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Introduction
Entire monographs have been written on the bark paper of the Maya and Aztec codices (Van
Hagen 1944). And there are plenty of scholarly botanical studies of Ficus trees of the family
Moraceae.
But on the Internet there is usually total confusion in popular web sites about the differences
between strangler figs and normal fig trees. It is unclear to which degree the bark paper comes
from a strangler fig tree, or also from another Ficus species which is a normal tree (not dedicated
to wrapping its roots around a host tree). But all this needs further research since 90% of the
books and about 99% of the articles are on bark paper of Mexico. Indeed bark paper is still made
in several parts of Mexico (to sell the tourists interested in Aztec, Maya and other cultures).
Since we are in the middle of projects studying flavorings for cacao, Aztec and Maya ingredients
for tobacco (more than just tobacco), colorants from local plants to dye native cotton clothing, and
also trying to locate all the hundreds of medicinal plants of Guatemala, it would require funding to
track down and study every species of Ficus. But since we are interested in all utilitarian plants of
Mesoamerica, we wanted at least to prepare an introductory tabulation and a brief bibliography to
assist people to understand that
•

strangler figs strangle other trees; these are very common in Guatemala

•

But there are many fig trees which are not stranglers

•

Figs for candy and cookies come from fig trees of other parts of the world

•

Not all bark paper comes just from amate (Ficus) trees

For photographs we show in this first edition only the two fig trees which we have found in the
last two months of field trips. We will need to see their flowers before we can identify precisely
which species of Ficus they are (but they not typical strangler figs, unless their host already was
“strangled” and rotted away decades ago!).
During the coming year we will find, photograph, and publish the more common strangler and
non-strangler figs of Guatemala.
So month by month we will advance in our studies of the utilitarian plants of the Aztec and Maya
areas of the world, the area known as Mesoamerica: Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, Honduras, El
Salvador, Costa Rica and Nicaragua. The heartland is Mexico and Guatemala.

The result of this image is accomplished by mixing 6 photos in HDR technique.

Introductory Tabulation of a sample of
Ficus species of Mesoamerica

Ficus goldmanii Standl

Matapalo, higuerón

Ficus insipida Willd. subsp.

In bold font I emphasize which species can be used to make bark paper. There are many
non-Ficus trees which can also produce a bark-paper. So the ethnobotany gets complicated
very quickly. But at least now we have initiated this research project and want to show our first
photographs and our initial tabulations. I provide a separate tabulation to list all trees of other
kinds of trees which can also make paper.
The best discussion of which trees can be used to make paper in Mexico is in the PhD
dissertation of Lopez. Here we list only Ficus species; Although Lopez is often an original
source, the tabulation of Robles is the easiest to follow (2011: 216). There are also lists in the
PhD dissertation of Maya (2011).

Scientific name

Common name

Listed in dissertation of Lopez
as one of many sources of bark

Ficus padifolia H. B. K.

paper.

Ficus pertusa L.f.

higuerón

Bark paper.
Bast used in Mexico for

Ficus petiolaris Kunth

amate amarillo

manufacturing a paper called
"bark paper". Locally has some
medicinal uses.

Ficus jaliscana S. Watson

No known use

Ficus radula Willd.

No known use

Ficus maxima Mill

Treating parasites

Ficus involuta Miq,

For manufacturing paper

Ficus segoviae Miq.

No known use

Ficus mexicana (Miq.) Miq.

No known use

Ficus tolucensis (Liebm.) Miq.

Bast used in Mexico for
manufacturing a paper called
"bark paper".

Uses
Listed in dissertation of Lopez

Ficus calyculata Miller

Also used to make bark paper.

Soft wood, used for construction

Insipida

There are 22 species of Ficus for Mexico (Ibarra et al.:2012:392) and at least 36 or more Ficus
species included in Parker’s book on Trees of Guatemala (2008.556-564). Dozens more exist in
the rest of Mesoamerica. I list only a sample here.

Its ripe fruits are somewhat nice.

as one of many sources of bark
paper.
Medicinally it has servs to cure

Ficus citrifolia Mill.

Higuerón.

infections, sores, as masticatory
and worming.

Ficus obtusifolia Kunth

Higuerón.

No known use
Has been used medicinally in
bruises, sores and intestinal

Ficus cotinifolia Kunth

problems. And for manufacturing
a paper called "bark paper".

Ficus oerstediana Kunth

Ficus glabrata Kunth

Higuerón.

Amate

Its wood has applications for
posts.

Amatillo

Higuerón

No known use

Ficus velutina Kunth ex Willd.

Higuerón

No known use

Its sap is used as a vermifuge.
Medicinal uses made of this

Ficus padifolia Kunth

Ficus nymphaeifolia Mill.

plant are against toothache and
in cases of inflammation of the
breasts of lactating women.
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