
Estudios de Cultura Maya.  Vol. XVII, 1988 
Instituto de Investigaciones Filológicas/  
Centro de Estudios Mayas, UNAM  
ISSN 0185-2574 
 
http://www.iifilologicas.unam.mx/estculmaya/ 

INSTANCES OF MAYA WlTCHCRAIT IN THE 
18TH CENTURY TOTONICAPAN AREA 

Introduction 

RoBERT M. HILL, II 
The University of T exas 

at San Antoni<> 

Of all subjects in Maya culture and all periods of its history, 
none is less well known than the world-view of Maya people dur· 
ing the Colonial period. The methodological problem is formi
dable. How can one discover the beliefs, the world view of this. 
largely non-literate people? To what documents can one turn for 
information on such a subject? The major Colonial chronicles 
are of some help in this regard as. are the Spanish-Maya dictio. 
naries of the period. Yet, with few exceptions, we arc able to
collect only scraps of information and, more importantly, even 
these are the results of interpretations made' by individuals of 
European culture.1 Is there any way to get more or less direct 
statements of Maya people themselves during this period? 

Fortunately, the answer is a qualified "yes". During the Col<> 
nial period there was an arena in which Maya people made state. 
ments which were recorded, either verbatim in their own lan
guage or as translations into Spanish. This arena was the Spanish 
legal system and the documents are the records of its proceedings, 
documents of conflict between individual litigants or groups, or 
between Maya people and the Span ish regime.2 It is in this type 
of documen t that individuals' statements are preserved in the 
form of complaints, accusations, arguments, counter-arguments and 
conflicting justifications. It is, therefore, to this type of document 

1 The problem of Spaniards imposing their own interpretations on aspects. 
of native culture is dealt with by Maurer (1978) and Monaghan (N.D.). 

2 For a more detailed treatment concerning such documents of conflict and 
their place in Mesoamerican ethnobistory see Hill (in press) . 
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