among both men 

and women.10  

 
 
Figure 4.1 - Ix Chel Directs the Care fo
 
 

 
 Source: Maya Vase Database, K2794
 
  
 
 For the Ancient Maya, healing cut across social and metaphysical boundaries.  

Following Maya mythology, the authority of Itzamana, the grand god that controlled the 

heavens, lay powerless without periodic renewal from Ix Chel.  In this regard, divisions 

of power were nullified by sickness.  Healers, both men and women, invoked the goddess 

                                                       
10 For more on gender parallelism in Mesoamerica see Noemí Quezada, 
aztecas (México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1975).
11 This Classic Period image is taken from a polychrome vase of unknown provenance.  Ix Chel 
left) leads the way deer or spirit companion/co
the ailing Itzamná (right). The 
connection. Itzamná’s identity is symbo
marked by the falling leaves.  Ix Chel, who is often associated with images of deer and the moon, induces 
vomiting from the animal to symbolize the healer’s remedial journey into the supernatura
ritual purgation. This image appears courtesy of Justin Kerr.  

Mesoamerican theme of gender parallelism that distributed ritual power among both men 

Ix Chel Directs the Care for a Dying Itzamná11 

 

Source: Maya Vase Database, K2794 

For the Ancient Maya, healing cut across social and metaphysical boundaries.  

Following Maya mythology, the authority of Itzamana, the grand god that controlled the 

heavens, lay powerless without periodic renewal from Ix Chel.  In this regard, divisions 

power were nullified by sickness.  Healers, both men and women, invoked the goddess 

                
For more on gender parallelism in Mesoamerica see Noemí Quezada, Amor y magia amorosa entre los 

(México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1975). 
This Classic Period image is taken from a polychrome vase of unknown provenance.  Ix Chel 

deer or spirit companion/co-essence of the Maya lord (center) in a healing ritual to cure 
the ailing Itzamná (right). The way and the healer wear the same ornamentation to establish their 
connection. Itzamná’s identity is symbolically reinforced by the bird beneath his bed and his remedy 
marked by the falling leaves.  Ix Chel, who is often associated with images of deer and the moon, induces 
vomiting from the animal to symbolize the healer’s remedial journey into the supernatura
ritual purgation. This image appears courtesy of Justin Kerr.   
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Mesoamerican theme of gender parallelism that distributed ritual power among both men 

 

For the Ancient Maya, healing cut across social and metaphysical boundaries.  

Following Maya mythology, the authority of Itzamana, the grand god that controlled the 

heavens, lay powerless without periodic renewal from Ix Chel.  In this regard, divisions 

power were nullified by sickness.  Healers, both men and women, invoked the goddess 

Amor y magia amorosa entre los 

This Classic Period image is taken from a polychrome vase of unknown provenance.  Ix Chel (extreme 
essence of the Maya lord (center) in a healing ritual to cure 

and the healer wear the same ornamentation to establish their 
lically reinforced by the bird beneath his bed and his remedy 

marked by the falling leaves.  Ix Chel, who is often associated with images of deer and the moon, induces 
vomiting from the animal to symbolize the healer’s remedial journey into the supernatural world through 
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of the moon for guidance––acts that symbolically linked the mythological world with the 

human plane.  To treat the ailing, healers communed with deities.  In spite of political 

states dominated by patriarchy, healing was an arena structured to allow for the 

participation of women. Sickness and healing were integral to the ongoing renewal of 

social relations, and healers existed as a special class of ritual practitioners who held 

direct connections to the supernatural.  Healers diagnosed sickness by communing with 

deities.  Divination and prognostication, therefore, represented the highly specialized and 

unique skills.  While treatments ranged from the use of poultices and balms to 

scarification and childbirth, the use of herbs and plants figured prominently.  In this 

regard, healers also possessed intimate botanical knowledge as well.  The healer, 

therefore, held unique skills that created intimate connections across society.    

 In the 1540s, the Dominican friar Bartolomé de Las Casas described three types 

of Maya healers: hechiceros (sorcerers), médicos (physicians) and herbolarios 

(herbalists).12  Sorcerers were those that directly used ritual to manipulate sickness and 

disease.  Hechiceros operated directly in conjunction with priests, with whom they gave 

prayers, burned incense, and worshiped idols.  Diego de Landa noted that they “invoked 

with prayers the gods of medicine whom they said were Itzamná, Cit Bolon Tun and 

Ahau Chamahes, and the priests giving them the incense, they burned it in the brazier of 

the new fire and meanwhile the Chacs smears the idols and the small stones with another 

bitumen like that of the priests’ books.”13  Physicians targeted illness by addressing 

                                                        
12 Bartolomé de Las Casas, Apologética historia sumaria, Edmundo O’Gorman, ed. (México: Instituto de 
Investigaciones Históricas, 1967), II: 514-515. 
13 Landa, 155. 
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material conditions first and ritual forces second.   According to Las Casas médicos 

“applied remedies of herbs and other natural cures that they knew from experience to be 

beneficial for illness… After those were given, they called the diviner… so that they 

might say what sacrifice would be best.”14   Herbalists, had direct knowledge of 

medicinal plants and had the least engagement in ritual.  They provided the flora that 

formed the basis of many remedies.   

 In the sixteenth century, Maya society maintained at least eight distinct separate 

categories of individuals connected to sickness and healing (Table 4.2).  These classes 

varied between those that manipulated supernatural forces to spread diseases as acts of 

malice to those that knew of remedies for the pains of everyday life.  Antonio de Ciudad 

Real, the most important linguist of the Maya in the sixteenth century, detailed the 

multiple Maya specialists with intimate knowledge of sickness, healing, and plants.15 

                                                        
14 Las Casas, op. cit., II: 525. 
15 The so-called Calepino de Motul is widely ascribed to Antonio de Ciudad Real, though his name did not 
seem to appear on the now lost manuscript. Both Lizana and Cogolludo noted Ciudad Real’s skill with 
Maya and other Indian languages.  Lizana claimed that he focused his spiritual work in the construction of 
a Maya calepino, or massive dictionary.  Cogolludo described him as a lengua (linguist) who worked for 
four decades on Maya vocabularies.  As a linguist, therefore, he was extremely gifted, not only in Maya, 
but also in Nahuatl and Zapotec. In 1584, he traveled with Alonso Ponce through Central America 
investigating the post-conquest state of indigenous communities.  The 1590 Tratado curioso y doctor de las 
grandezas de Nueva España, attributed to the hand of Ciudad Real, stands out as a remarkable not only as a 
travel narrative, but as a rich ethnographic survey.  In 1932, Roys remarked that Ciudad Real stood out as a 
“little known Franciscan monk who would appear to have been one of the most accomplished 
lexicographers of his time.”  Eighty years later, Ciudad Real remains a little known monk and linguist.  
While there was once debate on the authorship of the Calepino, there is little doubt today that the work was 
Ciudad Real’s magnum opus.  Hanks recently detailed the evidence for his authorship.  As a principal 
linguistic source, Ciudad Real’s influence extended through the colonial period as numerous others sources 
incorporated his Calepino into dictionaries and vocabularies.  In the 1740s, fray Gabriel de San 
Buenaventura made extensive use of it in the construction of his Arte del idioma Maya. See: Cogolludo, 
268; William Hanks, Converting Words: Maya in the Age of the Cross (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2010), 164-167; Lizana, 241-2; Ralph Roys, “Antonio De Ciudad Real, Ethnographer,” American 
Anthropologist 34:1 (1932), 118-126.  
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 Those closely connected to sorcery, like Las Casas’ hechiceros, were four types 

of healers that directly engaged ritual activities to manipulate the human experience.  

Among this category were the so-called uaay, who were individuals that directly 

communed with the devil.  Como brujos (like witches), they could transform themselves 

into animals, bring natural disasters, and spread diseases.16   Uaay chac, for instance, 

could bring the rains through necromancy.  Clerics defined the pul yaah, another category 

of ritual specialists, as “general sorcerers that could make sickness.”17  The pul existed as 

dangerous individuals who, in the case of the pul keban than, transferred malevolence 

between enemies.  The numerous subclasses of pul represented the widespread belief that 

sickness and disease were direct products of the actions of others.  Their activities ranged 

from spreading worms to inflicting bloody diarrhea.18  Defined as hechiceros, the cunal 

existed as “enchanters or sorcerers who knew of spells” that could cast and remove 

illness.19  Like the uaay, they too held power over animals, but their actions could be 

beneficial.   Women directly participated in these activities and the ix cunal than was a 

special female class of enchanter.  A final, highly-specialized category of healer dealt 

exclusively in the ritualized intersection between the individual and the landscape.  The 

so-called people of the wind, the mack ik were “conjurors of winds” that controlled both 

                                                        
16 Related to the specific matter of these terms, the Ciudad Real lists the pronoun ah (your) before each 
phrase.  While not uncommon in colonial texts, I have chosen not to follow this convention as it may imply 
a misleading connection between these classes of healers for non-Maya speakers.  Calpino de Motul: 
Diccionario Maya-Español, Tomo III, Ramón Arzápalo Marín, ed. (México: Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México, 1995), 1480. 
17 Ibid, 1450. 
18 With typical directness of the Maya, the name for those that spread worms was pul nok tii yit uinic, 
which literally translates “as thrower of worms in people’s ass.”   
19 Ibid, 1472. 
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the spread and removal of individual sickness and communal disaster.20   Winds, 

particularly of the north, brought disaster.  Those that controlled these forces, also 

controlled the spread of disease.     

 Several classes of healers prioritized healing through the manipulation of the body 

in addition to the use of ritual.  General healers were known as tzac, or those who were 

defined as “médicos en general y cirujanos” (general physicians and surgeons), which 

likened them to European-trained certified healers.21  Landa claimed “There were also 

surgeons, or to be more accurate, sorcerers, who cured with herbs and many superstitious 

rites.”22  Some tzac, known as tzac yaah, specialized in undoing the sicknesses caused by 

evildoers.  The tzac ti ya exclusively treated sores and skin abrasions.  A specialized 

classes of blood letters known as tok also treated illness. 23  Blood figured prominently in 

Maya rituals as the arena where supernatural and human coalesced.  Tok read blood to 

determine the nature and root of illnesses and drained the infirmed to restore supernatural 

balance.  Bonesetting figured as another specialized field and the kax bak treated 

fractured and broken bones.  Finally, the alançah, or the midwife, existed as an extremely 

specific class of médicos. 24  Given the importance of calendrics, midwives were charged 

with not only guiding women not only through pregnancy, but also predicting the 

moments of childbirth.  

 Finally, herbalists were healers that were the least attached to ritual, but still 

central to the treatment of infirmity. In the Yucatán the ohel tu kinam xiuoob, “ those who 
                                                        
20 Ibid, 1465. 
21 Ibid, 1748. 
22 Ibid, 30.  
23 Ibid, 46.  
24 Ibid, 1440.  
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knew about medicinal plants,” represented a noteworthy class of healer.  They served as 

the most essential repositories of knowledge of the natural world.  Herbalists cultivated 

useful plants, traded remedies, and mapped the countryside for useful wild cures.  

 
 
 
Table 4.2 – Maya Ritual Specialists and Healers25 
   
Class  Specialist Description  
   
Alançah Alançah Midwife  
 Ix alançah Midwife’s partner 
 Alançah nahi Midwife’s assistant  
   
Cunal or Cunyab Cunal than Enchanter, conjuror, or sorcerer that 

knows spells; root signifies to bewitch 
 Ix cunal than Enchantress that knows spells 
 Cunyah Male or female sorcerer 
 Cunal balam  Enchanter of jaguars 
 Cunal can Enchanter of snakes  
 Cunal chich Enchanter of birds 
 Cunal ceh Enchanter of deer 
 Cunil ciçin Evil enchanter 
   
Kaaxbac kaaxbac Bonesetter 

 
Pul Pul Sorcerer; root of verb to spread or throw 

                                                        
25 Two points to note:  First, colonial Maya sources were incredibly inconsistent in spelling and 
orthography.  At times, for instance, the term for médico was written as dzac, �ac, and �aac.  To simplify, 
I have written this simply as tzac.  This does not, however, follow the so-called 1986 Orthography of the 
Academia de Lenguas Mayas de Guatemala that has been adopted by many Yucatecos.  I feel it important 
to attempt to be true to the colonial sources because they do record historical changes to the language.  The 
modern orthography implies expressed variations, particularly related to vocality, that may not have been 
present in spoken colonial Maya.  Second, I have transcribed the terms Sources for these terms come from 
the two dictionaries of the sixteenth century, both of which appeared without authored attribution. As noted 
above, Ciudad Real was likely the author of the Calepino de Motul.  The Vienna manuscript, often called 
the Vocabulario Maya Than, seemed to be constructed independently from the Calepino and had multiple 
possible authors, including Gonzalo Gaspar de Nájera and Alonso de Solana. See: Bocabulario de Maya 
Than, René Acuña, ed. (México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1993); Calpino de Motul: 
Diccionario Maya-Español, Tomo III, Ramón Arzápalo Marín, ed. (México: Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México, 1995). 
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 Pul yaah Sorcerer that makes sickness 
 Pul abichkiik Sorcerer that inflicts bloody urine 
 Pul abichpuu Sorcerer that inflicts lumpy urine 
 Pul auatmo Sorcerer that makes children cry 
 Pul cimil Sorcerer that casts sickness upon others 
 Pul ch’ubchij Sorcerer that prevents children from 

suckling  
 Pul holoktaa Sorcerer that produces sadness  
 Pul kantzac Sorcerer that produces curses 
 Pul kazab Sorcerer that causes stangury  
 Pul keban than Translator of the will of enemies 
 Pul kik ta Enchanter that spreads bloody diarrhea  
 Pul nach’bak Sorcerer that spread emotions 
 Pul nach’bakmax Sorcerer that spread dark emotions 
 Pul nok tii yit unic Sorcerer that throws worms  
 Pul uenel okol Sorcerer of dreams  
 Pul xankiik Sorcerer that controls menstruation  
 Pul xekik Conjuror of vómitos de sangre 
   
Taak  Taakyaah  Sorcerer that makes sickness  
   
Tok Tok Bloodletter that has the official office of a 

surgeon  
 Tokbilil Female Bloodletter 
 Tokyah Male Bloodletter 
   
Tzac Tzac Doctor in general or surgeon; 

synonymous term for medicine 
 Tzac yah Official doctor that heals evil by sorcery 

to cure evil curses and idolatry  
 Tzac ti ya Surgeon or doctor that heals sores 
   
Uaay Uaay Witch; root of term of to bewitch 
 Uaaytan Witch 
 Uaay chac Necromancer that makes it rain 
 Uaay chamac Witch that transforms into a fox 
 Uaay miztun Witch that transforms into a cat 
 Uaay xibalba Witch or enchanter that speaks to the 

Devil 
   

 
 The gender parallelism evident in the mythology of Itzamná-Ix Chel stood 

prominent in the distinct classes of healers.  While there were distinct positions limited to 
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men and women, most notably bonesetting as the provenance of men and midwifery as 

the confines of women, most activities were open to both sexes.  At times, the terms 

themselves were gendered.  The sorcerers that knew of spells appeared as both men—

cunal than— and women—ix cunal than.  Similarly, men who operated as bloodletters 

were known as tokyah while their female counterparts were called tokbilil.  Even when 

the terms themselves did indicate gender, the activities frequently did not make 

distinctions of gender.  The uaay witches and cunal enchanter that controlled animals 

could be both men and women.   

The arrival of Spanish society on the peninsula marked a dramatic, long-term 

reconstitution of institutions of ritual and healing.   Some elements of society, such as the 

multiple classes of priests, virtually disappeared, while others, like healers, transformed 

into new expressions of local authority.  Over the course of the colonial period, healing 

became a critical arena for the survival and evolution of indigenous ideological authority.  

Once wedded to a complex set of cosmo-mythological beliefs and practices, healing 

became a critical component to the social networking system that characterized Yucatec 

society.  

 From the onset of Spanish rule, practices associated with native mythology and 

rituals became the targets of persecution. The extirpation campaigns of the 1560s aimed 

to suppress the social and religious institutions associated with ritual, which included the 

sorcerers, conjurors, and healers that manipulated sickness.  Landa noted that “the 

greatest idolaters were the priests, chilanes, the sorcerers and physicians, chacs, and 
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nacomes.”26  This characterization noted how ritual practices were intertwined in the 

view of the Inquisitional forces of the Church.  Landa was particularly vehement that all 

ritual activities were intertwined.  Describing the calendar, he wrote that “During the 

month Uo the priests, the physicians, and sorcerers, who are all the same thing…”27  For 

the cleric obsessed with Christian orthodoxy, there were few important distinctions 

between the different healers within society.   

On the following day [of the month of Zip] the physicians and the sorcerers 
assembled in one of their houses with their wives, and the priests drove away the 
evil spirit. Which being done, they opened the bundles of their medicine, in which 
they kept many little trifles and, each having his own, little idol of the goddess of 
medicine, whom they call Ix Chel. And so they called this festival Ichil Ix Chel… 
And with great devotion they invoked prayers to the gods of medicine whom they 
said were Itzamna, Cit Bolon Tun, and Ahau Chamahes…28  
 

 Landa’s work should be read as a general critique against the threat of persistent 

idolatry. Thus the distinct activities of different ritual professionals became irrelevant.  

The trained healers of society, whether they treated spiritual disorder, social upheaval, or 

physical illness, were simply all the same thing in the eyes of the friar.   Ritual, in this 

context, existed as the force that bound priests, sorcerers, and physicians in traditions that 

countered the ordering of society that came with the cleric’s Christian mission of 

colonialism. In particular, as discussed below, the Church served as the lone institution to 

supervise the activities of healers.  But the interest of religious officials lay in repressing 

the Maya institutions of ritual.  The rich and diverse substrate of Maya medicine—with 

practioners specializing in tasks that ranged from manipulation of the supernatural world 

                                                        
26 Landa, Relación, 111.   
27 Ibid, 153. 
28 Ibid, 154-155. 



 

 

172

 

to control over bodily processes––proved malleable.  Maya medicine evolved to suppress 

dangerous ritual elements and prioritized knowledge of herbs and remedies.   

 

“La Tierra Enferma”   

“There was a time when this land was healthy,” wrote fray Diego López de 

Cogolludo, the great seventeenth-century chronicler of the history of the Yucatán.29  

Citing an often repeated historical source, the Franciscan noted that “People used to die at 

an old and pure age because there were no sicknesses that were so common in other 

areas. If there were bad humors, the heat consumed them. And it was said that they did 

not need médicos.”30  Cogolludo contrasted this bygone, idealized age with his own.  

“But it is said that in the present, the time that we live, we experience many illnesses, 

very dangerous ones. We need médicos científicos (scientific physicians) because the heat 

of the past no longer consumes the bad humors but creates them.”31  

Writing in the mid-seventeenth century, the friar-cum-historian stood midway 

through the Spanish colonial experiment in Yucatán.  In his Historia de Yucathan, written 

sometime in between 1653 and 1687, Cogolludo noted the prominence of rich indigenous 

                                                        
29 Diego López Cogolludo, Historia de Yucathan (Madrid: Juan Garcia Infanzon, 1688), libro IV, capítulo 
II, pagina 176. 
30 Ibid. Cogolludo attributed this claim to Fray Juan de Torquemada, the Franciscan author of the 
monumental Monarquia Indiana first published in 1615.  Torquemada, in fact, directly borrowed this 
passage from his predecessor Fray Jeronimo de Mendieta, who wrote an extensive history of Franciscan 
proselytizing called Historia eclesiástica Indiana in 1596.  Torquemada no doubt had access to Mendieta’s 
unpublished work, which was repressed as a Joachite fantasy, from the order’s library in Talteloco.  
Mendieta, likewise, looked to his own clerical antecedents and lifted the passage from Fray Toribio de 
Benavente o Motolinia’s unpublished Memoriales, which also resided in the Franciscan convent. Motlolina, 
it should be noted, was one of the so-called Franciscan Twelve and was said to have baptized hundreds of 
thousands of native neophytes.  His knowledge of native societies, therefore, was considerable.  For an 
analysis of the migration of ideas among Franciscans such as Torquemada, see Miguel León-Portilla’s 
“New Light on the Sources of Torquemada's Monarchia Indiana,” The Americas 35:3 (1979), 287-316.  
31 Cogolludo, Historia de Yucathan, libro IV, capítulo 11, pagina 176.  
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traditions and consistent struggle for colonial authority rule during the previous century.  

He highlighted how Spaniards found politically organized native populations that 

maintained robust societies.  Although Mayas negotiated complex knowledge systems 

based, according to his clerical view, on idolatry, they once also led prosperous lives free 

of disease and disaster.  Since the arrival of the Crown and the Church, however, native 

society suffered under the effects of disease.  And natives were not alone in their 

struggles.  Spaniards, Africans, and castas all succumbed to the rampant and traumatic 

challenges of disease.  For Cogolludo, the challenges presented by sicknesses and 

diseases represented a fundamental shortcoming of colonial rule.  Spanish and Catholic 

institutions failed to provide for the health of much of colonial society.   

Although the colony was established as a venture of political and spiritual 

salvation, all of society frequently was plagued by the reoccurring cycles of catastrophe.  

With Cogolludo’s pen, the history of Spanish Yucatán was not filled with miraculous 

tales of conquest and subjugation, but instead of the struggle to maintain a colonial 

society in a bountiful, but diseased landscape.32    

Disease was a central part of colonial Yucatec society and epidemics occurred 

with great frequency and general sickness was endemic throughout the colonial period.  

Spanish religious and political officials regularly characterized the Yucatán as exploding 

in natural bounty and economic potential, but perpetually plagued by deopopulation, 

                                                        
32 Ibid, libro IV, capítulo I, pagina 170.  Cogolludo made it clear that his work was not to be a work of lurid 
tales of conquest and adventure. “Diré, pues todo lo que he hallado, que me conste de las Historias y de 
escritos antecedentes, a éstos, que se me han dado. El demasiadamente curioso podrá aumentar lo que le 
pareciere con tal que sea con la verdad que requiere una Historia, porque mi intento no es deleitar los 
ánimos con discursos varios, ni escribir libros de aventuras o caballerías.”  He aimed, instead, to 
synthesize his thoughts, experiences and the works of his predecessors that included Diego Francisco de 
Oviedo, Antonio de Remesal, Juan de Torquemada, and Pedro Sánchez de Aguilar.  
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disaster, and disease.  The view of the region’s bounty grew out of sixteenth century 

natural histories that were replete with ecological and botanical knowledge, but also 

bound in the view that the region was frequently disastrous.  As noted in Chapter Two, 

viruelas, which may have been the first epidemic in the New World, erupted along the 

coast of the Yucatán shortly after Spaniards made first contact with the region in 1517 

and lasted until the 1540s. Other major outbreaks included an epidemic of fevers in 1566, 

another from 1569 until 1575, tabardillo in 1609, viruelas and sarampión from 1627 to 

1631, xe kik in 1640, vómito de sangre and viruelas from 1648 to 1650, xuzankak in 

1692, an unidentified epidemic in 1699 and again in 1726, bola in 1787, and vómito de 

sangre in 1799.33  Outbreaks frequently clustered as one disease weakened the population 

while another raged.  The outbreak of tabardillo in 1609 occurred alongside the spread of 

sarampión and viruelas.  Epidemic outbreaks frequently came with other sweeping 

disasters as well.  The outbreak of vómito del sangre and viruelas of that lasted from 

1648 to 1650 triggered a famine that was worsened by a drought in 1652.  Disease, 

therefore, frequently came with other ecological disasters, which included hurricanes, 

droughts, and invasions of locusts.   

Official Spanish perspectives recognized that sickness was a prominent challenge 

to the maintenance of society.  In the official reports to the King of Spain in the 1570s, 

commonly called the Relaciones geográficas, Spanish officials, encomenderos, and 

natives informants frequently characterized the region as being lavishly bountiful, rich 

                                                        
33 The circulation of diseases in the Spanish colonies has been admirably surveyed by Suanne Austin 
Alchon, A Pest in the Land: New World Epidemics in a Global Perspective (Albuquerque: University of 
New México Press, 2003) and Noble David Cook, Born to Die: Disease and New World Conquest, 1492-
1650 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998).  
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with a variety of unique plants and animals and large, well-organized native populations.  

In spite of this natural abundance, nevertheless, colonialism had brought calamity to 

many parts of the region.  Lamenting the disastrous state of the colony, many observers 

characterized the Yucatán as “tierra enferma”––a sick and infirmed region.  For instance, 

Juan Vellido, an eighty-year-old alcalde ordinario (local mayor) and former participant 

of the conquest of the region, recorded that his town was once populated but fell into 

disarray as it became diseased.  Alonso Julián, a criollo encomendero, attempted to 

balance the contrasting elements of hope and despair and reported that “I say that is land 

is unhealthy and sick with fever and aches.”34   The town of Chauaca, he wrote, was “first 

populated [and then] became tierra enferma…” 35  One prominent encomendero 

contrasted regions that were heavily populated with those that were diminished. .  “There 

is tierra negra (black land) that is populated … and then there is tierra enferma.”36  

Maya sources revealed strikingly similar idealization of the prehispanic world.  

Writing in the so-called Chilam Balam de Chumayel, native scribes recorded the 

idealized vision of the past where Mayas lacked the scars of disease and domination.   

Then they adhered to [the dictates of] their reason. There was no sins in the holy 
faith their lives [were passed]. There was then no sickness, they had then no aching 
bones, they had then no high fever, they had then no smallpox, they had no burning 
chest, they had then no abdominal pains, they had then no consumption, they then 
no headache.  At that time the course of humanity was orderly.  The foreigners 
made it otherwise.37  

                                                        
34 Alonso Julián, “Relación de Titzal y Tixtual [1579],” Relaciones histórico-geográficas, I: 238.  
35 Juan Vellido, “Relación de Uayma y Kantunilkin [1579],” Relaciones histórico-geográficas de la 
gobernación de Yucatán: Mérida, Valladolid y Tabasco, Mercedes de la Garza, ed. (México: Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México, Instituto de Investigaciones Filológicas, Centro de Estudios Mayas, 1983) 
II, 169. 
36 Juan de Cardenas, “Relación de Tekom y Ecab [1581],” Relaciones histórico-geográficas, II: 231. 
37 This follows Roys translation.  The Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel, edited and translated by Ralph 
Loveland Roys (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 83. 
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The declarations of Spanish settlers and Maya subjects served as commentaries on 

the colonial state and the society that colonialism established.  If they believed that the 

region was pure before the arrival of colonialism is unclear.  What is clear, however, is 

that sickness enveloped daily life and served as a metaphor for colonialism.  Illnesses 

ravaged society and posed a consistent threat to the life of the colony.  Tierra enferma 

stood as representative of the challenges of colonialism and individual existence.   

Though colonial Spaniards understood disease as an endemic condition in the Yucatán, 

the presence of licensed healers was constantly lacking.  The commentary on the state 

highlighted how basic institutions, such as physicians and surgeons, were virtually 

absent.   

 

Professional Physicians and Absent Administrations  

State and local institutions set extensive mandates to control the discourse and 

practices of healing.  From early in the colonial period, the Spanish Crown showed a 

keen interest in medicine and the commodification of healing.  In 1570, Phillip II named 

Francisco Hernández, his court physician, the Protomédico de las Indias, Islas y Tierra 

Firme del Mar Océano (Chief Physician of the Indies, Islands, and Known Lands of the 

Sea and Ocean) and charged him with the specific mission to investigate indigenous 

medical knowledge.  The clear aim here was to both survey indigenous perspectives on 

materia médica and to begin to control the discourse on medicine and healing.  This 

agenda was bolstered by the creation of the Royal Protomedicato in the following year.  

In many ways, however, the Protomedicato embodied the contradictions of colonial 



 

 

177

 

Spanish rule—the creation of wide-reaching and assertive institutions with little support 

and funding.  

Although officially charged with certifying physicians, surgeons, apothecaries, 

blood-letters, and midwives, the overall mandate of the Protomedicato was to restrict and 

control unlicensed healers—an agenda to which it miserably failed.38  In fact, institutional 

barriers, such as restrictions against conversos (Muslim and Jewish converts), natives and 

castas, hampered the training and certification of medical professionals.  Furthermore, 

since official medicine offered little financial gain and social prestige to Spanish elites—

with doctors constantly searching for fees—few Spaniards sought out careers in 

medicine.  This left an obvious dearth of licensed healers to treat populations that 

frequented new environments, fell victim to widespread diseases, and traveled the human 

life cycle of illness and recovery.  The absence of certified doctors plagued the 

viceroyalty through the colonial period.  In fact, the Protomedicato certified fewer than 

500 individuals for the first 150 years of its existence.39  As a result, by creating a weak 

institution that generated little more than ineffective restrictions, the Crown advanced the 

opposite agenda that it intended.40  By the end of the colonial period, there were no more 

than six certified medical professionals for a region that topped one million inhabitants.41 

                                                        
38 For two critical works on the institutional history of the Protomedicato and médicos see:  Patrick Tate 
Lanning, The Royal Protomedicato: The Regulation of the Medical Profession in the Spanish Empire, John 
Jay Tepaske, ed. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1985) and Luz María Hernández Sáenz, Learning to 
Heal: The Medical Profession in Colonial Mexico, 1767-1831 (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 
2001).  
39 Lanning, 139. 
40 As a regulatory and supervisory body, the Protomedicato seemed to have minimal presence in the 
Yucatán.  I found no records of the licensing, examination, or trial of healers from the Yucatán after 
examined the seventeen volumes of the Protomedicato at the Archivo General de la Nación and dozen 
volumes in the Facultad de Medicina (but not the four volumes at the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e 
Historía) in Mexico City.  This absence of evidence, in part, reflects the fragmentary records of the 
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 Colonial Yucatán constantly lacked professional healers, particularly médicos 

(physician) and cirujanos (surgeons).  Although the arrival of Spanish settlers brought the 

numerous institutions of colonialism, professional healers were vastly underrepresented 

and consistently spread thin.  Through the colonial period, there were few trained 

European medical practioners in the colony (Table 4.3).  The first medical professionals 

came with the Spanish conquerors of the peninsula, but few followed.  In 1540, the 

physician Juan del Rey and the surgeon Maese Íñigo López accompanied Francisco de 

Montejo’s conquest of the peninsula.42  The former settled in Mérida and acted as the 

chief physician for the army, while the latter ventured to the Andes to participate in the 

conquest of the Inca.  For nearly four decades, Juan del Rey alone treated much of the 

population of the Spanish colony.  In 1580, the septuagenarian petitioned the crown for 

retirement after decades of exhaustive efforts working as a physician, surgeon, and 

herbalist.  The conquistador Diego Briceño described him as a “good soldier… for his 

service to the community for curing all the Spaniards, their servants, [and] their naborías 

(laborers) of their numerous wounds and sicknesses.”43  

 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                     
institution.  For a body that trained, certified, and even tried medical professionals for better than 250 years, 
the records are exceedingly scant.  Nevertheless, occasionally there were certified medical professionals in 
the colony.  Several Inquisition cases note the use of Proto-médicos as witnesses.  These individuals, 
however, were incredibly rare and several seem to have been brought in as outside experts.  References can 
be found in AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 731, exp. 17, fols. 216-228 and AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 953, exp. 41, fols. 309-
313.  
41 Álvaro Avila Escalante, “Historia de la medicina alopatica en la epoca colonial,” Enciclopedia 
Yucatense, Tomo IV (México: Edición official del gobierno de Yucatán, 1944), 269. 
42 Cogolludo, Historia de Yucathan, Libro III, cap. XVI, pag. 165-169. 
43 “Probanza de García de Medina,” published in Juan Francisco Molina Solis, Historia de Yucatán 
Durante la Domonacion Española, Tomo I (Mérida: Loteria del Estado, 1904), 607. 
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Table 4.3 – The European Doctors of the Yucatán, 1542-1821 
 
Years of 
Activity 

Individual Nationality Occupation Residence 

1542 Maese Íñigo López Spanish Surgeon Mérida 

1542-1580 Juan del Rey Spanish 
Physician & 
surgeon  

Mérida 

1555-1615 Gaspar de Molina Spanish 
Physician & 
Apothecary 

Mérida 

1660 Pedro de Sandoval Spanish Physician Mérida 
1672 Richard Lewis English Healer Yaxcaba 
1695 Juan José de Castro Spanish Physician Peten 
1680-1696 Peter Williams English Surgeon Tixkokob 
1706 Juan José de Castro French Surgeon Oxkutzcab 
1707 José Gregorio Campo Spanish Physician Mérida 
1720 Claudio Grandel French Physician Mérida 
1720 Juan Pereyra Portuguese  Physician Campeche 

1720-1739 Jean Luc Terneaux French 
Physician & 
Surgeon 

Campeche 

1732-1745 George Abercromby Scottish Physician Campeche 

1709-1770 Giovanni Francisco Mayoli Italian 
Physician & 
Apothecary 

Valladolid 

1745-1758 Baltasar Rous French 
Physician & 
Surgeon 

Mérida 
Campeche 

1753 Felipe de Leon Spanish Physician Mérida 
1766-1785 William Joseph Bates English Physician Mérida 

1780s Bartolomé Guijón Spanish 
Physician &  
Surgeon 

Mérida 

1790s Benjamin Bothe English Physician Campeche 
1790s Carlos Escoffié et Grevy French Physician Campeche 
1792 Antonio Poveda Spanish Surgeon Mérida 
1800-1821 Alejo Dancourt Spanish Physician Mérida 
1802 Ciprano Blanco  Spanish Surgeon Campeche 
1804-1821 Juan Antonio Frutos Spanish Physician Campeche 
1804 Juan Félix Alemeda Spanish Physician Campeche 
1804 Juanquín Horta Spanish Physician Hecelchakán 
1810 Carlo José Beraza  Spanish Physician Campeche 
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 Through the colonial period, Yucatán hosted only two formal hospitals to care for 

the general population.  Between 1550 and 1554, the Cabildo of Mérida founded a 

hospital named Nuestra Señora del Rosario to care for the sick within the city.44  

Cogolludo noted in 1633 that the conquistadores of the region had “realized that poor 

Indians and Spaniards suffered from endemic diseases… and took pity on them and gave 

them shelter in Mérida by building a hospital.”45  Established in the plaza mayor adjacent 

to the cathedral, the institution hosted the Spanish cofradías (lay religious brotherhoods) 

dedicated to Jesús Nazareno and Santa Vera Cruz.46  In this regard, then, the hospital 

seemed less a site to treat the poor and infirmed and more of a space to celebrate elite 

society.  This was evident in the fact that the Cabildo consistently failed to sponsor a 

physician to take residence.  Although officially a government institution that worked in 

conjunction with mendicant orders, the hospital depended on the funding of individual 

Spanish noble families.  In particular, Don Gaspar de Suárez de Avila, the first Capitan 

General of the colony, exclusively donated the property and financed the hospital.47  

Doña Isabel de Cervantes, wife of the Capitan General, personally managed the 

institution for the first decades of operation.   By the sixteenth century, Mérida’s town 

council relinquished all claims to the hospital and friars from the order of San Juan de 

Dios took responsibility for caring for the sick and poor of the city.  In 1625, the hospital 

                                                        
44 Cardenas Valencia provides a brief history of the hospital and a snapshot of its religious operation in the 
1630s.  Francisco de Cardenas Valencia, Relación historial eclesiástica de la Provincia de Yucatán de la 
Nueva España [1639], (México: Antigua Librería Robredo de José Porrúa e Hijos, 1937), 66-70. 
45 Cogolludo, Historia de Yucathan, Libro IV, cap. XIV, pag. 216-217. 
46 Cardenas Valencia, Relación historial eclesiastica, 67.  
47 Differing from Cogolludo, Cardenas Valencia claims that it was Francisco Montejo that donated the 
property for the hospital, which seems unlikely given that the Avila held claims adjacent to the site.  Ibid, 
66. 
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was officially rededicated as San Juan de Dios to reflect the change in administration.  In 

Campeche, during the same year, the order of San Juan also established a convent and 

hospital named Nuestra Señora de los Remedios.48    

 The local administration of the colony failed to support the institutions that treated 

the ailing and diseased.  On occasion, healing became a charge of individual mendicant 

friars.  The order of San Juan de Dios, whose vows admonished preaching the gospel 

through hospitality, treated Spaniards that could afford the costs of care.  In the 1550s, as 

a part of the foundation of the Franciscan convento in Izamal, Diego de Landa 

established an infirmary for recovering friars.  Likewise, within the walls of the 

Dominican convent in Mérida, clerics maintained a pharmacy and infirmary for their 

exclusive use.  It was clear, therefore, that treating the sick was not central to the 

construction of the clerical mission within the colony.  Nevertheless, through the colonial 

period, a few clerics did take on the double duty of offering terminal remedies and last 

rites to the ailing.  Several Franciscans had a reputation for taking on the task of treating 

sick natives.  During the sixteenth century, the Franciscans Gabriel de San Buenaventura 

and Andrés de Avendaño administered to ailing Mayas.  Though neither friar had formal 

training in medicine, so they looked to their native counterparts as sources of medical 

knowledge and, in turn, treated common Mayas with local herbal remedies. 49  The 

Dominican Gaspar de Molina arrived in 1555 and personally took on the responsibility of 

administering to sick natives.  Fray Bernardo de Lizana maintained that Molina spent 

                                                        
48 Alvaro Avila Escalante, Contribucion al studio de la Historia de la Medicina en Yucatán (Mérida: 
Imprenta y Rayado Universal, 1926), 4. 
49 Juan Francisco Molina Solís, Historia de Yucatán durante de la dominación española (México: Imprenta 
de loteria del estado, 1904), 603-606. 
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more than sixty years independently waiting on the ailing.  With little more than the 

strength of his kindness, he learned the crafts of healing.  “He was an excellent 

pharmacist and knowledgeable of diseases that he acted as a physician with great 

success… He never had his own cell… but the pharmacy and infirmary were his 

home.”50  A few other clerics, such as the Franciscans Antonio de Vecaría and Francisco 

León de Galera, were known for their dedication to the Mayas riddled by disease.51  The 

focus of the clergy, however, remained on the spiritual health of the colony rather than 

the physical well-being of the inhabitants.    

 While friars carried the weight of healing in the sixteenth century, during the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, local residents regularly petitioned for professional 

support.  In the wake of the series of epidemics of the mid-century, including the first 

outbreak of yellow fever in 1648, Cogolludo lamented the noticeable absence of 

physicians to treat any of the region’s inhabitants.52  Neither Spanish nor Maya, neither 

wealthy nor poor received physical consolation from sanctioned healers because there 

were simply none in the region.  During the seventeenth century, it was not uncommon 

for elite families to send young men to the viceregal capital to train in medicine.  In the 

1660s, Pedro de Sandoval, an encomendero and member of a prominent family that 

descended form the first conquistadores, returned to Mérida after training as a médico.  

He was, however, the rare exception as most of those that were educated in the capital 

never returned.  For instance, in 1680s, Mérida’s Hidalgo family sent their son, Domingo, 

                                                        
50 Bernardo de Lizana, Historia de Yucatán, Devocionario de Nuestra Señora de Izmal [1633] (México: 
Imprenta del Museo Nacional, 1893), 96-97. 
51 Molina Solís, op. cit.  
52 Cogolludo, op. cit. 
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for a medical education and certification by the Protomedicato.  After training, he was to 

return to the capital and work as a physician and surgeon caring for the elites and servants 

of the city.  However, in 1886 Doctor Hidalgo chose to set up a practice in Mexico rather 

than returning to Yucatán.53  The absence of licensed medical professionals was so 

dramatic that in 1707, Spanish residents of Mérida organized to independently hire a 

physician, Doctor Juan Gregorio Calbo.  Several families petitioned for the governor and 

town council to solicit a physician to service elite inhabitants of the city and their Maya 

subjects in the countryside.  Forty-five families went as far as to pledge annual donations 

ranging from three to fifty pesos to bring a médico to the city.  So desperate was the need 

for medical care that Cabildo of Mérida offered a staggering salary of 1,501 pesos and 

four reales per year, plus compensation for expenses while traveling the peninsula.54   

Incredibly, the massive wage failed to secure the physician to the peninsula.   

 While there was a constant absence of licensed medical professionals, several 

Spanish and foreign physicians and surgeons immigrated to the peninsula during the late-

colonial period (Table 4.3).  None of these healers, however, were certified by the 

Protomedicato to practice in the colony.  At times, the immigrants arrived as merchants, 

                                                        
53 Marta Hunt Espejo-Ponce, “Colonial Yucatán: Town and Region in the Seventeenth Century,” Ph.D. 
dissertation, University of California, Los Angeles (1974), 82. 
54 J. Ignacio Rubio Mañé, “Provisión de médico para Mérida, Yucatán,” Boletín del Archivo General de la 
Nación, 12:4 (1941), 629-646.  This salary really is massive.  Scholars have yet to explore price and wage 
trends for colonial Yucatán, nevertheless comparative data exist in historical records. Gibson detailed that 
salaries in Central Mexico steadily increased through the eighteenth century.  The average annual salary of 
hacienda manager, for instance, equated to approximately 375 pesos per year.  Van Young details that at 
about the same time, peones in rural Guadalajara earned no more than 50 pesos per year.  Luring physicians 
with large salaries, however, was not a approach unique to Yucatán.  Early in the sixteenth century, the 
crown offered 30,000 maravedís to pay for the first physician in Hispaniola.  Charles Gibson, Aztecs Under 
Spanish Rule:A History of the Indians of the Valley of Mexico, 1519-1810 (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1964), 249-252; Eric Van Young, Hacienda and Market in Eighteenth-Century Mexico: The Rural 
Economy of the Guadalajara Region, 1675-1820 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981), 250-255; 
Lanning, op. cit., 137. 
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traders, and even pirates.  In the 1680s Peter Williams came from Jamaica and Belize as a 

part of the logging and slave trade that operated between and Campeche and Bacalar.55  

By the 1690s, Williams had integrated into Yucatec society having taken a local wife and 

established a medical practice in the village of Tixkokob east of Mérida.  In 1696, 

Williams, who was known as Don Pedro Guillermo de los Guillermos, el químico, was 

denounced before the Inquisition for his belief in magical remedies.56  In 1720, a 

merchant fleet that visited the Bay of Campeche brought several physicians from the 

continent, including the Portuguese doctor Juan Pereyra and the French doctors Claudio 

Grandel and Jean Luc Turneaux.57  It is unclear what became of Pereyra and Grandel, but 

Turneaux walked among Spanish society in Campeche.  In 1739, he appealed for 

citizenship and cited as the basis of his good deeds, the decades of service he provided 

working as a physician and sturgeon.58   In 1732, a Scottish physician working with the 

South Sea Company called George Abercromby settled in Campeche.59  For twelve years 

he treated elites and commoners that fell to the numerous afflictions the port city.  

Though he operated without a degree in medicine or an official license to practice, both 

the cabildos of Campeche and Mérida supported his 1745 petition to become a legal 

resident and Crown-authorized physician.  The governor of the Yucatán, Antonio de 

                                                        
55 Both Marta Hunt and Matthew Restall identify Peter Williams as a timber merchant and slave trader 
licensed by the Spanish crown to sell goods in the capital. Marta Hunt, “Colonial Yucatán: Town and 
Region in the Seventeenth Century,” 40, 134; Matthew Restall, The Black Middle: Africans, Mayas, and 
Spaniards in Colonial Yucatán (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010), 21. 
56 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 697, exp. 26, fol. 293. 
57 Molina Solis, Historia de Yucatán, 603-604. 
58 Archivo General de Indias, Indiferente General, Legajo 16, “Real cédula por la que se concede a Don 
Juan Lucas Toniero, médico y cirujano, naturaleza en los Indias, 21 de mayo de 1739.” 
59 AGI, México 1111, “Real cédula concediendo licencia a Don Jorge Abercromby paraque puede residir 
en la Nueva España e ejercer su facultad de medicina, 2 de junio de 1745.”  
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Benavides, noted that he lived in the region “without the slightest scandal” in his petition 

to the Crown.60   

 While opportunity may have lured several foreign doctors, at least one came 

unwillingly.  In 1766, the English physician William Joseph Bates came not voluntarily, 

but by accident. 61  Sailing along the Caribbean Coast of the peninsula, his ship was lost 

to a hurricane.  Bates washed ashore in Bahia de la Ascension. Though proximate to the 

British colony of Belize, Bates took residence not in the pirate stronghold, but in the town 

Valladolid.  Over two decades he converted to Catholicism, took a creole wife, and raised 

a family.  Appealing for citizenship in 1785, Bates noted that he lacked formal approval 

to practice medicine, but did so for nearly two decades to satisfy the demands of the local 

Spanish community.  The Crown granted his right to naturalize in large part because of 

his service as a physician in which he functioned “with the greatest applause, application, 

zeal, disinterestedness, and charity.”62 

 By the end of the eighteenth century, a spate of physicians transected the 

peninsula.  They arrived, not as much needed residential physicians, but as members of 

Crown mandated vaccination programs of the late-Bourbon period.  In 1804, the several 

Spanish doctors, Juan Antonio Frutos, Juan Félix Alemeda, and Juaquin Horta, came 

from Spain as a part of the Balmis expedition to eradicate smallpox in the colonies.63  

                                                        
60 Ibid. 
61 AGI, Indiferente General, Leg. 16, “Real cédula por la que se concede a Don José Guillermo Bates para 
naturaleza de los reinos de las Indias, 22 de junio de 1785.” 
62 Ibid.  Translation from Lanning, The Royal Protomedicato, 163.  
63 AGI, Indifferente General 1558, “Extracto general de la expedición filantrópica de la vacuna.”  For a 
general discussion of The Balmís expedition see Sherburne F. Cook, “Francisco Xavier Balmís and the 
Introduction of Vaccination to Latin America,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 11:5 (1942), 543-560, 
12:1 (1942), 70-101. 
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Though spread across the peninsula, their activities were limited to providing more 

vaccinations.  Frutos did wind up settling in the Yucatán, however, he functioned 

alongside Alejo Dancourt as physicians that exclusively serviced the royal army and 

navy.    

 In spite of declarations of authority and jurisdiction, it became clear that 

professional medicine was not a priority for Crown and local officials.  The 

Protomedicato Real, the institution charged with managing healers, displayed little ability 

to administer to the Yucatán.  Likewise the government of the province few efforts to 

provide certified healers to the colony.   Nevertheless, Yucatecos were desperate for 

those that soothed the rigors of life.  Healing, as a result, existed as space that stood 

beyond the defined confines of normal colonial institutions.  Foreigners, even those from 

nations in open war with the Spanish Empire, settled in the Yucatán and thrived 

practicing medicine.  Inquisition officials, interested more in the influence of the devil 

than in the remedies of the curer, became the lone institution that recorded the activities 

of healers.  As we will see in the sections below, local systems of healing built on Maya 

institutions to create cultures of medicine that granted healers authority cutting across the 

social and ethnic boundaries of the colonial state.   
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A Space for Healers 

 
As ignorant though they were, they had more 
experience and knowledge than everyone 
else.   

 
–– Viceroy Miguel José de Azana,  
“Carta sobre los curanderos,” 1799  

 
The bureaucracies of the viceroyalty and local administration failed to control 

healing and monitor the activities of both certified and uncertified healers—médicos and 

curanderos. In spite of an aggressive agenda for the control of the discourse of medicine 

and the body, the colonial structure created spaces for healers that were largely 

independent from oversight.  Furthermore, restrictions on the practice of certified 

medicine actually allowed for the growth of uncertified healers. In the absence of state 

supported medical professionals, Yucatecos turned inward to alleviate the pains of living 

in a region of rampant sickness and endemic disease.   Uncertified healers filled the gaps 

in the structure of society.  Healing, therefore, became a product of hybridization and 

exchange that drew upon indigenous roots to forge interethnic relations.   

 With the noticeable absence of medical professionals, unsanctioned healers bore 

the responsibility of treating the everyday tribulations and plagues of colonial life.  As 

such, curanderos (unlicensed healers) inhabited critical, liminal spaces between 

sanctioned authority and unsanctioned power. This reality was widely recognized during 

the late-colonial period.  In 1799, Viceroy Miguel José de Azana officially reinforced 

what had already been the longstanding treatment of native healers.  “There is,” he 

declared, “no prohibition against curanderos providing aid to the sick in Indian 
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communities.”64 At the local level this was easily understood. Discussing curanderos, he 

stated that “As ignorant though they were [in formal knowledge] they had more 

experience and knowledge than everyone else.”65  

 Curanderos drew together traditions and were imbedded in the rich tapestry of 

social relations.  Healing, in this regard, drew together traditions stemmed from religious 

and material views of sickness, the body, and interpersonal connections.  For much of 

Yucatec society, medicine allied with a composite of ritual activities.  Healing practices 

existed alongside a series of other activities that aimed to manipulate the physical and 

metaphysical worlds.  As powerful manipulators of the forces of discomfort and death, 

healers were frequently the subjects of aversion and outrage.   

 Magical-healing networks were fundamentally multi-ethnic and inter-social.  

Networks of those that manipulated illness illustrate not only the prominence of 

interaction between distinct and, technically, separate groups, but they also demonstrate 

that healing represented an arena of agency and authority for marginalized groups.  

Among the Maya in Yucatán, magic and medicine were deeply intertwined.  At the most 

fundamental level, healers were individuals who controlled individualized physical 

manifestations of the ritual and supernatural world.  In Maya communities, this meant 

that there were highly-specialized practitioners of magic and medicine. Mayas and Afro-

Yucatecos, men and women alike, marshaled knowledge of the ritual and medical worlds.  

Mayan ritual specialists were esteemed for their botanical knowledge.  Afro-Yucateco 

                                                        
64 AGN, Protomedicato, tomo 3, expediente 8, folio 159.  
65 AGN, Protomedicato, tomo 2, exp. 8, fol. 159. 
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frequently operated as mediators between elite society and commoners providing ritual 

and remedy.  

With a weak medical administration, the Holy Office of the Inquisition existed as 

the sole entity to supervise healing and ritual.  Only four hundred cases against healers 

were recorded during the entire history of the Inquisition in New Spain.66  This figure is 

remarkable given the tens of thousands of denunciations made before the institution over 

nearly three centuries its existence.  Nearly two thirds of those cases dealt with 

individuals identified as professional and certified medical practioners—médicos 

(doctors), barberos (barbers), and boticarios (apothecaries).  The majority of the cases 

against unlicensed healers—curanderos (folk healers), ensalmadores (bonesetters), and 

parteras (midwives)––focused on the manipulation of magic in remedies.   

Curanderismo moved contrary to the colonial social order that attempted to limit 

the interactions between different ethnic groups.  Curanderos, in particular, existed just 

below the surface of much of colonial society. Colonialists recognized an assortment of 

professions and practices, but many of the distinctions rested on religious and class-based 

distinctions.  The terms curandero, hechicero, and brujo existed as rather fluid categories, 

all of which involved the manipulation of sickness.  Individuals engaged in the control of 

diseased and infirmed bodies were frequently identified for the perceived dangerous 

origins of their practices.   The sources of cures, therefore, were always relative.   

Although healers were integral members of society, there are few historical 

sources reveal their full portraits.  Most accounts of their day-to-day activities remain lost 

                                                        
66 For a discussion of these cases see Noemí Quezada, Enfermedad y maleficio: el curandero en el México 
colonial (México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 2000). 
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in the recesses of the early modern world.  As noted above, the Protomedicato Real, the 

institution charged with monitoring the activities of healers was completely absent in 

colonial Yucatán.  Records that relate to healers, therefore, were typically left as indirect 

accounts.  The Church filled the administrative gap left by the Protomedicato.  The Holy 

Office of the Inquisition, the judicial arm of the Church, existed as the lone body that 

charted the activities of healers.  Nevertheless, Inquisition officials had little interest in 

the activities of healers in and of themselves.  Instead they focused their attention on 

religious violations of orthodoxy.  Given these interests, on the few occasions that 

individual healers were tried by the Holy Tribunal, it was for religious sins of idolatry, 

witchcraft and sorcery.   

Inquisition officials captured the activities of healers in accusations that spanned a 

wide variety of religious crimes, including witchcraft, sorcery, superstition, idolatry, and 

heresy.  These sources expose two-dozen individuals for the entire colonial period (Table 

4.4). Few healers are fully revealed.  José de Zavala, the mulato healer discussed at the 

beginning of this chapter, represented an unusual exception.  This is not to say that 

healers were not present.  Inquisition records often painted sweeping portraits of the 

social and material contours of society.  These records often captured passing glances of 

the cadre of curanderos and uncertified healers that populated society.  During the 

explosion of Inquisition activities in the late-seventeenth century, for instance, healers 

appear in the backdrop of accusations of magical malfeasance.   When residents of 

Mérida decried the eccentric the relationship between the mestiza Josefa Rodriguez and 
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her thirteen dogs, they noted the remedial activities of José Garay.67  By 1672 when the 

accusations were made, little was known of the curandero given that he had died years 

previous. Other curanderos stood in the background as well.  The curandera María de la 

Cruz represented a source of health in the 1672 case against a Spaniard that used disease 

to control a despondent potential lover.68   

At times, the perspectives of the Church officials framed the records in significant 

ways.  For instance, when the negro curandero Juan de Santander was exposed “por 

pública vos” (by reputation) for using untraditional practices, it was his attempts to 

commune with the supernatural that became the issues of intrigue.  In particular, his use 

of a tray and scissors, seemingly ordinary items, became the focus of investigations 

because they were known to be common in rituals of prognostication and divination.  At 

other times, limitations on the institution of the Church muted the exposure of healers. 

The prohibitions against prosecuting indigenous peoples further limited the exposure of 

Mayas before the Inquisition.  On occasion Church officials ignored these restrictions to 

pursue exceptionally egregious violations of the faith, which was the case in the 1785 

prosecution of idolatrous natives and pardos in the village of Hunucma.69

                                                        
67 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 2, fols. 3-4, 17-19, 31-37, “Denunciaciones contra varios personas.”  
68 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 10, fols. 244-248, “Denunciaciones que an echo en Mérida contra Getrudex 
del Rey y otras personas.” 
69 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 1256, exp. 1, fols, 1-100, “Autos contra Pascual de los Santos y otras por idolatrías.”   
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Table 4.4 – Yucatec Healers before the Inquisition 
      
Year Individuals  Ethnicity  Status  Location  Activities  
      
1614 Ana López 

Juan Arda 
Spaniard 
Black 

Hechicera 
Curandero 
Brujo 

Campeche Producing dangerous remedies including 
armadillo skins, herbs, ants, hair, and 
stone figurines 

1616 Leonor de Medina y 
Chaves 

Ixcach 

Spaniard 
 
Maya 

Bruja 
 
Curandera 

Mérida Making enchanted potions, papers and 
herbs to heal individuals struck with 
sores  

1622 Leonor de Medina y 
Chaves 

Francisca Gallegos  

Spaniard 
 
Black 

Hechicera 
 
Curandera 

Mérida Chanting and balms made of Indian 
herbs to conjure witches and heal those 
ill and lovesick   

1634 Francisca de Llanos  Mulata Curandera Mérida Offering powders made from xuchiles 
that produced many passionate patients 

1672 Juan German 
Barroso 

Spaniard  Curandero Mérida Treating a toothache by chanting and 
using hammer, knife, and yerba buena  

1672 Juan Antonio Cauich 
Magdalena Ku 

Maya 
Maya 

Curandero 
Hechicera 

Temax Producing enchanted remedies that 
consisted of jícaras of  chocolate  

1672 Juan de Santana Black Curandero Mérida Divining the trajectory of illness by 
reading palms  

1672 María de la Crus 
Getrudis del Rei 

Mulata 
Spaniard 

Hechicera 
Bruja 

Mérida Providing chocolate remedies to cure 
bloody cough, stomachache, and 
diarrhea   

1672 Lucas de Argüello Black Hechicero 
Brujo 
Curandero 

Mérida Treating a child sick with ringworm 
with enchantments from African and 
Maya witches 

1672 Ricardo Luis English Curandero 
Brujo 

Yaxcaba Using witchcraft to divine and cure 
those captured by disease and magic 
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1675 María Nogues Mulata Santigudora Mérida Claims to heal by faith and prayer with 
little knowledge of Christianity 

1696 Pedro Guillermo de 
los Guillermos 

English Quimico 
Médico 

Tixkikob Claimed to cure with curses made of 
bones and consumed in chinas  

1723 Jose Zavala Mulato Curandero 
Brujo 

Tenabo Divining illness with an amulet, 
chanting after consuming balché, and 
healing by using a sastun 

1732 Candelaria Mulata Curandera 
Bruja  

Mérida  Healing using enchantments and local 
Maya herbs 

1740 Juan Mayoli Italian Médico Valladolid Practicing medicine contrary to the 
Catholic faith and engaging cures with 
local herbs that were noticeably 
unorthodox 

1748 Petrona Truxeque Mulata Adivinadora 
supersticiosa 

Mérida Divined illnesses using batea y tijeras 
and healed by singing and chanting in 
Maya  

1753 Marcela Mulata Partera Mérida  Mistreated a pregnant woman that 
birthed a deformed and stillborn child  

1758 Bonifacio Bote Mulato Hechicero 
Médico  
experimentad
o 

Mérida Used Maya and African enchantments 
and herbs to produce and cure illness 

1776 Antonio Carpio Chino Brujo 
Curandero 

Petén Itza Divined and cured illnesses using 
powders and herbs that he learned from 
recalcitrant Mayas 
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The Holy Office was prohibited from prosecuting indigenous peoples.  That 

responsibility fell to the Provisitorato de Indios led by ecclesiastics with direct 

supervision over indigenous communities.  Rare, then, were the Inquisition cases that 

fleshed out the identities and activities of Maya healers themselves.  On occasion, as a 

part of other investigations, testimony noted the questionable activities.  For instance, 

testimony against a Maya healer called Juan Antonio Cauich came during investigations 

against women engaged in the so-called la mala vida (noted in Chapter 3).  Sometime in 

1670, the curandero Cauich taught a mestiza called Magdalena Ku to create 

enchantments to control a wandering lover.  The dangerous activities involved 

transforming common in the Maya materials, such as gourd bowls of chocolate, into 

magical potions.  Because of the limitations of the Inquisition and a general disinterest in 

indigenous activities, few details are known of Cauich beyond his activities.  No 

investigation was carried out.   

Before the Holy Office of the Inquisition, accusations against healers varied 

greatly based on ethnicity.  This chapter argues against the notion that healers existed as 

one simple category quantifiable category.  Instead, as evident in idolatry, magic, and 

superstition cases before the Inquisition, curanderos were ritual specialists that 

Inquisition officials, exclusively concerned with ideological expressions, did not focus on 

as a group.  Instead they investigated potentially dangerous practices, which served as 

evidence of un-orthodox understandings of Christianity. Although Yucatec healers 

performed similar cures that involved incantation, divination, and herbalism, accusations 

varied greatly depending upon ethnicity, gender, and standing in society.  Nevertheless, 
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networks developed around healers that drew together individuals from all social 

backgrounds.     

 Unusual, potentially sacrilegious ritual and medical activities frequently served as 

the fodder for accusations.  Treating sickness was a dangerous business.  Former patients 

and distant observers often decried activities beyond the norm.  When Juan Germán 

Barroso, for instance, murmured certain mysterious words while attempted to remove the 

tooth of a Spanish counterpart in 1672, rumors circulated that his activities invited 

diabolism.1   Several Spaniards testified that Barroso, a Spaniard in the service of the 

governor, cured toothaches using yerba buena (mint) and palm leaves.  To extract teeth, 

he also wielded a hammer and knife as his patient lay on a special table that was covered 

in symbols and signs.  These unusual activities situated the healer as an source of 

malevolence.  

 At times, simply operating as a healer came with suspicion, even for basic 

activities.   The 1753 case of a partera (midwife) called Marcela illustrates how healers, 

by the broad contexts of their activities, cast them as suspects.  In Campeche, a casta 

woman called Marcela functioned as a partera caring for the general cross section of 

women in the port city.2  Although she was unsanctioned, her activities were vital.  When 

one of her patients experienced serious complications in her pregnancy, her friends and 

acquaintances pointed the finger at Marcela for providing “mala asistencia” (bad 

                                                        
1 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 425, exp. 20, fols. 612-616, “Causa seguida contra Juan German Barroso, notario, por 
supersticiso denunciado por Joseph Motalvo y Don Francisco Carrillo de Albornoz, su mugger, por curar 
con ensalmos”; AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 10, fols. 224-233, “Denunicaciones que an echo diferentes 
personas contra Juan German.” 
2 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 953, exp. 41, fols. 309-313, “Denuncia que hace Da. Josefa Pastrana, casada con D. 
Bartolome Garcia Castillo, colecto de los santo diezmos en el partido de Campeche, contra una mujer 
llamada Marcela.” 
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assistance).3  Midwives exclusively treated women in periods of extreme danger, much 

like those enveloped by disease.  The obvious distinction, of course, was that midwives 

served to maintain existing lives while the welcomed the addition of new ones.  

Suspicion went with the territory of treating life’s maladies and conditions.  

 
 
The Magical and the Medical 

 Healers stood in unique positions in colonial Yucatán.  In spite of prohibitions 

against the use of indigenous traditions and unsanctioned medicine, healers performed 

important functions.   In the absence of both physicians and friars, they were the menders 

of broken bones, the soothers of pain, the caretakers of the dying.  They cut across ethnic 

divisions that attempted to seclude Mayas from Spaniards.  They leveled gendered 

relations that positioned men exclusively as authorities and women as subjects.  Healers 

wielded incredible power and stood out as symbols of the uncontrolled reality of daily 

life. And therefore, they inhabited dangerous positions where they could turn from savior 

to sinner in an instant.  If they could deliver health, they could also strip it.  

 The pressures of disease exposed the web of social relations that bound colonial 

Yucatecos together.  When a local priest told of the dangerous healing practices of 

members in his parish in 1614, he decried Spaniards turning to Africans to use remedies 

purportedly derived from Mayas. 4   On January 5, before the comisario of Campeche, 

fray Alonso Mudara, reported of the grave recurrent sickness of one Ana López and the 

                                                        
3 Ibid, 313.  
4 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 302, exp. 9, fols. 16, “Carta de Fray Hernando de Nava, Comisario del Santo Oficio en 
Champeche, refiriéndose a la lectura del Edicto de la Fe a dificultades por el asiento en la iglesia y 
adjuntadndo una información contra Alonso Perez, negro, por curar con brujerías y preemincías.” 
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remedies used in the community.  In particular, the friar noted that López sought 

treatment from an enslaved Afro-Yucateco known commonly by his first name of Juan. 

That the Spaniard and the African operated as patient and healer failed to cause alarm.   

As the wife of Spanish merchant, López lived among the broad mix of the city’s multi-

ethnic population.  She held close relations to those not of her race or class, including 

enslaved Africans and ladino Mayas.  What did raise suspicions, however, were the 

remedies believed to have originated from subjugated, but uncontrolled population of 

Mayas.  According to fray Alonso, Juan provided López with a bizarre concoction of 

animal parts and plant matter.  On one occasion, he administered a remedy that consisted 

of “unas hojas como el oliva, tres hormigas medio muertas, y unos pocos de cabellos” 

(olive-like leaves, three half-dead ants, and a few hairs) mixed with bones and seawater.5  

The priest’s accusations captured the attention of Inquisition officials that feared the 

infection of witchcraft in the young community.   For elites, healing with indigenous 

remedies amounted to welcoming evil forces.  Nevertheless, the records illustrated the 

deep connections that reinforced everyday relations.      

 Eight individuals from the community testified with knowledge of the remedial 

connections between the Spaniard and African. Numerous testifiers noted that the 

curandero Juan kept the materials to produce healing potions in what consistently was 

described as “un pellejo de ardilla lleno de yerbas” (an squirrel skin stuffed with herbs).6   

He also was said to maintain a secure box filled with bones, hairs, and plants obtained 

from local indigenous healers.   Friends and acquaintances of López noted the curious 

                                                        
5 Ibid, 136. 
6 Ibid, 135, 139, 147.  
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activities of the healer and the dangerous connections between the two.  Francisca Cu, a 

Spanish speaking Maya detailed the healer’s activities.  Filtered through the Inquisition 

scribe, Cu noted how the curandero manipulated everyday objects to mollify the 

discomfort of the infirmed woman. 

She said that this negro cured by giving her a potion that consisted of crushed herbs 
[that were kept] in dolls belonging to him… that this negro that also sucked several 
ants and placed them on the body of the infirmed… that this negro placed herbs 
under the head of the bed where Ana López slept in order to restore her to health.7   
 

When asked by the comisario fray Fernando de Nava whether the activities appeared to 

induce demonism in López, Cu simply responded that she “had not heard her say 

anything of the sort.”8  While the Maya woman was not fearful of the remedies, two of 

López’s peers   professed to be distraught over the supernatural relationship between 

patient and healer.  Teresa Perez, a widow and natural of Campeche, feared that the 

healer’s use of smoke and a burning ember would allow demons to inhabit López’s 

“partes vergonzosas” (shameful parts).9  The close relationship between healer and 

patient was clearly intimate, though not necessarily sexual.    

 While the connections between the Spaniard and African inspired intrigue, it is 

important to note the broader picture of disease and healing.  Much of the testimony 

stemmed from a period of serious illness that consumed López.  The sickness struck the 

woman after she traveled through the indigenous countryside, which parallels the view 

that much of indigenous Yucatán was tierra enferma.  Interestingly, the remedies too 

migrated from Maya society.   According to Hernán Rodriguez, the husband of López, 

                                                        
7 Ibid, 142. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid, 141, 145.   
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Juan Arda perfected his craft following local indigenous traditions.  “He knew how to 

heal with herbs because in this region one must learn to be healthy.”10   And to learn, 

Juan turned to Mayas, in particular an indigenous woman known as Ixalaba.   

 To confront the regular pains of life and the constant threat of diseases, Yucatecos 

turned to the indigenous foundations of the colony.  Maya beliefs and practices bound 

rituals with remedies, prospect that produced outrage among Spanish officials but not 

necessarily among common inhabitants of the region.  Healers built on Maya traditions 

because they were not only prevalent, but they were directly tied to the natural landscape 

that Spaniards analogized to disease.  The profile Ana Lopez’s 1614 case proved to be a 

common one with Spaniards, irrespective of status or position, turning towards Africans 

and castas to broker locally born remedies and curses.   

 

By Way of a Cure 

 The substrate of Maya practices formed the foundation upon which the Yucateco 

healing system was built.  Under the restructuring of indigenous society advanced by 

colonial economic and religious forces, Maya medicine evolved into a highly fluid 

system that invited the participation of non-Mayas.  Some institutions of Maya society 

remained relatively unchanged through the colonial period.  The municipal indigenous 

community structure of the so-called cah provided a critical means to protect local Maya 

                                                        
10 Ibid, 137. 
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political and social relations.11  If anything the cah grew in its importance during the 

colonial period because it reinforced identities against the colonial power structure.  

Other aspects of Maya society submerged under the pressures of colonial authority.  

Some features of Maya religion, for instance, integrated into Catholic beliefs and 

practices, while many of the institutions of practice continued to thrive in secrecy.  The 

Maya priesthood, for instance, remained among society as a much reduced and highly 

secretive organization.  The so-called Ah Kat—priests charged with agricultural rites and 

rituals—operated beneath the surface.12 The positions passed hands through noble birth 

and after extensive training, similar to before the imposition of colonial rule.  Their 

activities, however, were under constant threat as Church officials.  Over the course of 

the colonial period, however, the institution declined to the point extinction.  Therefore, 

the cah and the Ah Kat represented two extremes—one representing the full-fledged 

retention of a pre-conquest feature and the other the slow decline of an ancient institution.   

Yucatec healing stood in between these two extremes.  Many of the practices of healing 

that developed before the arrival of Spaniards, including emphasis on divination and 

herbology, continued through the colonial period.  Medicine, however, hardly existed 

below the surface in the hands of only Mayas.  Instead, healers thrived by mixed social 

relationships that transformed indigenous traditions.   From a distance it appeared that the 

framework of Maya medicine disappeared under the pressures of colonialism.  The ritual 

                                                        
11 See Restall’s full length argument for the resistance and centrality of the communal organization.   
Matthew Restall, The Maya World: Yucatec Culture and Society, 1550-1850 (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1999).  
12 See Chuchiak’s extensive discussion of the Provisorato de Indios, which functioned to directly counter 
the institutions of Maya religion.   John F. Chuchiak, IV, “The Indian Inquisition and the Extirpation of 
Idolatry: The Process of Punishment in the Provisorato de Indios of the Diocese of Yucatan, 1563-1812,” 
Ph.D. dissertation, Tulane University, 2000.  
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specialists attached to healing seemed to disappear.  By the seventeenth century, few 

claimed the positions of the ancient Maya healers.  Direct references to Maya classes of 

healers are noticeably absent.  No one publically professed to hold the position of pul 

yaah or uaaytan, for instance.   Inquisition testimonies, the most detailed sources of 

social relationships and daily life practices, contain virtually no direct references to the 

Maya classes of healer.  The forces of the so-called spiritual conquest, like Landa’s 

campaign of extirpation, curbed the outward embrace of these instructions.  Nevertheless, 

while the official titles died under colonial pressures, the essential activities of the healers 

remained the same.  Seventeenth and eighteenth century healers divined the origins of 

sickness much like their ancient counterparts.  They prognosticated remedies.  They 

turned to herbal specialists for the materials to concoct cures.   

 Divination represented an important aspect of Yucatec healing.  Numerous Maya, 

African, and Spanish healers communed with supernatural forces to determine the origins 

of disease and despair.  Divination formed a common means of charting the history of a 

disease.  Lucas Argüello engaged in divination to read the sickness of a child around 

1670.13  At the same time, numerous others sought to read the hints of the supernatural in 

the materials of the colonial world.  The mulata María “la Trujillana,” for instance, used 

eggs of the Indians to understand the afflictions of her Spanish clients.14  In the following 

century, the parda Petrona Truxeque was denounced for attempting to divine the source 

                                                        
13 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 10, fols. 138-141, “Denunciones contra varios personas.”  
14 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 919, exp, 10, fols. 212-217, “Denunciones contra varios personas de Mérida, 
Yucatán.” 
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of illness in a young child. 15  Truxeque was widely known as an “advinadora 

supersticiosa” (superstitious diviner) who could read the turns of a pair of scissors placed 

on a tray.  Another parda known as Dominga Villanueva noted in 1748 that Truxeque’s 

divination moved into a particularly dangerous direction when she engaged indigenous 

traditions, particularly singing and chanting in Maya.  To understand and cure sickness 

she communed with the supernatural much like her ancient Maya counterparts.   

 Prognostication complemented the practice of divining cures among Yucatec 

healers.  While divination served to identify the nature of the affliction, prognostication 

charted its direction and trajectory.  To find the cure, many healers attempted to look into 

the supernatural sea of sickness.  In 1672, for instance, the curandero Juan de Santana 

prognosticated the direction of serious illnesses.  In the town of Valladolid, Juan de 

Santana was widely known by “pública vos” (rumor) to be a powerful seer.  For instance, 

he was said to have predicted the sudden deaths of captain Antonio de Ossorio and Pedro 

Herrera, both of whom died from diseases common to the age.  In those cases, no cure 

was apparent and Santana helped guide the infirmed through their last moments of life.   

 The production of cures involved integrating the supernatural elements with the 

material world.  Because healing engaged the broad swath of society and was not limited 

to native society, remedies were generalized beyond Maya beliefs.  In other words, curing 

brought together early-modern beliefs of the natural world.  For many, sickness and 

disease were extensions of magical relations.   Healers were known to cure sickness with 

curses, which is to say overwhelm malevolent magic with affirming ritualized remedies.  

                                                        
15 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 919, exp. 26. fols. 345-347, “Denunciones contra Petrona Truxeque, parda, por el 
delicto de adivinadora supersticiosa.” 
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In 1672, a Maya curandero known as Juan Antonio Cauich provided remedies for 

sickness, both physical and psychological, that he enchanted with what many believed to 

be indigenous techniques.16  Natives turned to him as sources of indigenous cures.  For 

instance, he provided doña Magdalena Ku, a cacica (noble woman) from Temax, a jicara 

of chocolate to administer to her despondent husband.  Two decades later the Englishman 

called Peter Williamson and locally known as Pedro Guillermo de los Guillermos caused 

an uproar for claiming to have the power to cure a curse with another curse.17  Elite 

members of Mérida Spanish community expressed deep concern with a fellow European 

dissolving into the local traditions of healing.  And the particulars of this case, discussed 

below, shows that the power to control sickness represented a critical means of gaining 

authority as a healer.  

 Mayas served as both symbolic and material sources of remedies.  Urban healers 

often used indigenous counterparts in the countryside to provide herbs and enchantments 

for remedies.  In 1616, a peninsular Spaniard called doña Leonor de Medina y Chávez 

confessed that she had sought out “hierbas y bebedizos” (herbs and potions) from a Maya 

woman called Ixcach to enchant and cure residents of the capital.  As a resident of a rural 

indigenous community, Ixcach regularly traveled to the city to sell remedies to ailing 

Spaniards.  On one occasion in the fall of 1615, the Maya healer provided doña Leonor 

with herbs to treat a painful case of infectious llagas (sores).  Similarly, a decade later, 

the Maya curandera Catalina Puc distributed enchanted herbal remedies to Spanish and 

                                                        
16 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 2, fols. 23-25. “Testimonio contra varios personas por hechiceras.” 
17 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 687, exp. 26, fols. 293-298, “Testimonio contra Pedro Guillermo de los Guillermos, 
nación Ingles.”  
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casta women of San Francisco de Campeche.18  Puc provided a mixture of herbs and 

chants, many of which were strictly born of indigenous traditions.  For a Spanish woman 

called doña Antonia de Rojas, Puc chanted and sang in Maya to concoct a potion made of 

the root-herb puyomate.  At times, remedies directly derived from Maya society, though 

the healers were not necessarily natives themselves.  The use of chocolate featured 

prominently in a variety of remedies.  After the Spaniard cursed a local friar with 

cámaras (diarrhea) and other afflictions, a casta healer provided a potion of chocolate and 

indigenous herbs.19   Similarly, the Italian médico known as Juan Mayoli used chocolate 

along side local herbs to treat sick Spaniards in the town of Valladolid in the 1730s and 

1740s.20   The burning copal and consuming balché, hallmarks of indigenous idolatry for 

clerics and members of the royal administration, featured prominently in treatments.  

When the Spaniard Francisco Pantoja led late night rituals in 1748, he burned copal 

incense while offered balché to a deity called Ah Puch to alleviate personal sickness and 

communal ruin.    

 Family relations often served to reinforce positions of authority and power in 

healing and ritual.  For instance, the mulata known as Ana de Sossa had the reputation of 

a powerful witch that caused ruin and destruction in town of Campeche.21  The events 

that purportedly brought forth the accusations against her stemmed from a series of 

rituals that she led in the center of town in 1612.  Her familial background, however, 

reinforced her dangerous reputation.  Her Maya mother was a prominent indigenous 
                                                        
18 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 360, exp. 90, fols. 243-245, “Denunciaciones contra varios mujeres del villa de San 
Francisco de Campeche.” 
19 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 10, fols, 244-248, “Testimonio contra varios personas por hechiceras.” 
20 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 866, exp. 1, fols. 278-292, “Denunción contra Juan Mayoli, italiano.” 
21 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 297, exp. 5, fols. 1-13, “Auto contra Ana de Sossa, mulata, por brujería.”  
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healer that many believed to have been a bruja that could transform into animal form.  

Several testified that she taught her daughter in the ways of her witchcraft.  The elder 

Sossa even carried an indigenous nagual animal identity known as “Pusay,” which she 

was said to pass on to her daughter.   It is likely that Sossa’s mother functioned as a uaay 

chac, who, it was believed, could transmutate and spread disease and disaster.   Sossa’s 

1612 case broadly illustrates that family connections tied healers together.  Sixty years 

later in 1672, this was again detailed when Inquisition officials heard testimony regarding 

the heretical and superstitious claims of a mulata called María Nogues. 22 The 

denunciations against Nogues directly dealt with her statements regarding the supposed 

pointlessness of orthodox practices of locals in the capital.  In particular, several 

witnesses claimed that the mulata decried the power of the church by professing that 

sacramental traditions, such as abstaining from meat during Lent, were unnecessary 

because her immense power.    Nogues, however, was no simple naïve commoner.  She 

was, rather, the daughter of a well-known partera called Ana María Nogues. The younger 

woman did not directly follow in the trajectory laid out by her mother, but rather 

provided folk wisdom on the behalf of locals.  

 

Magical Medical Networks 

 

 Healers tied into broad networks of ritual and metaphysical specialists.   Ritual 

specialists, such as witches and sorcerers, attempted to control and manipulate individual 

                                                        
22 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 626, exp. 19, fols. 264-278, “Contra María Nogues, por heresia.”  
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actions and experiences.  The sharing of ritual practices directly paralleled the exchange 

of healing ones. Natives, Spaniards, Africans, and people of mixed ancestry all sought the 

services of specialized healers.  Although natives were deemed particularly skillful with 

herbs, potions, and spells, Mayas did not exclusively control ritualized knowledge and 

practice.  Instead, healers came from various backgrounds.  Castas and Spaniards indeed 

regularly contracted native healers, but Africans taught remedies from castas, castas from 

Spaniards, and Mayas from Africans.  And in this regard, these networks cut across the 

spectrum of colonial society. 

 The extent of these networks and how the perception of healers could vary was 

clearly illustrated during a series of sweeping accusations from the late seventeenth 

century.  Caught in the fever of early modern witch-hunts, Yucatec Inquisition officials 

solicited information against suspect healers that were perceived to manipulate the 

material world through supernatural magic and medicine. These ritual practitioners were 

frequently described as brujos and hechiceros, but their practices largely centered on 

conjuring and herbalism to control love and sickness.  Furthermore, the testimonies from 

the period serve to identify how healers linked different segments of colonial society.  

The case of Lucas de Argüello illustrates the intersection of ritual and medicine and the 

intersocial networks structured the interactions of healers.  

 Brujo, hechicero, and curandero, Lucas de Argüello was known for a variety of 

suspicious practices and activities in late-seventeenth century Yucatán. During what 

seemed to be an epidemic of magic in 1672, numerous elites of the capital came before 

the Inquisition to denounce the unorthodox practices of the peninsula’s marginalized 



 

 

207

population, including poor Spaniards, natives, Africans, and castas.  When a Spanish 

woman called María de Casanova denounced another Spaniard called María Maldonado 

of attempting to control her lover’s fate, she noted the malicious presence of a free 

African called Lucas de Argüello.23  Casanova identified Argüello as a well-known witch 

of the community who flew around the peninsula.  Others testified that Argüello 

functioned as a sorcerer, with the ability to prognosticate the identity of thieves.  During 

an investigation into a Spaniard called Pedro de Castellanos, an encomendero called Don 

Francisco del Valle noted that the African colluded with others to prognosticate, often 

using a tray and scissors while saying “certain words.”24  

 The origins of his suspect reputation emanated from his healing abilities and close 

relations with native society, particularly Maya women that freely moved through the 

colony.  The widow Doña Josefa de Salazar, for instance, noted that his ability to fly was 

a power that he inherited from the Maya women of the capital.25  While his supernatural 

movement through the colony attracted the attention of the Inquisition, it was his ability 

to heal that gained him notoriety among the inhabitants of Mérida. According to a an 

officer of the Spanish military, the negro long served as an uncertified healer that treated 

many in the community.  Six years previous, within the home of another soldier, for 

instance, Argüello “cured with waters” a child infirmed with tiña (ringworm).26  

                                                        
23 AGN, Inquisición 61, vol. 620, exp. 7, fols.598-601, “Testimonio de María de Casanova contra Mariá 
Maldonado.” 
24 The testimony reads that he balanced “una batea y unas tixeras” while he said “por San Pedro y por San 
Pablo y por el apostil Santiago.”  AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 10, fol. 213r, “Testimonio de Don Francisco 
Xavier del Valle contra Don Pedro de Castellanos.” 
25 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 628, exp. 1, fols. 19-20v, “Testimonio de Doña Josefa de Salasar contra Lucas de 
Argüello.”   
26 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 620, exp. 7, fol. 603r, “Testimonio Sargento Manuel Maldonado.” 
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When a woman called Juana Rosales testified against a group of Spanish and Maya 

witches that same year, she noted that Argüello facilitated healing connections between 

Spaniards, Mayas and Africans. 27  Argüello, according to Rosales, worked alongside 

enslaved Africans and even prominent Spaniards to create incantations using common 

local elements, including those remedies made from plants and animals well known to 

Mayas.28  

 Intimate with Spaniards, Africans, and Mayas, Argüello’s shadowy reputation 

exposed the mixed ethnic networks of ritual specialists.  Between 1672 and 1675, 

Argüello appeared in the background of a spate of accusations against individuals 

engaged in the region’s community of magical and ritual specialists.  His connections put 

him in direct relations with Spaniards that sought control over lovers and fate, Maya 

healers who offered herbal remedies, mulatas who created enchantments, and negras who 

knew of curses.   This network of magic only became evident with the mass of 

accusations that erupted in the 1670s.  As a negro libre (free black), Argüello seemed to 

associate freely with enslaved and manumitted Afro-Yucatecos.  He was directly engaged 

with enslaved women with reputations as brujas and hechiceras.  In 1672, he was said to 

have colluded with an African slave called Leonor to enrage and hex her mistress.29  A 

bruja called Úrsula de Sepúlveda, who was identified as “his woman,” purportedly knew 

                                                        
27 AGN, Inq. 61. vol. 621, exp. 5, fol. 82-83, “Testimonio de Juana Rosales contra María Cetina y la otra 
María.” 
28 Quoting the original, “la natura de una vaca a comer,” Ibid, 83v. 
29 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 10, fol. 138-141, “Testimonio de Doña Brigida Pachecho.” 
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how to create love potions using local flowers.30  Alongside his magical African wife, 

Argüello engaged the Mayan women that operated between the city and countryside and 

provided Spanish women incantations to seduce men.31  A prominent Maya woman 

called Catalina Alvarez, for instance, was frequently described as an important source of 

chants and enchantments for the witches, sorcerers, and healers of Argüello’s mixed-

ethnic neighborhood of San Cristóbal.  From this neighborhood, the African worked in 

closely with castas of similar ill repute.  In the case against a mulata healer called 

Michaela Montejo, the Argüello was invoked to defame her general network and 

connections.32   

 Lucas de Argüello embodied the power of subjugated peoples to transcend 

colonial divisions of rank and race.  Magic and ritual created connections between the 

peninsula’s subjugated populations and allowed for social mobility.  His purported ability 

to fly, which was a frequent subject of intrigue, suspicion and fear of the region’s elite, 

serves as a useful metaphor of the role of magic in colonial Yucatán.  The idea of an 

African freely moving through the physical and social landscape of the region directly 

contradicted the aims of controlling subjugated populations.  Furthermore, the origins of 

this ability lay not simply in the hands of an isolated subjugate, but rather among a robust 

and thriving healing culture.   

 

 
                                                        
30 There are numerous references to an enslaved African called Úrsula de Sepúlveda.  And she is directly 
identified as a counterpart to Argüello: AGN, Inq. 61. vol. 620, exp. 7, fol, 598v; AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, 
exp. 5, fol. 83r; AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 10, fols. 138-141. 
31 AGN, Inq. 61. vol. 621, exp. 5, fol. 40r. 
32 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 10, fols. 244-255, “Testimonio contra Getrudis del Rei.” 
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The Two Franciscas 

 The stories of two women called Francisca from the early seventeenth century 

illustrate the how Afro-Yucatecos inhabited the middle ground between Spaniards and 

Mayas in the world of healing.  One Francisca was an African slave that celebrated her 

use of Indian remedies to unwind the ties of magic.  The other Francisca was a free 

mulata who secretly administered Indian cures to those devastated by disease.  The two 

women were parts of separate sets of accusations that occurred in Mérida in 1622 and 

1634 respectively.  There is no evidence that they interacted or that they even knew each 

other.  Nevertheless, their activities cast them as counterparts in the world of ritual and 

healing where Africans brokered cures amidst Mayas, castas, and Spaniards.   

 On the morning of April 4th, 1622, a Spanish woman called Leonor de Medina y 

Chávez stood before the comisario of Mérida fray Hernando de Nava to denounce an 

African slave called Francisca Gallego.33  As a peninsular Spaniard and wife of a 

noteworthy creole family, Doña Leonor’s accusations against the African reinforced the 

power relations of the colony.  Francisca, a slave of a Spaniard called Pedro de Palma, 

held the reputation as a witch.  Doña Leonor recently uncovered that she had engaged in 

local customs, particularly those of the Maya, that bore the “marca del demonio” (mark 

of the Devil).34  At the heart of the accusation was Francisca’s use of an ungüento (balm) 

apparently for protection from disease and disaster.   According to the Spanish woman, 

Francisca admitted that the material and knowledge of the magical item came from other 

                                                        
33 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 342, exp. 12, fols. 349-351, “Declaración contra la negra llamada Francica Gallegos 
que es bruja.”   
34 Ibid, 350. 
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witches of the area.  Doña Leonor was not inexperienced in the realm of magic, 

particularly that of natives. In 1616 she herself had been the subject of controversy for 

her close relationship with a Maya hechicera and curandera called Ixchach.35  In the city 

center and in the indigenous suburbs, Doña Leonor earned a reputation for her 

collaboration with the Maya curandera for providing remedies for ailing hearts and 

indisposed bodies.  Using papeles de hechizos (papers for spells) the women circulated 

magical cures that directly linked Spanish society with the Maya supernatural world.  

When Doña Leonor denounced Francisca, six years later, it was from the position of a 

reformed sorcerer.  She understood the hallmarks of magical, indigenous power and 

recognized the import of Francisca’s activities.  Her denouncement charged the African 

for engaging unsanctioned Maya activities that she herself once partook.  

 The mulata Francisca de Llanos operated immediately under the gaze of the 

religious officials charged with caring for the sick and infirmed.36  In October 1634, 

Francisco Antonio de Reyes, the comisario of the Holy Office in Mérida, reported on the 

dangerous presence of magical healers within the institutions of Spanish authority.  In the 

Spanish hospital of San Francisco del Rosario, the free mulata treated the infirmed with 

local cures that produced “muchas pasiones” (many passions).  Based on rumors and 

informal accusations, Reyes claimed that Francisca obtained enchanted remedies from 

the Indians of San Cristóbal, the multi-ethnic barrio outside the Spanish center of town.  

In the wake of the series of epidemics that swept the peninsula in the 1620s and 1630s, 

                                                        
35 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 316, exp. 17, fols. 316-321, “Testimonio contra Leonor de Medina, española, y 
Ixcach, india, por hechiceras.” 
36 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 380, exp. 8, fols, 358-364, “Cartas de Francisco Antonio Reyes, Comisario del 
Yucatán, con información contra Francisca de Llanos, mulata, hechisera.” 
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the mulata Francisca provided herbal remedies that Spanish officials suspected were little 

more than enchantments. According to the friars of the hospital, the mulata servant 

worked cleaning and caring for patients.  However, she also regularly offered indigenous 

remedies to the institution’s infirmed residents.  As a curandera, Francisca provided 

remedies that directly drew from the indigenous world.  In particular, she secretly carried 

polvos hechizos (enchanted powders) wrapped in tiny papers that she gave ailing patients.  

The powders were made from dried flowers that the comisario described as xuchiles, 

which reinforced their indigenous origins.37  Francisca mixed tiny amounts of the remedy 

with water and left it under patient’s beds.  She blew the dried concoction into the face of 

the ailing.  And she instructed the afflicted to snort the powders.  While the clergy in the 

hospital focused on the care for dying souls, Francisca tended to the ailments and 

afflictions of the residents.  As a curandera, her remedies brought the indigenous world of 

medicine into the provenance of the Church.  And for that, her activities became the 

focus of accusation and denouncement.   

 The two Franciscas, much like other Afro-Yucatecos, bridged the Spanish world 

of the city and the indigenous realm of the countryside.  Like Francisca Gallegos, urban 

slaves of Mérida and Campeche frequented the homes of their Spanish masters living in 

the city centers.  They moved from residences to markets all the while they engaged the 

indigenous women who sold handicrafts in the center of the city, Maya farmers that 

                                                        
37 In Mesoamerica today, the term xuchil can have two distinct meanings. The Mexicanism súchil is a 
derivation of the Nahuat term cempzuchitl, the term for marigold.   In Central Mexico, xuchiles are 
referenced to describe the marigold flowers that adorn festivals and processions.  In Veracruz and in parts 
of Chiapas, several types of orange wood fungi are identified as xuchiles.  In both cases, the flower and 
fungi are typically orange and associated with indigenous practices.  Regardless of the exact origins, for 
Reyes the xuchiles signified indigenous materials and dangerous rituals.  
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brought goods to the various markets, and the casta vendors that roamed the city.  

Moving through the social landscape of the colony brought them into close contact with 

Mayas, who served as repositories of medical and often magical remedies.  Like 

Francisca de Llanos, free Afro-Yucatecos typically lived in the mixed ethnic suburbs 

along side Mayas and other castas.  They moved from city to countryside in pursuit of 

subsistence and stability.  Their worldview, however, existed not as artifacts of their 

African roots.  Instead, they integrated into the colonial world dominated by the Maya.  

They married into native families, they learned the local tongue, and they directly 

engaged in the medicine of the Maya.   

 The two Franciscas served as mediators of unsanctioned power.  Both women 

tapped into indigenous healing practices and applied them to those within their domain.  

Under the constant pressures of daily life—aching hearts, sore muscles, broken bones, 

and diseased bodies––the women interpreted Maya magic and medicine to suit their own 

immediate needs.   Given the widespread use of healing that derived from indigenous 

society, these activities were not only subtle forms of resistance that stood in opposition 

to the rigid hierarchies of knowledge and power.  Instead, for the women themselves, it is 

clear that their activities were a part of the broader Yucatec system of healing that was 

molded by necessity and with the ample material of the Maya world.  

 

Of Malice and Medicine 

 The ability of healers to cross the boundaries of colonial society made them 

highly suspect.  As important and powerful figures that bridged the social and ethnic 
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divisions of society, healers stood out as noteworthy.  The networks that provided cures 

and remedies located them as dangerous figures.  Healers often communed with the 

practioners of magic and ritual.  They themselves often identified as brujos and 

hechiceros.  Maya traditions, interpreted through African interlocutors, came together in 

the mélange of medicine.  By engaging disease—powerful forces that equally touched 

wealthy and poor, elite and commoner––healers were further situated as individuals of 

intrigue.  Healers traveled the world of the unknowable.  Just as healers could enliven the 

ill, so too could they dilapidate the healthy.  Denouncements against healers frequently 

made note of the suspicious indigenous origins of the rituals and remedies.  Everyone 

from disgruntled clients to distant observers denounced them for healing rituals and 

activities that went astray.  These accusations also highlighted the tumultuous   

 It was not uncommon for healers and the spread of disease to figure prominently 

in cases of social conflict.  A seventeenth century set of accusations against a Spanish 

woman, enraptured by a local friar, highlights how disease served as a reflection of 

interpersonal relations.  It also shows how healers engaged both malice and medicine.  

During the spate of accusations of the 1670s against the robust ritual networks of Mérida, 

a Spanish woman called Getrudis del Rey stood out as a purveyor of sickness.  In 1672, 

several women accused doña Geturdis of engaging local healers to spreading disease to 

advance awkward affair.38  As the widow of one don Juan de Quijones, doña Getrudis 

was independent and single.  She maintained the familial household and hosted friars and 

clerics of the local community.  One cleric, whose name the testifiers withheld, became 

                                                        
38 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 621, exp. 10, fols. 244-255, “Denunciaciones que an echo en Merida contra Getrudex 
del Rey y otras personas.” 
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the viuda’s obsession.  Several Spanish associates of doña Getrudis and their household 

slaves stood before the Inquisition to decry the widow’s use of magic and medicine in the 

forms of sickness, disease, and even death to control the affections of the friar.  

 The young single woman known as doña Juana de Bobadilla and her slave 

Petrona Sánchez, both testified that Rey constantly appeared anxious because of her 

“mala amistad” (improper feelings) for an unnamed friar.39  According to the testimonies 

given to the Inquisition’s inspectors in Mérida, doña Getrudis propositioned the friar.  

She attempted to keep him close, to entice him, and to seduce him, only to be rejected by 

the man of the cloth.  She did not, however, take rejection well.  Bobadilla testified three 

times against the widow.  On October 13, 1672, doña Juana told fray Antonio Barroso of 

the full extent of Doña Leonor’s crimes.  

…having recognized that [she] lost the friar this woman went to stay in a store with 
the médicos ilícitos (illicit physicians) who appeared enthralled by death, such that 
the cleric did go on to live with her until he became so taken that he appeared as 
gentle as a lamb.  And when this cleric attempted to leave this city against the will 
of this woman, his sickness quickly returned, such that he seemed completely 
alienated from his own senses because of the vehement pain that he suffered from 
flujo de vientre, opresión de pechos and dolor intensiva de cabeza (diarrhea, chest 
pain, and migraines).40   
 

The spited woman, it seemed, brokered disease to maintain her influence over the 

Spanish cleric.  For the Inquisition, the manipulation of disease stood out as a crime of 

the faith.  This was not, however, the full extent of the story.   

 Riddled with pain, the friar solicited a doctor of medicine.  But this was Yucatán.  

And no certified, professional healer answered the call.  Instead, a curandera well known 

                                                        
39 Ibid, 252.   
40 Ibid, 248. 
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in the capital for her ability to treat the sick came to alleviate the pain. “Because of the 

significance of the sickness,” a curandera known as María de la Cruz administered 

treatment to the friar.41  Petrona Sánchez, slave of doña Juana, noted that the healer 

experimented with her remedies.  She prepared polvos from herbs well known to the 

local Indians and combined them in a jicara with chocolate and “agua verde (fresh 

water).42  The results were immediate.  After one treatment the friar’s spirits returned 

such that he was ready to “toca harpa” (play the harp).43  After eight days of the 

treatment, his misery completely subsided.  By 1675, however, the cleric lived no more.  

The suspicions articulated by doña María de Cisneros were that the death represented the 

extension of the magical power of doña Getrudis’ malicious medicine.  

 The unsanctioned authority of doña Getrudis reflected the bifurcated power of 

medicine.  Healers could be both reparative and destructive. Whether doña Getrudis 

actually conspired in the manner confessed to the Inquisition is nothing but ahistorical 

fodder that is ultimately unknowable.  What is important though is how Spaniards 

envisioned disease and healing playing out in this case.  The Spaniards and Africans that 

denounced doña Getrudis believed that she tapped into the dangerous underworld of 

capital.  In many ways, her profile matched those women that used magic to control the 

affections lovers, both realized and imagined.  She was single and slighted.  Furthermore, 

sickness a powerful weapon leveled by healers and malcontents.  The city’s médicos 

ilícitos (illicit physicians) stood not just as sources of remedy, but also as purveyors of 

                                                        
41 Ibid.  
42 Ibid, 352. 
43 Ibid, 248.  
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destruction.  To those making the denunciations, they were known forces of society.  

Interestingly the counterpoint to these wicked doctors was another unsanctioned healer, 

the curandera María de la Cruz. Her participation stemmed from clear dearth of certified 

healers.  Brokering indigenous cures, the curandera alleviated the magic-induced 

afflictions.  Disease inflicted and cured transected the case against doña Getrudis and 

hinted at the dangerous arena that healers inhabited.   

  

To Cure with Curses  

 “To cure a spell, one needs a spell.”44 This declaration echoed among the ranks of 

the ruling elite in colonial society late in the seventeenth century. The claim tied into the 

local tradition of healing that brought diverse traditions into direct relation and illustrated 

how acts of healing stood as fundamentally dangerous.  This claim also situated magic 

and medicine as allied practices that stood to upend the colonial hierarchy by creating 

broad inter-ethnic relations that minimized the distinctions of native, African, European, 

and creole.  These healing relationships, which were not based on social status and 

ethnicity (two powerful forces in the early-modern colonial world), cut across society and 

allowed for social and intellectual migration.   

 In the Spring of 1696, rumors of healers engaged in dangerous practices 

circulated among the Spanish elites in the colony of Yucatán.  At the behest of an elite 

member of the Spanish administration called don Pedro de Ancona, Church authorities 

were summonsed late one evening in May to hear testimony regarding the superstitious 

                                                        
44 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 697, exp. 26, fols. 295. “Testifación contra Pedro Guillermo de los Guillermos de la 
nación Inglés.” 
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methods of local healers in the area.45  In particular, representatives of the Holy Office of 

the Inquisition, the de facto body that supervised issues related to healing and medicine, 

were gathered to hear accounts of the beliefs and methods of an Englishman called Pedro 

Guillermo de los Guillermos (or Peter Williamson).  Guillermo de los Guillermos was 

said to have functioned as an uncertified healer that openly treated natives and Spaniards 

in the indigenous communities in pueblos outside the capital city of Mérida.  By approval 

of the Crown, he was a slave trader, but in practice locals in the region commonly knew 

him as el químico (the chemist).   

 Rumor of the suspicious practices of the foreigner circulated widely in the area 

and according to records written to the Inquisition Tribunal in Mexico City, the 

Englishman held a widely known reputation as a healer for his use of “the arts of 

chemistry and for his curing spells.”46  According to testimonies presented before the 

Church officials over the next two months, Pedro Guillermo de los Guillermos’ methods 

of healing relied on a suspicious mixture of practices that involved dangerous 

combination of indigenous traditions and European beliefs.  El químico, the denouncers 

claimed, had treated the infirmed with combinations of suspicious rituals and strange 

materials.  For instance, to cure an ailing Spanish widow of a chronic sickness in an 

indigenous community, the healer provided a remedy based on chanting and the use of 

sacrilegious and curious materials, which included herbs, bones and something 

mysteriously referenced as unas chinas.  His connections to Maya society were evident in 

                                                        
45 The complete records are found here: AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 697, exp. 26, fols. 293-298. “Testifación contra 
Pedro Guillermo de los Guillermos de la nación Ingles.” 
46 Ibid, Inq. 61, vol. 697, exp. 26, fol. 293. 
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his use of herbs that he obtained from local indigenous healers.  Furthermore, treating 

Mayas reaffirmed the notion that his activities were linked to indigenous systems and 

methods.    

 The Spanish testifiers decried his methods, but they also denounced his boastful 

claim that he needed “curar hechizo, con hechizo.” (To cure a spell, with a spell).47  This 

admonition was attributed to Guillermo de los Guillermos and hinted at long-standing 

local practices of healing using the combination of indigenous and European traditions.  

The testifiers that denounced the healer seemed to offer it as evidence of his crimes of 

superstition and magic in healing, but it also invoked elite Spanish fears against the use of 

rituals and practices that emanated from the indigenous roots of colonial Yucatán.  The 

Englishman’s great offense, it seems, was breaking the taboo against of celebrating the 

heterodox and magical nature of healing.  Nevertheless, while the testimonies came from 

some of the most powerful and prestigious members of society, Inquisition officials 

responded with deafening silence. There seemed to be no formal investigation into the 

healer, no rebuke of his methods, and no condemnation of his belief in the power of 

indigenous magic.  While the specific records against Guillermo de los Guillermos do not 

flesh out the details, the composite of other cases against healers show that the Yucatán 

was a region where interethnic healing networks thrived.   

 The English healer’s use of curses to cure afflictions was hardly unique.  In fact it 

fit into the broad mix of practices engaged by healers across colonial Yucatán.  Guillermo 

                                                        
47 Ibid, 295; Hunt and Restall identify Pedro Guillermo de Guillermos as a slave trader licensed by the 
Spanish crown to sell slaves in the capital.  How he became known as el chemico no doubt involves his 
engagement in magic and healing in the rural pueblos.  How he came to reside outside Tixkokob remains a 
mystery.  Hunt (1974: 40, 134); Restall, The Black Middle, 21.  
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de los Guillermos undoubtedly gained prestige for integrating into local healing practices 

as local Mayas turned to him as a source of renewal and repair.   Those activities, 

however, could also serve to isolate and alienate healers, a point that was illustrated in the 

activities of a mulato called Bonifacio Bote in the mid eighteenth century. 

 Bote was infamous for his indiscretions.48  In the Spring of 1756, local Inquisition 

officials heard rumors of a mulato that was the source of a great deal of consternation in 

the capital’s mixed ethnic barrio of San Cristóbal.  On the morn before Ash Wednesday 

of 1756, a young woman called Isabel Solis appeared before the commissary of the Holy 

Office fray Pedro de Zetina in the Cathedral of Mérida.  The twenty-year old mestiza and 

wife of a local militiaman recounted that she had recently, suddenly fallen gravely ill.  

The experience of her sickness she did not detail, but Solis did profess to know of its 

source—the curandero Bonifacio Bote.  Solis did not simply become sick, she decried to 

the commissary, but was the victim of a una malefica grave, a dangerous curse cast by 

someone in the community.   Sparked by Solis’s accusations, Inquisition officials 

deposed testimony from a mestizo tailor and resident of the barrio.  The mestizo reported 

that he had heard, from a Mayan companion that had since deceased, that a curandero had 

learned to “echar hechizos” (cast spells), which served as the source of Solis’s 

affliction.49  After these two testimonies, the Holy Office impressed Bote and launched a 

full investigation into his possible crimes of hechecerías.  

                                                        
48 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 1241, exp. 224, fols. 235-254, “El Señor Inquisidor fiscal del Santo Oficio de México, 
contra Bonifacio Bote, mulato del barrio de San Cristóbal, por sospechas de herhicero.” 
49 Ibid, 239. 
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A natural of Mérida, Bote was transected the social ranks of society.  He lived 

among casta artisans and Afro-Yucateco slaves in the barrio of San Cristóbal.  He 

socialized with Mayas in the indigenous village of Santa Ana.  And he worked closely 

with Spanish women that operated in the realm of ritual and magic.  As a healer, then, he 

was intimate with all ethnic classes of the community.  In particular, he was closely 

connected to a Spaniard known as María Muñoz and a Maya called Zephina Xiu.    

Bote had the reputation of being a powerful healer.  Investigations into his 

activities revealed that many in the community turned to him alleviate the pains of 

everyday life and intermittent sickness.  Don Juan Manuel de Vera, a fifty-six year old 

retired Spanish soldier, reported that he engaged the services of Bote to treat his ailing 

daughter when she fell ill.  Because of the gravity of the sickness, don Juan turned to 

Bote whom he described as a “médico experimentado” (experienced physician).50  The 

Spanish soldier did not detail the exact nature of Bote’s actions, but don Juan celebrated 

that Bote appeared to have the power to cure curses.   

Though occasionally celebrated, Bote also was also known for recklessness.  

According to the testimony of a mestizo of the community called Andrés Magaña, Bote 

was known to boast of his abilities.  Late one evening, drunk on aguardiente, Bote 

professed to a Mayan companion about his power over spells and enchantments.  

Celebrating his prowess, he noted how he had learned to cast curses from a Spanish 

woman with whom he lived.  The woman, doña María Muñoz, claimed that her 

knowledge came directly from the indigenous ritual specialists that traversed the colony.   

                                                        
50 Ibid, 243. 
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For twenty pesos, no small price, he learned the crafts of healing and sorcery.  This 

midnight confession, though reported to the Inquisition by a source far removed, served 

affirm his dubious status as a controller of sickness and the supernatural.  Furthermore, a 

series of Mayas, castas, and Spaniards testified that Bote had admitted to casting serious 

illness upon Solis after she rejected his awkward affections.  The sickness, dolores de 

vientre, bore the hallmarks of a Maya affliction where the infirmed experienced severe 

difficulties breathing. 

 In 1768, twelve years after the initial denunciations and ten years after his 

imprisonment, records of the Holy Office in Mexico City noted that the case had come to 

a close.  The Tribunal issued an Auto in 1768 that cast Bote from community. 

The fiscal of this Santo Oficio has reviewed the denunciations and declarations 
against Bonifacio Bote, mulato, resident of the city of Mérida, over his suspicion as 
an hechicero and found this matter unresolved.  Because of the many justified and 
substantial witnesses, [this case] grew from only being about manifestations of 
hechicería and to his fama pública (public fame) and, it seems, to making him a 
prisoner and banished.51   
 

For supposedly casting spells among members of his community, the punishment was 

slow and severe––isolation from the community and then expulsion from society.  

 The case against Bote served as a commentary on the complex webs of social 

relations that organized society.  His crimes were twofold.  The first centered on his use 

of sorcery to spread malice and disease in the native community.  His capacity as a 

curandero came with a responsibility to care for the infirmed.  He treated people in 

dangerous and volatile conditions, at moments when their lives balanced on the edge of 

existence.  His sorcery represented a fundamental violation of the practice of healing and 

                                                        
51 Ibid, 258. 
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the trust associated with it.  Second, his activities directly stemmed from important 

sources of unsanctioned power. While the nature of Bote specific activities remained a 

mystery, he claimed knowledge that was rooted intersocial relationships.  His anonymous 

Spanish mentor infused him with powers that she herself gleaned from indigenous 

society.  A Spanish woman with Maya knowledge elevated the African and ultimately 

turned his cures into curses. By rebuking his activities as products of dangerous 

connections, Inquisition officials leveled a subtle critique against unsanctioned power, 

native knowledge in particular.  In this case, then, even the rumored association with 

native knowledge served as a danger worthy of severe punishment. 

 The stories of Pedro Guillermo de los Guillermos and Bonifactio Bote served as a 

critique of the overall nature of medicine and healing in the Spanish colony of Yucatán in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  Healers, not limited by their social status, 

forged mixed ethnic networks that brought elites and commoners, wealthy and poor, 

Europeans and natives, all into close connection.  These cases also illustrate the 

dangerous practices that healers balanced.  On the one hand, both individuals gained 

prestige and authority by engaging in the magical arts of healing.  Neither held formal 

training in authorized medicine, but they were they educated in the Yucatec perspectives 

on healing.  Though both men were outsiders, one a foreigner and the other an African of 

low status, they held connections to indigenous knowledge.  Their remedies, particularly 

the use of herbs, seemed to come directly from Mayas themselves.  On the other hand, 

both individuals risked punishment for becoming completely immersed in the 

superstitions and magic of local societies.  By celebrating their abilities to treat curses 
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with curses, Guillermo de los Guillermos and Bote both acknowledged that that their 

authority was unsanctioned.  In the eyes of the Church, healing in this manner 

represented uncontrolled and dangerous activities that not only leveled social divisions of 

the colony, but also created space for unorthodox Maya beliefs and practices.   

 

Conclusion 

 “A devil’s pact” is how Inquisition officials characterized the activities of the 

mulato known as José de Zavala.  This conclusion served as the basis to merit out a 

severe punishment against the healer in which he was not only cast out of Yucatec 

society, but also isolated from the colonial world.  His activities were indeed unusual, not 

for the fact that he engaged divination, enchantment, and sorcery, but that he did so 

openly.  Within the magical context of colonial Yucatec society, the severe punishment 

placed upon Zavala stood out as remarkable. Appropriating the hallmarks of Maya 

paganism cost Zavala his craft and served as a rebuke against the overtly indigenous 

traditions in colonial medicine.  Nevertheless, what was not unusual was the engagement 

and appropriation of Maya beliefs and practices.  When the African slave Juan Arda 

applied strange herbs and animal parts to the Spaniard Ana López, he did so after 

learning to heal from his Maya counterparts.  Similarly, when the free African Juan de 

Santana divined the trajectory of sickness, he emulated Maya traditions.  

 Healers inhabited dangerous spaces in seventeenth and eighteenth century 

Yucatán.  Their skills were built through networks of exchange that brought Spaniards, 

Africans, and Mayas into direct relation.  They built on indigenous knowledge and sought 
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out Mayas as sources of remedy.  The unsanctioned power of healers stemmed from their 

abilities to transect society, to migrate through the institutional restrictions, and to 

provide culturally appropriate remedies to the ailing and infirmed.    

 Yucatecos understood medicine as heterodox set of beliefs that drew widely upon 

distinct sets of knowledges and traditions. By building on indigenous traditions stripped 

of their official positions and titles, Spaniards, Europeans, Africans, and Mayas navigated 

the perilous calamities of everyday life.  Inquisition cases revealed that healing existed 

along a continuum of idolatry, magic, and medicine.  Testimony provided to the Holy 

Office showed that those that treated illness were understood to cure calamity as well as 

cast curses.  As specialists in manipulating bodies, healers were extensions of the realm 

of magic and superstition.  This was the bifurcated nature of Yucatec healers—they were 

simultaneously necessary and dangerous.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

A MEDICINAL MÉLANGE: 
THE CIRCULATION OF MEDICAL KNOWLEDGE IN LATE-COLONIAL 

YUCATÁN 
  

 
 
Introduction 

On a Sunday early in 1738, a fifty-five year old Spanish widow called Petrona de 

Heredia appeared before the Holy Office of the Inquisition to decry the unorthodox 

practices of one of the region’s uncertified healers.1  Before Licenciado fray Juan de 

Escobar y Llama Cruz, comisario of the Inquisition in Mérida, doña Petrona told a story 

of how she had recently visited a sister who had fallen into a grave illness.  Lucia 

Heredia, the infirmed sibling, was not only ill, but getting worse because of the remedies 

of a foreign médico named Juan Francisco Mayoli.  Commonly known as El Romano, 

Mayoli operated as an unlicensed, but widely known healer, as a number of friars would 

later testify.  For doña Petrona, the issue was not simply that the remedies were 

ineffective, but rather that they were noticibly unorthodox.  Mayoli provided an initial 

treatment of a jarabe (syrup), which only had a deleterious effect.  He subsequently 

administered remedies that included healing waters, chocolate, and atole.  The healer 

seemed to chant something, which she did not understand, three times as he administered 

                                                        
1 AGN, Inq. 61. vol. 866, sin exp. fols. 278-292, “Denuncia contra don Juan Mayoli, médico, llamado el 
Roma.”  



 

 

227

each remedy.  The Spanish widow exoticized the healer and interpreted the entire 

treatment as part of the “sacramentos de la Grecia” (Greek sacraments).2  

In the months following doña Petrona’s account, Inquisition officials gathered 

testimony from Spaniards who  had direct knowledge of El Romano.   A seventy-three 

year-old Spaniard called Estevan de Salinas identified Mayoli as prominent member of 

elite society in Valladolid, going as far as to ascribe him the title of “professor” in a non-

existent Facultad de Medicina in the city.  Salinas also noted that Mayoli successfully 

treated his child with rather unusual methods and ceremonies.  Fray Pedro Beltrán de 

Santa Rosa, custodian and book censor of the Inquisition, testified that he indeed knew of 

both Salinas and El Romano and recognized the healer’s activities in Valladolid.  A 

boticarío from Mérida called Alonso Ramos noted that the two interacted on numerous 

occasions.  Two other friars came forward that they too knew of the healer’s craft, though 

nothing of his heretical Greek Mass.  For Inquisition officials, the use of unorthodox 

sacraments was a serious issue.  Their investigations reflected the Church’s obsession 

with repressing competing religious practices.  The healer’s activities were not the central 

focus.  Inquisition officials seemed satisfied that the widow’s claims were little more than 

exaggeration and the investigation ended within six weeks from the first denunciation.  It 

seemed, however, that Mayoli continued on his path of heterodox medicine. Eleven years 

later, fray Juan de Escobar y Llama Cruz and the Inquisition in Mérida would launch 

                                                        
2 Ibid, 282. 
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another investigation into the unorthodox practices of the healer that resulted in a similar 

conclusion.3   

 Although the focus of the investigation into El Romano emphasized his 

potentially heretical religious practices, several noteworthy issues related to medicine in 

colonial Yucatán stand out..  The Spanish widow may have decried the healer’s activities 

as frighteningly foreign, but the combination of approaches to medicine was distinctly 

Yucatec.  Mayoli combined remedies and traditions to treat the rampant diseases of a 

region that lacked professional, organized medicine.  In particular, he drew upon 

indigenous traditions, as evident in the use of chocolate and atole.  His apparent chanting 

may indeed have been Greek prayers, though the Inquisition did not believe so, but 

incantations were also an important part of indigenous healing practices.  Also buried in 

the testimonies of heresy is the assertion that Mayoli actively maintained records of his 

activities.  Estevan Salanis, the Spanish septuagenarian, noted that Mayoli “esta 

escriviendo dos libros” (is writing two books).4  No official followed up on this claim 

and the records do not reveal anything more about the works.  Nevertheless, as we will 

discuss below, healers recorded and exchanged remedies.  Medical manuscripts from 

eighteenth century Yucatán illustrate that the day-to-day practices of curing drew 

European traditions into a framework of Maya medicine.  Another interesting point  is 

that Mayoli operated in full view of members of elite Spanish society.  Not only did 

Spaniards seek him out, some traversing across the peninsula to Valladolid, but also 

religious leaders had direct knowledge of him.  Fray Pedro Beltrán de Santa Rosa was 

                                                        
3 AGN, Inq. 61, vol 1352, sin exp., fols. 24-28, “Denunciación contra Juan Mayoli.” 
4 AGN, Inq. 61. vol. 866, sin exp. fol, 285. 
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aware of the healer, but he himself was a specialist in local cultures.  The publication of 

his Arte del idioma Maya in 1746 solidified his authority of Yucatec languages and 

traditions.  The convergence of Mayoli and Beltrán represents an interesting passing 

convergence of two figures that represented unsanctioned and sanctioned authority.  

The accusation against Mayoli provides a rare, glimpse into the practices of 

healing and medicine in late-colonial Yucatán.  The testimonies given to the Holy Office 

in Mérida framed the healer as a respected medical professional, but one who thrived by 

engaging in unconventional methods.  This depiction, however, does not capture his 

long-term identity and importance.  In the nineteenth century, Yucatecos remembered 

Mayoli as an important figure in the history of Maya medicine.5  As an Italian immigrant 

that came to the region in the 1730s, he was widely known as El Romano, the Roman. 

Posthumously, however, he was known by multiple identities.  In particular, Mayas and 

Spaniards alike identified him as El Judío, a reference that directly invoked his use of 

heterodox healing.6  His great contribution, though, was not simply his multiple 

identities, but rather expansive records that he may have left behind.  Detailing the craft 

of Yucatec healing, Mayoli recorded cures for local afflictions, many of which appeared 

as hybridized remedies that brought together Maya and Spanish approaches to medicine 

                                                        
5 Leon bases his work on Martínez.  Maximo Martínez, Medicina domestica. Descripción de los nombres y 
virtudes de las indígenas de Yucatán y las enfermedades a que se aplican, que dejó manuscrito el famoso 
medico romano D. Ricardo Ossado (Alias El Judío) (Mérida, 1834);  Nicolás León, Biblioteca botánica-
mexicana: Catalogo bibliografico, biografico y critico de autores y escritos referentes a vegetales de 
Mexico y sus aplicaciones, desde la conquista hasta el presente (Mexico: Oficina tip. de la secretaría de 
fomento, 1895), 487.  
6 Martínez claimed that Mayoli also went by the name of Ricardo Ossado.  The evidence for this identity is 
unclear, but it has been repeated by numerous modern scholars, including Roys and Barrera and Barrera 
Vasquez  Alfredo Barrera y Alfredo Barrera Vasquez, El libro del Judío: su ubicaciøn en la tradición 
botánica y en la medicina traditional yucatense (Xalapa: Instituto Nacional de Investigaciones sobre 
Recursos Bioticos, 1983); Ralph Loveland Roys, The Ethno-Botany of the Maya (New Orleans: Middle 
American Research Institute, 1931).  
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to create a distinctly Yucatec tradition.  Healing, in this distinct Yucatec context, was 

based on a highly fluid system of medical alchemy that brought together Spanish and 

Maya healing traditions.  To fully understand the significance of Mayoli, one must 

explore the broader construction of healing in eighteenth century Yucatán.  Late colonial 

records from healers represent the most viable means to explore the colonial construction 

of medicine.  

This chapter examines the intellectual connections of colonial Yucatec medicine 

as articulated in eighteenth-century manuscript curebooks.  Though little understood by 

colonial observers and modern scholars, healing in late-colonial Yucatán relied upon a 

diverse collection of ideas and practices that in large part built upon both native and 

European traditions. This chapter attempts to shed light on the fragmentary evidence 

about medicine and healing in colonial Yucatán by bringing together colonial medicinal 

treatises that have, in large part, only been treated in isolation by contemporary scholars. 

These texts show that Maya cultural practices and medical knowledge were central 

features in the development and maintenance of a local healing system.7  The central 

                                                        
7 I aim to shift the discussion of the history of medicine, indigenous-European interactions, and the 
eighteenth century in the following ways.  First, I identify the Yucatán as area where multiple healing 
systems thrived.  This, in part, shows the openness of eighteenth century Yucatán in the area of medicine 
and healing.  Important here is my contention that several native- and Spanish-language manuscripts, such 
as the so-called Chilam Balams and El libro muy seguro de medicinas, were not closed and insular 
creations, but rather fluid texts based on the diverse social interactions of their creators. Traditionally, most 
scholars have treated these works in isolation. I argue that medical texts, both Spanish and native alike, are 
useful for historians.  Individually they provide ethnographic snapshots; grouped together, however, they 
also provide information about broad periods and hint at change over time. My interests lay not in the 
efficacy of these cures, but rather in the social formations that they represent.  I aim to amend this by 
demonstrating the connections of these texts and, therefore, centrality of healing in inter-social 
relationships. Moving further, healing and, more specifically, texts of medicine provide opportunities to 
examine hybridized discourses that integrated belief and practices and generally existed below the surface 
of the Spanish colonial enterprise.  For modern scholars, Yucatec texts of medicine have been largely 
overlooked resources.  They are, nevertheless, rich historical sources.  Colonial medical texts, written both 
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argument here is that late-colonial medical treatises existed as malleable works that 

reflected wide-reaching interactions by different social groups.   Furthermore, these 

works show that the medical texts were directly expressions of experience and practice.  

In other terms, the aim here is to show that the records of healers, the intellectual history 

of medicine, were the products of social and cultural exchange.   

My use of the phrase medicinal mélange aims to highlight the different locally 

oriented healing practices present in late-colonial Yucatán.  In a strict sense, mélange is 

the merging of unadorned, homogeneous elements to produce new, embellished 

heterogeneous products. Healing and medicine provided a substrate in which cultural 

practices and social values were grown.  As we have seen, in the pre-Columbian 

worldview, sickness and disease existed as symbols of the cosmological balance.  Acting 

as intercessors, priests, shamans, and healers reinforced social divisions through the 

control of ritual.  Healing, in other words, reinforced power. Under the pressures of 

colonial rule, however, healing served to shred social divisions.  In the eighteenth 

century, Yucatec medicine, particularly the aspects that relied not on ritual, but on local 

perspectives of plants and disease, served to bring together natives, Europeans, and 

people of mixed ethnicity.  Although much of the official representations of colonial 

power rested on sharp ethnic and social divisions, the day-to-day interactions around 

                                                                                                                                                                     
in Maya and Spanish, expose the complex state of relations between supposedly disparate groups.  Colonial 
medicinal records should not be divorced from European modes of intellectual expression.  Likewise, the 
written traditions of the Maya, entrenched in the Yucatán for millennia, cannot be completely dislocated 
from indigenous worldviews.  
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healing and medicine in the Yucatan allowed for social interaction and thus undermined 

the structures of colonial power.8  

 
 
 
“Bounty that could fulfill all of humanity” 
 
 

As noted in the previous chapter, sixteenth-century Spaniards regularly 

commented on the prevalence of disease in colonial Yucatán.  Although they idealized 

the pre-colonial world as an Eden free of the pressures of sickness, many Spaniards 

turned towards contemporary natives to build a localized systems of botanical and 

medical knowledge.  The sixteenth century Relaciones geográficas recorded the rich 

botanical diversity of the region.  Writing to the Crown, colonial elites detailed dozens of 

plants used by the Maya for subsistence and medicine (Appendix 1).  Numerous town 

council members reported on the rich systems of classification and identification applied 

by Mayan herbalists.    Blas González y Alonso de Villanueva, and Juan Gutiérrez Picón, 

for instance, noted that natives near Valladolid were fountains of medical knowledge. 

There are many medicinal herbs that heal and many others that are poisons, such as: 
zumia, which is a very soft, viny herb that is used like a purslane leaf for swelling 
except it is very large; there is another herb called maculam, and another called 
Berbena; there are herbs like scorzonera, and [those used for] incense… there are 

                                                        
8 The anthropologist Byron Good, for example, has argued that medicine represents a cultural language 
built on an historical context.  Similarly Paul Csordas and Arthur Kleinman have astutely argued that the 
embodiment of diseases and the subsequent treatment systems create the most personalized cultural 
systems—systems that bond individuals into groups. These works, and my perspective as well, build on 
Michel Foucault’s argument that medicine and healing represent the most important intersection between 
individual, community, and state power. Byron Good, Medicine, Rationality, and Experience: An 
Anthropological Perspective (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994); Arthur Kleinman, Patients 
and Healers in the Context of Culture: An Exploration of the Borderland Between Anthropology, 
Medicine, and Psychiatry (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980); Michel Foucault, Discipline 
and Punish: Birth of the Prision (New York, 1975), pasim. 
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herbs used to grow long hair and others to produce hair where there is none; and 
there are other herbs that the Indians use to give birth, and thera re many used to 
kill. 9 
 

Members of the towns of Mama and Kantemo similarly reported the Maya terms for rich 

healing waters, cleansing chiles, and medicinal herbs.10  The use of Maya etymology 

seemed to be an early attempt to attach authority and power to indigenous knowledge.  

This approach, however, did not necessarily illustrate deep knowledge of Maya botany or 

culture.  For instance, members of the cabildo of Motul reported that the region was rich 

with medicines.  Martín de Palomar, Juan Pech, and Juan Cemci de Landa noted that 

“Motul has many medicinal herbs of great virtue, one special one is called cantunbus.” 11  

By incorporating Maya terms to describe the medicinal flora of the region, sixteenth-

century settlers demonstrated deference for local, indigenous knowledge systems.  Maya 

medical knowledge, in other words, formed the basis of Yucatec understandings of 

sickness and healing.   

Eighteenth-century Franciscan friars showed a keen interest in local systems of 

healing and medicine.  Fray Pedro Beltrán de Santa Rosa, the expurgador de libros 

(censor of literature) of the Holy Office in Mérida, demonstrated consistent and 

prolonged interest in Maya linguistic and cultural understandings of disease.12  In 1746, 

                                                        
9 Blas González, Alonso de Villanueva and Juan Gutiérrez Picón, “Relación de Valladolid,” Relaciones 
Histórico Geograficas, II: 43. 
10 Juan de Aguilar, Andrés González, and Alonso Pech, “Relación de Mama y Kantemo,” Relaciones 
Histórico Geograficas, I, 114.  
11 While rooting their claims in Maya terms, it is clear that the authors had little knowledge of the language.  
Cantunbus, the name of the plant listed here, was not a plant name perse, but rather a comment on how the 
item should be treated.  The term itself means “be careful” or “watch out.” Martín de Palomar, Juan Pech, 
and Juan Cemci de Landa, “Relación de Motul,” Relaciones Histórico Geograficas, II: 273. 
12 Beltrán, as noted above, also testified in the Inquistion’s investigations into the Italian healer Juan 
Francisco Mayoli in 1738.  
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after decades of labor, Betrán published his monumental Arte del idioma Maya in which 

he detailed the structure of language as a means to understand indigenous cultural 

perspectives.13  While much of the work was devoted to the logic and rules of Maya 

grammar, Betrán also included a massive list of more than two hundred indigenous terms 

for diseases, sicknesses, and afflictions (Appendix 2).  The friar recorded common 

ailments, such as skin afflictions like uzan (rash) and uech (scabies), aches and pains 

including kux nahil (chest pain) and kux poil (headache), diseases and epidemics such as 

haua (leprosy) and ekpedzkak (smallpox), and culturally bound syndromes like cooil 

(insanity) and tamacazil (mania).14   

Several anonymously written texts found in Franciscan missions from the 

eighteenth century illustrate that Beltrán was hardly alone in his interest in local 

perspectives on sickness and medicine.  A manuscript from Campeche written sometime 

after 1805 details the bounty of remedies employed by Mayas and other Yucatecos.15  

“The soil in the Province of Yucatán is the most dry, the minerals are stony and hardly 

desirable…” the author begins, “but there the botanical production is extremely precious 

so much so that it could fill the entire department of commerce with such bounty that it 

could fulfill all of humanity.”16  Exploring remedies near Campeche and Bacalar, the 

author describes more than one hundred useful medical plants, frequently noting the 

Maya botanical terms.  For instance, for a plant called cabayaxnic, the author noted that it 

                                                        
13 Pedro Betrán de Santa Rosa, Arte del Idioma Maya: Reucido a sucincta reglas y semilexicon Yucateco 
[1746], (Mérida: Imprenta de J.D. Espinosa, 1859). 
14 Ibid, 213-221. 
15 Wellcome Centre Trust, Wellcome Library, American, manuscript 17, Anonymous, “Materia medica, ‘El 
suelo dela Provincia de Yucatán’.”  
16 Ibid, 1.  
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“ cures the sores and wounds, for the eyes, wash it alone with fresh water and apply after 

it the [plant] mazeual Xkoch, it is also used for rheumatic pains and with chicken fat it 

cures lamparones [mumps].”17  Another fragmentary manuscript from records of 

Campeche, a friar not only wrote on the useful plants and remedies of the locale (Image 

5.1).18  Dating from about 1820, the author recorded Maya plant names, useful remedies, 

and illustrations.19  For instance, describing a plant called uuiam, the author writes that 

“all of the Indians confess that this plant has a great many virtues, but to declare it 

extremely concentrated and it is only to be consumed as a drink made from the root to 

counteract snake[bites].”20  The works of these late-colonial Franciscans obviously come 

from Enlightenment minded attempts to organize and chronicle the natural world of the 

Spanish Empire.  Nevertheless, the emphasis on local, Maya terms for plants reinforced 

the longstanding approach that prioritized Yucatec systems of medicine and healing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
17 Ibid, 11.  
18 Princeton Library, Garrett-Gates Mesoamerican Manuscripts, number 9, “Apuntes sobre algunas plantes 
Medicinales de Yucatan escritas por un Fraile Franciscano de Campeche.” 
19 The extant work contains twenty five folios, clearly a small fragment of what was once a much larger 
work.  The pagination on the extant pages ranges from 10 to 143.  Because of the general deterioration of 
the work, it is safe to presume that the rest of the manuscript was lost to decay.   
20 Ibid, 5.  



 

 
 
Image 5.1 – Apuntes sobre algunes plantas
 
 

 

 
 
Spanish interests in Maya medical knowledge occasionally prompted formal 

initiatives on the part of the Crown and regional officials.  In the 1770s and 1780s, as a 

part of a campaign supported by the highest levels of the royal administration including 

the Council of the Indies, botanists surveyed the Spanish empire for useful plants.  

Designing the new Real Jardín in Madrid, royal botanists requested information from 
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governors and regional officials on the useful plants of their domain.21  Yucatán figured 

prominently as a rich source of botanical variety.  In 1790, governor Lucas de Galvez 

reported of ninety trees used across the peninsula.22  Local uses of plants, particularly 

among the Maya, drew considerable attention.   For instance, during the previous 

decades, Galvez and his predecessor Hugo O’Connor both called for investigations into 

Maya medical plant use.  From 1775 to 1785, the médico and cirujano of the royal army 

Bartolomé Guijón surveyed indigenous remedies for fiebre amarilla (yellow fever) near 

Campeche.23   The doctor reported of a “great variety” of remedies from the local area.24  

Local Yucatecos, he noted, held numerous remedies for treating the prevalent afflictions 

of the region.  In particular, Guijón identified two trees called chooch and kopte that local 

Mayas and Spaniards used to fight the maladies of the region, particularly aches and 

fevers.  Like previous Spanish works from the region, local understanding of sickness 

and healing featured prominently.  In particular, the chooch tree was hardly unknown to 

Yucatec Spaniards.  In Spanish the tree was known as sapote, a tropical fruit tree first 

written about by Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Váldez in sixteenth century.25   

 

                                                        
21 AGI, Indiferente general 1544, Jardín Botanico, “Instrucción para la remisión a Espana de los ejemplares 
del reino animal, vegetal o mineral, que se especifican en el Real Decreto de 10 de Mayo de 1776.” 
22 AGI, Indiferente general 1545, Jardín Botanico, “Carta del gobernador Lucas de Galvez a Antonio 
Valdes, contestando a la Real Orden de 20 de Julio de 1789.” 
23 AGI, Indiferente general 1553, “Carta del gobernador Roberto Ribas Betancourt a Jose de Galvez, 
comunicandole que el cirujano Bartolomé Guijón, inventor de los polvos de la corteza del arbol Choch, ha 
descubierto tambien los cortez de otro llamado Kopte, de especial virtud para curacion del dolor de 
costado, y que le envia una botella de los mismos, para que se hagan los experimenots necesarios. 
Acompana una copa de la receta de los polvos Kopte;” Archivo General del Estado de Yucatán, Colonial, 
Real Cédulas, vol. 1, exp. 13, “Medicamento: Didiendo al Gobernador su parecer sobre la solitude del 
cirujano Bartolomé Guijón, quien pide pasar a la corte a informar sobre las propiedades medicinales de un 
arbol del país llamado ‘chooch.’” 
24 Ibid. 
25 Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Váldez, La historia general y natural de las Indias (Madrid, 1526).  
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Textual Traditions  

Before, in the time of the pagans, the sorcerers and 
healers of this region kept books of enchantments 
and incantations... 
 
— Cabildo de la Ciudad de Mérida 
Relaciones Geographicas de Yucatán (1579) 26 

 
The convergence of Europeans and natives brought together vastly different 

written traditions.  Texts were among the first material exchanges between Europeans 

and natives and symbolized the cultural interaction that permeated colonial Yucatec 

society.  Texts of prayer and healing, however, played a vital role in mediating 

interactions between Spaniards and Mayas. Colonial chroniclers, such as Bernal Díaz del 

Castillo, even reported that the first European to survive in the Yucatán did so with the 

aid of a book of chants and the ability to heal.27  This tale, however fanciful it might have 

been, positions texts as symbols of mediation between conflicting forces of the colonial 

agenda.  In this section, I provide a short overview of the tradition of texts in the Yucatán. 

                                                        
26 “[A]ntiguamente, en tiempo de su gentilidad, procuraban guarecerse de esta ponzoña con conjuros y 
encantamientos, que había grandes encantadores y tenían sus libros para conjurarlas y encantarlas, y estos 
encantadores, con palabras que decían, encantaban y amansaban las culebras ponzoñosas…” Mercedes de 
la Garza, “Relación de Mérida,” Relaciones Histórico Geograficas de Yucatán (Mexico, Universidad 
Naciónal Autonimo de México, 1983), I:81. 
27 The apocryphal story of Jerónimo de Aguilar, as told by the conquistador and storyteller Bernal Díaz del 
Castillo, encapsulated the convergence of texts and healing. Aguilar was among the first Europeans to 
reach the shores of the Yucatán. Shipwrecked after a hurricane in 1511, Aguilar survived eight harrowing 
years in the peninsula as a slave traded between Maya elites.  Armed with only a book of prayers, Aguilar 
introduced his native captors to the healing powers of Christian prayers.  Hernán Cortes, Díaz claimed, 
found Aguilar dressed in tatters, wearing only one sandal, marked as a slave, and carrying a very worn copy 
of the Book of Hours. The story of Aguilar—a would-be conquistador cast ashore by a hurricane and 
forced to survive using his knowledge of prayer—is strikingly similar to that of Alvar Nuñez Cabeza de 
Vaca, who was shipwrecked in Texas during a hurricane, enslaved by local natives, and survived largely by 
healing locals through Christian prayer. The devotional text most likely contained prayers, a canonical 
calendar, and images of saints.  Aguilar, it seemed, used healing prayer as a cultural capital into the Maya 
world. See: Bernal Díaz del Castillo, The Discovery and Conquest of Mexico, trans. Irving Leonard (New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Cudahy, 1956), 45. 
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In colonial Yucatán, Maya- and Spanish-language texts reflected the merging of written 

records and healing practices.  I introduce the books of medicine as historical sources 

before turning to individual sources in the section that follows. In this section, however, I 

demonstrate that European books were not only present, but also critical to the emergence 

of local histories and medicinals.    

Writing had a long, outstanding history in the Yucatán that dated well over a 

millennia.  With the imposition of Spanish rule, the Maya quickly adopted the use of the 

Latin-based script and Maya-language texts and records flourished in the colonial 

period.28  Sixteenth century clerics, particularly the aforementioned Bishop Landa, saw 

native writing, hieroglyphic texts in particular, as evidence of idolatry and wickedness.  

This attitude led to the destruction of pre-Hispanic Maya texts. Within a decade of the 

political conquest of the Yucatán, however, Maya scribes learned to write in Latin, 

Spanish, and Maya using the Latin-based script.  By the 1550s, scribes publicly circulated 

appeals to the crown, wills, and legal testimonies written in Maya.29  The pressures of 

colonialism, such as the need to defend property claims through legal written records, 

created new spaces for literary innovation.  While many native-language texts followed 

European styles, they all were expressions of changing social relations.30  

                                                        
28 Restall purports to have identified more than 1,700 separate colonial Maya documents in US, Spanish, 
and Mexican archives and libraries.  Matthew Restall, Life and Death in a Maya Community: The Ixil 
Testaments of the 1700s (Lancaster, CA: Labyrinthos, 1995), 11. 
29 For examples of works using Maya-language texts, see: Ralph Loveland Roys, Titles of Ebtun 
(Washington, DC: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1939); France Vinton Scholes and Ralph Loveland 
Roys, The Maya Chontal Indians of Acalan-Tixchel: A Contribution to the History and Ethnography of the 
Yucatan Peninsula (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1968); Matthew Restall, Maya Conquistador 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1998).  Although Colonial Maya textual traditions are well- established scholarly 
topics, we know very little about the scribes themselves.  
30 Recent works using native-language sources have highlighted the conflicts within Maya society itself.  
See: Matthew Restall, Maya Conquistador (Boston: Beacon Press, 1998). 
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Maya authors creatively integrated existing rhetorical techniques into new genres.   

In the pre-Columbian eras, scribes used logo-syllabic hieroglyphic texts—including 

ancient carved stones or more recent painted codices—to record major historical, 

mythological, and cosmological events and individuals.31  And, as the early-colonial 

Maya alphabetic records shows, these themes translated easily into European genres of 

documentation, such as testimonies and land claims.32  The abandonment of 

hieroglyphics, for one, did not result in the wholesale rejection of cosmology in the 

written records.  Colonial Maya texts continued to detail the intersection between the 

supernatural and natural realms.  In particular, the so-called Chilam Balams, works 

initiated in the sixteenth century and continued into the eighteenth, stressed the cosmic 

orientation of the Maya world.  As we will see in the sections that follow, many of these 

works directly drew from the structure of European texts and local perspectives. Like the 

codices of the pre-Columbian era, native books of community record passed from 

generation to generation. In this sense, the passing of written works between generations 

of nobles represented that they were more than records, but instead ongoing and lived 

traditions.  

Beginning in the sixteenth century, Europeans began producing treatises on the 

medical and botanical knowledge of indigenous populations, particularly those in Central 

                                                        
31 The use of hieroglyphic writing seemed to last into the late-seventeenth century. In the 1630s, Pedro 
Sanchez de Aguilar reported of seeing hieroglyphic texts.  In the 1690s, Andrés de Avedaño y Loyola 
claimed the resistant Itza Maya of the Petén maintained hieroglyphic texts. Pedro Sanchez de Aguilar, 
Informe contra idolorum cultores del Obispado de Yucatan, 95-97. Fray Andrés Avedaño y Loyola, 
Relation of Two Trips to the Peten Made for the Conversion of the Heathen Itzas and Cehaches, trans. 
Charles Bodwitch (Culver City, CA: Labyrinthos, 1987). 
32 Restall shows that the Maya continued to emphasize formulaic approaches to record keeping in his work 
on the eighteenth century testaments from the community of Ixil. Restall, Life and Death in a Maya 
Community. 
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Mexico. Using local informants, Spanish friars and doctors surveyed the uses of 

medicinal plants.  Early reports of ethnomedicine included Martín de la Cruz’s Libellus 

de Medicinalibus Indorum Herbis of 1522, Francisco Hernández’s Historia de las plantas 

de la Nueva España finished in 1572, and Bernardino de Sahagún’s Historia general de 

las cosas de Nueva España completed in 1582.33  Each of these works was designed as a 

general survey for limited audiences, particularly for the Crown and members of the 

clergy.  The Yucatán, however, was never the focus of works by these Early Modern 

ethnographers.   

The circulation of books and manuscripts shows that ideas about ritual, medicine, 

and healing flowed widely throughout the Spanish colonial world.  Export lists from 

Spain to New Spain show that while there were masses of works in circulation, the basic 

genres were quite limited.34  In 1586, for example, of the nearly 600 individual titles sent 

as 12,000 separate copies sent to New Spain, more than half of those were theological 

texts.  Included in the theological works were copies of the Bible, discussions of doctrine, 

and prayer books.  Works of literature, such novels and poetry, and books of science, 

including natural histories, calendars and medicinals, each comprised roughly a quarter of 

all books. 

                                                        
33 See the following for modern publications of these works: Martín de la Cruz and Juan Bandiano, Libellus 
de medicinalibus Indorum herbis: manuscrito azteca de 1552 (México: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 
1991); Francisco Hernández, Historia de las plantas de Nueva España, Isaac Ochoterena, and José Rojo, 
eds. (México: Imprenta Universitaria, 1942); Bernardino de Sahagún, Historia general de las cosas de 
Nueva España, Angel María Garibay K., ed. (México: Porrúa, 1956). 
34 The only work that I am aware of to attempt thorough examination of export lists is that of Helga Krop-
Wnger von Kugelgen, “Exportación de libros europeos de Sevilla a la Nueva España en el año de 1586,” in 
Libros europeos en la Nueva España a Wnes del siglo XVI, in vol. 5 of Das Mexiko-Projekt der Deutschen 
Forschungsgemeinschaft (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1973).  
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Among the medical works represented in the export lists were philosophical 

treatises on classical works by Hippocrates, Galen, and Dioscoridies.  Renaissance tracts 

of medicine, such as those of the French physician Laurent Joubert of Montpellier and the 

Flemish doctor Johannes Carvinus, circulated widely throughout the Empire.35  In 

addition to the importation of European medical texts, Spaniards also penned and printed 

explanatory discussions of medicine in New Spain. Although Agustín Farfán’s Tractado 

breve de medicina and Gregorio López’s Tesoro de Medicina were printed in Mexico 

City there is no evidence that they reached the Yucatán.36 This did not mean, however, 

that all European works were isolated from natives.    

In particular, Reportorios de los tiempos, a genre that modern audiences might 

identify as almanacs, came to rest in the hands of native scribes and record keepers.  The 

genre of the reportorio proved to be highly influential in the production of new written 

genres, particularly among the Yucatec Maya.37  Broadly containing information on 

history, calendrics, astronomy, astrology, and medicine, reportorios were popularly 

circulating printed books that mixed philosophical and practical knowledge.  The texts 

seamlessly blended long-standing perceptions, such the classical understanding of 

astrology, with free-flowing practices, including Moorish medical remedies.  For 

instance, Andrés de Li’s Reportorio de los tiempos of 1495 exhibited hybridized 

                                                        
35 See: Laurent Joubert, Erreurs Populaires (1582). 
36 See: Agustín Farfán, Tractado breve de medicina (México, 1592); Gregorio López, Tesoro de Medicina 
(México, 1620-1622). 
37 David Tavárez has detailed the influence of these works on the production of records of idolatry in 
colonial Oaxaca. See: David Eduardo Tavárez, “The Invisible Wars: Idolatry Extirpation Projects and 
Native Responses in Nahua and Zapotec Communies, 1536-1728,” Ph.D. Dissertation, The University of 
Chicago, 2000. 
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combinations of Classical beliefs and folk Iberian practices.38  Li brought together a 

heterogeneous combination of linguistic and epistemological systems that included 

Medieval  Castilian remedies, local Catalan ethnobotany, and historical Arabic ideas of 

observation. The mixture of these traditions served to bolster the state of contemporary 

knowledge.   

Reportorios were intended for popular audiences and circulated widely in colonial 

New Spain.  As a genre, the Reportorio’s were clearly intended for popular consumption. 

Instead, they were designed to appeal to broad audiences.  They were printed in 

vernacular Spanish, rather than Latin, and relied on rather simple illustrations and 

diagrams. The 1581 work by the astrologist Hieronimo de Chaves, for example, 

contained diagrams for identifying constellations, illustrated depictions of classical 

mythology, and remedies for both human and livestock.39  During the sixteenth century, 

those with an education would have been trained in the classics and most likely did not 

need such rudimentary instruction on astronomy and astrology.   

The circulation of European books provided a model for literate Mays to write 

medicinal texts.  While Church officials challenged the persistence of Maya histories and 

mythologies, reportorios provided a format that allowed scribes to record indigenous 

knowledge and traditions. And as addressed in a subsequent section on the Chilam 

                                                        
38 Although also printed in Sevilla, the version that circulated most widely was the 1495 imprint from 
Zaragoza.  See: Andrés de Li, Reportorio de los tiempos (Zaragoza, Spain: Hunrus, 1495).  Laura 
Delbrugge recently edited a volume based on this edition.  See: Andrés de Li, Reportorio de los tiempos, 
Laura Delbrugge, ed. (London: Tamesis, 1999). 
39 The Chavez edition is found in the José Torbio Medina collection at the Biblioteca Nacional de Chile.  
Hieronimo de Chavez, Chronographia o Reportorio de los tiempos, el mas copiosso que hasta ahora ha 
salido a luz (Sevilla: Juan Francisco de Cisneros, 1581).  Biblioteca Nacional de Mexico containes other 
works, including: Enrico Martin, Reportorio de los tiempos e historia natural de esta Nueva España 
(México: 1632). 
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Balams, reportorios served as models for the production of hybridized texts that blended 

local knowledge into standardized structure.  

Written accounts of medicine and healing flourished in the late-colonial Yucatán 

and indicated the adaptability of both indigenous textual traditions and local healers.  To 

date, I have identified nine book-length manuscript sources on eighteenth century 

medicine in Yucatán (Table 5.2).40  Far from uniform, these works represent complex sets 

of relations between various social and ethnic groups coalescing around healing and 

medicine.  The works are written in both Spanish and Maya.  However, Maya-language 

terms are dominate.  The Yucatec approach to curing most commonly involved little 

ritual activity.  Healers recorded no references to ethnicity or class.  In other words, 

remedies specifically defined indigenous bodies different Spanish ones, which indicates 

the overall approach to medicine that cut across distinctions of race or ethnicity.  In total, 

there are more than 1,500 remedies between these works.   The vast majority of these 

cures evolved through the synthesis of indigenous and European healing traditions.   

Nevertheless, Maya materia médica remained central to the discourse of healing.  Many 

of the cures, as described in the final section of this paper, circulated between different 

groups and individuals.  

There are three genres related to medicine and healing represented in these nine 

texts, which I label incantations, Mayan almanacs, and hybrid herbals.  In the sections 

that follow we turn our attention to these three genres of eighteenth-century medical 

manuscripts.  

                                                        
40 In addition to these works, there are numerous nineteenth and twentieth century duplications of these 
texts.  The most noteworthy of these later texts is the Chilam Balam de Nah. 
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Table 5.2 – Late-Colonial Yucatec Books of Medicine 
 

Title  Signatures  Date Language Length Contents 
 

Remedies 
  

Ritual of the 
Bacabs 

Juan Canul 18th Century Maya 237 
folios 

Incantations 
Remedies 

68 

Chilam Balam de 
Kaua 

Pasqual Ay   
Carlos 

Maria 
Pacheco1 

18th Century 
19th Century2 

Maya V1: 136  
V2: 110  

Calendrics 
Astrology 
Astronomy 
Remedies 

V1 – 22  
V2 – 310 

Chilam Balam de 
Chumayel 

Anonymous 1775 -1803 Maya  53 Calendrics 
Astrology 
Astronomy 
Remedy 

1 

Chilam Balam de 
Ixil 

Anonymous 1789 Maya  26 Calendrics 
Astrology 
Astronomy 
Remedies 

>100 

Manuscrito de 
Sotuta 

Anonymous 18th Century Maya 89  Remedies  >50 

Yerbas y 
hechecerias de 
Yucatán 

Anonymous 18th Century Spanish 
with 
Maya 

401 Remedies 567 

Libro de Anonymous 1741 Spanish 72 Remedies 99 

                                                        
1 Pasq. Ay de Kava and Carlos M.a Pacheco de Hocaba are identified as the owners of the book on page 132. 
2 Folio 86 lists Pasqal Ay of Kaua as the owner of the book in 1823.  There is also a claim on folio 183 that the work was discovered by Don Carlos 
Maria Pacheco in 1854.  The dates here do seem to indicate the inheritors of the book, but based on handwriting I am almost certain that they did not 
create the book.  The dating of the text indicates that it was indeed produced in the late eighteenth century.   
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medicinas muy 
seguro de 
Yucatán 

with 
Maya 

Quaderno de los 
yervas de la 
Provincia 

Cristobal de 
Herrera 

18th Century Spanish 
with 
Maya 

35 Remedies 144 

Libro del Judío  Faustino 
Ucan 

Dionicio 
Chay Sax 

18th Century Spanish 
with 
Maya 

214 Remedies 214 
 

Noticias de 
varias plantas 

Anonymous Early 19th 
Century 

Spanish  19 Medicinal 
Plants 

140 

Libro de 
medicinas en 
Maya 

Francisco 
Mena 

Early 19th 
Century 

Maya 176 Remedies 
Marriage 
Records  

78 
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A Book of Incantations: The Ritual of the Bacabs 

 Colonial records of Maya healing rituals and incantations are rare.  While colonial 

authors frequently lamented the persistence of sacrilegious ritualized activities and the 

maintenance of books of ritual, few of these records survived through the colonial 

period.1  The lone exception is a work generically referred to as the Ritual of the Bacabs.  

The text is a unique colonial manuscript containing a collection of sixty-eight distinct 

incantations and remedies.2  An unadorned text written in Yucatec Maya (see Image 5.3), 

the work was anonymously penned by one hand sometime in the late eighteenth century.3  

Remedies include treatments for ailments that include: seizures, skin afflictions, animal 

bites, and breathing troubles.  The remedies in this work are overwhelmingly 

incantations.  It appears to be reflect old (even ancient) healing curative practices 

centered on incantation and conjuring.  No doubt because Church officials looked at 

conjuring with a great deal of trepidation, this work was not intended for wide 

circulation.   

The Ritual of the Bacabs is Maya-centered work that builds on long-standing 

traditions that originated in the pre-Hispanic period.  On the whole, there is little 

significant evidence of Spanish influence on the work itself.  As a whole, the work is a 

                                                        
1 In 1639, Sanchez de Aguilar lamented that: “Tenian libros de cortezas de aroles con un betun en blanco… 
y en estos pinauan con colores la quanta de sus años, las guerras, pestes, huracanes, inundaciones, hambres, 
y otros sucessos; y por uno destos libros que quite a unos Idolatras, vi y supe…” Claiming that he had seen 
the books himself, Sanchez de Aguilar petitioned royal authorities for additional resources convert 
recalcitrant natives. Pedro Sanchez de Aguilar, Informe contra idolorum cultores del Obispado de Yucatan 
(México: Imprenta del Museo Nacional, 1892): 95. 
2 Ritual of the Bacabs, Princeton University Library, Garrett-Gates Collection, Mesoamerican Manuscript 
No. 1 
3 The last two pages of the work are written on a late-eighteenth century indulgence, which provide the 
earliest date that the work could have been written or transcribed.   
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collection of healing incantations, prayers, and remedies.  As a text designed for 

alienating diseases, the audience of the text was most likely mak ik (benevolent shamans 

of the wind).   The work, therefore, seems to represent a clandestine system of ritualized 

healing that directly built on past Maya practices.   

 
Image 5.3 - Ritual of the Bacabs  
 

 
 

 
By and large the Ritual of the Bacabs displays a formulaic approach to healing; 

after all, it is a book on ritual.4  Many basic elements of pre-Hispanic Maya healing are 

represented in the work.5  Each of the incantations directly engages specific members of 

                                                        
4 Thompson argued the Bacabs was a direct transcription of a pre-Columbian hieroglyphic texts, this, 
however, is inconclusive. Major structural shifts between pre-Columbian mythology and medicine show 
that the Bacabs was the product of the colonial period.  See: J. Eric S. Thompson, “Symbols, Glyphs, and 
Divinatory Almanacs for Disease in the Maya and Dresden Codices,” American Antiquity 24 (1958): 349-
64. 
5 It is important to note that we actually know very little about pre-Hispanic Maya medicine.  Many of the 
historical interpretations about healing and medicine among the ancient Maya comes from inferences based 
on the archaeological and colonial records.  There are no written records in hieroglyphic Maya that directly 
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the Maya cosmos.   In particular, the creator god Itzamna and the goddess of healing Ix 

Chel both play an important role sin many of the incantations.  During the early colonial 

period, Diego de Landa, the first Bishop of Yucatán and infamous crusader against pagan 

practices, noted Ix Chel’s centrality to healing. “The physicians and the sorcerers 

assembled in one of their houses with their wives … they opened the bundles of their 

medicine, in which they kept many little trifles and … little idols of the goddess of 

medicine, whom they called Ix Chel.”6  These deities, who were central to the creation 

mythology of the Classical Maya, were represented as powerful animistic forces in the 

healing texts.  In a remedy for a breathing affliction called coc in the Ritual of the 

Bacabs, both Itzamna and Ix Chel are invoked to harness the use of the powerful cardinal 

directions.  The enchanter is to “for four days, shake the face of the red Ix Chel, the white 

Ix Chel, the yellow Ix Chel; four days he shakes the face of the red Itzamna.”7  

The invocation of supernatural components extends beyond deities.  Many cures 

directly call for the invocation of animated aspects linked to diseases.  Diseases can 

appear as trees or birds, all of which having their own locale and origins.  For example, as 

a part of the remedy for an ailment identified as a “tarantula eruption,” the healer sets the 

context by exploring the anthropomorphic humanized attributes of the affliction by 

asking: “What is its tree? ... Who is its mother?”8  Similarly, the incantation for a type of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
address healing and medicine.  An interesting work that attempts to reconstruct ancient understandings of 
Ancient medicine is Stephen Houston, David Stuart, and Karl Taube, Memory of the Bones: Body, Being 
and Experience among the Classic Maya (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2006) 
6 Landa, op. cit., 154. 
7 Ritual of the Bacabs, 65.  
8 This ailment is referred to as “chiuoh kak, chiuoh tacas,” which literally means “tarantula fire, tarantula 
seizure.” Ritual of the Bacabs, 32.  The name of this ailment may reflect the spider-like shape of a physical 
manifestation, an association with mythological figure personified as a spider, or some combination of 
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abdominal pain merits this response: “I who break your curse [ask] who created you? … 

When were you born?”9  

The incantations and cures were clearly records of ritual healing that reflected the 

indigenous appreciation of Christianity.  Many of the incantations, for example, include 

formulaic references to Dios and conclude with Amen.  Numerous incantations close 

with typical Christian endings, such as “In the name of the Dios, the father” and 

“Amen.”10  Beyond the laudatory closings, there are no references to the Christian liturgy 

or doctrine.  Completely absent are methods of healing associated with Spanish 

traditions.  Lacking, for example, are remedies that utilize cupping methods, which were 

distinctly European techniques.   

The text is a written record of what seems to have been an oral tradition, which is 

not be surprising since it is a collection of incantations.  The chants are structured into 

two distinct parts.  In the one part of the chant, the healer locates the affliction by 

engaging the nature and history of the disease.  Commonly, the beginning phrases serve 

to rebuke the disease.  “I curse you” begins the incantation for an affliction that translates 

as snake stomach.11   Directly addressing the origins of the disease, the enchanter asks 

                                                                                                                                                                     
both.  The exact structures of these questions are themselves quite curious.  Roys, translates “Bax u 
�ulbal” as: What is his arbor? While capturing the spirit of the phrase, there is no gendered pronoun in the 
original phrase.  On the other hand, “ mac x u na” contains the feminine gender marker x, which is short for 
ix often gets translated as lady.  In this instance, the use of the feminine may refer to mother, but this is 
strange because it is a common grammatical structure in modern speech, but not in colonial Maya.  
Furthermore, it is not clear what the term �ulbal [ts’ulbal in modern orthography] means.  It may be a very 
specific tree or location because in modern Maya, a ts’ulub is a type of tree while che’ is most common 
term for a nonspecific tree. 
9 The ailment is described as Cantipte, which literally means “snake pulse.”  The text quoted here reads as 
follows: “u thannil lae ten c lub chuc tech max tah chabi… cat sihi…” Ritual of the Bacabs, 115-116. 
10 An affliction identified as “ U thanil ah oc tancas” or shaking sickness terminates with “tu kaba Dios 
yumbil” or in the name of the father. Ibid, 15. 
11 The text reads “Ten c lub chuk tech.”  The condition is called “cantippte.” Ibid, 115. 
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“Who made you?  Was it the father of [the hunter deity] Ah Uuc yol sip?  Recently?  

How?” 12 After establishing the origins, the enchanter returns to insulting the affliction: “I 

throw out.  I slap you.”13  

Another part of many chants centers on simple medicinal recipes.  Directions to 

prepare the medicines are often free of the ritualized language and references to the 

supernatural realm.  A remedy for seizures starts with the preparation of the treatment: 

“Take the spine of a maguey from deep in the ground.  Bleed him with four spines at the 

corner of his mouth, along his backbone, from his hip, from his heart, and from the tip of 

his foot.”14 The following is a typical incantation in the Bacabs:  

Incantation for eruptions, fever, seizures  
 
I curse you, weak seizures!  What eruptions are noteworthy?  And how? Ah! 
Eruptions on the head and body, penetrating eruptions, perforated eruptions, 
feverish eruptions, there are, by their mother, by their father. They took her for their 
mother: Ix Hun-yej-tas [“Lady of the lance”], Ix Hun-yej-ton [“Lady of the 
genitals”].  Four days he travels by road.  This is his arrival—wooden man, stone 
man by the sore.15 Ah! I just opened the sore road because I am going to break it.   
Ah! I just broke the force of the great fierce one. Ah!… He does not sleep; he does 
not curl up.  No! Eruption! Here are three small bumps of sand that enter into his 
precious stones.  What of their rasping?  This is the course for holom-wasp 
eruptions.  Oh! What of their bone?  Alas, what of their bleeding?  This is the 
course for red perforating eruptions….Six bows in the heavens; six bows in Metnal 
[the underworld]… Who are the bobote-eruptions?  Who is your bird, the bird of 
tidings of the eruptions? This is his creation [“the father” mentioned in an excluded 

                                                        
12 “mak tah ch’ab u[?] chab bin u yum tah uuc yol sib[?] sam bacin [?]” Ibid, 116. 
13 “tim ch’im tex tahlal tex…” Ibid, 119. 
14 “ca ch’abac ye ci yan ych lum tamile ca tokok ti canppel ye bin uxay u chi tabantac tu bacel u pach lukul 
tu thethe lukul tu puczokal luklul tu ni yok.” Ibid, 143.  
15 The invocations to wooden man and stone man are clear references to Maya creation myths that 
developed in the Classic Era and carried forward into the Colonial Period.  In the Popul Vuh, the Quiché 
Maya creation epic penned and discovered in the eighteenth century, wooden man and stone man are the 
first two creations on earth.  How and why they are used in this incantation is a bit unclear.  Nevertheless, 
the appearance in this texts shows the continued use of long-standing symbols in daily life rituals. On the 
Quiché creation story, see: Popul Vuh, Dennis Tedlock, trans. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1985).  
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passage above]… Amen.  Drink chocolate with two red chiles, a little honey, and a 
little tobacco-juice.  It is to be drunk.16  

 
In this remedy, there are a number of important issues.  First, the healer is directly 

apart of the remedy.  They address the affliction, they challenge it, and ultimately they 

defeat it.  In this light, enchanters had to be fully versed Maya mythology and ritual. The 

afflictions—which the reader can almost feel reading this passage—clearly involve the 

supernatural realm.  Their ability to cure seems, in large part, to rest on their ability to 

recognize supernatural elements.  In this remedy, gender parallelism plays an important 

element as well.  Father and mother are paired and, thus, balanced.17   The chant also 

attempts to channel the experience of the disease.  Blisters erupt with an individualized 

and personalized voice.  

So with all the build up, with the recounting of the painful experience of the 

eruption, with all the references to previous traditions, the remedy seems rather matter of 

fact and to the point—Drink cacao, chiles, and tobacco with honey.  The simple cure 

invokes the properties of the ailment itself.  Like the red sore, the cure involves elements 

that also appear to be red.  In this regard, the ailment and remedy appear to invoke the 

same physical principles.  Furthermore, anyone who has had a particularly nagging sore, 

                                                        
16 “U pe�il kakob chacuil tancasob ten chub a chuc tech y�in tan case macok kakoba cin xootom bacin be 
chee chac mi lah kob ocom kakob ho kob chacuil kakon hex u kumuch u na tumen u citobe ma un 
ayntahobe che hua yetas xhun yeton can kin cu sut be hex u kuchul be yokol be uinicil te uinicil tun be heh 
sambe yn pabe ukinambe ti uen xa be ma chee ma uenci ma coylaci ma be chee chac molonche kak… yukil 
chacah yetel cappel chak yc y cab �e�ec u kabil kutz �e�ec bin yukub lae.” The Ritual of the Bacabs, 
102-104.  
17 The topic of gender parallelism has been a popular topic among historical anthropologists.  For a survey 
of the nature of gendered relations see Susan Kellogg, Weaving the Past: A History of Latin America’s 
Indigenous Women from the Pre-Hispanic Period to the Present (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
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recognizes that the pain is often followed by numbness, which is similar to properties 

induced by the chocolate, chile, and tobacco.   

It is important to stress that both the healer and ailment and ailment and cure are 

connected.  In nearly all of the cures in the Ritual of the Bacabs, the healer directly 

engages the disease and treats it as a personified aspect.  On another level, remedies—

which do not have any animated aspects—exist as the alternative versions of the ailment.  

Conditions that have particular colors, for instance, are frequently cured with materials of 

the same color.  

The Ritual of the Bacabs was a record of a highly-clandestine system of healing 

based on incantation and divination.   Inquisition officials and clerics would have 

doubtlessly punished the owner a work such as this.  Nevertheless, healers employed the 

method of healing included in the work during the eighteenth century.  The mulatto 

curandero José Zavala as noted in the previous chapter engaged rituals and remedies that 

directly paralleled the system articulated in the manuscript.  Zavala invoked deities to 

identify the afflictions of his patients.  To cure the child of a Maya cacique, Zavala 

invoked the winds as a Maya mak ik would attempt to control nature and the physical 

manifestations of the supernatural.  These activities were not just limited to the single 

mulato seized by the Inquisition, however.  In 1674, the mulatos Baltazar Martín, Manuel 

Canche, and Nicolas Lozano led milpa rituals that invoked the gods of the cardinal 

directions.18  Attempted to divine the trajectory of a long series of disasters that savaged 

their communities by invoking Ekpabahtun, Sacpabantun and other deities that manifest 

                                                        
18 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 629, exp. 4, fols. 102, “Denunciaciones contra Baltasar Martín, Manuel Canche, 
Nicholas Lozano, mulatos, y Bonifacio Ku, indio, por idolatrías.” 
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as winds.  Similarly when Spaniard Francisco Pantoja offered incense and balche to the 

deity Ah Puch in 1748, he too attempted to divine the path of sickness and disease that 

affected his own personal family.19   

 
 
 
Mayan Almanacs: The Chilam Balams  
 

Whether it is good or bad, it is written by the sacred 
scribe, Evangelista, the word of the father, the 
heaven, and the earth… This was given to them… in 
sacred writing, in the books of the Reportorio … it 
can be clearly seen. 
 

—  Chilam Balam de Chumayel  
18th Century 20 

 
The Chilam Balam texts comprised a unique genre of indigenous manuscripts 

found in the Yucatán.  Named after a sixteenth-century Maya prophet—the Chilam 

Balam or Jaguar Priest—these works were community records maintained by individual 

families of natives.  Passed between generations of scribes outside of the purview of 

colonial authorities, these works recorded community histories, Maya calendrics, and 

local medical remedies.  The books of the Chilam Balam, however, were not mere 

reconstructions of ancient artifacts; instead, they existed as historical texts that illustrated 

the fluidity and adaptability of native communities during the colonial period.  Given the 

aggressive persecution of non-sanctioned texts, particularly those of indigenous creation, 

                                                        
19 AGN, Inq. 61, vol. 908, exp. 14, fols. 166-193, “Denunciación contra Francisco Pantoja, español, por 
idolatría.”  
20 “Bay ‐ibanil tumen ah kulen ‐ib Euangelista u than u yumil Caan yetel luum… lay ‐abi tiob… tu y 
[h]unil Repuldoryo… ti cici y labil…”  Princeton University Library, Garrett-Gates Collection, 
Mesoamerican Manuscripts No. 4, “Chilam Balam de Chumayel,” folio 46v.  
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the Chilam Balam texts were kept out of view of government and Church officials.21  The 

Chilam Balams built upon the structure of Spanish reportorios and were careful hybrid 

expressions of the localized, indigenous-centered production of knowledge of the 

Yucatán.  

While there may have been many more in during the colonial period, today there 

are nine extant books named after the communities in which they were found: Chan Kan, 

Chumayel, Ixil, Kaua, Mani, Nah, Tekax, Tizimin, Tusik, and Sotuta.22  Of this 

collection, only Kaua and Chumayel appear to be complete texts.  Numerous scholars 

have examined various aspects of specific texts, but by in large the medicinal components 

of these texts are overlooked.23   

Neither fully Maya nor Spanish in structure or content, these works represent the 

hybridization of textual traditions.  Nevertheless, modern scholars have poorly 

understood the origins and structure of the Chilam Balams.  In his introduction, the 

Chilam Balam de Tizimin, Karl Mayer claims that the texts might have been “copied 

from hieroglyphic originals.”  While this might have been true for some aspects of the 

information regarding the Maya calendar, this seems quite unlikely for other sections 

                                                        
21 The texts were brought to common attention during the mid and late nineteenth century.  Until then, local 
elites guarded these books closely –and rightfully so.  During the late-nineteenth century and early-
twentieth century, American bibliophiles and collectors expatriated most of the texts form their 
communities and nation.   
22 The Nah text is not named after a community, but after the family that held the works in the nineteenth 
century.  Tozzer and Gates both reported the existence of other works during the early twentieth century, 
but there whereabouts are presently unknown.  In the mid-1990s, the community of Xocen claimed that 
sometime in the past foreigners absconded with their books of community record. During 2003, in the 
indigenous pueblo of Santa Elena, Yucatán I heard that nearby communities maintained ancient books of 
written records.   
23 An Encounter of Two Worlds: The Chilam Balam of Kaua, Victoria Bricker and Helga-María Miram, 
trans. (New Orleans: Middle American Research Institute, 2002); The Ancient Future of the Itza: The Book 
of Chilam Balam of Tizimin, Munro S. Edmonson, trans. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1982); The 
Book of the Chilam Balam of Na, trans. Ruth Gubler and David Bolles (Lancaster, CA: Labyrinthos, 2000). 
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including the herbal remedies. Many of the cures reported in three eighteenth century 

Chilam Balam texts utilize non-native plant species, a point that directly challenges this 

claim.24   

The authors and scribes, most of whom were anonymous, of the Chilam Balams 

directly built upon the structure of Reportorios.25 The text of the Chilam Balam of 

Chumayal, in fact, made direct reference to the sixteenth century arrival of Christianity 

and the reportorios. “Either good or bad,” the author recorded, “it is written by the sacred 

scribe, Evangelista, the word of the father, the heaven, and the earth… This was given to 

them… in sacred writing, in the books of the Reportorio…”26  In other words, with the 

arrival of the Catholic Church, so too came Spanish reportorio books.  

Among indigenous audiences in New Spain, reportorios served as a model 

expression of hybridized knowledge.  In colonial Oaxaca, resistant idolatrous Nahautl 

speakers of the mid-seventeenth century attempted to hide their religious practices behind 

a cloak of the reportorio structure.27  During the mid- and late-seventeenth century, 

Church officials found that native scribes created copies of Andrés de Li’s text in 

Nahuatl.  Imbedded in the transcriptions of the text were accounts of pre-Hispanic 

holidays and calendars to the ancient ritual cycle.  In 1704, as a part of a sweeping 

extirpation campaign, Church officials confiscated nearly one hundred reportorios 

                                                        
24 El libro de Chilam Balam Tizimín, Karl Herbert Mayer, trans (Graz, Austria: Akademische Druk, 1980), 
17.  
25 Bricker and Miram contend that Chilam Balam of Kaua was, in large part, a direct copy of sixteenth 
century Reportorios. Bricker and Miram, An Encounter of Two Worlds.    
26 “Bay �ibanil tumen ah kulen �ib Euangelista u than u yumil Caan yetel luum… lay �abi tiob… tu y 
[h]unil Repuldoryo… ti cici y labil…”, Chilam Balam de Chumayel, Garrett-Gates Collection, Tozzer 
Library, Princeton, folio 46v.  
27 David Eduardo Tavárez, “The Invisible Wars: Idolatry Extirpation Projects and Native Responses in 
Nahua and Zapotec Communies, 1536-1728,” Ph.D. Dissertation, The University of Chicago, 2000 
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translated into Nahuatl from Oaxaca.28  In the Yucatán, it seems that the reportorios 

served as an inspiration for Maya scribes as well.  The Chilam Balams developed a 

hybrid texts modeled after the reportorios.  But unlike the Nahuatl texts of Oaxaca, 

Church authorities never confiscated the Maya texts.    

Why did natives in both Oaxaca and Yucatán use the structure of the reportorios 

to create new hybrid texts?  The answer begins with the Spanish works themselves.  

Andrés de Li’s text, although it circulated across the Atlantic World, was  an expression 

of synthesis and hybridity.  Epistemologically, the author clearly had facility with a wide 

range of traditions, including classical mythology, Arabic astronomy, and medieval 

medicine.  In Li’s discussion of history of astronomy, for example, the author attempted 

to justify contemporary understandings of time by articulating Roman concepts of the 

calendar. Li claimed to be a resident of Castilian Zaragoza, but highly idiosyncratic 

Catalan terms appear throughout the text to stress as a means to give credence to 

importance of specific events and remedies.29  

Li’s Reportorio was divided into five sections: Classical history and the history of 

the calendar, including the keeping of years, months, weeks, and days; contemporary 

beliefs of astrology; astronomy and the religious calendar; and a lunar calendar; medical 

information, particularly related to phlebotomy.  Similarly the Chilam Balam de 

Chumayel and the Chilam Balam de Kaua, the two complete works, contain five broad 

                                                        
28 See David Tavárez, The Invisible War: Indigenous Devotions, Discipline and Dissent in Colonial Mexico 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011), 62-102. 
29 There are numerous references to Catalan nouns, such as polze and cama, throughout the text.  See: ff 98r 
of the text for examples. Dullbrugge reports that the frequent use of Vulgar Latin, including the use of ca in 
place of que, situated Li’s Castilian among what can be thought of as older linguistic tradition. Contrasted 
with the first grammar of modern Spanish by Antonio de Nebrija, his Li’s work appeared as a linguistic 
hybrid. Andrés de Li, Reportorio de los tiempos, Laura Delbrugge, ed. (London: Tamesis, 1999): 29-34. 
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topical divisions:  local history, astrology and the calendar, astronomy and the calendar, 

the lunar calendar, and medicine.  Iconographically one can see the obvious parallels 

between the calendar wheel of Li’s Reportorio (Image 5.4) and the calendar wheel of the 

Chilam Balam de Ixil (Image 5.5).  There is no mistaking that the inspiration for the Ixil 

text lay in European texts.   

 

 
Image 5.4 - Calendar from Andrés de  Image 5.5 - Calendar Wheel from the  
Li’s Reportorios de tiempos (1531)  Chilam Balam de Ixil (18th Century) 
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 The Chilam Balams did not merely display structural and iconographic parallels 

to reportorios, they also borrowed medical remedies as well.  For example, the Chilam 

Balam de Kaua describes the metaphysical manifestations between the celestial bodies 

and pain, which undoubtedly originated in a European text.30 The scribe records: “The 

Moon is the fist sphere of the heaven [and] her pain is in the middle of a person’s head, 

which is to say, the head hurts.”31  

 The Chilam Balam de Kaua, as with others, provides a full treatise on phlebotomy 

that details the major blood-letting veins, the location of particularly malicious vapors, 

and instructions on how to bleed a patient.32  There are also instructions on cupping, a 

daily calendar of when to blood-let, and cosmological signs of disease and disorder.  

Many of the remedies in this text fall under the Phlegmatic and Humoral healing 

traditions.  Nevertheless, these remedies only account for a small percentage of the 

overall cures.  Of the 332 remedies in the Chilam Balam de Kaua, fewer than 50 could be 

directly ascribed to texts such as the reportorios.  In the fragmented Chilam Balam from 

Sotuta, commonly called the Manuscrito de Sotuta, there are no remedies that utilize 

cupping or bleeding.   

 Many of the cures in the Chilam Balams follow what became the traditional 

approach to healing practiced by native Yucatecos—the mirroring of the physical 

symptoms ailment with the physical attributes of individual components to remedies.  For 

                                                        
30 This text undoubtedly comes from a Medieval source, which, again, is most likely Li’s Reportorio from 
pages 75 and 76.   
31 “1 tu hun yal caan yan u chumuc u pol uinic chichan u yahal lay tu yahal u pol vinicce.” Chilam Balam 
de Kaua, 41. 
32 Ibid, 41-44. 
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example, ailments that cause displays of jaundice are often treated with materials that 

have yellowish hues.  This is apparent in many of the remedies of the Kaua text.   

A treatment for jaundice that attacks a person.  Jaundice is its name when it is seen 
in a person.  The bark of the red ocher tree is taken.  Beat it with a stone. It may be 
steeped in water. He may drink it.  Another remedy for jaundice is the ends of wild 
papaya with the other name of wild papaya.  Drink them too.  This is remedy as 
well.33  
 

In this remedy, we see the pairing of yellow plants to treat the yellowing of the body.  

Bloody afflictions are often paired with red chile.  In many remedies, physical 

manifestations of ailments extend well beyond simple color matching and attempt to 

mirror other elements, such as texture and shape.  In one remedy, the treatment for the 

skin affliction of scabies centers on the use of a lizard roasted until the skin flakes.34  

Likewise the cure for hemorrhoidal boils centers on the preparation of bulbous, knobby 

plants such as cucumbers and papayas.35   

 Beyond attempting to match physical properties, many remedies depend on the 

use of essential features of the afflictions.  For example, animal bites are frequently 

treated by using plants that are eaten by the biting animals.  To treat a peccary bite, one is 

directed to use “peccary vine.”36  Interestingly, one treatment for sorcery depends upon 

the infirmed consuming morning glory, which is a hallucinogen and purgative.37 

 Unlike the Ritual of the Bacabs, there are few remedies that depend upon 

incantations or direct engagement with personified ailments.  Thus far, I have found no 

                                                        
33 “u �acal kaan cu tzayal ti uinic. kaan u kaba lic y ulel ti uini. ca chanac u pach choben. cocohtunbil. ca 
tun �amac ti haa ca y uke u lac �ac kan u ni cabal kum che. Xkun che lum u lak u kaba. ukbilob xan. u 
�acal xan.” Ibid, 192. 
34 Ibid, 194.  
35 Ibid, 195. 
36 Peccary grass is identified as “citan ac.” Ibid, 196. 
37 Ibid, 228. 
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ethnic or social distinctions between the remedies of these hybridized Maya texts.  No 

treatments identify different remedies for natives than Spaniards.  Some remedies cater to 

the sexes, but no remedies are otherwise gendered.    

By echoing the structure and, at times, the content of European texts such as the 

reportorios, the various authors of the Chilam Balam texts seem bury their own texts in 

what they must have perceived to be an acceptable format.  One should not forget the 

context of the colonial world.  In the Yucatán, members of the clergy treated native texts 

as symbols of idolatry, which was not true for other parts of the Spanish Empire.   The 

Chilam Balam texts follow the structure of European books that commonly circulated 

through the colonies.  It would incorrect, however, to describe these works as simple 

Maya-language copies of reportorios.  Likewise, the Chilam Balams did not represent the 

direct literary descendants hieroglyphic texts.  In fact, there is even little direct 

connection to anciently-oriented chants of the Ritual of the Bacabs.  Instead these texts 

represent the fluid and changing interpretations of local Mayan communities within broad 

epistemological systems.  

 
 
Hybrid Herbals - Libro de medicinas muy seguro  

 
Spanish-language herbals from late-colonial Yucatán comprise an important, 

though overlooked, category of medicinal records.  The four texts that inform this study 

include: Yerbas y hechecerias de Yucatán,38 Quaderno de los yervas de la Provincia,39 

                                                        
38 Tulane University, Latin American Library, Rare Books, Anonymous, Yerbas y hechecerias de Yucatán. 
39 Cristobal de Herrera, Quaderno de los yervas de la Provincia, (s.d.), Centro de Apoyo a la Investigación 
Histórica de Yucatán, facsimile copy. 
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Libro del Judío,40 and Libro de medicinas muy seguro de Yucatán. 41  In this section, I 

take the Libro de medicinas as the exemplary work of the genre as a whole.  Each of 

these texts displays rituals and cures that show that they were local, Yucatec productions 

based on exchange and interaction. 

The Libro de medicinas muy seguro, para curar varias dolencias con yerbas muy 

exxperimentadas, y provechosas, de esta provincia de Yucatán is a Spanish-language 

manuscript containing a collection of local remedies. Dated from 1751, the text was 

penned by a single hand and, based on the frontpiece, may have been compiled from an 

older work (See Image 5.6).42  With no author or location identified, the exact origin of 

the work is quite a mystery.43  In spite of these provenance-related challenges, the work is 

an important document that sheds light on eighteenth century healing and medicine.  

 

                                                        
40 In the nineteenth century, a number of authors, including William Gates, claimed that a prominent 
eighteenth century healer known as “el Judío” kept several books of remedies.  The names of Giovanni 
Mayoli and Ricardo Ossado have both been ascribed to the figure called el Judío.  It seems reasonable that 
the Juan Mayoli described in these Inquisition records may have in fact have been Giovanni Mayoli, 
however this has not been confirmed.  I suspect that the work ascribed to the figure of el Judío, called El 
libro del Judío, was not the product of a Roman-born doctor.   My skepticism stems from the fact that the 
entire text is written in rather sophisticated Maya.  In the spirit of full disclosure, however, at the present 
time I have not examined the original work nor have I thoroughly translated the work.  Given this, I have 
not included the work called El libro de Judío in this paper. Alfredo Barrera and Alfredo Barrera Vásquez, 
El libro del Judío (Xalapa: Instituto Nacional de Investigaciones sobre Recursos Bióticos, 1983).  
41 Anonymous, Libro de medicinas muy seguro, para curar varias dolencias con yerbas muy 
exxperimentadas, y provechosas, de esta provincia de Yucatán, (1751), Centro de Apoyo a la Investigación 
Histórica de Yucatán, facsimile copy.  Henceforth referred to as Libro de medicinas muy seguro. 
42 Deterioration to the work leaves the title page damaged and incomplete.  The title page states that the 
work was compiled from “un quaderno antiguo,” but the text identifying the location of the original is 
fragmentary.     
43 The mystery does not end with the authorship of this work.  The original text, as I first discovered in 
2004 and reconfirmed in 2005, is missing.  The manuscript was once part of the collection of Crecensio 
Carriollo y Ancona, former Bishop of Yucatán, and then a part of his collection in the Centro de Apoyo a la 
Investigación Histórica de Yucatán  (CAIHY) in Mérida, which is where I first learned of the work.  At 
some point in recent history, the work seems to have disappeared from the collection.  My work is based on 
the use of a facsimile copy available at the CAIHY. 
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Image 5.6 –Libro de medicinas muy seguro 

 
 

 
 
The Libro de medicinas muy seguro contains 99 remedies found on 23 folios.  

Each treatment appears with an individual title based on a specific ailment.  Recipes for 

making and administering curative remedies follow the titles, including as cures for 

dysentery, diarrhea, rashes and sores, fevers and colds, aches and pains, stuttering, 

nerves, and complications related to pregnancy.  The remedies are grouped along general 

defining characteristics.  For example, treatments for fevers and colds appear on four 

concurrent folios.  Likewise, remedies related to menstruation and childbirth are grouped 

together as are those for skin ailments and sores. All the treatment titles are identified in 

Spanish.  
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There are only a few methodological and philosophical elements that one would 

associate with a typical Spanish or European doctor.  The humoral theory, for instance, 

seems to have little relevance.44  The coloration of bodily discharge, often a marker in 

humoral diagnosis, has little relevance beyond the specific symptoms of the afflictions.  

In fact, the only time the color of an ailment or individual plays a significant role is in the 

diagnosis of pregnancy.  “At two months, her breasts will become swollen and will 

become purplish… The Urine [becomes] citrine.”45  Likewise, there are no remedies that 

call for the reading blood.  The remedies indicate no fear of vapors or temperatures as 

one might expect with humoral medicine.  Instead, several remedies call for the direct use 

of sweating and heat.  For the crippled and those suffering from buboes, healers are 

instructed to administer a sweat bath to patients.  Going further, patients are to be then 

covered in a poultice of ground chile and put back into the sweat bath to ensure sweating 

actually takes place.46  References to cosmological and religious activities, Christian or 

otherwise, are extremely minimal. The one possible exception to this is in a remedy for 

gout in which the practioner is instructed to say in the ear of the patient the names of the 

Three Kings, an Our Father and an Ave Maria.47    

Throughout the text, remedies, like the ones mentioned above, appear as short and 

direct instructions for the preparation and administration of cures. To cure lip sores, for 

                                                        
44 For a discussion of the humorals in Latin America, see the works of Foster and López Austin.  George 
Foster, “On the Origin of Humoral medicine in Latin America,” Medical Anthropology Quarterly 1 (1978): 
355-93; Alfred López Austin, The Human Body and Ideology: Concepts of the Ancient Nahuas (Salt Lake 
City: University of Utah Press, 1988).   
45 “A los dos messes le cresse los pechos y se les pone los pessones algo morenos… La Orina zetrina…” El 
libro de medicina muy seguro (1751), 16.  
46 Ibid, 45.  
47 “Para curar Gota coral… Decir al oido del pacient los nombres de los Santos Reyes Melchor, Gaspar, y 
Balthazar con mas un Padre nro y ave maria…”  Ibid, 51. 
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example, the instructions read: “Keep in the mouth a piece of the tree Pelixkuch.”48  To 

cure women that suffer from stomach pains, the simple recipe reads: “Crush the leaves of 

the herb Xbacelak, juice it and drink it. Eat the little shoots of the salvia, Xchalche.”49  

The lengthiest remedy in the entire text—a remedy for fecund soars—extends onto three 

pages.50 Completely absent are ritualized invocations and chanting.  Nowhere in the text 

are there references God or Jesus.  There is only one reference to religious songs 

(mentioned above).  Similarly, there are no descriptions of indigenous deities or rituals.   

Locally born ideas of ethnobotany, particularly rooted in indigenous Maya 

traditions, standout in these works.  Typically, plant names are given first in Maya and, if 

known, in Spanish. All but a handful of remedies contain Maya terms for healing flora 

and fauna.  Plants are typically not used for single remedies or alone.  The plant called 

chacah, for instance, is used in childbirth, to cure headache, alleviate burns, and to stop 

bleeding.  These hybridized herbals illustrate the deep connections of healers in late-

colonial Yucatán.   

 

The Circulation of Cures 

Although there were at least three distinct genres of medical treatises in 

eighteenth century Yucatán, they were not independent of each other, but rather closely 

linked. In particular, the Maya-language Chilam Balams and the Spanish-language 

herbals  shared remedies and approaches to healing. This last section provides an 
                                                        
48 I have not identified the plant recommended in this remedy.  “Traer en la boca un pedazo del arbol 
Pelixkuch.” Ibid, 39.  
49 “Estrujar las hojas dela yerba Xbacelak, sacarle el sumo, y veverlo. Comerl los cogollitos de la salvia en 
ayunas Xchalche.” Ibid,  14. 
50 Ibid, 41-43. 
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introductory assessment of the linkages between medicinal manuscripts, particularly the 

Chilam Balams and Spanish Herbals.51   

The circulation of cures in the eighteenth century is the best reflection of parallel 

remedies.  One example comes from the Manuscrito de Sotuta52 and the Libro de 

medicinas muy seguro to deal with bloody flux.  First the Sotuta remedy: 

 
Blood from the nose  
 
Take dog feces, burn it, powder it, and let him sniff it through the bloody nostril. Or 
take ruda and give it to his nose. Or take the juice of laal and rub on his eyebrow 
and the bottom of his foot. Or take a ruda leaf, burn it, powder it, and let him sniff 
it. Or take the root of laal, squeeze out the juice as fast as the nose bleeds.  He will 
recover with this medicine. Or take the root of mastuerzo, steam it, when cool, give 
it to him to drink. Or if this does not stop the bloody nose, bleed his foot. It will 
stop, but there will be another problem. 53  

 
 In this remedy we see the use of native plants along side introduced species.  

Furthermore, clearly the method and materials are far too unique to possibly be 

independently replicated.   In the Libro de medicinas muy seguro is found a very similar 

recipe to treat bloody flux:   

 
To cure bloody flux from the nose 
 
Grind dry dog manure into a powder and sift. Take the powder through the nose 
like one would tobacco. The leaves of ortigas: laal ground and put in the nose.  

                                                        
51 The daunting task of comparing the more than 1,700 distinct remedies and the materia medica contained 
therein has not been completed.  Given the size of this data set, at this time I cannot evaluate which, if any, 
types of cures circulated the most.   
52 Tulane University, Latin American Library, Rare Books, Anonymous, Manuscrito de Sotuta.  
53 Laal refers to a nettle that in Spanish is called ortiga.  Ruda and mastuerzo are rue and nastersium 
respectively.   “Kik tu nii uinic. Ch’a u aa pek toce catun a ment u polvosil u xuchnite he tux cu hokol le 
kike.  Uamae ch’a u lee ruda ca a �a tu nii. Uamae ch’a u kab laal  ca a choo tu chi u lec y tu tan yoc. 
Uame ch’a ulee y u uizim ruda, tooce ca a ment u polcosil ca u xuchnite. Uamae ch’a u mo� laal ca u luk 
u kab ethaz tan yemel u kiikle bin u �ac tumen. Uameae ch’a u mo� matuerzo ca au omantez, cu ziztale, 
ca a ts’a yuke.  Ua mat huale lay kik tu nie ca a bet tokol yoc.  Bin hauac cax yan uyanal kohanile.”  
Sotuta, fs. 39r. 
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Tobacco powder is also good. Drink the juice of the herb nemax. Place burned 
cotton fluff, hot, in the nose.54 

  
In this remedy, there are distinct differences from the Manuscrito de Sotuta. 

Nevertheless, given that both remedies call for a combination of dried dog feces and a 

nettle to be snorted, there is little possibility that these two cures developed 

independently.  

The majority of the remedies in the Spanish-language herbals deal with physical 

ailments, some, such as the one that follows, address with social or emotional disorders. 

The next cure from the Manuscrito de Sotuta treats mental instability.  

 
Insanity 
 
Take the testicles of a ton ek theel [an unidentified black animal]. Grind and 
dissolve them in cold water and drink it at dawn.  Every day for nine days at dawn 
he is to drink it.55  

 
Even by Maya standards this cure appears unorthodox. The significance of a ton ek theel 

is unknown.  Not only does it require the testicles of an uncommon animal, it requires the 

testicles of the animal for nine consecutive days.  Although unusual, a similar remedy is 

found in the Libro de medicinas muy seguro:  

 
To cure persons with failures in judgment, who easily create fantasies, anxieties, 
etc. 

                                                        
54 “Para curar fluxo de sangre de las Narises  Estiercol de Perro bien seco molerlo en polvo y cernido 
tomarlos como polvo de tavaco por las narizes. Las ojas de las ortigas: Laal majadas y puestas en las 
narizes. Tambien es bueno el povo del tavaco. Vever el sumo  de la yverva Nemax. El algodon en pelo 
quemado calien te y puesto en las narizes.” Libro de medicinas muy seguro, fs. 7. 
55 Among many contemporary Maya speakers, coolil can have a sexual connotation.  If some one is 
suffering from coolil they are described as being obsessed with attraction to one specific person. “Coolil 
Cha u yeel u ton ek theel, huche ca a puk ichil sis haa ca a� yuke hatscabil maili u kam u chie amal 
yahalcab u yukic.” Sotuta, fs. 47v. 



 

 

268

 
[Take] the testicles of a cat [that are] very well dried and mashed. Mix in cold water 
and give to the patient for a space of nine days, without taking wine or anything else 
[liquid].56 

 
In the Spanish-language herbal, the cure for failures in judgment and anxiety reflects 

pattern of the cure in the Manuscrito de Sotuta.  Instead of utilizing the mysterious ton ek 

theel, cat testicles are used.  The preparation and duration are virtually indistinguishable.    

For this last set of cures, we turn to other unusual remedies, this time from the 

Chilam Balam de Kaua and the Libro de Judío dealing with toothaches.  First, from the 

Chilam Balam de Kaua: 

 
Toothache 
The remedy: [take an] iguana that is green under its throat. Sew its mouth. Tie it. 
Then it should be covered for baking alive.  It is going to be placed on it [the fire] 
until it becomes a pile of ashes in the pot. These ashes, the, some of them are  
going to be smeared on the fingernails. Then you may try it on a dog’s tooth.  
When you extract it, if it is extract it, you are going to extract a person’s tooth 
With your fingernails. You are going to reach the gum. This is the remedy.57 
 

And now for nearly exactly the same recipe presented in the Libro del Judio 
 

Toothache 
There is an iguana that is yellow under its throat. Pierce its mouth, tie it up and burn 
it alive on a plate until it ashes. These ashes of the iguana you are to anoint. You 
will set your tools and then you will pull the tooth without pain. Try it first on a 
dog’s tooth before you pull the man’s tooth with the ashes of the iguana that is 
yellow under its throat.58 
 

                                                        

56 “Para curar los menguados de juicio, q— engendran facilmente fantacias, congojas, etc; Los 
Compañones del Gato muy bien majado y desley dos en agua fria darzelos á vever al paciente pro espacio 
de nueve dias, sin que veba vin, ni otra cosa.” Libro de medicinas muy seguro, fs 17. 
57 “ chibal co u �acale huh lay yayax yalan u cale chuibil u chi moch kaxbil ca tun nub xamachtac cuxan 
ca bin �acac ychil la tu lah u tucatal  tanil ti com lay tun tanil bin nabsabac tu ni ychac �e�ec. ca tun a 
tunte tu co pek ca ho�e ua ho�ie bine a ho�e u co uinic y. au ichac bin a cohes tu chun co u Cacal.” 
Chilam Balam de Kaua, 206.  
58 Libro de Judío, 27.  
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The two remedies are virtually identical.  There are slight variations over the color of the 

iguana and the mode of tooth removal, but these two cures are remarkably similar. 

In each of the three sets of cures represented here, there display slight adaptations 

and modifications.  Individual authors or practioners may have changed elements of the 

cures to fit their own needs or there may have been distortions during the transmission of 

the cures.  In any case, the end products are less important than the display and process of 

circulating cures. 

 Although distinctly in their styles, Maya community records and Spanish herbals 

were connected by shared medicine and healing.  These texts show Yucatec ideas about 

healing and medicine brought together heterogeneous Maya rituals and treatments into 

new written genres.   

 
 
Conclusions 

This essay began with a narrative of an healer called before the Inquisition on the 

grounds of practicing unorthodox and alien medicine.  The Juan Mayoli lived the life of a 

professor, physician, and an herbalist.  Despite being a foreigner to the region he 

proffered by integrating into the heterodox state of healing and medicine that brought 

diverse traditions together.  While both religious officials and elites looked upon Yucatec 

healing practices with great trepidation, the general state of local affairs rested upon the 

maintenance of a diverse collection of ideas and practices of medicine and healing. 

The mélange that characterized late-colonial Yucatec medicine allowed for the 

coexistence and integration distinct systems of knowledge and healing traditions.  It 
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should come with little surprise that within this system of healing and medicine, few 

remedies made distinctions based on race or ethnicity. Maya terms and methods of 

healing represented central organizing points for Yucatec medicine.  

Medicinal curebooks reveal that healing in eighteenth century Yucatán was a fluid 

system built upon shared practices and traditions.  The discourse of medicine existed as 

the dynamic product of long-standing social and ideological relationships.  Maya, 

although condemned by official Church policies, existed as a valorized language of 

curing.  Colonial administrators attempted to control the discourse and practices of 

medicine but utterly failed in the region.  Instead of designated spaces for authorized 

healers, the weak bureaucracies of the Protomedicato Real created an arena deficient of 

practitioners.  And non-certified local healers filled the void.  The persecution of Maya 

language texts in the early colonial period pushed natives to find alternate formats.  The 

circulation of Spanish Reportorio de tiempos displayed a combination of conventional 

and folk knowledge.  These works became the model for the indigenous books of 

community record and healing commonly identified as the works of the Chilam Balam.  

Spanish-language herbals also incorporated indigenous traditions and practices.  

Overlooked by modern scholars, the eighteenth century history of Yucatec medicine 

shows that even while subjugated and segregated, local healers, particularly native 

practioners, could developed an open system that built on regional and foreign 

ideological systems.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

CONCLUSION:  
THE WORDS OF THE WISE 

 
 
 

Resetaz en lenuga maya para que los yndios pueden 
entender esta medisina. Arte u tial uixob ti kohanob 
bai tit oh y olob.  Hach malob ah miyatzil thanob…  

 
––Chilam Balam de Kaua, 18th Century 

 
 
 “Very good are the words of the wise,” wrote a Yucatec scribe in the eighteenth 

century.  “[These are] recipes in the Maya language for those Indians that want to 

understand this medicine.  Arte, it is called for those who are sick, also for those that are 

strong and well. Very good are the words of the wise.”59  In a predominantly Maya-

language manuscript known as the Chilam Balam de Kaua, a series of anonymous 

individuals translated important, localized bodies of knowledge.  They synthesized 

European accounts of astrology with Maya understandings of the ritual calendar.  They 

merged early-modern ideas of the movement of the cosmos into long-standing indigenous 

views of the heavens.  And they recorded remedies for common afflictions and ailments.  

The medicinal tracts of the Chilam Balam de Kaua hinted at an important arena of social 

and cultural interaction of colonial Yucatán.   

Cures in Maya- and Spanish-language record books advised healers how to heal 

the spate of conditions that plagued the individuals of the region.  Remedies addressed 

ailments that intertwined with everyday life, such as chibal pol (headache) and chibal 

                                                        
59 Brigham Young University, Harold Lee Library, Chilam Balam de Kaua, photostat reproductions, folio 
7. 
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xicin (earache), and those that were punctuated with magical intervention, including 

pulbil yaah (sorcery) and mals floral (evil flowers).  They attempted to reduce the aches 

that welcomed life, like alancil (parturition) and ya umil chup (painful swollen breast), as 

well the pains that greeted death, including kik (bleeding) and caanzeel (cancer).  The 

realities of manual labor were represented with cures for cinpahal (wound), chuchup 

(swelling), and sayal bac (broken bones).  The healers recorded the individual struggles 

to deal with the manifestations of aging engaged chibal co (toothache) and sac tu uich 

(cataract).  Their cures addressed common illnesses, among them sen (cough), sis (cold), 

chakuil (fever), and periodic epidemic diseases well known to the region, like vómito de 

sangre (yellow fever), nohoch kak (smallpox), and sarampinon (measles).   

The records of healing illustrated how ritual and healing specialists manipulated 

the natural world to treat the afflictions of everyday life in the Yucatán.  Remedies show 

that healers operated in a unique system of medicine.  Curers incorporated the natural 

landscape through the use of herbs and plants of the wilderness.  One remedy to cure 

snakebite utilizes uncultivated plants of the jungle, such as bacal can (a type of cactus).  

Remedies required knowledgeable manipulation of the local flora.  A typical recipe 

follows: “The medicine green chills: The root of the motz may be taken. It may be 

toasted, it may be ground, it may be given to drink or [put] in cold water.  They will 

leave. This is the remedy.”60  Cures commonly included the paring of manifestations of 

afflictions with those of the remedy.   The remedy for cataracts, for instance, involved 

matching the whiteness of the eye with the white juice of a plant called chicam thul.  

                                                        
60 Chilam Balam de Kaua, fol. 214. 
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Likewise, the cure for sorcery engaged motz xiu, a plant known to cause strange and 

delusional behavior.  Like many remedies, few distinctions were made by gender, class, 

or ethnicity.  To cure a cold, the remedy noted that it applies to both uini (men) and 

chuplal (women).  The records illustrated how Spanish and Maya perspectives blended.  

Spanish terms like vómito, canzer, and sarampión, were Mayanized as gomito, caanzeel, 

and sarampino.  Likewise, healers treated smallpox, mumps, and measles, unknown 

before colonial intervention, as afflictions of all of society making no distinctions 

between the remedies for wealthy Spaniards or poor Mayas.   

This dissertation has shown how indigenous sources, such as manuscripts of 

medicine, were connected to the broader colonial world.  Maya community record books 

integrated European and native traditions of cosmography, history, and the natural world.   

Moreover, Maya language sources on medicine, illustrate the deep interconnections 

between Spanish and indigenous society. As healers penned remedies, they recorded how 

ideas were circulated across ethnic divides.   Their remedies provide evidence of a robust 

local medical system where distinctions of ethnicity and status receded under the 

pressures of endemic sickness and epidemic disease.   

Inquisition records of the involving witchcraft, sorcery, and superstition from the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries provide a broader context to understand the 

experience of magic and healing in everyday life.  Before religious officials, Yucatecos 

left hints of the ways that clandestine healing practices transcended society.  When rituals 

and remedies ran astray, the curanderos frequently became the subjects of suspicion, 

intrigue, and gossip.  For instance, after José Zavala failed to restore the health of Spanish 
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and Maya inhabitants of a rural community, his long-time patients denounced him as a 

witch and sorcerer.  Beyond efficacy, the social relations of medicine frequently drew the 

attention of Inquisition.  When the slave Juan Arda treated the Spaniard María López, 

numerous Spaniards step forward to decry both the unusual relationship and the remedies 

that drew them together.   

This study reevaluates everyday experiences of seventeenth and eighteenth 

century Yucatán through the lens of health and healing.  By situating sickness within the 

landscape of colonialism, this dissertation reconceptualizes the nature of power relations 

on the local level.  Healing provided an arena that operated beyond the normal confines 

of colonial authority.  Mayas and Africans may have been politically and economically 

colonized populations, but they were also important sources of knowledge and power in 

networks of magic and medicine.  Maya beliefs about the natural world, served as 

foundational components in the craft of healing that drew all of society together.  

Africans, even those enslaved and officially stripped of their personhood, frequently 

operated as mediators between the elite inhabitants of the city and commoners of the 

countryside.  Occasionally found knee-to-knee with Maya ritual specialists, Spaniards too 

drew authority in everyday life by engaging in the local traditions and practices of 

healing.  The pressures of sickness in everyday life also had the power to shift gender 

relations as the women who specialized in the magic and healing found prestige and 

power as healers.  Women circulated herbal remedies and enchanted cures in clandestine 

networks of exchange.  
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Shared experiences of sickness, such as the regular occurrences of epidemic 

disease and endemic illness, created a context for interactions that cut across society.  The 

inhabitants of the Yucatán often noted how disease could move by the evil winds and 

wicked curses found in the region.  The social intersocial relations of the region, 

however, also served as the source of remediation.  Yucatecos understood colonialism to 

bring the disasters of disease to the region.  Everyday life, however, was not consumed 

with reinforcing colonial hierarchies, but rather forging cooperative relations that drew 

society into the shared enterprise of survival.  Spaniards and Mayas, Africans and Castas, 

men and women, all collaborated to find remediation from the sicknesses that touched 

them all.  In this manner, the world of the Yucatán was a world of cures found through 

shared experiences.  The collaborative nature of healing revealed in the chronicles of 

learned Yucatecos, the testimonies of everyday inhabitants, and the cures of anonymous 

healers serves as an important reminder that power relations in colonial Latin America 

contested and challenged in the process of everyday experience—a lesson that shows that 

cooperation and exchange can supersede powerful institutions of power.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

GLOSSARY 
 
Spanish Terms  
 
achaques – attacks 
advinadora – diviner  
aguardiente – alcohol  
alcalde ordinario – local mayor 
aquarelles – secret collectives 
atole – a maize beverage 
auto-da-fé – literally, act of faith  
barbero – barber  
bebedizo – potion  
boticario – apothecary 
brujería – witchcraft  
bruja/bruja – witch  
bubas – syphilis  
cacica – indigenous noble woman  
calenturas – fevers 
calidad – racial quality 
cámaras – diarrhea 
cancers – growths 
casta – person of mixed ancestry  
ceática – sciatica 
cimarrónes – escaped slaves 
cirujanos – surgeon 
cofradía – lay religious brotherhood 
comisario – commissioner  
conversos – Muslim and Jewish converts 
copal – incense  
criollo – creole, person of Spanish ancestry born in the colonies  
cuartanas – sweats 
cuento – story  
curandero/curandera – uncertified healer 
demonio – devil  
dolores – pains 
disentería – dysentery 
duende – house spirit 
encantador/encantadora – enchanter 
encantamientos - enchantments 
encomendero/encomendera – holder of an encomienda  
encomienda – royal grant of native labor and tribute 
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enfermedad – sickness  
ensalmadores – bonesetters 
ensueño – dream  
entradas – military expeditions 
epidemia – epidemic  
escaldaduras – rashes 
fiebres – fevers 
flaqueza – weaknesses 
flujos – flux  
flujo de vientre – diarrhea 
gota – gout 
hambres – famine   
hechicería – sorcery  
hechizo – spell  
huracán – hurricane  
idolatra – idolater  
lamprones – mumps 
langosta – locust 
llagas – sores  
mal amistad – bad friendship 
mala fama – evil reputation 
mala vida – wicked life 
maléfica - cure 
médico – physician   
melancolía – melancholy 
mestizo/mestiza – person of mixed Spanish and Indian ancestry  
milpa – maizefield  
montañas – literally, mountains; generally referring to frontier of Yucatán interior  
mulato/mulata – person of mixed African and Spanish or Indian ancestry  
negro – black  
oidor – judge 
opresión de pechos – chest pains 
pardo/parda – person descended from African ancestry born in the Americas 
partera – midwife  
pecado – sin 
peste – plague  
polvos – powders  
pública vos – public voice or reputation  
químico – chemist  
remedio – remedy or cure  
sacerdote - priest 
sarampión – measles 
sequía – drought  
solar – house garden  
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tabardillo – typhus 
tiña – ringworm 
ungüento – a balm 
vicario – substitute priest 
viruelas – smallpox 
vómitos – fevers 
vómitos de sangre – yellow fever 
 
 
Maya Terms 
 
ah kat – Maya priest 
alançah - midwife 
balché – honey mead 
cah – indigenous Maya community  
ch’apahal – sickness 
chacuil - fever 
chibal u can – snakebites 
chibal pol – headaches 
chibal xicin – earache 
chibil bac – burning chests 
chupil – inflammation 
celil – cold 
cunal – enchanter; conjuror; sorcerer that knows spells 
ixpomkakil – smoldering pox 
kaaxbac – bone setter 
kak – pustules  
kintunyaabil – years of drought 
kintunyaabil – drought; literally, years of excessive sun 
ma ya cimal – literally, death without pain  
payha – sacred bringer of rain 
pul – general sorcerer 
taak – sorcerer that makes sickness 
tok - bloodletter  
tzac – general class of healer; surgeon 
tzemil – cold 
tzentezem – phlegmatic cough 
uaay – witch; thrower of sickness 
uiih – hunger or famine  
uzankak – infectious boils 
xe kik – bloody vomit 
ya nakil – abdominal pain 
zakil haabil – years of locust 
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APPENDIX B 
 

MAYA AILMENTS OF THE EIGHTEENTH CENURY 
 

 
Spanish Maya 

 
English 

Almorranas Kabak 
Ixmumúz 

Hemorrhoids  

Asma Coc 
Cozen 
Cencoc 

Asthma 

Ahitera Balbuthil 
Xixichhcil 
Ppuppulancil 

Indigestion  

Azendía  Chuhcal Rapture 
Aventamiento Ppulbaíl Winnowing (smallpox) 
Ampolla que sale en el 
cuerpo 

Ppool 
Choolax 

Blisters 

Bubas Zob Sores 
Berruga Ax 

Chhuc 
Warts 

Boquera 
Llagas en los ángulos del 
labio 

Xayakchii 
Ppum 

Cold sore 

Calentura 
Fiebre 
Ardor 

Chacauíl 
Chocuil 

Fever 

Cámaras hubnak Diarrhea  
Cámaras de humor  Hubnak puuch Diarrhea (from humors) 
Cámaras con que se va sin 
sentir 

Pu taa Diarrhea (when one cannot 
sit) 

Cámaras de frialdad pujo Thun Diarrhea (with coldness) 
Cámaras de sangre Kikchoch 

Kiknak 
Kiktaa 

Diarrhea (bloody) 

Cáncer  Dzunuz  
Dzunuz tacan 

Cancer 

Comezón Zakil Itching 
Contrahecho liado Chahal Deformity 
Calambre Lothceh 

Zizoc 
Cramping 

Consumirse Tzemtzem cimil Consumption 
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Cardenal o señal de golpe Yaxacan 
Yaxcumen  

Bruise 

Ceguera o mal de ojos Ekamayíl 
Ya ichil 

Bad Eyes 

Ciego Ekmay Blindness 
Coxo 
Pato 
Estvado  
Patituerto 

Mech  
Moch 

Lameness 

Corcoba 
Giba 

Ppuz 
Buz 

Hunchback 

Dolor Ya 
Yail 
Kinåm 

Ache 

Dolor de cabeza Kux polil Headache 
Dolor escoziendo Chibal  

Kuxucil 
Shooting Pain 

Dolor de ojos Ya ichil Eye Ache 
Dolor de oydos Chibal xicin Ear Ache  
Dolor de barriga Kux nakil 

Ya nakil 
Stomachache  

Dolor de pechos que suele 
matar 

Chibal tzemil Chest Ache 

Dolor de espaldas o de 
riñones 

Canpach Back or Kidney Ache 

Dolor de tripas Tab nakil 
Tab nak 

Gut Ache 

Cólica Tab nakil 
Tab nak 

Colic 

Dolor de vientre con latidos Tippté Stomachache (that throbs) 
Dolor de todo el cuerpo Cunulba 

Cunulba in cah 
Body Ache 

Desmayo Tatal ol 
Zaccimil 
Thoyol 

Fainting 

Divieso 
Postema 
Nacido 

Bocan 
Chunchúm 

Abscess 

Desvarío Coothan Deliriousness 
Dentera Chan co Jealousy 
Difunto Cimen Death 
Enfermedad 
Dolencia 

Kohanil 
Chhapahal 

Sickness  
Disease 
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Enfermedad contagiosa Kamyaah Contagious Disease 
Ético Tzemtzemil 

Nichhcoil 
Emaciation 

Esquinencia 
Garrotillo 

Dzonkoch 
Zippcal 
Yacalil 

Croup 

Empeyne Zal Dry skin 
Empeyne 
Sarna 

Ueez Sarna  

Encordio Bocan 
Chuchum 
Kak 

Pain 

Enfermedad de lombrizes Kanchikin Worms 
Estreñimiento Natzhalil 

Zuudznakil 
Constipation 

Flaqueza Tzemil Skinniness  
Fríos y calenturas Yaxcél Chills and Fevers 
Fluxo de sangre xaankik Bloody Flux 
Fluxo de sangre de hombres Thunkik Bloody Flux (in men) 
Fluxo de sangre 
Disenteria 

Kikchoch Dysentery  

Frío que de a las paridas Zayaomcan Coldness (from parturition)  
Flema, que es humor  Naazén Phlegm (yellow) 
Flema salada Izkab Phlegm (salty) 
Fletar estregando con las 
manos 

Ulyah Shaky hands 

Frenesi Tamacazil 
Tamcazcooil 
Tamcaz 

Mania 

Gafo de manos Chahaal kab 
Moch 

Impediment of the hands 

Gafo de pies Toomil Impediment of the feet 
Gata coral 
Mal de corazón 

Zac cimil Heart Attack 

Gata coral 
Morbo caduco 

Citam 
Tamcaz 
Canchhapahal 

Seizure  

Gota coral, que haze dar de 
pies y manos 

Chhichh Inflammation (of the hands) 

Gota de pies Chiba loc 
Can nohol 

Inflammation (of the feet) 

Gota de cabeza, muslo y 
otras partes 

Ixunpiken Inflammation (of the head, 
muscles, and other areas) 
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Gómito (o vómito) Xee Vomiting  
Gómito de sangre Xeekik 

Kikxee 
Vomiting (blood) 

Geringa (o jeringa) Thoheb 
Thohebchóch 
Thohebdzac 

Pest 

Hipo  Tukub Hiccup 
Herida reciente y la llaga de 
ella 

Cinil 
cintanil 

Fresh Wound 

Hidropesía Zot 
Chupil 
Ppuluxtaail 

Dropsy 

Lamprones Zob Worms 
Lepra Naycan 

Haua 
Leprosy 

Lepra Blanca Zac hauay Leprosy (white) 
Lepra mala de granos 
colorados 

Chac hauay Leprosy (colored) 

Lepra de otra manera Naycan Leprosy (other) 
Lobanillo, papera, y granos 
grandes 

Kok Mumps 

Lobanillo como lunar y 
lunar grande 

Mo  Mumps (engorged) 

Lunares pequeños Taau Mumps (declining) 
Locura Cooil Insanity 
Llaga (por lastimadura) Cinpahanil Sore (injury) 
Llaga frezca con alguna 
material 

Pomactel Sore (fresh) 

Llaga en la cabeza (especie 
de lepra) 

Chhechh Leprosy (with facial sores) 

Llaga peligrosa Yaah Sore (syphilitic) 
Mal de boca, dientes, enzias Chacnicchh Painful gums 
Mal de pecho, que no dexa 
resollar 

Tuzik Painful breathing  

Mal de orina Kaluix 
Kalakzah 
Kazab 

Painful urination  

Mal de orina (estangurria) Hunac haa 
Hul 

Painful urination 
(Strangury) 

Mal o dolor de costado Auatmo Painful  
Melancolía Ppolemolal 

Tzemolal 
Okomolal 

Sadness 
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Mal de madre madre de 
mugeres 

Yazayomal 
Ya zoyemal 

Motherly Sickness 

Mudo Tot Mute 
Mudez Totil Muteness 
Muerte Cimil Death 
Muerto Cimen Dead 
Muerte súbita o repentia Uazutcimil 

Chetuncimil 
Pakzaah cimil 

Death (sudden) 

Morir luego luego, 
incontinenti 

Napul cimil Dead (slowly) 

Muerte pintada o con pies, 
manos, etc 

Zac Chamaybac 
Zac chauaybac 

Death  

Muerte pintada o fantasma Oxkokoltzek Ghost 
Medicina o medicamento Dzac Medicine 
Opilación, dolor de bazo Ep Opilation (pain in the 

spleen) 
Perlecía Zizil 

Zizkab 
Paralysis  

Panarizo o uñero con 
material 

Dzopta  
Ya ichhacil 

Hangnail 

Pestilencia Banbancimil 
Takcimil 
Nohyaahil 

Pestilence  

Potra Ppoo Luck 
Ponzoña 
Contagio 
Infición 

Uay 
Yaah 
Tendzac 
Cabil 

Poison 

Purgación del caño Kazay Purgative 
Pasmo Nunil tamcaz 

Hadzik 
Chills 

Purga Halab 
Halab dzac 

Purge 

Quartana Dzandzackin yaxceel Quartan Fever 
Quebradura Banalchochil 

Tzilhehil 
Fracture 

Quebradura de ojos del 
agonizante 

Zackekel ich Rupture (eye) 

Resfriado Zizhalil Cold 
Romadizo 
Moco 

Zim Head Cold 

Regla de las mugeres Ilmah u Menstruation  
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Regüeldo o eructo Ceeb Belch 
Regüeldo de indigestion  Tuuceeb Belch (from indigestion) 
Retención de camara por 
cólica 

Kalthuchtal Constipation 

Remedio Dzadzacil Remedy 
Salpullido Uzan Rash 
Sarampión Uzankak Measles 
Seca de llaga o de dolor Mah Sore (dry) 
Sarna Uech Scabies 
Sordo Cooc Deaf 
Sordez Coocil Deafness 
Sangre kik Blood 
Sangre quajada Olom kik 

Lolotz kik 
Blood (clotted) 

Sangría Tok Bloodbath 
Sobar y Fletar Padz Shed 
Tabardillo Auat mo Typhus 
Temblor Cicilancil 

Cilbail 
Trembling  

Tericia Kanchikin Terrors 
Tisico Nahchhbacil 

Yumulkabil 
Tzemil 

Consumption 

Tiña Zoc 
Mak 

Ringworm 

Torzerse la boca, ojos, etc 
por pasmo 

Dzuyul Trembling 

Toz pechuguera Zen Cough 
Toz mala Thuhuzen Cough (Whooping) 
Tuerto Coop One-Eyed 
Tumor o hinchazón Zipp Tumor 
Torzón de tripas Cotnak 

Tabnakil 
Bowl pains 

Testamento Takyahthan Will 
Viruelas Kak Pustules 
Viruelas incurable Ekpedzkak Smallpox 
Viruelas locas (fáciles de 
curar) 

Ix thuchkak Acne 

Vaguido de cabeza Zututcabil Giddiness 
Visco o turnio Zaat Squint 
Ventosidad Baalan ik Flatulence 
Veneno 
Rejalgar 

Uay 
Yaah 

Poison 
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Ponzoña Tendzac 
Cabil 
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