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According to early 16th century Spanish historical sources, the 
ritual use of balche (a mildly alcoholic beverage) was a com­
mon feature of religious life among the Precolumbian Maya 
Indians. As the balche rite involved ritual inebriation and of· 
ferings of the beverage to traditional pagan gods, it was not 
long before missionaries attempted to terminate the practice 
of this ritual. The Spaniards' strong disapproval is reflected in 
the following description of the rite written by Diego d .! Lan­
da, one of the first bishops of the Yucatan (Tozzer 1978: 92): 

And they make wine of honey and water and a certain root of a 
tree, which they cultivate for this purpose, by which the wine 
was made strong and stinking . And after the repast the cup­
bearers, wbo were not accustomed to get drunk, poured out 
drink from great tubs, until they [those celebrating] had become 
as drunk as scimitars, and the women took it upon themselves 
to get their drunken husbands home. 

Despite the religious prohibitions against the beverage, ritual 
usc of balche still continues throughout the Maya area, and 
the balche rite forms the basic framework around which La­
candon Maya ritual behavior revolves.1 Lacandon rituals are 

l See Love (1984) for a detailed description of the use of balcbe io a 
Yucntecan Maya agricultural ceremony conducted in the community of Be­
canchen. Though not about balcbe per se, Love's article describes the brewing 
of balcM. and its use as an offering during tbe course of a Wahil Kol ritual 
beld in April, 1978. 
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