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Two thousand years ago the 
Maya peoples had abun-
dant sources of natural 
medicine from plants. It 

is sometimes thought that “primitive” 
societies had mostly witch doctors 
and chants for healing. But consider-
ing how the Greeks, Romans and me-
dieval Europeans managed illness and 
medicine, frankly I would rather be a 
patient in a Mayan treatment center 
than anywhere in Europe!

The Maya of 2,000 years ago would 
be difficult to label as “primitive.” 
They maintained international trade 
relationships north through Mexico 
and south at least to Costa Rica. At 
Tikal, in the Tomb of the Jade Jaguar, 
the ruler had decorations of spondylus 

shells (commonly called thorny oys-
ter). Harvested by skilled divers, these 
shells with extremely fragile spines are 
generally identified as coming from 
lower Central America. Thus, they 
were traded over long distances.

This ruler also had jadeite im-
plants in most of his teeth. So the 
dentists of A.D. 850 had methods to 
drill into the teeth and had adequate 
pain killer for this operation. 

Being a student at Harvard in the 
“New Age” 1960s influenced my in-
terest in studying subjects that were 
far outside my normal fields. Archi-

tecture was what I initially majored in, 
but after finding cacao in a ninth cen-
tury vase and discovering a painting 
of a high-status individual enjoying 
smoking a cigar (in the royal tomb I 
found under a pyramid in Tikal), I de-
veloped an interest in studying plants. 
Living in the neotropical seasonal rain 
forests of Tikal for 12 months at age 
19, and then five years working to 
create the Parque Nacional Yaxhá, 
definitely instilled me with a curiosity 
about plants the Maya had available.

In my list of circa 400 utilitarian 
native plants of the Maya peoples, I 
specifically did not list the medicinal 
plants since these have already been 
carefully studied and cataloged by 
botanist Armando Cáceres and by

Dr. Nicholas M. Hellmuth is director of 
FLAAR Reports (Foundation for Latin 
American Anthropological Research). 
Contact: frontdesk@flaar.org

text & photos by 
Dr. Nicholas M. Hellmuth 

Sacred Animals and 
Exotic Tropical Plants

Pericón has so many uses in traditional 
Mayan culture that it would take an entire 
article just to describe the benefits of this 
member of the marigold family: it is used 
in medicine, as a colorful dye in native 
clothing, and as a tasty flavoring among 
many other uses. 
(stacked focus by Nicholas Hellmuth, Nikon 
D800E, 36 megapixel, 60mm macro lens)
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many botanists of USAC and Uni-
versidad del Valle. There are also 
many well-known studies of medici-
nal plants of the Maya of Yucatán, 
medicinal plants of the Aztec, etc. So 
I decided to focus on edible plants 
and plants used for all other daily 
purposes: for making soap, for tan-
ning leather, for house construction, 
for basketry, etc. 

These themes needed much more 
research since the many monographs 
on Mayan agriculture and silvicul-
ture while helpful, remained focused, 
sometimes even fixated, on the stan-
dard plants that are always discussed. 
However, after many years of study-
ing utilitarian plants, especially herbs 
and spices, I noticed how many of 
the plants that I was studying were 
also medicinal.

For example, tobacco is also con-
sidered a medicinal plant, as has 
already been well documented by 
many scholars. Not long ago I no-

ticed a tobacco plant growing in the 
front of a Mayan house in a village 
deep into the Ixil-speaking High-
lands, high above Nebaj. The resi-
dent said the plant was for medicine. 
I have also found other medicinal 
plants that were added to tobacco. 

 

So I have begun to study medici-
nal plants in more detail. My primary 
interest is to raise awareness by find-
ing and photographing in high reso-
lution the flowers that identify each 
medicinal species. Most of the use-
ful books on medicinal plants have 
only basic drawings or traditional 
academic-style photographs. 

In addition, I am beginning to 
raise several local medicinal plants, 
such as chipilín (Crotalaria longi-
rostrata), which I drink as a soup or 

tea about 30 minutes before bedtime. 
It provides a calming, relaxing effect, 
and I sleep soundly. But as any plant 
product, we ourselves do not prescribe 
or recommend it to anyone without 
professional medical consultations 
because most plants have a multitude 
of diverse chemicals. The roots, bark, 
stems and flowers each have different 
chemicals and should only be used af-
ter appropriate medical consultation. 
But precisely because of the diversity 
of chemicals in each plant (and the 
thousands of plant species in the mul-
titude of totally different eco-systems 
in Guatemala), there is significant po-
tential for modern medicine.

Thus it is beneficial to move for-
ward to learn more about medicinal 
plants, and to support product devel-
opement together with capable Gua-
temalan botanists with experience in 
medicinal plants.   

Tobacco flowers from the FLAAR Mesoamerica botanical garden, Guatemala City, elevation 
about 1,500 meters. Tobacco is a great garden flower and for the intellectually curious, there 
is a lot more to tobacco than merely smoking it: Tobacco is a popular medicine in many 
countries of the Americas.

Cacao was even more often 
used as a beverage of choice to 
deliver medicine to the body.

Tagetes 
lucida 
pericón

Tobacco flower
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Mercados in Guatemala was the focus for the August Photo Con-
test. We bring you just a sampling of the many wonderful 
submissions, you can view all of them on Revue FaceBook. 

This month is also packed with articles covering everything from Threads 
of Tradition and Guatemalan Artisans to Great Destinations/Cobán; commu-
nity service highlighting WINGS and KIDS at Condesa; digital partners in 
Guatemala feature the newly-launched Mayan Pitz; plusWalking Antigua; 
Eating an Inflorescence and Sensuous Guatemala with Violets; also Penguins 
at La Aurora Zoo; and a highlight of Lake Atitlán Music Man, Roberto Luz.
Other features: don’t miss reading Guatemala Insight, a profile of Dr. 
Nicholas Hellmuth, Tzimin Chac Operating at Lago Petén Itzá (Flores, 
Petén), and Garifuna Traditions. This month 2013 Spirit reminds all of 
us, Poco a Poco!    

For entertainment options, turn to the DateBook listings for events 
happening all month long, including music, concerts, workshops, art 
and photography expositions, and more. 

We wish you all a wonderful month, thank you for reading Revue, 
in print or online at www.revue.gt. Check Revue FaceBook for updates, 
announcements and other happenings around Guatemala. 

We’re cutting our letter a bit short this month ... the search is on to 
recover this little bird. Your help is desperately needed. 

NO SE HARÁN AVERIGUACIONES


