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summary 

For traditional Maya doctors from the Chenes region, in campeche state, winik,the term 

designating the person, man or individual
(Vázquez Barrier 2001),

is closely linked to the symbolism 

of healing rituals and the principles of the Mayan worldview. In contrast to the Cartesian 

vision of the world, typical of the Western mind, which separates the body from the mind and 

spirit, for the Maya the person manifests himself in his material form, the body, kukut,as a 

reflection of the cosmos, with four directions and a center, and is made up of the elements of 

nature: earth, water, fire, wind and light. Simultaneously, the same components that make up 

its materiality are manifested as subtle entities through which the individual interacts with the 

different levels of the cosmos. This interaction takes place in a space delimited on four sides, 

the movement of which – countersent to the rotation of the clock hands – binds it with time. 
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Abstract 

For the mayan traditional healers of the Chenes region in Campeche, winik, the term used to 

designate a "person", "man" or "individual"(
Barrera-Vazquez 2001

), is closely linked to the healing 

rituals and the principles of mayan cosmology. The Cartesian world view, proper to the 

occidental mind, separates the body from the mind and the spirit. In contrast, for the mayan, 

the person has a material aspect, the body, kukut, which resembles the cosmos, with four 

orientations and a center, and is the manifestation of the elements present in nature: earth, 

water, fire, wind and light. Simultaneously, the same components that conform its materiality, 

are manifest as subtle entities that let the individual interact with the different levels of the 

cosmos. This interaction takes place in a dimension defined by a four sided space which 

moves in the universe in a counter-clockwise direction. 

Keywords: mayan cosmovision; traditional healing; mayan ceremonies; human body 

introduction 

For the understanding of the concepts of body and person among the Maya it is necessary to 

start from the Mayan conception of the human being as an integral part of its environment, 

which includes not only the immediate, that is, its house and its plot, but also the people, the 

region in which it inhabits, the world, and even beyond, the sun and the stars, with which it is 

also linked in its own origin, since humans are "cosmic"
beings.1 

In this way the person is 

composed of a physical body, that is, a material part, structured as an image of the cosmos 

and, as created by the cosmos, it is also composed of a "positive", right and male side, and 

another "negative", left and female; this structure is repeated in each part of the body: trunk, 

limbs, fingers. Without a clear boundary between body and spirit, the physical nature of the 

person manifests itself simultaneously with the subtle, so that inside the different sectors of 
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the body are formed and controlled by the five elements of nature, while outside they envelop 

him in overlapping layers or "shadows", yoch in Yucatan Maya, whose predominance is an 

expression of both the environment and the character of the individual. These energy centers 

or "plexus" link humans to their environment, placing them in space and gearing it with the 

wheel of time. 

In order to understand in all its breadth and depth the meaning of the term in Maya to 

designate the person, man or individual, winik 
(Barrier 2001), 

it is necessary to go beyond the 

meanings and possible semantic connections of this word, dealing it with ethnographic data 

—mainly those relating to rituals — and these in turn with the fundamental principles of the 

Mayan worldview. 

Human body studies among Mesoamerican indigenous groups separate physical or tangible 

components from subtle or intangible ones, also called "aniseed entities". However, although 

this is recognized by several authors 
(García et al. 1996 

, 
Bourdin 2002 

, 
Fagetti 2004 

), for these cultures 

there is no such separation between material and intangible components of the body, but this 

is conceived as an organic and spiritual totality, in intimate association and interdependence 

with space and time, which is also of a divine nature, as human beings are also divine 
(Garza of 

1990). 
As 

Scotchmer (1986) rightly 
points out, there is no "sacred-profane, visible-invisible, material-

spiritual dichotomy in the Mayan vision of the world. The cosmos is one and the MT 

[Traditional Maya] is one with and in it." In this context, for traditional cheneros doctors the 

person is formed by a "wrapping", which is the body itself, and a spirit, which is associated 

with soul and blood. Blood as a depository of the soul or spirit is symbolically represented by 

the color red, present in various ritual objects such as slats, "protectors" (bearings) , wrappers, 

as well as dyes. However, in relation to the concept of body it is interesting to mention that 

one of the meanings of the term used for the human body, kukut/kukutil is that of "epidermis, 

human skin, film", according to the 
Maya Dictionary of Vázquez Barrier (2001), 

there is the possibility that 

it is a semantic transfer in which "the term used to designate one of its parts [skin], extends to 

the name of the visible whole as a whole [body or person]" 
(Bourdin 2002:57 

). In this sense, 

reinforcing the latter hypothesis, one of the meanings derived from the term kukul,also used to 

designate the body, is to "coat". In this way, the idea of the body as a wrapper of the person, 

as conceived by traditional doctors of the Chenes, reinforces the meaning of 

kukut/kukutil/kukul as skin or epidermis, or surrounded, coated, from which it possibly 

derived its use to designate the body in its entirety. 

For traditional chenes doctors the person, of a dual nature, consists of a material aspect, the 

body, kukut,whose structure is a replica of the cosmic structure, with four directions and a 

center, and is the manifestation of the elements of nature: earth, water, fire, wind and light, 

located in the body as energy centers. Simultaneously, together with the material components 

are expressed the components of subtle nature: pixan, ool, kinam, ik and tukul,through which 

it interacts with the different levels of the cosmos. But this interaction takes place both in a 

space delimited on four sides and in the temporal dimension derived from the movement —in 

contrasent of the rotation of the clock hands — of this space in the universe. 

Now, square space, the dimension inhabited by man, symbolizes the primordial order 

established by the gods at the time of creation, from which probably derives winik's 

association with winan,order. This space, in turn presents twenty units of measurement per 

side, just as today's Mayan milpa has 20 meters per side, that is, a "mecate", and that at the 

beginning of the Colony measured twenty groves or kaanes,
2 
that is, a winik.. But this space 

in which human beings live is not static, but is subject to movement, in the temporal 
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dimension, in periods of twenty days, that is, a winal. And the human being, like a 

microcosmos reflection of macrocosmos, is also governed by the number twenty, with five 

fingers on each end of his body, twenty in total, that is, "the number of a complete person" 
(Faust 1998a: 618 

). 

When the world was created, the primordial couple, Xmucané and Xpiyacoc, intervened, 

symbolizing the union of opposites and complementary, the masculine and the feminine, day 

and night. And this was also a divine order that the human being must have respected from 

now on, as a principle that would allow to maintain the cycle of life on the surface of the 

earth, a principle that is now maintained and expressed symbolically in the Mayan rituals of 

healing 
(Faust 1998a), 

as in other areas of the natural order such as the plant kingdom, in which for 

every plant there is a male and its female counterpart— which by the way does not always 

correspond to the same species. In this context, the term winik-kunah,make the orphan or 

orphan man a man, put them in a state or marry them, such as winika'n,the woman who is 

already granted or arranged to marry ( 
Barrier 2001), 

beyond possible semantic derivations of 

winik; means the process that leads the human being, man or woman, to conform as a person, 

by joining with his complementary counterpart. Hence, when a person cannot find a partner or 

have a stable relationship — which manifests itself as the absence of one of the lines that form 

a cross in the center of the palm of the hand – it is necessary to do a ceremony at sea, to 

remove the "bad luck" 
(Hirose 2003). 

In the body sphere, the body being a reflection of the 

cosmos, for cheneros doctors it presents a male, right, and a female side, left, whose union is 

integrated a unit — symbolized by the center – that can be a man or a woman. 

The male quality is symbolically represented by a square, the space delimited on four sides, 

such as the milpa and the plot, within which is the fire pit, koben,formed by the three stones 

that were placed at the beginning of creation (photo 1 ), symbolizing the female quality that 

marks the center but is represented not by a triangle — joining the three stones – but by the 

circle. That is why when an h'men
3 draws 

a kantiis,quincunce, he depicts it drawing a cross 

within a large circle, with another small one in the center 
(García et al. 1996 

; Figure 1 ).  

 

(author's photo). 
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Photo 1. The three stones of the fire pit, koben, at a ceremony in U hanli kol (harvest thank 

you ritual) held in Hopelchén, Campeche 

 

(scheme based on a photograph by 
García et al. 1996 

). 

Figure 1. The kantiis, quincunce, drawn by an hour 

Recalling that the masculine moves—in time—at the rate of four, while the feminine moves at 

the rate of three, the ceremony of hetz'mek (Mayan ritual of the infant's presentation) is done 

when the baby is four or eight months old if it is male, or at three, six or nine months, being a 

girl. These same symbols, the square and the circle, have pre-Hispanic representations such as 

those found in the archaeological area of Cacaxtla, on one of whose platforms you can see 

these figures made of stone and placed in the center, side by side (photo 2 ).  

 

(z.a. by Cacaxtla, Tlax., photo of the author). 

Photo 2. The square and circle on a pyramidal platform 
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The same symbols are found in the "true" navel of the earth, located on the side of the 

municipal palace of Maní, in the state of Yucatan, in a stone shaped like a rectangular prism 

placed on the floor with a square and a circle tilled on its upper face (Figure 2). This site is 

still used as a great source of energy for healing rituals, according to a region man.  

 

(Peanuts, Yuc.). 

Figure 2. Figures of a square and a circle, tilled in a block of stone, the "true navel of the 

world" 

This same symbology, only taken to a third dimension, i.e. a cube—right, masculine—and a 

sphere—left, female—both of jade, were placed on the palms of the hands and plants of 

Pakal's body feet, bodily sites considered by the current h'menob
4 
as the "keys of the body" 

(Hirose 2003) 
and ways of communicating with the sky, hands, and the underworld, feet. Although 

both figures are considered symbols of hierarchy 
(Roman, 2005), 

from their location: the cube on 

the right side of the body, of male quality, and the sphere on the left, of female quality; they 

may be representing the union of the two aspects of the cosmos: the masculine and the 

feminine. 

THE BODY AND ITS SPATIAL REFERENCES 

The cardinal orientations or courses constituted for the ancient Maya stellar regions that 

governed various aspects of their individual, social and productive life, in a spatial and 

temporal context, forming a complex ritual system that with some modifications derived from 

religious syncretism continues to regulate the life of many of today's Mayan communities 
(Montoliú 1980 

, 
Gossen 1996 

. 
Earle 1986). 

In relation to human health, in the Ritual of the Bacabes,the 

oldest known Latin document on Mayan medicine, the relationship between cardinal deities 

and human life is expressed as a series of diseases associated with each orientation 
(Montoliú 1980 

). These deities, or bacaboob,were apparently replaced over time by the balamoob and 

yuntziloob,who for contemporary Maya are the protectors of peoples and milpas, while 

punishing with disease those men who do not fulfill their social and religious duties (ibid). 

Today's Maya conceive of the human body interconnected with their environment, and the 

solar and milpa are considered body extensions 
(Faust inéd. 

; 
Hirose 2003 

). According to a h'men 

from the village of Pich, Campeche, both the plot and the milpa are "like a person", they have 

hands and feet, located in each of the corners of the square; the head is located in the north, 

while the heart is also in this same direction. It mentions in the same way that the navel is in 

the center — corresponding to the navel of the human being — and to the east and west the 

ears (Figure 3). In turn the east corresponds to the right side and the west side with the left, 
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because this body image is conceived "embrocada", that is, face down (Faust com. pers.; 
Hirose 

2003 
). The human body is also related to those of other human beings, to plants and animals, to 

other natural entities such as water, earth, wind, stones, celestial bodies, as well as to other 

beings on the spiritual plane 
(Faust 1998b). 

This correspondence between the body, the domestic 

space and the milpa in the current and past Mesoamerican cultures, has been recognized by 

several authors 
(Lopez 1980 

, 
Lupo 1995, Penagos 1997) 

and interpreted as a phenomenon of 

transmissibility of man's life force to his fields 
(Lopez 1980), 

from the existence of a 

"substantiality between extremely different life forms and that the beings that populate the 

world—plants, animals, man, and gods—are conceived as substantially homogeneous and 

arranged in an
imaginary 5 

continuous" 
(Lupo 1995: 16 

).  

 

(
Hirose 2003

). 

Figure 3. Correspondences of the human body with the spaces it inhabits in the world 

Villa Rojas (1980) 
mentions that for the Maya the structure of the human body is a replica of the 

cosmic structure, as a square space with its four cardinal orientations and a central point 

rector, which corresponds to the navel. However, according to what is found by the author of 

this document, traditional Maya doctors recognize these sectors of the body as headings, since 

their structure is not that of a square, and what serve as spatial references with their 

environment are the crosses that are in it. 
García et al. (1996) 

refer to the location of two of these 

crosses: one at the top of the head, with the grinder as a center, and another in the belly, with 

the navel as the center. 

According to a h'men de Campeche, he recognizes three crosses: one on the navel, one on the 

chest and a third on the forehead, while he does not know that of the grinder 
(Hirose 2003 

; Figure 

4). For two of these crosses there are spatial correspondences: that of the navel with Kaaba-

ch'en,a cenote that is in the village of Maní, Yuc., and that according to this h'men is the 

"navel of the Earth", while the cross of the forehead corresponds to the constellation of the 

Cross of May (Southern Cross). As for the reference of the third cross, that of the chest, it is 

possible to infer it from Schele's own proposal, Freidel on the ancient Mayan rulers as 

personifications of the Tree of the World, or Wakah Chan,that is, of the cosmic axis itself 

through which the "communication between the supernatural world and the ... human": with 

the souls of the dead going to the underworld, Xibalbá,the sun, the moon and the stars 
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following their course along their axis and with the world of the gods and ancestors joining 

with that of humans 
(Schele and Freidel, 1990: 90). 

The source of these interpretations are the 

monumental stone representations of the Mayan rulers of the Classical period who show these 

characters with the trunk of the cross forming part of their apron and the two-headed serpent 

on the arms of the cross held by the ruler's own arms (Figure 4), while the celestial bird was 

depicted in the headdress carrying on his head (ibid). In this way, the third reference, that of 

the cross of the chest of the human body, is Wakah chan, the cosmic axis, the Tree of the 

World, which connects the three levels of the world and which at the level of humans is 

represented by ceiba.  

 

(Toniná, Chis.). 

Figure 4. Maya ruler of the Classic period, holding the ceremonial bar and representing the 

cosmic axis, Wakah Chan 

It is possible that for contemporary Maya this cosmic axis corresponds to the hollow in 

heaven that opens on Tuesdays and Fridays at twelve o'clock in the day: u hol 

gloriah,communicating with God, Halal God,which some authors have identified as the Sun 

itself ( 
Gossen 1974 

; 
Freidel et al. 1993 

). 

Based on these ideas it has been proposed that it is through its structure in crosses — in 

number of three – that the human body establishes a relationship of correspondence with the 

levels of the Mayan universe: earth, sky and underworld 
(Hirose 2003). 

The different elements that 

correspond to each cross have been positional references that allow the human being to be 

placed in the center, so that their body center, represented by the navel, corresponds to the 

center of the spaces that inhabits: the house, the plot and the milpa, as well as the Earth, 

located according to the cardinal orientations and referenced by the kantiis or quincunce 

(ibid). 

Once centered, human beings can receive vital energy from the Sun and thereby maintain or 

regain health (Figure 5). On the other hand, it is in this same position that man can become 

the cosmic axis, the intermediary between heaven and the underworld, a privilege that for the 

ancient Maya was reserved for the rulers.  
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(
Hirose 2003

). 

Figure 5. The crosses of the human body and its spatial references 

THE MOVING BODY-THE HUMAN BEING IN TIME 

The intimate interdependent association of the human body with the cosmos takes place in a 

spatial and temporal context. This relationship is part of the movement, both of the body itself 

— as a cosmic axis — and of the crosses in it, in a circular direction, countercover to the 

rotation of the hands of the clock, linking the square, the spatial material plane, with time. 

That is why rituals must be performed on certain days and times, as they are conducive, as 

well as at certain times of the year, related to the energy flows associated with the positions of 

the sun, planets and constellations. That is also why at various times of the Mayan ceremonial 

healing some elements or ritual events must be manipulated following a circular motion and 

in a certain sense — referring to the displacement of the hands of the clock, usually against it. 

For example, in rituals such as k'ex,
6 the 

patient spins around the lit copal —placed on the floor 

— and the h'men rotates the slaughtered chicken around his head (photo 3), both 

countercversely turning the clock hands, and then turning it in reverse 
(Hirose 2003). 

Similarly, the 

fruit of the sutup (Helicteres baruensis) is rotated nine times in the sense that it unwinds — 

contrary to the hands of the clock — inside the patient's mouth, to "untie" the tongue, and then 

rotate it another nine times in the opposite direction to "tie it" (ibid). Likewise in the healing 

process of the "cirrus", tip-te, once it has been "accommodated" in the navel it is "closed", 

making a turn with the hand wrapped in a fabric clockwise (Figure 6). In this way, the circular 

movement contrary to the hands of the watch is associated with the action of releasing, letting 

flow, opening, that is, "untie", also associated with becoming and destiny; while the reverse 

sense is attributed to the action of fixing, "closing", or "mooring". 

HelicteresHelicteresbaruensisbaruensistip-te'Figure6  

http://www.translatoruser-int.com/translate?&from=es&to=en&csId=10510b0a-e80f-4613-9499-b27b94384b57&usId=661163cc-82cc-47cd-bcc5-ba2726220c2e&dl=en&ref=AddIn_ct&dt=2021%2f4%2f11%2013%3a9&h=z-d4SobyDCoZ9LZFNm2XBFKu5RgBWaje&a=http%3a%2f%2fwww.scielo.org.mx%2fscielo.php%3fscript%3dsci_arttext%26pid%3dS1870-41152007000200370%26lng%3des%26nrm%3diso%26tlng%3des%23B18
http://www.translatoruser-int.com/translate?&from=es&to=en&csId=10510b0a-e80f-4613-9499-b27b94384b57&usId=661163cc-82cc-47cd-bcc5-ba2726220c2e&dl=en&ref=AddIn_ct&dt=2021%2f4%2f11%2013%3a9&h=EUZnpJCWW5FEnrzEEmT6to968bqMEVTv&a=http%3a%2f%2fwww.scielo.org.mx%2fscielo.php%3fscript%3dsci_arttext%26pid%3dS1870-41152007000200370%26lng%3des%26nrm%3diso%26tlng%3des%23fn11
http://www.translatoruser-int.com/translate?&from=es&to=en&csId=10510b0a-e80f-4613-9499-b27b94384b57&usId=661163cc-82cc-47cd-bcc5-ba2726220c2e&dl=en&ref=AddIn_ct&dt=2021%2f4%2f11%2013%3a9&h=7tXoAsxm0oV3aTEvnCujnH3wcPjkZxbI&a=http%3a%2f%2fwww.scielo.org.mx%2fscielo.php%3fscript%3dsci_arttext%26pid%3dS1870-41152007000200370%26lng%3des%26nrm%3diso%26tlng%3des%23f10
http://www.translatoruser-int.com/translate?&from=es&to=en&csId=10510b0a-e80f-4613-9499-b27b94384b57&usId=661163cc-82cc-47cd-bcc5-ba2726220c2e&dl=en&ref=AddIn_ct&dt=2021%2f4%2f11%2013%3a9&h=z-d4SobyDCoZ9LZFNm2XBFKu5RgBWaje&a=http%3a%2f%2fwww.scielo.org.mx%2fscielo.php%3fscript%3dsci_arttext%26pid%3dS1870-41152007000200370%26lng%3des%26nrm%3diso%26tlng%3des%23B18
http://www.translatoruser-int.com/translate?&from=es&to=en&csId=10510b0a-e80f-4613-9499-b27b94384b57&usId=661163cc-82cc-47cd-bcc5-ba2726220c2e&dl=en&ref=AddIn_ct&dt=2021%2f4%2f11%2013%3a9&h=DU-mYOYH1YqiZ2U9hCGstkQACzNcSBPb&a=http%3a%2f%2fwww.scielo.org.mx%2fscielo.php%3fscript%3dsci_arttext%26pid%3dS1870-41152007000200370%26lng%3des%26nrm%3diso%26tlng%3des%23f6
http://www.translatoruser-int.com/translate?&from=es&to=en&csId=10510b0a-e80f-4613-9499-b27b94384b57&usId=661163cc-82cc-47cd-bcc5-ba2726220c2e&dl=en&ref=AddIn_ct&dt=2021/4/11 13:9&h=AJcSfEGLNwz1fgDIB8BFSWPsAswqnSQQ&a=http://www.scielo.org.mx/img/revistas/rpfd/v2n4//1870-4115-rpfd-2-04-00370-f5.png


 

(author's photo). 

Photo 3. The man turning the sacrificial offering—against the turn of the clock hands—

around the patient's head in a k'ex ceremony 

 

Figure 6. "Tying" the tip-te, as the last stage of the massage to accommodate it in its place. 

In this 
context Faust (1988), 

studying the ritual practices of a man of the state of Campeche, reports 

that in several of his ceremonies he travels a ritual path in a circle —counterceding to the 

hands of the clock—while the planting of a traditional milpa is done in the same direction. 

This author interprets this movement in contradiction by linking it with the apparent 

movement of the sun at this latitude during the time of May to August, which ranges from the 

planting of maize to the obtaining of the first fruits, that is, the critical lapse for the growth of 

this plant essential for the life of the Mayan peasant. Similarly, 
Vogt (1966, 1992) 

refers to a 

"ceremonial circuit ... counterceding to the hands of the clock" in at least two of the 

ceremonies of the zinacantecos of Chiapas, and proposes as an explanation of this ritual 

movement its relationship with the apparent movement of the sun by the firmament. 

On the other hand, in the study of a ceremony of het'z lu'um,
7 Hanks (1990) 

also found that the 

most critical stage of the ritual, according to the h'um, should be executed in a certain order of 
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cardinal orientations: E-N-O-S-C, that is, counterceding to the clock hands. The obligation to 

follow this order strictly was justified by the h'am as the only sure way to be able to expel evil 

from the site—perhaps because it is the ritual movement that allows it to be "decocked" from 

its place. Although the author does not make any additional interpretations, one explanation 

applicable to this case is that 
found by Sosa (1985), 

who observed that when the cardinal orientations 

are named it is always"not "not",to the right, counterceding to the turn of the clock hands, 

which in this case was explained by the h'men as the path that runs through the sun during the 

day, around a quadrilateral, coming out of the east, where God is, placed head-on, so that his 

right hand is to the north. Following this logic, when the sun reaches the west it has moved "to 

the right" —of God — as if it had traveled half the perimeter of the Earth. 

Reinforcing this idea, 
Milbrath (1999) 

in interpreting pages 75 and 76 of the Madrid codex, found 

that the glyphs of the days of the Tzolkín follow a journey counterceding to the hands of the 

clock, starting with the date 1 Imix on the east side. 

The ritual obligation to celebrate ceremonies and some healing practices on Tuesdays or 

Fridays is usually observed by Maya healers giving as an explanation that "these are good 

days to heal, although air can also be charged in those days". However, ceremonies are 

sometimes held on different days, according to patient availability — usually on Saturday or 

Sunday. 
Grinberg- Zylberbaum (1987) 

also reports the obligation to hold the rituals on Tuesday or 

Friday, in the saying by two Mayan shamans, one from Yucatan and one from Quintana Roo. 
Villa Rojas (1968), 

for his part, mentions that this practice apparently has its origins in the Tzolkín, 

ancient Mayan ceremonial and divinatory calendar, according to which "every day has its 

burden, good or bad, on the fate of human beings". In the opinion of the author of this 

document such a belief is a practice brought by the Spanish conquistadors that was 

assimilated by indigenous cultures from some similarity to their belief system in relation to 

the temporality of the rituals. In this temporal context, burying the offering after noon is 

explained as the time when the "change of day" occurs, that is, that begins another day 
(Hirose 

2003: 129). 
This is the moment when the sun, on its daily journey, begins the descent to the west, 

towards which, according 
to Sosa (1985), 

the man directs the iiik " "bad" air – in his clean rituals. 

THE NAVEL AS A CENTER AND REFERENCE SPACE-TIME 

For the pre-Hispanic Maya the world was created by the gods raising the sky, while creating a 

square space, with four sides (headings) and a center 
(Freidel et al. 1993), 

defined by the intersection 

of the lines that mark these directions, that is, the cross. In this way an order was established, 

the maintenance of which was en commissioned from the men, who through the ritual 

continued to recreate it continuously. This natural order implies a balance that encompasses 

all areas including human, since for indigenous thought man is an indissoluble part of nature. 

This original order of things exists in the world of the divine, as an archetype, on the plane of 

a reality parallel to that which man can access through ritual and through the fifth cardinal 

point: the center. One of the obligations to maintain order and balance is reciprocity with 

deities, feeding them with elements of an age-old nature: the smoke of the copal and incense, 

the aroma of the offered foods, as well as the blood, which was formerly burned along with 

the paper on which it was spilled and which has now been replaced by that of certain red 

foods , such as the achiote – or that of an animal offered in sacrifice ( 
Hirose 2003 

). 

The idea that among the Maya the world was conceived as a square should be taken in a 

symbolic, but not literal, sense. 
8 
It may be that this idea, as several authors have proposed ( 

Vogt 1992 
, 

Villa Rojas 1968 
), derives from the observation of the solstitial positions of the Sun in the 
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Mayan territory, corresponding to the corners of a square. However, in the author's view, the 

square is also the manifestation of materiality on earth and the plane on which man dwells, 

characterized by duality; the two dimensions that make up a square: long and wide. On the 

other hand, the fundamental concept in the main rituals is not the corners—which play 

another role in protecting spaces—but the directions, which define a cross and to which 

offerings such as saka are directed. 
9 
 

For traditional Chenes doctors, humans are cosmic, stellar beings. From this conception 

probably derive the correspondences of some parts of the body with the constellations and the 

Sun. The Sun's obvious dependence on the existence of human life on Earth is a basic notion 

that underpins both its association with the "centers" of the human body—the grinder and the 

navel—and its role as a space-time reference in the propitious and healing rituals. His central 

role places him in a position of principal deity, that is, of God Himself,
10 

while the face of the 

Lord cannot be seen, for "his head is the sun[own]
11 

which shines brightly and therefore 

dazzles. Thus, placed the Sun in a central position – with respect to the four directions of the 

world – it is its energy that penetrates through the suuy — the grinder – while to heal a baby's 

sautéed navel, a request must be made to the Sun, or alternatively indicate to the child, "Go 

after the
 Sun..."

 On the other hand, but in a temporary context, in ceremonies—such as u hanli 

kol
13—and 

healing rituals—such as the k'ex—the burial of the "breads" or offering is made from 

noon, which is when there is a change of day 
(Hirose 2003:129), 

and of the evil spirit by good 

spirit,
14 

when the Sun begins to decline, taking with it the sickness, by the west, to the 

underworld.  

It is also noon, but on one of the dates when the Sun passes through the zenith (May), that is, 

its position of maximum verticality and therefore maximum energy, the most conducive time 

for human beings, placed in a central position, to receive this energy of life while 

communicating with their ancestors and their creators. 

In other cases the correspondence of the human body with the Sun occurs in association with 

the constellations, as is the case with the navel, which has as a stellar reference to Las 

Pléyades —tzab,the bell of the viper — which during the month of May are in conjunction 

with the Sun in its first zenittal step; while in August, when the canicle becomes present, 

threatening the good attainment of crops, they find themselves wandering around in the form 

of a snake, outside this central cosmic axis, pulling the tip-te, the energetic navel of the body, 

from its central position, causing diarrhea and stomach upsets ( 
Re Cruz 1996 

). 

A characteristic of Mesoamerican thought is man's attitude to the forces that control nature 

and the cosmos. Knowing that they are forces far superior to his own, the Mayan man does 

not intend to control them, but rather to be pleased with them, feeding them with a part of 

what he receives, for which he needs to be located in a certain place within the cosmic order: 

the center. The center as the guiding principle of cosmic order is present in virtually all 

healing practices and rituals, from a "carved" to a ceremony of a k'ex or a u hanli kol. Based 

on the placement of the tip-te in the body center, the objective of the healing ritual is to 

achieve the correspondence of the human navel with the "navel" of the spaces in which it 

inhabits: the house, the plot, the people, the milpa and the star space. It is this correspondence 

that allows the flow of vital energy from the Sun as a primary source of energy, at certain 

times —noon and midnight— and days —Tuesday and Friday—as well as dates of the year—

cenital pass. 
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In this way, in the universe of the Maya, the central or zenith position, at noon, is a crucial moment 
of "revelation, vulnerability and transition" (Scotchmer 1986: 203), constituting a fragment of space-
time in the that the center of the body becomes a metonym for noon and midnight, in the same way 
as when the center of a mountain or a pyramid - as its representation - is in correspondence with the 
Sun in a zenith position and in conjunction with The Pleiades . In this context, the center as a space-
time reference not only allows the human being to preserve or regain his health, but also enables 
him to go beyond the limits of space-time, transcending the limitations of his corporeity. As referred 
to in the Ritual of the Bacabes, after fasting for thirteen days the priest managed to become the 
personification of the Tzootz Bacab, hairy Bacab, thus being able to drive away the wind causing evil, 
defeating it by throwing it "to the center of the sky, to the center of the underworld ”(Arzápalo 1987: 
314). The reference to these two points of the universe, both located in a central position, alludes to 
a connection between the two, which has been the "hole in the sky" or "heavenly door" referred to 
by Sosa (1985), a kind of conduit that it opens when the Sun is positioned at the zenith, at noon, on 
Tuesdays or Fridays, through which, according to the h'men, God will send his blessing. In this case 
an "implicit equivalence ... between the Sun and God can be seen" (Sosa 1985: 315). This same 
author found that midnight, when the Sun is "inside the earth", corresponds to the same position in 
which this "cosmic conduit" is established (Sosa 1985: 448). The position of the Sun at the zenith - 
noon - and at the nadir - midnight -, as moments in which a flow of energy from the cosmos is 
established, alludes to the cosmic axis symbolically represented by the sacred ceiba tree and the 
figure of the ritual specialist, both placed in the center, as the point of intersection of the directions 
of the universe. Placed in this position, the h'men becomes an intermediary for the cosmic energy 
with which it carries out its healing work, which flows through it once the cosmos has been 
rearranged through the ritual of recreation of the world (figure 7). 



 

Figura 7. El h´men como eje cósmico, colocado en el centro del espacio-tiempo, en el 

universo maya.  
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1
Según refiere un médico tradicional oriundo de Bolonchén de Rejón, Campeche. 

2Barrera Vázquez (2001: 479)
 refiere que k´an es sinónimo de mak —término usado para designar a 

una persona—, y que ambos significan “mecate”, haciendo una clara alusión al vínculo entre 

el cuerpo y el espacio agrícola.  

3
Entre los mayas de la península de Yucatán la figura del h´men corresponde a la del 

sacerdote o especialista ritual, aunque también tiene conocimientos de varias artes de la 

medicina tradicional maya, en particular de la herbolaria. El término se traduce como “el que 

sabe”. 

4
Plural de h´men. 

5
He puesto esta palabra en cursiva para resaltar la concepción de la energía como algo 

producto del imaginario, idea con la cual disiento. 

6
El k´ex es un ritual de curación en el que el “alma” de un animal —generalmente un pollo 

virgen— es ofrendada en sacrificio a cambio del “alma” de una persona enferma por haber 

cargado “aire”. La traducción al español que los propios médicos tradicionales mayas dan al 

término es la de “cambio”. 

7
Para 

Hanks (1990: 345
) het´z lu´um es una ceremonia en la que se expulsa del solar algún espíritu 

maligno que está provocando enfermedad en la familia que lo habita. De acuerdo con este 

autor el significado literal del término es “fijar la tierra”, por lo que el ritual se asocia 

directamente con ésta.  

8
En el propio 

Popol Vuh (1952: 105)
 se menciona que “los primeros hombres que fueron creados y 

formados … cuando miraban … contemplaban en torno a ellos la bóveda del cielo y la faz 

redonda de la tierra” (cursivas del autor).  

9
El saka´ es una bebida ritual sagrada que se prepara cocinando los granos de maíz sin cal, 

con lo cual no pierden su epicarpio —cubierta externa de la semilla—. Los granos son 

molidos junto con semillas tostadas de cacao y canela, formando una pasta que es desleída en 

agua y endulzada con miel. 

10
Entre los mayas existen evidencias de esta correspondencia, entre Dios y el Sol, tal como lo 

mencionan 
Gossen (1974)

 y 
Freidel et al. (1993)

.  

11
Según refiere un h´men de Bolonchén de Rejón, Campeche. 

12
Información proporcionada por una madre de familia de la comunidad Las Coloradas, 

Yucatán. 

13
Esta ceremonia, una de las más grandes —a ella se refieren los h´menes como un “trabajo 

grande”— y complejas, es celebrada cada año por los campesinos mayas —con la ayuda de 
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un h´men— con el fin de agradecer a los espíritus del monte y de los vientos las cosechas 

logradas. 

14
Según refiere un h´men de Hecelchakán, Campeche. 
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