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Summary

There are various enema scenes on classic Maya pottery, which undoubt-
edly represent rituals and may very well indicate that the ancient Maya
took intoxicating enemas in a ritual context. This idea is quite contrary
to the traditional view that the ancient Maya were a contemplative people,
who did not indulge in ritual ecstasy. The occasional display of vomiting
actors would seem to provide a plausible reason why the Maya opted for
rectal application. Some scenes present a fair amount of evidence that an
alcoholic beverage may have been taken rectally. Anecdotal experimental
evidence suggests that an alcoholic liquid may certainly induce or intensify
a state of inebriation, when it is administered via the rectal route. Other
scenes open up the possibility that tobacco and the water lily or some
other flowering plant may have served as an enema ingredient. The phyto-
chemistry and psychopharmacology of tobacco are well documented and
there can be little doubt that this herb may produce toxic effects, when
it is taken in the form of a clyster. Unfortunately, little is still known about
the constituents and pharmacological activity of the water lily. It is some-
times speculated that this plant is hallucinogenic, but experimental confir-
mation of this view is still awaited.

Introduction

Pottery of the classic Maya civilization, in particular the polychrome pot-
tery of the late classic period (A.D. 600—900), provides much information

*This paper is derived from the more lavishly illustrated doctoral dissertation Ritual
Enemas and Snuffs in the Americas, submitted to the State University of Utrecht (The
Netherlands) by Peter de Smet. This thesis contains a special appendix by Nicholas
Hellmuth on the principal diagnostic accessories of Maya enema scenes. It has appeared
as no. 33 in the series Latin America Studies of the Centre for Latin American Research
and Documentation, published by Foris Publications, Cinnaminson, NJ, 1985,
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on this Mesoamerican culture by portraying a variety of scenes like palace
scenes, ball games, hunting parties, and special dances after human sacrifice
by decapitation (Coe, 1975, 1978, 1982; Hellmuth, 1978; Robicsek, 1978;
Robicsek and Hales, 1981). Some years ago, Furst and Coe (1977) added a
new theme to this list after they had discovered a polychrome Maya jar
showing the actual administration of an enema (see Fig. 1). According to
early colonial references, the Maya employed clysters for diarrhoea and chills
or for a swollen abdomen (Roys, 1976), and present-day Maya have been
reported as taking the purgative castor oil as an enema to treat constipation
(Steggerda and Korsch, 1943). Yet the discovered scene was revealing, since
it appeared to Furst and Coe (1977) that some non-medicinal ritualistic use
of clysters was represented:

Seven male-female pairs, the women easily distinguished by their robes and long hair,
are depicted in two horizontal rows. That one woman is fondling a child suggests a
familial setting. The activity being portrayed would have brought blushes to the cheeks
of the traditional Maya specialist, for while one man is inserting a syringe into his rec-
tum, this delicate task is being carried out for another male by his consort. One male
also has a bulbed enema syringe tucked into his belt. Nine vases, identical in shape to
the actual vessel, are painted between the couples, and painted dots at the mouth of
each represent a foaming, fermented liquid that is probably balche, the common
alcoholic drink among the Maya at the time of the conquest. We must conclude that
the people on the vase are taking intoxicating enemas, a practice previously unrecorded
for this culture,

The discovery of this crucial vessel allowed the identification of other Maya
vase paintings as enema scenes (Furst and Coe, 1977), and soon others were
also led to believe that the ancient Maya took intoxicating enemas for ritual
purposes (Robicsek, 1978; Nicholson and Cordy-Collins, 1979; Anonymous,
1984; Dobkin de Rios, 1984; Torres, 1984; Schele, pers. commun. 1985).
In our opinion, there can be little doubt indeed that the enema scenes on
Maya pottery, or at least part of them, represent some kind of ritual. The
mere fact that deities or their devotees, and animals or humans, dressed up
like animals, are common actors in these scenes leaves little room for another
interpretation. This does not automatically signify, however, that the Maya
vases show the use of intoxicating retention enemas. Starting from the
assumption that these enemas served a specific ritual purpose, an alternative
possibility could be raised, viz. purifying evacuation enemas. The concept of
ritual purification falls well within the range of established Indian culture
traits. The South American Jivaros, for instance, use a solution prepared
from llex guayusa as a ceremonial mouth rinse, which is spat out instead of
being swallowed (Karsten, 1935). With respect to the rectal way of adminis-
tration, ritual purification may be less well documented, but the Peruvian
Incas seem to have employed their vilca clysters for cleansing (de Smet, 1983).
Apart from this argument, the idea that the ancient Maya took enemas to
reach or intensify a state of intoxication, is a plausible and atfractive sugges-
tion. When the Spaniards arrived in Middle America, they found that the
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ETHNOBOTANICAL OVERVIEW OF SOME ESTABLISHED AND REPUTED RITUAL
ENEMA INGREDIENTS AMONG AMERICAN INDIANS

Adapted from de Smet, 1983.

Scientific name

Ethnobotanical data

Agave species

The use of alcoholic clysters among the Mexican Huastec

(Amaryllidaceae) Indians is mentioned by several early chroniclers

Anadenanthera Various claims that South American tribes use Anaden-
species anthera seeds as an enema source appear to be partially
(Leguminosae) correct

Brugmansia species The ritual use of Brugmansia enemas among the South
(Solanaceae) American Jivaro Indians is well documented

Ilex guayusa Bundled leaves have been found together with enema
(Aquifoliaceae) syringes in a pre-Hispanic Bolivian grave

Lophophorae williamsii The use of a peyote enema among the Mexican Huichol
(Cactaceae) Indians has been reported, but the truthfulness of this

Nicotiana species
(Solanaceae)

story seems to be open to doubt

The rectal medicinal application of tobacco preparations by
American Indians is well established®. Also, tobacco frag-
ments have been found with enema syringes in a pre-
Hispanic Bolivian grave. However, substantial data on the
use of tobacco enemas for ritual intoxication would
appear to be lacking

*The Mexican Mixe Indians, for instance, are said to have used tobacco smoke enemas to
treat certain diseases (Lipp, pers. commun. 1985).

Indians living there were familiar with numerous botanical intoxicants like
alcoholic beverages (Gongalvez de Lima, 1956), tobacco (Robicsek, 1978)
and hallucinogens (Guerra, 1967), and that the Huastec Indians used the
rectal route to administer alcoholic liquids. The latter practice is reported by
several early authors, such as the conquistador Diaz del Castillo (1916):

About drunkards I do not know what to say, so many obscenities take place among
them; I wish to note only one here which we found in the province of Panuco; they
make an injection by the anus with some (hollow) canes and distend the intestines
with wine, and this is done among them in the same way as among us an enema is

applied.

Table 1 demonstrates that this early report is certainly not the only record

on intoxicating enemas in the western hemisphere.

It is also beyond question that intoxicating practices had already occurred
in Middle America far before the coming of the white man. The recovery of
pre-Hispanic smoking pipes (Porter, 1948), snuffing equipment (Furst,
1974a), peyote buttons (Bruhn et al., 1978), etc. from Mexican archaeological
sites all point in this direction. It is therefore worthwhile to trace which ritual
intoxicants were known to the Maya, and what evidence for their rectal use
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can be found in the enema vase paintings themselves. Taking this as a starting
point, our paper first provides an iconographical and linguistic approach to
the ritual enema scenes on ancient Maya pottery. These parts are followed by
an ethnopharmacological outlook on proven and reputed Maya intoxicants.
A psychoactive plant may only elicit a pharmacologically induced subjec-
tive response, if at least one active constituent (or active biotransformation
product) reaches an appropriate central site of action in an adequate amount.
This amount is governed not only by the dosage of the constituent, but also
by its manner of administration and by its subsequent fate in the body, i.e.
by the absorption, distribution, metabolism and excretion of the constituent.
In other words, the pharmacological validation of the reputed central effects
of a native ritual dosage form must take into account that its active consti-
tuents, besides having intrinsic pharmacological effects, are molecules with a
characteristic pharmacokinetic profile. This ethnopharmacokinetic aspect of
native ritual intoxication still has to be fully recognized by many non-
pharmacological scholars. To set an example, special attention is paid to the
rectal efficacy and pharmacokinetics of possible Maya enema constituents.

Part one: Iconographical approach to Maya enema scenes
Enema syringe

A principal diagnostic trait of the enema scenes on classic Maya vessels is
the presence of an enema syringe. Actual insertion of this apparatus into sub-
jects bending forward first appears on some early classic pottery from the
6th century (Hellmuth, 1985), and was later depicted on the late classic vase,
which led to the discovery of Maya enema scenes (Fig. 1). The enema syringe
often has a clearly visible tube and an oval bulb with a semi-circle at the
middle of the top (Figs. 3,4,6) and can thus be distinguished from a round
rattle. A striking feature of many enema syringes is their large size (Fig. 6).
In modern western practices, enemas larger than 0.2 £ are only applied to
evacuate the bowels (Fishburn, 1965; Pernarowski, 1975), so if the size of
the syringe is realistic, it would seem to suggest a purifying evacuation enema
rather than an intoxicating retention enema. In a recent self-experiment,
however, one of us could easily retain an alcoholic enema with a total volume
of 0.5 ¢ by taking certain precautions (vide infra), which takes the edge off
this pharmaceutical argument.

Special jug

Many scenes portray the enema syringe on top of a specially shaped jug
(Figs. 2,3,4,6). This type of jug is seen so often in the enema ritual that it is
assumed to contain the enema liquid (Furst and Coe, 1977; Coe, 1978; Hell-
muth, 1978). This assertion about the function of the jug is probzbly correct,
when it occurs in enema rituals, but its appearance is not limited to such
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scenes. The jug is also seen, for instance, in scenes of ceremonial self-sacrifice
(Stuart, 1975) or in simple palace scenes (Coe, 1978). Occasionally, the jug
is of a small, portable size, but most scenes display large jugs, standing in
front of a participant or near a throne.

In many scenes, something is shown as coming out or sticking out of the
jug: this may be scrolls (Fig. 5,), dots (Fig. 1), rod- and plume-like forms
(Fig. 8), occasionally arranged in bundles, small circular forms and larger,
often black-eyed circular and oval forms, or a large flower (Fig. 5 in Boglar
and Kovacs, 1983). Even on one bowl, some kind of mammal is shown
jumping out of the jug. Since the enema may be present in the jug, a closer
look at current ideas on the protruding items is certainly warranted.

Scrolis from jug

In an elaborate enema scene, syringes are emitting scrolls (Fig. 2) similar
to those coming out of jugs in other scenes (Fig. 120 in Boglar and Kovacs,
1983). This seems to reinforce the idea that the syringes and jugs in enema
scenes have the same content. Coe (1978) identifies the scrolls as stylized
smoke. This is an acceptable suggestion, since the classic Maya were un-
doubtedly a smoking people, and their vase painters often depicted smoke
in this way (Robicsek, 1978). In another enema scene, cigars and objects
that might be small jugs are shown as emitting similar scrolls (Fig. 5). The
smoke symbol would be an appropriate sign, if the jug contained the same
plant that was smoked. Alternatively, the scrolls might symbolize odour or
pungency. A pungent clyster would, of course, be more suitable for cleansing
than for intoxication.

Dots from jug

The display of dots at the mouth of a jug (Fig. 1) has its counterpart in
pre-Hispanic Mexican codices. In Aztec codices like the Codex Mendoza,
such dots indicate the alcoholic drink octli, prepared from the maguey plant
{Gongalvez de Lima, 1956; de Barrios, 1971; Ross, 1978). In the Maya
Codex Dresdensis from the post-classic period, dots are depicted above a
large jug, considered to contain fermented honey wine, because it bears the
cib sign (Seler, 1902; Gongalves de Lima, 1956; Thompson, 1972). In view
of such data, Furst and Coe (1977) and Robicsek (1978) may be right to
postulate that the dots in Maya enema scenes signify the presence of some
fermented liquid, such as the alcoholic honey mead balché. It is not certain,
however, that the dots have this specific meaning.

Rod- and plume-like items from jug

A definite interpretation of the rod- and plume-like forms in Maya jugs is
not yet available. Even if they are prominent (Fig. 8), it is difficult to come
up with a botanical suggestion (Schultes, pers. commun. 1984). The forms
should be distinguished from scrolls, for there is a bowl painting where both
are coming out of the same jug (Fig. 120 in Boglar and Kovacs, 1983). In
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one scene in the Codex style, they merely seem to indicate that fluid is spill-
ing out of a tumbling jug (Robicsek and Hales, 1981). Justeson (pers.
commun. 1985) feels that the form of the rod-like objects (Fig. 8) is roughly
consistent with maguey leaves, but admits that the execution is not distinctive
enough to make a specific botanical identification (vide infra). Some forms
may possibly be plant segments or actual bird plumes and others might
represent cigars or pointed blood-letting perforators. If the correctness of the
last suggestion could be proven, this would raise the possibility that the
effect of the enema was enhanced by self-torture. The ancient Maya are
known to have practised ritual self-mutilation, especially by scarifying the
penis or the tongue (Joralemon, 1974; Furst, 1976b; Robicsek, 1978).

Circular and oval items from jug

The circular and oval forms on top of the jug are as enigmatic as the oblong
forms. Robicsek (1978) suggests that the small variety indicates the presence
of a fermented liquid, but they may also be real objects. The larger variety
may also be stacked up in a plate or bowl elsewhere in the scene (Figs. 2,4).
Coe (1978) remarks about such round objects in a throne scene; they might
be the maize preparation tamales, but they look suspiciously like disembodied
death-eyes. 1f food was ingested during the ritual, this could have a pharma-
cological bearing, as the presence of food in the stomach often delays drug
absorption after oral ingestion (Welling, 1977; Toothaker and Welling, 1980),
but this cannot happen after rectal application. We wonder, if the round
forms might be some kind of food such as cookie balls or fruits. According
to Schultes (pers. commun. 1984), the large round items (Fig. 4) might
possibly represent some kind of fruit, which could be eaten or used to
prepare a fermented beverage.

Flowers from jug

Figure 5 of Boglar and Kovacs (1983) shows a Maya vase painting with a
jaguar next to a large jug, from which a huge flower emerges. The jaguar is
wearing a netted bib and a netted headdress, both of which are garments
worn in the enema ritual (vide infra). There is also an enema scene, in which
an indeterminate creature is holding an enormous flower (Fig. 5). These
scenes open up the possibility that such flowers served as an ingredient of
ritual Maya enemas, which raises the issue of their botanical identity. Rands
(1953) associates comparable floral forms in Maya art with the American
water lily Nymphaea ampla. In accordance with this view, it is tempting to
identify the flowers in Maya enema scenes as flowers of the water lily. They
are so stylized, however, that their identification as N. ampla should not be
accepted without reserve.

Drinking cup

The syringe on top of the enema jug is sometimes replaced by a cup, so
ritual drinking must have occurred as well. There is a close similarity between
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these drinking scenes and the Mural de los Bebedores in the pyramid of
Cholula at Puebla in Mexico, which is partly shown on the cover of de Barrios
(1971) and on the wrapper of Guerrero Guerrero (1980). As some vases
show the drinking cup and the enema syringe together (Fig. 6), both otjects
could obviously be used in the same ritual. Robicsek and Hales (1981) have
elegantly demonstrated that different Maya vases may show successive scenes
of one event, so the enema scenes and drinking scenes may well represent
different stages of the same intoxication ceremony.

U-shaped object

Occasionally U-shaped objects are displayed on top of the jug or in the
hand of actors (Figs. 1,2). In one of the scenes, God N is holding such an
object in his left hand, while painting his face with his right hand (Fig. 2).
Coe (1978) suggests that it is a paint-pot in this scene, which suggestion
corresponds with the painted faces in other scenes showing U-shaped objects
(Fig. 1).

Special garment

The participants in the ritual often wear a special garment around the
neck as a bib, analogous to an oyster bib (Fig. 1). In one scene, a bib-wearing
male has his right hand in the jug, apparently to fill up a syringe or cup. In
initial publications (Hellmuth, 1978; de Smet, 1983), we have suggested that
the bib is worn in the ritual because of vomiting, as some scenes portray a
vomiting creature (Fig. 7). This remains uncertain, for the bib may also be
worn as a head-dress (Fig. 1), and not every vomiting personage is wearing
the bib. Robicsek (1978) thinks that the bib is in some way related to the
iconography of God N, who regularly wears a netted element in his head-
dress (Fig. 6). However, the bib is worn by various actors other than God N,
so the bib in the enema scenes and the netted head-dress of God N may well
be two totally different garments. Whatever the bib may mean, the display
of vomiting actors does provide a plausible reason why the Maya opted for
rectal application. If a subject is vomiting or is going to vomit, the rectal
route of administration offers an obvious advantage over the oral one. It
should be noted that the vomiting shown by the Maya painters may even
have been induced by the enema itself (vide infra).

Other objects

Other objects, which may appear together with enema paraphernalia,
include vegetation decorating the head of a jaguar (Figs. 5,7), cigars or cigar-
ettes (Figs. 3,5), musical instruments like drums and rattles (Fig. 2), and
bouquet-like objects (Fig. 9).

A jaguar with a leaf or flower sprouting from the head is often displayed
beside a jug and/or with a bib around the neck (Fig. 7). Just like the flower



220

in Fig. 5 (vide supra), these plant parts are associated with the water lily
Nymphaea ampla, even to the point that the jaguar in question is indicated
as the Water Lily Jaguar (Coe, 1978, 1982; Robicsek, 1978). Once more,
however, a botanical reserve should be kept in mind, since it is difficult, if
not impossible, to exclude all other plants. In this connection, it should be
emphasized that the leaf of the so-called Water Lily Jaguar may be much
more acuminate (Fig. 7) than the leaf of N. ampla, as judged from photo-
graphs of a herbarium specimen (Emboden, 1981a) and of the living plant
(Torres, 1984),

The presence of smokers opens up the possibility that the effect of the
enema may have been enhanced by smoking, whereas the presence of musi-
cians could possibly signify non-pharmacological potentiation. There is
ample ethnographical evidence that the American Indian valued rythmical
music as a means of intensifying drug-induced experiences (Wasson, 1980;
Dobkin de Rios, 1984).

The bouquet-like objects are so stylized that it is not possible to interpret
them as any known psychoactive plant (Schultes, pers. commun. 1984).

Participants

Major participants in several Maya enema scenes are deities or their
devotees. Most prominent are God N (Figs. 2,6) and God D (Fig. 3), who
appear not only in enema rituals, but also in many other ceremonies on
ancient Maya pottery. A full-fledged God N is elderly and wears a shell. On
several vases, females are undressing males standing in front of a large jug, on
top of which a drinking cup and/or syringe may be displayed. Some of these
males are wearing a netted head-dress, which indicates that they represent
God N or his devotee (Fig. 6). God D is an elderly slouching god with a
characteristic elaborate head-dress, who is often seated on a planetary band
throne (Fig. 3). He may have a young woman holding a rabbit behind him,
most likely the Moon Goddess and her sexual companion.

At last three vase paintings show a monstrous deity seated in a hut com-
posed of a stack of monster faces (Fig. 2). This officiating personage is gen-
erally considered to be God GI, although Coe (1978) identifies him as the
Rain Beast and feels that he should be kept separate from God GI.

A second major category of participants are animals, including jaguars,
spider monkeys, birds, and reptile-like personages (Figs, 5,7,8). These animals
may in fact be humans dressed up as animals. Stuart (1975) and Hellmuth
(1978, p. 210) both show Maya vase paintings with paraphernalia related to
enemas where obviously not a jaguar, but a human actor wearing a feline
costume is represented. There are also enema scenes where personages with
bird faces and a human body can be readily recognized as participants with a
bird mask.

The most important animal personage would seem to be the jaguar, who is
not only a major character in enema rituals, but also in the so-called Dance
after Decapitation scenes, which represent a special dance performed after
human sacrifice. When he appears in an enema-related scene, there is often
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vegetation sprouting from his head (Figs. 5,7), from which feature his name
Water Lily Jaguar is derived. When he is engaged in a Dance after Decapitation,
he usually wears a red-orange scarf. Interestingly, there is a polychrome
Maya vase where a Water Lily Jaguar wearing a bib appears on one side,
whereas the other side displays a jaguar with a red-orange scarf. This joint
occurrence raises the possibility of a relation between enema rituals and
dance after death rituals.

Part two: Linguistic approach to Maya enema scenes

Mostly, the special jug appearing in Maya enema rituals and related scenes
has a plain surface or a simple painted design, but some jugs are provided
with an obvious glyph, although not always the same glyph is shown (Figs.
3,8,9). Since the jug is thought to contain the enema, the interpretation of
such glyphs is of paramount importance. Most of the jug glyphs cannot
readily be found in the Maya glyph catalogue of Thompson (1962). This is
not surprising, since Thompson focused on glyphs from monuments and
manuscripts and not on glyphs from pottery. Some glyphs can be identified,
however, and in one case it is even possible to give an interesting interpreta-
tion:

(1) In his book on tobacco among the Maya, Robicsek (1978) describes a
Multiple Resist vase painting with smoking and dancing skeletons (plate A-14).
He interprets the infix on a small portable jug in this scene as akbal, the sign
of darkness (number 504 in Thompson’s catalogue). It should be noted that
such small jugs decorated with an akbal glyph tend to be associated with
Dance after Decapitation scenes rather than with enema scenes.

(2) Justeson (pers. commun. 1985) has found the manik glyph, which
represents the name of a day (number 671 in Thompson’s catalogue), on a
large jug (Fig. 8).

In an unpublished manuscript from 1982 on Hieroglyphic evidence for the
languages of the classic Maya, Fox and his co-author Justeson (pers. commun,
1985) remark on the occurrence of the manik glyph on the jug in Fig. 8:

Logographically, this sign represents the day Manik. The day name in Yucatec is clearly
ancient, since the name is preserved from Chol and/or Tzeltal as [manich] in calendri-
cal names in the Comitan Libro de Bautismos (see Baroco 1970: 138, 146) and the
Yajalon Libro de Bautismos y Matrimonios (Campbell in press). This day name corres-
ponds to the day Deer of other Mesoamerican calendars, and the sign is used as a logo-
gram DEER in the codices, The sign is never read phonetically as ke, which Yucatecan
ké:h ‘deer’ terms would suggest as phonetic generalization: however, there is ample
evidence for its value &, which presupposes the Cholan-Tzeltalan *&hx ‘deer’, This
sign origin supports Cholan-Tzeltalan development of either the sign’s phonetic value
&i or semantic value DEER, but indicates nothing concerning a Cholan-Tzeltalan involve-
ment in any spellings which make use of it in either value. Some such spellings, how-
ever, do implicate the Cholan-Tzeltalan group. (The figure) illustrates a vase depicting
two seated figures, leaning toward a central vessel with cups in their outstretched
hands. Long leaves appear to be rising from the (enema?) vase, which is marked with
the sign &, We suspect that the sign and the leaves are intended to indicate that the
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figures are drinking, or are preparing to drink, an alcoholic extract of the maguey. The
same sign marks depicted vases in a scene on a polychrome vase which Kerr suggests
represents a drunken display. In Cholan and Tzeltalan languages, &ih means ‘maguey’;
&i2, whose basic meaning is ‘sweet; delicious’, means by extension ‘alcoholic beverage’
or, as an adjective, ‘inebriated’, while *a: x-& is ‘drunkard’. These terms are cognate
with Yucatecan kih ‘maguey’ and ki? ‘sweet, delicious, alcoholic beverage; inebriated’
and x-ki? ‘drunkard’.

In this comment on the manik glyph, two separate steps are taken, viz. the
reading of the glyph as ‘¢i’ and the connection of this phonetic value with
terms like maguey (Agave plant) and alcoholic beverage. Yucatecan parallels
of the latter step are easily found in the literature. According to Roys (1976).
the Yucatecan Maya had at least nine names all ending in ‘ci’ for various

Fig. 1a.
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Fig. 2a.
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Fig. 2c.
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Fig. 2d.
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Fig. 3a,
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Fig. 3b.
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