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In Guatemala

Amo ng th e ea rliest referen ces to the ritual use of

ha llucinogen ic mus hrooms in th e Americas were th ose

recorded by Sah ag un (19 56) an d Hernandez (1 9 59 ) in

th e latter part o f the 16th cen tu ry. T he mushro oms used

in Me xico were then ca lled by the Na hua tl nam e

t eonanaca tl , mean in g God ' s flesh, and st renu ous e ffo rts

we re made by t he Spa nish priests to eradicate th e ir use ,

a prac t ice th en co nside red idol atrous and co nse que nt ly

seve rel y punish ed (De Landa 1966). Inquisitori al

techniques were diligentl y appli ed t o th ose who erred ,

but thi s ap pa re ntly met with o nly part ial success, for a t

least in some parts of Mexie o th e tr adit io n survived three

ce n turies of Sp an ish oc cu pa t io n .

Evide nc e has been ac cu mu la t ing fo r th e past t wo

decades on th e occur re nc e and role o f hallucinogen ic

mu shrooms in contempo rary Mesoamerica. The well

known reli gious cult ded icated to th e ceremonial use of

Psilocybe species in th e sta te of Oax aca, Me xi co , has

been ampl y documented by Wasson & Wasson (195 7)

and Heim ( Heirn & Wasson 1958 ) was the first to grow

in cult ure several spe c ies of th e Mexic an aga ric s.

Fi el d investig ations recently undertaken in Mexi co

and Gu at emala sh ow th at th e knowl edge of hallucino­

gen ic mushrooms amo ng the ind igenous people of these

regions is refle cted in th eir language as well as being

manifest in significan t post-conquest d ocumen ts such as

th e Pop ol Vub (A no ny mo us 1927 ) whic h recounts t he

t rad it ions of th e Quiche of Gu atem ala . Among th e

powerful dieties in the Maya panth eon, the Popol Vub

ment ions Ktlkulj ti , th e god of thunder an d ligh tiling.
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Durin g th e co u rse o f in qui ries made in Antigua,

Guatemal a, it was disc over ed th at the name of this

anc ien t god was in curren t use amo ng th e Quich e and

that it referred spec ifica lly to / \ nuinita muscari« , long

kn own for its halluc inog enic pr operties. Th at the

mu shroom is still regarded with awe is ind icated by an

expression used among th e Quich e, wh o refer to it as

it zel oc ox (Low), 19 74 ), th e evil o r di abol ical

mushroom . /1. muscaria is kn own not o nly amo ng

Guatemalan Indian s but also by th eir ne ighbors in the

sta te of Chiap as , Mex ico, wh ere two add itio nal epi the ts

for thi s mush ro om are curren t. A mong the Sp an ish

speak ing nat ives of San Cris t oba l Las Casas it has th e

name y uyo de ray u o r thunderbolt mu shroom an d th e

inh a bit ants of ne arby Zin acantan ca ll it yuy chaul:

whic h has th e sa me co nnotatio n ( Lo wy 1974 ).

In June 19 76 , in quiries in th e Co ba n ar ea of

Gu at emal a where th e pr ed ominant lan gu age is Kek ch i,
revealed th at th ey too have a co m parable t radition

regarding A . III US Ctlri'l, fo r th ey refer to it as rocox a] t za,

the devil ' s mu sh room. Th e widespread use in th ese

regions of anc ien t an d co nt inuous Maya tr a d itio n , o f

ide nt ica l expressions for ,'\. ntn scaria, underscores the

sign ifica nce th a t the mushroom has had there in the past

an d demonstrates th at its influence st ill pre va ils,

A . m uscaria is o f wid espread occu rre nce in the

A me ricas but my co logist s had no t rep orted it fro m

Gua te ma la pr ior to 1970 (Lo wy 1972). Evide nce also

indicated th at th is spe cies ma y hav e had a co nside ra ble

influence amo ng th e May a , since part of the Madr id

Codex, one of three survi ving Maya co d ices, h as be en
int erpre te d as sho wing a magi co-religious ritual in wh ich
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Figure I . Psil ocvbc incxicana l Icim . Na tural habitat photog raph.

Figure 2. Childre n off ering Psilocvbc ntcxicu ua fo r sa le at Gu at em alan

roa dside ncar Sa uta Elen a Barillas.

a mush ro omic o bject th at appcars to rcpresent i l .

m us ca nu is preeminentl y dep icted in ceremonial

offerings (1 .0\\'\ ' 19 72). In this context it is also

pertinent t ha t bv far th e gre atest number o f Maya

artifa cts known as mu shroom stones h ave been found in

Guatemala (Lowy 19 71) . The most widel y accep ted

int erpretation of th ese relics, som e of whi ch date back as

ea rly as one mill cnium H.C. is th at th ey pl ayed a

preeminent role as part of th e symbol ic paraph ern alia
us ed in hallucin ogenic mu shroom ritu als (F urst 1976).

Th e sea rch in Gu atemala for evide nce of th e curre nt

existence of an au t ochtho nous hallu cin ogenic mu shroom

cult h as thu s far been unsu ccessful. However, on June

29, 1976, t he firs t recorded Guatemal an collec t io n of

Psil ocybc nicx icana l leim (Figurc l ) was mad e by

Bernard Lowy , Ruben May orga an d Miguel Torres in a

meadow ncar Santa Elena Barillas, ab ou t 25 Km sou th
of Gua tem ala City . Previou sly this agar ic h ad been

kn own only from Mexico. It was also fou nd that a local

trade in P. ntcxicana was flouri sh ing and th at th e

children in th at area (Figure 2) were collect ing the

mushrooms, ca lling th em /lt ljtlri/os (littl e birds), in

qu ant it y and were offe ring them for sale to a cl ien tele

[o urual otPsvcb cdcl ic Dmgs 12+

who tra veled considerable dist ances to mak e their

purchases .
The identi fic ation of Psilocvbc 1I1Cxic,1l1t7 l lcim in

Gu atemal a lends credence to th e possibility that a still

undi scovered hallu cin ogenic mushroom cu lt ma y even tu­

ally be found there .
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