University of Nevada, Reno

The Scandalous Case of Isabel de la Cruz Mejia:

Healing, Ethnicity, and Gender in Seventeenth-Century Mexico

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the

requirements for the degree of Master of Art in History

By
Angela Chase
Dr. Linda A. Curcio-Nagy/Thesis Advisor

December, 2013



@ THE GRADUATE SCHOOL

University of Nevada, Reno
Stat vide « Worldw

We recommend that the thesis
prepared under our supervision by

ANGELA CHASE
entitled

The Scandalous Case Of Isabel De La Cruz Mejia:
Healing, Ethnicity, And Gender In Seventeenth-Century Mexico

be accepted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of

MASTER OF ARTS
Dr. Linda A. Curcio-Nagy, Advisor
Dr. Kevin Stevens, Committee Member
Dr. Darrell Lockhart, Graduate School Representative

Marsha H. Read, Ph. D., Dean, Graduate School

December, 2013




Abstract

During the seventeenth century, the colony of New Spain experienced a dearth of
formally trained and affordable medical practitioners due to the education, cost, and
socioeconomic requirements dictated by the Protomedicato. In this absence, Novohispano
society learned to heal itself. Influenced by Iberian, Mesoamerican, and African religious
and medical traditions, popular healers of mixed caste, gender, and ethnicity learned to
heal in a hybrid colonial context. Heavily influenced by popular Spanish Catholicism,
urban casta healers like Isabel de la Cruz Mejia functioned as intermediaries between
their elite criollo clientele and the native peddlers of empirical healing remedies. They
practiced a healing methodology that incorporated many types of knowledge and rituals
that colonial society expected and accepted, and thus worked within socially demarcated
frameworks by using effective gossip networks, accepted hybrid rituals, and popular
religious beliefs. As a hybrid figure, the female casta healer put herself in a liminal
position whereby she could easily be denounced to the Holy Office of the Inquisition.
The case of Isabel de la Cruz Mejia demonstrates the ways in which the Inquisition was
utilized by different segments of society for personal reasons that were in turn connected
to larger colonial issues such as class, race, gender, and identity. Her case also suggests
that there existed a fine line between magic, healing, and popular piety in colonial New

Spain.
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Chapter One: Introduction

On June 4, 1644 Doria Balthasara de Valcazar denounced the mestiza or mulata
Isabel de la Cruz Mejia to the Inquisition of New Spain for being a charlatan healer,
sorcerer, and for presuming to have a pact with the devil that aided her in performing
malevolent activities in distant places.* Isabel’s case officially began on September 1,
1651, thirteen years after she was first summoned to the house of Dofia Balthasara, the
wife of Don Rodrigo de Valcazar, a retired alcalde for the city of Mexico, to help heal
the dofia’s ailing grandson. It ended with Isabel being banished from New Spain for no
less than five years, after receiving two hundred lashes at a public auto de fe on
November 6, 1652. What should have been a routine medical call turned into a decade-
long drama regarding gossip, gender, ethnicity, and class issues. All of which was
connected to the question of whether or not Isabel possessed true clairvoyant and healing
abilities, or if she was only a poor, lying casta pretending to possess such capabilities for
monetary gain.

Isabel’s case raises questions about how healing functioned in the colony of New
Spain during the seventeenth century. What “education” was needed to be a healer? What
were the racial and gendered aspects of healing as a profession? How did popular
conceptualizations of healing contribute to the ways in which a casta woman such as
Isabel became a healer? What role did gossip play with regards to healing? How

significant was religion to the profession of healing? By working in an occupation that

! “Isavel de la Cruz Mexia quarterona de mestiza o morisca nacio de Mexico, viuda. Por embustera, zahor{
con presumpcion detener pacto con el demonio referiendo cosas que estaban en partes muy distantes,”
BANC MSS 96/95 m v. 6:4, cover of file.



was traditionally the domain of the indigenous peoples of colonial Mexico, Isabel’s case
highlights how popular ideas about health superseded ethnic, racial, gendered, and even
religious boundaries. As such, the case also raises scholarly questions regarding how the
Inquisition as an institution was utilized during the colonial era and which segments of
society sought its authoritarian aid and why.

Isabel’s case demonstrates how seventeenth-century Mexicans had sociocultural
expectations concerning who could be a proper healer, what role the Inquisition should
play in regulating health and healing, and the ways in which class, race, and gossip
structured society. It was expected that healers were female, of mixed race, were a part of
social circles and gossip networks, and practiced a learned healing method that differed
from the formally accepted Spanish medical system. As such, healers blended localized
religious elements with empirical knowledge of native flora and fauna, and acquired their
abilities either through divine grace, ancestry, or close association with other reputable
healers. Isabel’s basic knowledge of herbs and drinks, clairvoyance, divine grace at birth,
and strategic use of gossip and rumor demonstrates how she was a product of her
society’s views regarding healing.

Popular Healing, Magic, and Medicine

Popular healers were a staple of seventeenth-century Mexican society because
health concerns were basic features of the social landscape. Iliness and death were a
constant occurrence in the daily lives of colonial inhabitants; and, they sought answers
and help from healers for a variety of different ailments. Men and women like Isabel
could be found though out the capital peddling their healing concoctions, remedies, and

ingredients to aid in combatting disease and death. Such popular healing methods were



socially circumscribed and people expected the integration of spirituality and the basic
incorporation of scientific knowledge of herbs to be part of a healer’s repertoire. Efficacy
of a healer’s power was also spread via gossip and rumor, and thus reputation was a huge
determinant in how healers survived and thrived in their field. Hence, class, gender, and
magic accompanied popular religious rituals and practices as integral elements to notions
of healing and medicine during the colonial era.

The professionalization of medicine was both limited to class and race and its
discussion in the colonial context is best understood as hybrid and socially constructed.
This means that colonial Spanish medicine was not merely a syncretic product of the
blending of Spanish and native approaches. On the surface, the transmission of Spanish
medicine into New Spain conformed to the same dynamic that characterized the diffusion
of other elements of Iberian culture to the New World: an elite/formal level and a
popular/informal level existed; but, in reality, such a binary is not entirely indicative of
colonial medical approaches.? At the time of contact, Spanish medicine was dominated
by Greek humoral pathology, which was not entirely different from Mesoamerican
healing practices and beliefs of hot and cold properties.® Motivated by a fascination with
what they deemed witchcraft, and a general curiosity at the effectiveness and use of
unknown herbs and techniques, the colonists were especially impressed with native
medicine, and quickly spread word of its wonders.* While indigenous healing techniques

remained the more utilized and trusted source by the majority of the New Spain’s

2 Luz Maria Hernandez Saenz and George M. Foster, "Curers and Their Cures in Colonial New Spain and
Guatemala: The Spanish Component," in Mesoamerican Healers eds. Brad R. Huber and Alan R.
Sandstrom (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001): 22.

3 Hernandez Séaenz and Foster, "Curers and Their Cures,” 19.

4 Hernandez Séaenz and Foster, "Curers and Their Cures,” 21.



population during the early part of the colonial era, any supposed separation of Spanish
versus native medicine quickly disintegrated as time passed, especially in the urban
centers.

The social complexity of early colonial Mexico created opportunities for
“enterprising practitioners to peddle their goods and skills as the demand for medicines
grew and new forms of healing evolved.”® This meant that there existed a variety of
practitioners who dispensed care and catered to different classes and illnesses
simultaneously. Many of the colonial practitioners were neither licensed nor recognized
by the Royal Protomedicato, the Crown’s official medical board. This was most certainly
due to the requirements and rules regarding the qualifications for a certified physician.
The necessary racial purity, economic standing, university degree, and license to practice
barred the majority of society from becoming physicians while simultaneously exalting
those who could and did.® This meant that the great majority of legally approved
physicians in New Spain were criollos (Spaniards born in the New World) who saw the
medical profession as an opportunity for social advancement, prestige, and a respectable
income.’

Due to the racial and gendered monopoly concerning physicians, those who were
rejected from the officially sanctioned medical field usually became technically illegal
practitioners. Such practitioners operated within what the Protomedicato or elites deemed

as the acceptable fringe positions that, while unsanctioned, were allowed and flourished

5 Sherry Fields, Pestilence and Headcolds: Encountering Iliness in Colonial Mexico (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2008), 40.

6 Luz Maria Hernandez Saenz, Learning to Heal: The Medical Profession in Colonial Mexico, 1767-1831
(New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 1997), 21.

"Hernandez Séenz, Learning to Heal, 63.



due to the demographic reality of New Spain.2 While not conceptualized as such by the
elites, the fringe positions were in actuality the popular curanderos (Native healers) and
parteras (midwives) who constituted the majority of the population’s accepted
practitioners; the dichotomy is indicative of the classist element to the practice of
medicine. Colonial inhabitants could choose from bonesetters, barbers, tooth-pullers,
oculists, pharmacists, phlebotomists, kidney stone removers, nurses and nuns, alongside
the licensed university educated physician, native curandero (healer), and midwife.® The
issue regarding a healer’s legitimacy was more than a question of official licensing, as
“opportunities for ethical misconduct existed at all levels.”° This meant that misconduct
is best understood as a practice that ignored sociocultural expectations, rather than the
modern scientific understanding of medical malpractice.

Curanderos and midwives provided the bulk of medical attention in colonial
Mexico because there were insufficient numbers of university-trained medical personnel
to meet the demands of such a huge and diverse population, and invariably the use of
such doctors was only affordable for the wealthy peninsulares (peninsular born
Spaniards) and criollos. * This meant that socioeconomic factors played a huge role in
the choice of practitioner; and the vast majority of the population sought the medical help
of curanderos and/or midwives, who were often female, of mixed ethnicity, and

considerably more affordable.'? Three main conclusions can be drawn from the fact that

8 Specifically referencing midwives, see Hernandez Saenz, Learning to Heal, 22, 205.

% Fields, Pestilence and Headcolds, 41.

10 Fields, Pestilence and Headcolds, 42.

1 Lee M. Penyak, “Midwives and Legal Medicine in Mexico, 1740-1846,” Journal of Hispanic Higher
Education 1.0 (2002): 253.

12 Hernandez Saenz and Foster, "Curers and Their Cures,” 25.



curanderos and midwives were the most popular medical practitioners of the time: 1) it
suggests inefficacy on the part of the Protomedicato and Crown to combat technically
illegal medical practitioners from providing the public with medical help; (2) it
demonstrates the desperate need for more economically-accessible and medically-trained
personnel in the colony, as well as their perceived inadequacy by the populace who could
afford them and chose to utilize different healers; and, (3) it recalls how important
tradition, religion, and gender were to society’s health concerns and healing practices.
When it came to the causes and cures of disease, people believed that both natural
and supernatural elements were at play. This explains the proliferation of healing
strategies and the large number of specialists who hawked them, as well as the religious
element that accompanied such strategies.*As the array of medical practitioners suggest,
disease and health issues were a common concern in colonial society, and colonial
inhabitants demanded a practical application of medicine along with a religious
explanation. This meant that “no single group of practitioners could reliably cure better
than another,” as people tended to shop around for the practitioner who they felt provided
the best cure for what ailed them.* The fact that medical information transgressed gender
and social boundaries, coupled with the existence of multiple modes of medicine that
overlapped and competed for authority, points to the very real threat disease posed during

this time.?®

13 Fields, Pestilence and Headcolds, 42.
14 Fields, Pestilence and Headcolds, 42.
15 Fjelds, Pestilence and Headcolds, 42-3.



Colonial Mexicans were mindful of all sorts of changes in their health and were
intensely concerned about the consequences of even the most trivial symptoms.*® People
were just as concerned with daily ailments as they were with the threat of an infectious
disease because death and dying was part of their daily landscape. The ubiquity of death
is suggestive of how during this time, “people saw themselves living in a community that
they shared with the dead.”*” As such, it was reasonable to trust your health to the care of
practitioners who utilized religious elements and rituals in their practices, as well as
appealing to saints and ancestral tradition. The understanding that “the dead might
participate in the world of the living,” helped to guide people’s behaviors and choices
while also aiding in supernatural explanations for concepts that were emotionally and
psychologically difficult to deal with, like the death of a loved one or the loss of a child.®

The magical mixed with the religious when it came to the practice and decision to
be a curandero, one of the most popular healers of the colonial period.® A product of the
Conquest, the curandero first appears in the sixteenth century and represents the blending
of Spanish notions of medicine and religion with pre-Contact indigenous healing and
religious methods and rituals.?® Colonial society expected that the healer had knowledge

of special plants and potions that would enable him or her to properly treat the sick, and

16 Fields, Pestilence and Headcolds, 6.

17 Martina Will de Chaparro and Miruna Achim, eds. Death and Dying in Colonial Spanish America
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2011), 5.

18 De Chaparro and Achim, Death and Dying, 13.

19 According to Carlos Viesca Trevifio, the word curandero does not have a precise meaning: it refers to an
individual's role as a healer while at the same time implying that this individual is not a medical doctor in
the western sense. Rather, they are a person who cures in accordance with ancient pre-Hispanic indigenous
patterns, adding knowledge that has accrued for nearly five centuries; see "Curanderismo in Mexico and
Guatemala: Its Historical Evolution from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Century," in Mesoamerican
Healers eds. Brad R. Huber and Alan R. Sandstrom (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001): 47.
20'Viesca Trevifio, "Curanderismo,” 47-8.



that they acquired their knowledge through certain traditional channels. It was
appropriate for healers to have learned their trade through ancestry, divine grace,
predestination as indicated by birth marks or special circumstances that occurred during
childhood, or passing an initiation via dream, death, or illness.?

The healer was combatting both natural and supernatural elements through
complicated magical and empirical ceremonies; therefore they used “physical properties
of natural substances” like plants, animal parts, and food while promoting their unique
knowledge of the “destructive and restorative actions of divine entities” via incantations,
charms, offerings, and hallucinogenic drugs.?? This ensured the patient that the healer
was bringing the most powerful arsenal they could to aid them in fighting off illness and
maintaining their health. Even though the treatment was expected to be both miraculous
and magical, while at the same time rationally effective, there existed an element of fear,
as well. Through their knowledge and supernatural powers, healers could also do harm, a
fact that colonial Mexicans always remembered when choosing their practitioner, and an
important element to the inquisition case and analysis that follows.

Popular Piety in Colonial Mexico

A central component to life in colonial Mexico was religion, and because of the

dynamic of interaction between the Spanish and natives, an interesting and complex

dialogue was created whereby religion became “the accumulation of local custom made

2L Noemi Quezada, Enfermedad y maleficio (México: Universidad Nacional Autdnoma de México, 2000),
35-43.
22 Fields, Pestilence and Headcolds, 28, 42.



into religious doctrine.”?® The Spanish evangelical project was uneven and often inept
due to the sheer overpowering number of natives to Spaniards, language differences and
miscommunications, and the education and utilization of local elite to aid in teaching
Catholicism to newly converted natives. Further compounding Spanish evangelization
efforts were the slippery nature of conversion due to the persistence with which natives
held to their pre-Contact beliefs and rituals, and the localized and personal quality of
Catholicism that colonists practiced upon arrival to the New World. This means that the
type of religion seen at the popular level is best understood as a Catholicism that the
diverse population “adjusted to the necessities and circumstances” of their society.?*
Thus, rather than envisioning an uncomplicated pan-Catholicism that swept across
Mexico, its best to picture colonists incorporating an amalgamation of highly personal
and subjective degrees of Catholicism into their existing localized and pre-Columbian
belief systems. The process ultimately created a sort of hybrid Catholicism.

As discussed by William A. Christian, Jr., Iberian Catholicism exhibited a local
character that tended to be accepted, and even deemed legitimate, so long as it did not
disagree with ecclesiastical authority or the Vatican. This helped to explain the
community-centered devotions like shrines, saints, and pilgrimages that characterized
local Spanish religion on the peninsula, as well as how and why the first Spaniards who

arrived in New Spain brought with them their own retinue of localized forms of worship

23 Martin Austin Nesvig, ed. Local Religion in Colonial Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico
Press, 2006), xix; see also Louise Burkhart’s The Slippery Earth and Inga Clendinnen’s Ambivalent
Conquests.

24 Antonio Rubial Garcia, “Icons of Devotion: The Appropriation and Use of Saints in New Spain,” in
Local Religion in New Spain ed. Martin Austin Nesvig, (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
2006), 39.
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and belief.?® Shrines, saints, and pilgrimages became popular in colonial Mexico as well,
along with festivals and the establishment of confraternities, but they exhibited
characteristics that made them distinctly different from their Iberian counterparts.

From the beginning of Spanish contact and conversion of the New World, ritual
was a significant component to the type of Catholicism practiced in Mexico during the
colonial era. During the sixteenth century, ritual was a concern of Spanish missionaries
and early friars because it was considered a window that opened into the socio-religious
world of the native peoples of central Mexico.?® While marriage, funerals, the Catholic
sacraments of baptism, confirmation, confession, last rites, and the Eucharist were all
fundamental and accepted orthodox rituals that the Church encouraged, colonial residents
also created and personalized their own rituals. Ritual practice was connected to social
identity and the construction of ideologies of difference, and thus provides evidence of
opportunities and limitations that the lower classes and castas experienced.?’ For New
Spain’s colonists who occupied vulnerable positions—such as Afro-Mexicans—ritual
could help to potentially gain power over and improve their lives.?® In this way, religious
ritual was both personal and tactical, and its practice was meant to yield a specific
result.? Such rituals implied an understanding of the workings of the Church and the
Inquisition as religious authorities, but it is also suggestive of the significance of religion

in the lives of everyday colonists.

%5 Nesvig, Local Religion, xix.

% QOsvaldo F. Pardo, The Origins of Mexican Catholicism: Nahua Rituals and Christian Sacraments in
Sixteenth-Century Mexico (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006), 14.

27 Joan Cameron Bristol, Christians, Blasphemers, and Witches: Afro-Mexican Ritual Practice in the
Seventeenth Century (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2007), 26—7, 31.

28 Bristol, Christians, Blasphemers, and Witches 170, 187.

29 Bristol, Christians, Blasphemers, and Witches 124,
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The veneration of saints and images of devotion was a highly localized and
extremely popular way of demonstrating piety in a public fashion. While the Church was
always careful to monitor the veneration of images due to concerns of idolatry, the
popular worship of saints was accepted as a “ubiquitous part of local practice of
religion.”*® Every community had a designated patron saint that they celebrated and
viewed as a way to communicate with God, and such saints functioned as advocates who
had the unique ability to sympathize because of their previous human status. This was
especially so during times of natural disasters and catastrophes, as logic dictated that if
God created the catastrophe then appealing to the saint-as-human-advocate would be the
best way resolve the issue. The individual or community appealed to the saint via a vow
to uphold a series of actions in exchange for the saint’s help. Baroque Catholics upheld
vows and expressed their “inward states with outward gestures,” by bestowing precious
objects and gifts, such as building elaborate churches and shrines to manifest their saints
and God.*!

Marian devotions were an especially significant aspect of popular piety in
colonial Mexico. Just as in Spain and throughout Europe, the Virgin Mary “became one
of the major intercessional images, protecting believers from drought, floods and
sickness,” in the New World.3? She was intensely revered for many reasons, among

which was her ability to assuage the dangers, fear, and loneliness of migration and

0 William B. Taylor, Magistrates of the Sacred: Priests and Parishioners in Eighteenth-Century Mexico
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996), 270.

31 Brian Larkin, The Very Nature of God: Baroque Catholicism and Religious Reform in Bourbon Mexico
City (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2010), 5.

%2 Linda A. Curcio-Nagy, “Native Icon to City Protectress to Royal Patroness: Ritual, Political Symbolism,
and the Virgin of Remedies” in The Church in Colonial Latin America ed. John F. Schwaller (Wilmington:
SR Books, 2000), 184.
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resettlement into new territories, as well as her direct and active role in the contact and
colonization of the Americas.®® As a benevolent and humble mother figure, the Virgin
Mary “could easily incorporate diverse groups under a single symbolic entity.”** While
her images were didactic, they were also venerated for their beautiful and serene
qualities, which were enhanced by dedicated celebrations, ceremonies, and rituals that
highlighted her ubiquity and humanness.® Miraculous images of the Virgin would appear
throughout Latin America during the colonial era; they usually followed European
models and indicated that they wanted to stay in particular places and be venerated
there.®® Devotional images of the Virgin Mary could be seen in every parish and
procession, and were thus a common element of colonial Mexican society.
The Holy Office of the Inquisition in New Spain

Formally established in 1571, the Holy Office of the Inquisition in Mexico had
experienced two previous inquisitions earlier in the sixteenth century: the monastic
inquisition between 1522 and 1533, and the episcopal inquisition from 1535 to 1571.%
The previous campaigns were motivated by the desire to protect the Franciscan
investment in, and dominance of, the New World church.® These campaigns were also

socio-political and economic in origin, as indigenous leaders and highly influential men

% Linda B. Hall, Mary, Mother and Warrior: The Virgin in Spain and the Americas (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 2004), 3.

34 Curcio-Nagy, “Native Icon,” 184.

3% Hall, Mary, Mother and Warrior, 108, 116.

% Hall, Mary, Mother and Warrior, 122; European models such as The Shepherd’s Cycle, whereby Mary
would appear before a lowly shepherd near water or on a hilltop, asking him to build a shrine for her and
giving him evidence of her existence to present to the townspeople and Church authorities.

37 Solange Alberro, Inquisicion y sociedad en México, 1571-1700 (México: Fondo de Cultura Econdmico,
1988), 21

3 Alberro, Inquisicion y sociedad, 21; and Patricia Lopes Don, Bonfires of Culture: Franciscans,
Indigenous Leaders, and Inquisition in Early Mexico, 1524-1540 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
2010), 10.
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from politically-significant regions were specifically targeted and punished.®® After 1571,
Native Americans were considered exempt from persecution by the Inquisition, by Philip
I1 when he decided to establish a separate Holy Office in Mexico City that omitted the
natives from its jurisdiction.*°

The ramifications for the exclusion of natives from the inquisitional process were
an important element to the efficacy of the Inquisition in New Spain. The numerical
superiority of natives to Spanish settlers, slaves, and the burgeoning mestizo population
of the early colonial period was vast. By omitting natives from the Inquisition’s
jurisdiction, it meant that the office in New Spain had authority over approximately
twenty percent of the total population. Such limited authority caused further issues
regarding how orthodoxy was conceptualized, the formation of a colonial identity, and
the reduced power of the institution itself. Compounding such issues of jurisdiction were
very real problems over the lack of funding and resources from the metropol,
international competition, cultural and language barriers, and the huge expanse of
territory over which the understaffed Holy Office had authority.

Compared to its counterpart in Spain, the Inquisition of New Spain was vastly
different, and with the exception of the spectacular and geopolitically charged autos de fe
of the 1640s, the Inquisition would have different theological, economic, and socio-

political concerns, as well.*! As protectors of both social and religious order, Inquisitors

39 A conclusion that Lopes Don does not specifically arrive at in her work Bonfires of Culture, but can be
discerned by the reader, as each of the indigenous men denounced to Zumarraga’s Episcopal Inquisition
were from Texcoco. Given the Tlaxcalan history and connections with the Crown and Church, the question
remains of what might have been happening politically between the two groups that could connect the
Inquisition to targeting powerful Texcocan men.

40 Lopes Don, Bonfires of Culture, 180.

1 The 1640s represent the Holy Office of the Inquisition in New Spain’s most spectacular display of power
with the targeting of crypto-Jews following the dissolution of the Portuguese and Spanish Crowns, and it
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chose cases that reflected both their contemporary concerns and the demographic reality
of the colony. In New Spain, the biggest issues revolved around cases of healing, bigamy,
blasphemy, magic, Protestantism, censorship, and solicitation in the confessional. The
inquisitors themselves would be different, as well. Instead of “highly motivated
ideologues” like those found in Spain, the seventeenth-century inquisitors of New Spain
were social climbing criollos whose “appointment represented important sociopolitical
strategies for influential colonial families.” *? The difference in personnel was indicative
of the institution’s corruptible and politicized character in the New World.
Gender, Caste, and Identity in Seventeenth-Century Mexico

Isabel came before the Inquisition at a time when the Kingdom of New Spain was
experiencing an era of simultaneous “continuity and change in all areas of lived
experience.”®® By the seventeenth century, the Audencia, Republica de Indios, and Holy
Office of the Inquisition were well established and helped to regulate and monitor society
in both a secular and religious fashion. Their presence signified that New Spain had come
“into its own politically as a colony” during the seventeenth century.** Economically, the
colony suffered from the demographic loss of Native Americans, (its primary labor
source), mining caused economic ups and downs for the Spanish empire, and large
numbers of slaves from Africa were being imported into the capital.*> New Spain

continued to witness waves of disease that resulted in a window of opportunity for the

would not display its power in such a way again throughout the entire colonial period, see for example
Mathias de Bocanegra’s contemporary account of the Great Auto de Fe of 1649.

42 Nesvig, Ideology and Inquisition, 170.

43 Linda Curcio-Nagy, “The Kingdom of New Spain in the Seventeenth Century,” in A Companion to
Mexican History and Culture ed. William H. Beezley (Wiley-Blackwell Publishing, Ltd., 2011): 220.
4 Curcio-Nagy, “The Kingdom of New Spain,” 209.

% Curcio-Nagy, “The Kingdom of New Spain,” 210-11.
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Spanish to consolidate institutional control of the territory, while also contributing to
socio-political disputes and civil unrest by the turn of the eighteenth century. Coercive
means of control and large scale spectacle by way of festivals, architecture, and art was
utilized to help influence the heterogeneous and multiethnic population of seventeenth-
century New Spain to accept Spanish rule and counteract insurrections and uprisings.“®
The diverse and bustling capital of New Spain, Mexico City was a city of “stark
social contrasts.”*’ People of extreme wealth lived among, and attempted to distance
themselves from, the destitute and lower classes who crowded the filthy streets
attempting to make a livelihood. By the turn of the eighteenth century, a small group of
persons held almost half of all urban real estate, and only two percent of the city’s
population owned urban lots and structures.*® This meant that the vast majority of the
city’s inhabitants rented “roominghouses” or accesorias, which functioned as both
personal and commercial spaces, and thus complicated notions of public versus private
lives.*® Colonial urban Mexicans morally distanced themselves from the filthy,
disordered, and crowded streets by shutting their doors in accordance with appropriately
honorific times of the day.>® Such behavior demonstrates how colonists were “acutely
conscious of the moral and hierarchical implications of their built environment,” as well

as their interaction and role within it.>!

46 Curcio-Nagy, “The Kingdom of New Spain,” 211; see also Michael J. Schreffler, The Art of Allegiance:
Visual Culture and Imperial Power in Baroque New Spain (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 2007).

47 Larkin, The Very Nature of God, 26-27.

48 John E. Kicza, Colonial Entrepreneurs: Families and Business and Bourbon Mexico City, (Albuguerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 1983), 5.

49 Kicza, Colonial Entrepreneurs, 6; Sonya Lipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life in
Mexico, 1750-1856 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2012), 38, 53.

%0 Lipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 32.

°! Lipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 32.
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Society was built upon and around an honor system or rhetoric that guided and
organized the way people interacted with each other and their environment. °2 This
system was further connected to and compounded by concepts like gender, religion, and
class. The culture of honor “provided a bedrock set of values” that helped to organize
colonial society and individual lives, and people of all segments of society “had an acute
sense of what it meant to live honorably as individuals and families.”®® On account of it
being rather abstract and nebulous, there was no fixed definition of honor, and how it was
conceptualized fluctuated in time.>* Thus pinpointing exactly how seventeenth-century
urban Mexicans understood honor is not as important as understanding its significance in
helping to organize society, and the ways in which it can elucidate the social beliefs and
context behind the behaviors of castas such as Isabel.

The highly personal quality of honor also contributed to the formation of colonial
Mexican identity, which was further connected to notions of genealogy, historic past,
race, and Iberian concepts such as limpieza de sangre (blood purity). The Spanish
colonial notion of limpieza de sangre originates from fifteenth-century Iberian
conceptions of blood purity as it pertained to lineage and faith.>® Similar to how honor
was conceptualized, the early “idea of limpieza de sangre was not static.”®® However, it
did become “progressively more essentialist” as the colonial era unfolded, whereby it

“modified its genealogical formulas and altered its relationship to both race and

52 |ipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 11-12.

%3 Lyman L. Johnson and Sonya Lipsett-Rivera, “Introduction,” in The Faces of Honor: Sex, Shame and
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gender.”’ Also, the notion of limpieza de sangre operated in an imperial context that
crisscrossed the Atlantic, from metropol to colony and back again.>® This means that the
concept of limpieza de sangre played a critical role in the construction of a broader sense
of Spanishness, while also contributing to the struggle for creole identity, and the creation
of the sistema de castas (caste system).>

Socially, Mexico City’s inhabitants at this time were a diverse mix of
peninsulares, criollos, natives, freed and enslaved Afro Mexicans, mestizos, and mulatos.
Theoretically the population was categorized within the Spanish colonial legal schema
known as the sistema de castas, a mechanism of social control that organized the crown’s
subjects according to a sexualized socio-racial hierarchy.®® Similar to notions of honor
and limpieza de sangre, casta designation also relied on a complex process of identity
formation whereby a person’s lineage, race, physical appearance, and even demographic
constraints allowed for malleable and often manipulated categorization.®* The sistema
was less an institutional reality than a convergence of official and cultural conceptions
and rules. Jake Frederick argues that “one gets a sense of the near desperation with which
colonial Spaniards sought to impose a rigid structure on a society that was far more

complex and fluid than peninsular notions of socio-racial order could accommodate.”®?
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Just as conceptions of honor changed throughout time, so too did socio-racial
categorization.

Urban employment was also contingent upon a variety of socio-racial and sexual
factors. Casta or native women like Isabel who migrated to Mexico City “had to find
employment and adapt to the communal life of vecindades, or tenements,” which implied
“crossing borders of occupation, social class, and, most importantly, ethnic identity.”%
While occupations catered to certain ethnic identities, gender, and class, there was
relative freedom for the exceptionally clever entrepreneur. As John Kicza argues, while
“ethnic terms were used to delineate a certain spectrum of social types; they hardly
served to limit the individual’s choice of occupation, residence, or companion.”®* The
ability to transcend the appropriately gendered and hierarchical occupations was not
always so simple though, and casta women were often pushed towards specifically
gendered occupations, such as market vendors, midwives, factory workers in the proto-
industrial Royal Cigar Factory, and servants.®® However, it is clear that such decisions
were also largely based on family precedent, which meant that casta occupations were
related to those of their “parent groups,” and many also worked as artisans, muleteers,
foremen, seamstresses, cooks, and washerwomen.®®

All of the colony’s inhabitants were encouraged to marry within their caste, in

order to prevent further racial mixing. Indeed, “one of the central rules of the marriage
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market” with regards to race and class was “like married like.”®” This is augmented by
the notion that when it came to marriage choice, parents and children usually coincided
more than they disagreed, because the children were choosing prospective partners based
on values that had been instilled since childhood.%® However, marriage was rather
uncommon among castas during the early part of the colonial era, which demonstrates
how “sexual encounters that spanned racial boundaries” typically occurred outside of
marriage.®® Ann Twinam suggests that the notion of illegitimacy was closely tied to the
racially-mixed casta population throughout most of the early colonial period.” This
would undoubtedly change by the end of the colonial era, as the growth of the mestizo
population would prove that maintaining racial purity via marriage was a difficult
endeavor. Thus, the relationship between the different castes would become more fluid,
as marriage helped erode original boundaries.”

Lastly, castas, like many other segments of colonial Mexican society, were rather
mobile. Men and women were able to move around with relative ease throughout the
Kingdom of New Spain. It was quite normal for both sexes to relocate, as many sought
new opportunities, or were running from the law and/or the Inquisition. Once a colonist
moved to a new location their goal was to start a new life and fit in by way of marriage,
even if it meant committing bigamy.’? Castas like Isabel might move around central

Mexico for work and eventually migrate to, and settle in, the city. Once there, lower class

67 Richard Boyer, Lives of the Bigamists: Marriage, Family, and Community in Colonial Mexico
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995), 68.

8 Boyer, Lives of the Bigamists, 67-8.

% Ann Twinam, Public Lives Private Secrets: Gender, Honor, Sexuality, and Illegitimacy in Colonial
Spanish America (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), 10.

0 Twinam, Public Lives Private Secrets, 10.

L Curcio-Nagy, “Kingdom of New Spain,” 214,

2 Boyer, Lives of the Bigamists, 29.



20

women were forced to work to supplement the income of their families. The mere act of
working in public would open many opportunities for lower class women to meet men
from a variety of different castes and classes. The relative choice and mobility casta
women had demonstrates not only the inefficacy of the sistema to truly codify society,
but it also alludes to a discernible degree of agency among New Spain’s inhabitants, and
in particular, its lower class and caste women. Casta men and women who understood
gendered expectations and limitations, and had an awareness of the social implications of
concepts like limpieza de sangre, honor, and calidad (quality), were able to make choices
that helped to determine their identity, if not their fate.

Isabel de la Cruz Mejia is a rather typical example of the average casta female
who attempted to earn a living in seventeenth-century Mexico City. She was a lower
class female of mixed ancestry who was neither a beata (uncloistered female religious),
nor particularly exceptional in her education or background. She never identified herself
as indigenous and witnesses did not use the term curandero when discussing her. Isabel’s
elusive casta identity as either a mestiza or mulata means she does not fit neatly into the
historiographical categorization of colonial Africaneity, and is further suggestive of the
lack of importance genealogy played for members of Mexico’s lower class.”® She is at
times called a partera (midwife) which means she may have previously identified and
worked as a midwife before becoming a healer. Hence, Isabel’s work history is indicative
of the typical entrepreneurial quality that many lower class colonial Mexicans exhibited

with regards to their identity. Finally, the fact that Isabel was middle aged at the time of

3 It is also suggestive of how society did not consider it necessary to discover where she specifically fit
into the sistema de casta, as previously suggested.
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her trial indicates that she would have had less economic opportunities to choose from
than a younger female. This means that Isabel is best understood as someone who crafted
her identity as a healer within socially acceptable frameworks—all the while
understanding the risk that accompanied such an endeavor.
Methodology and Theoretical Frameworks

This study seeks to examine how an Inquisition case like that against Isabel de la
Cruz Mejia can demonstrate the ways popular healing were conceptualized in Mexico
during the seventeenth century. The most detailed and least utilized extant sources on the
subject of popular healing are the documents produced by the Mexican Inquisition.
Fortunately, many Inquisition cases exist in archives within the United States, and
Isabel’s case resides within the Bancroft Library in Berkeley, California. Her case totals
145 pages and spans a period of four years, from her denouncement in 1648 to her
sentencing in 1652. The events discussed within the case actually begin in 1637 when she
was hired to heal the grandchild of Dofia Balthasara de Valcazar, which means that the
case reflects almost a decade of discussion of popular healing in colonial Mexico City.

Inquisition cases have a unique ability to lend insight into many different aspects
of colonial life during distinct periods of time within the colonial era because it operated
in very specific cultural contexts.” Due to its meticulous documentation, Inquisition
documents and trials have helped scholars to better understand both popular and elite
colonial Latin American society because it was where the two discourses met. The

reasons as to why an Inquisition case was chosen for analysis—as opposed to a secular
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trial—are threefold. First, the Inquisition as an institution was meticulous in its
documentary process, because notaries documented the actual dialogue between
Inquisitor and witness. Such methodology gives the historian access to the daily language
and thought processes of the witnesses. Second, in the same manner in which Osvaldo F.
Pardo argues for the importance of understanding the role ritual and sacraments played in
the formation of “the particular brand of Christianity that took hold in Mexico,” the
Inquisition helps historians to view “the conceptual tools” of the Church that were
employed and guided sociocultural religious behaviors during the colonial period.”™
Third, apart from Gonzalo Aguirre Beltran, many scholars have looked at healing,
midwifery, and medicine via secular trials, but focused on how they pertained to
sanctioned or formal medicine, or domestic and sexual violence within the later colonial
and national periods of Mexican history. Using an Inquisition case like Isabel’s will
inevitably yield more information regarding the religious and magical elements that
accompanied healing during the colonial era—a subject that would be incredibly difficult,
if not impossible, to ascertain from a secular court case.

While the Inquisition was firmly entrenched within the urban milieu of Mexico
City, people from all throughout Mexico understood its sociocultural and religious role as
an institution of power. Due to the power dynamics at play, there are limitations to
relying solely on Inquisition documents for research. For example, any scholar who
wishes to use the Inquisition as a source must confront the issue of the “Inquisition’s

Gaze” and how it affected the actions of the delator, the accused, and the witnesses in the

S Pardo, The Origins of Mexican Catholicism, 15.
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case at hand. According to Gretchen D. Starr-LeBeau, “the power of the Inquisition came
from its ability to construct difference out of ambiguity,” thus creating “clearly defined
categories of innocence and guilt.”’® As an institution, the Inquisition could not have
succeeded without the “opportunistic support of locals, who willingly participated with
the inquisitors in order to gain their own ends.”’’ This meant that the Inquisition
essentially “refashioned identity” and “transformed local political conflicts,” in their
intended pursuit.”® The power differential and social role that the institution played in
colonial Spanish society causes issues for the modern scholar. It is important bear in
mind this power differential, while confronting the fact that the reasons behind the
participants’ behaviors will never be clear. However, valuable information about the
given culture’s conceptions at the time of the trial can still be discerned.

Utilizing a single Inquisition case as a way to illuminate many aspects of
seventeenth-century Mexican culture begs the question of “what relevance the ideas and
beliefs of a single individual of his or her social level can have.””® As Jill Lepore claims,
“finding out and writing about people, living or dead, is tricky work.”® For the past thirty
years the microhistorical approach and utilization of a single Inquisition or secular case to
see how it can illuminate broader aspects of a society has been used by many scholars.8!

Microhistorians usually have a nonbiographical goal in mind when studying a single
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person’s life in order to evoke a period, mentality, or problem.®? This means that the
methodological approach is founded on the assumption that a singular person’s life
“serves as an allegory for broader issues affecting the culture as a whole.”® The
emphasis on particular individuals and events and the “predilection for the study of
people and milieu hitherto unknown and unexplored” is what makes microhistory so
salient in the case of Isabel and her popular healing.84 Such an approach enables a focal
and intense historical investigation that is unparalleled in other approaches, while also
enabling a better understanding of a rather understudied aspect of colonial Mexican
society.®

Care is needed when utilizing the microhistorical approach so as to not drift into
conjecture with regards to the subject at hand. Microhistory relies largely on the
assumption that the culture produces the person; therefore the single individual can be
used as a means to understand broader sociocultural aspects, such as healing. However,
this also means that microhistories are at their most useful when balanced with a full
contextualization that stresses the ramifications of the single case rather than abandoning
it for unsupported and theoretical suppositions.®® A work that serves as both a caution and
an example of how useful microhistory as an approach can be is James H. Sweet’s
Domingos Alvares: African Healing, and the Intellectual History of the Atlantic World.®”

Sweet uses a single Portuguese Inquisition case on a colonial Afro-Brazilian healer to
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provide what he termed a “layered history” that begins at the micro level of Domingos
Alvares, runs through local and regional concerns, and finally connects to broader
histories of the Atlantic.®8 As such, his goals were not to “mechanically insert” Domingos
Alvares as an African into greater colonial Atlantic histories, but rather to demonstrate
the intricate roles Africans played in such processes, while offering alternate ways of
thinking about family, religion, medicine, economics, and politics.®
Literature Review

By examining an Inquisition case on popular healing, this study will contribute to
a small, yet growing scholarship that highlights the impact of religion, caste, class, and
gender on notions of popular healing. In doing so, it will simultaneously elucidate aspects
of the seventeenth century, an oft glossed over era of Latin American history.
Unfortunately, there exists a dearth in literature on the subject of healing and medicine
during the colonial era, as most works focus on the advent of medicine during and after
Independence and throughout the nineteenth century. Such works do not address the
sociocultural aspects of healing or gender unless it pertains directly to the use of
midwives in legal processes, or their being discouraged from practicing by the Royal
Protomedicato.?® An additional methodological issue regarding works related to medicine
in Latin American history is that they usually rely on rather simplistic notions like

syncretism. Scholars use this framework to try to discern how the Spanish and Native

8 James H. Sweet, Domingos Alvares: African Healing, and the Intellectual History of the Atlantic World
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 4.

8 Sweet, Domingos Alvares, 5-6.

% See for example: Lee M. Penyak, "Midwives and Legal Medicine in Mexico, 1740-1846," Linda A
Newson, "Medical Practice in Early Colonial Spanish America: A Prospectus,” and Steven Palmer, From
Popular Medicine to Medical Populism: Doctors, Healer and Public power in Costa Rica, 1800-1940 .



26

approaches met and mingled, careful to still separate which side contributed what
elements to the hybrid approaches practiced in the colonial era. Not only do such
methodologies beg the question of whether or not medical practitioners and healers ever
saw their own approaches in such a way, they also ignore the ways in which personalized
and/or localized piety contributed to each healer’s medical arsenal.

The earliest work published on the subject is Medicina y magia: El proceso de
aculturacion en la estructura colonial by Gonzalo Aguirre Beltran, whose interest in
understanding the connection between medicine and magic meant the utilization of
Inquisition sources. An anthropologist, Aguirre Beltran was the first modern scholar to
separate colonial understandings of medicine into a dichotomy of rational (Spanish)
versus irrational (Native) and attempt to reconcile the two by focusing on acculturation
and mestizaje. He discusses the ways in which the Spanish clergy failed to distinguish the
native curer from the witch because both were considered to be agents of the Devil, and
that the majority of New Spain’s predominantly mestizo population understood the
existence of such a dichotomy. According to Beltran, mestizos demonstrated the ways in
which the native practices and approaches were similar to Spanish, and thus closed the
conceptual divide by proving their medicine was not mere superstition. Aguirre Beltran’s
work has since become the standard for a better understanding of colonial Mexican
medicine, while simultaneously providing a framework to emulate for future scholars
interested in understanding how the Spanish and Native approaches reconciled during the
post-Contact and colonial era.

The only other work to also utilize Inquisition documents is Noemi Quezada’s

Enfermedad y maleficio which focuses on the syncretism of the medical practices of
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Natives, Spaniards, and Afro-Mexicans. Quezada is interested in how the curandero
incorporated the multiethnic approaches that created and conformed to traditional mestizo
medicine.®! She sees the curandero’s position as dangerous and necessary, in that they
performed a vital social function that was recognized, and respected for the most part, by
Spanish authorities.®? Similar to Aguirre Beltran, Quezada also views the spiritual
element to the curandero’s healing powers as the key to understanding their persecution
and powers to heal. However, her approach differs from Beltran in that she is interested
in positing the curandero among other healers to see how they illuminate the quotidian
elements of colonial society.®®

Two of the most prominent works on the subject of medicine in colonial Mexico
and Sherry Fields’ Pestilence and Head Colds: Encountering Illness in Colonial Mexico
and Luz Maria Hernandez Saenz’ Learning to Heal: The Medical Profession in Colonial
Mexico. Both works, while incredibly informative, still focus on the medical elements
and practices rather than the social elements that were aiding in the construction of
popular healing techniques. Neither work incorporates Inquisition documents, nor are
they interested in the role it played in shaping society’s conceptualizations of popular
healing. Instead, both scholars are interested in how illness was understood and what
medical options were available for the average colonial inhabitant. Herndndez Saenz
seeks to understand medical practitioners as members who partook in established

practices and contributed to the advent of medicine as a field by the end of the colonial
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era. Fields, on the other hand, is interested in how society understood illness and
attempted to combat both its occurrence and imminent death.

One article that focuses on the Spanish healing elements that colonial healers
incorporated is Luz Maria Hernandez Sédenz and George M. Foster’s “Curers and their
Cures in Colonial New Spain and Guatemala.” Hernandez Saenz and Foster are interested
in what informal Spanish approaches, beliefs, and practices were brought to the New
World and how they blended with native ones. In a basic and almost encyclopedic way,
their work breaks down who the most popular curers were and why, and outlines where
the curer could go to procure their medicines. They suggest a syncretic understanding of
how Spanish medicine blended with Native approaches, claiming that the humoral
element to popular medicine began at the formal or elite level, and then trickled down
socially to become an integral part of medical practices during the colonial era.%
Otherwise, the article lacks any discussion of popular understandings, the role of the
Inquisition in helping shape such understandings, and if healing was a gendered or class-
based phenomenon.

Two final articles that incorporate the role of the Inquisition within their
discussions of medicine and/or healing in the colonial era are Amos Megged’s “Magic,
Popular Medicine, and Gender in Seventeenth Century Mexico: The Case of Isabel de
Montoya” and Noemi Quezada’s “The Inquisition’s Repression of Curanderos.” Rather
than focusing on popular healing and medical approaches, Megged’s microhistorical

approach focuses on why the Inquisition was becoming increasingly concerned with
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popular healers and less interested in witchcraft by the end of the seventeenth century. He
sees the female healers, like his Isabel de Montoya, tried by the Inquisition during the
seventeenth century as a “powerful subculture” that served as a “much needed
mechanism for alleviating a wide variety of anxieties unresolved by official church rites
and curbed by a rigorous moral code.”®® In a similar way, Quezada’s article is also
interested in the role the Inquisition played in shaping healing and medicine, as she
focuses on predominantly indigenous curanderos in order to explain both their
persistence and continuity in medical practice. Her end goal is to define their role and
examine their importance within such social practices, seeking to discover why
curanderos were pursued, tried, and punished by the Inquisition. She finds that the
institution was rather lenient with regards to the curandero’s practice and use of
hallucinogenic drugs.*

In order to access the formation of identity and how gender and honor were
negotiated in the daily lives of colonial women such as Isabel, Sonya Lipsett-Rivera’s
Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life in Mexico, 1750-1856, and her edited volume
with Lyman Johnson, The Faces of Honor: Sex, Shame and Violence in Colonial Latin
America will be utilized. As is suggested in both works, “Mexicans filled the spaces
where they resided with messages about morality, honor, hierarchy,” and there were

“written and unwritten rules for gender in the negotiation of daily life,” which were class
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specific.®” Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life is one of the few works that
discusses the gendered and symbolic topic of clothing, personal space, the body, and sex
in the colonial era. As such, it coincides with discussions of Isabel’s behaviors and use of
a magic dress to aid in her ability to heal, thus enabling a better understand of the role
clothing played in popular healing, piety, and society in general.

Three works that are more focused on race, but continue along the same line of
providing sociocultural contextualization, are Douglas Cope’s The Limits of Racial
Domination: Plebeian Society in Colonial Mexico, 1660-1720, Hermann Bennett’s
Africans in Colonial Mexico: Absolutism, Christianity, and Afro-Creole Consciousness,
1570-1720, and Joan Cameron Bristol’s Christians, Blasphemers, and Witches: Afro-
Mexican Ritual Practice in the Seventeenth Century. Similar to Lipsett-Rivera, Cope’s
work is also interested in how actual mixed race individuals like Isabel behaved in
colonial society. He demonstrates the inefficacy of the sistema de casta by suggesting that
the Spanish conceptions of racial hierarchy were always at odds with the society’s
socioeconomic structure.®® His work is most useful because it posits that people like
Isabel did not seek to improve their racial status, and their socioeconomic status was
fairly unchangeable, t00.% Bennett’s work looks into the lives of freed and enslaved
Afro-Mexicans and the ways in which their lives intersected with the Inquisition and vice
versa. Finally, Bristol’s discusses the role religion played in creating a sense of identity

for seventeenth-century Afro-Mexicans. Whether or not Isabel was truly a mulata, such
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works still serve as contextual evidence of the roles the Inquisition, religion, and
socioeconomics played in the daily lives of casta and mixed race peoples of Mexico City.
Such conclusions will help explain the choices Isabel made while enabling a better
understanding of her testimony.

Two works that help contextualize Isabel’s case are Nora E. Jaffary’s False
Mystics: Deviant Orthodoxy in Colonial Mexico and Laura Lewis’ Hall of Mirrors:
Power, Witchcraft and Caste in Colonial Mexico. Jaffary argues in her work that “an
analysis of the figures a society labels deviant or virtuous reveals a great deal more about
the anxieties, values, and modes of perception pertaining to the administrators of
deviancy and sanctity than it does about the people attributed with these qualities.”*%
While it will be argued that Isabel was rather typical of the average lower class casta
woman and her lack of opportunities in seventeenth-century Mexico, she did find herself
in front of the Inquisition, and Jaffary’s work lends insight into the circumstances that
helped Isabel to arrive in such a position. Also, her discussion of alumbrados and ilusos
helps to explain why Isabel was not seen as a mystical threat to the Inquisition’s power,
so much as a supposed threat to the health and safety of its flock. In Hall of Mirrors,
Lewis looks at the interaction between magic and caste relations in colonial Mexico,
arguing that the mixed race castas like Isabel were mediators for the Spanish and
indigenous. Lewis’ discussion of the unsanctioned domain of witchcraft can lend insight
into the spiritual and magical elements that Isabel incorporated into her popular healing

approach.
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Finally, popular healing cannot be understood without accompanying analysis of
the cultural role that gossip played seventeenth-century Mexico. Historiographically,
gossip has not been addressed as a specific category of analysis for colonial Mexico,
therefore articles like A.L. Lipstein’s “Gossip, Norms, and Social Behavior,” and Max
Gluckman’s “Papers in Honor of Melville J. Herskovits: Gossip and Scandal,” serve as
useful theoretical frameworks for outlining the cultural significance of gossip to society.
Gluckman discusses the ways in which gossip was a cohesive element to communities.
He delineates social acceptance as indicative of the transmission and sharing of gossip;
arguing that scandal was only acceptable to a certain point, and once a community
member’s behavior was deemed as too scandalous, they were ousted from the gossip
circle.%! Lipstein’s theories about gossip serve as a reminder of the ways in which gossip
served as a form of social control, because the content of gossip and interactions is where
a scholar can find the norms, values, and attitudes recognized by the society at hand.%? In
order to incorporate such theoretical ideas about gossip, the analysis must be grounded
with contextualization from the historical works discussed above.

As will be demonstrated, Inquisition cases such as Isabel’s can be used to shed
light on many different aspects of colonial Mexican society and such an examination will
contribute to a growing and necessary field of inquiry into both the seventeenth century
and popular methods of healing in urban areas. Topics of gender, gossip, popular piety,

and healing are endlessly fascinating and far from complete, insomuch that the continued
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use of Inquisitional and ecclesiastical documents can only help historians to arrive at a
more nuanced and complicated understanding of what urban colonial Mexico society was
actually like. A more exhaustive project could be anticipated when incorporating a
hundred or so cases on the subject of casta healers who came before the Inquisition. The
knowledge gleaned from such a study would help us to understand the roles such
individuals played in the creation and formation of such fascinating and hybrid rituals,

identities, and practices that can still be discerned today.
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Chapter Two: Popular Healing in Seventeenth-Century Mexico

In September of 1651, Nicolasa de Valcazar testified, before Dr. Juan Garcia de
Palacios, that, whilst living in Mexico City in October of 1636, her infant child had
become quite ill.1% One of the servants in the employ of her mother, Dofa Balthasara,
suggested Isabel de la Cruz Mejia be called to look at the child, for she was a healer
known for her abilities to cure seizures and other ailments.!® A mulata servant named
Maria Rodriguez claimed that the “mestiza curandera” had cured previous children of
seizures and other illnesses with the help of San Nicolas, and was therefore known to
have remedies specific to children.!® Following the suggestion, Nicolasa asked the
servant if there was some remedy that Isabel could prescribe for the child, and answering
her daughter’s question, Dofia Balthasara claimed, “yes,” it was “common knowledge”
that Isabel was a reputable healer.%

Isabel arrived at the Valcazar house the following Friday; and, Nicolasa, Dofia
Balthasara, and her sister Dofia Isabel de Valcazar asked her a series of questions to
ascertain where she acquired her healing abilities. According to Nicolasa and Dofia
Balthasara, Isabel claimed that her powers to heal were divinely graced to her from birth:
she had cried in her mother’s womb and was born with a figure of Christ on her front and
on her palate.?” In addition, her visions were clearest on Fridays and she had secret signs

on her body that delineated this divine grace. Maria Rodriguez watched as Isabel showed

103 New Spain Inquisition Case versus Isabel de la Cruz de la Mejia, 1648-1652, MSS 96/95 m. V. 6:4,
Bancroft Library, University of Ca lifornia, Berkeley (hereafter cited as BANC MSS 96/95 m. V. 6:4), p.
11. All pagination and translation is my own.
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the women the hidden signs, which were simply moles, and caused the women to
laugh.1%8 According to Nicolasa’s testimony, the three women also noticed that the
Christ-like image, which was rumored to be on Isabel’s forehead, seemed to be merely a
scar from a previous head injury.%® What made matters worse, was that Isabel arrived
with a richly dyed skirt and two petticoats—one blue, the other purple—that, according
to Nicolasa, could have only been acquired through theft.!*

Nevertheless, the three women, the child, and Isabel went into a room, leaving the
door slightly ajar, allowing Maria Rodriguez to peek through and watch Isabel attempt to
cure the infant. Quietly and gently, Isabel took the baby in her arms, leaned in and
whispered incantations of blessings, while running one hand over the top of his body.!!!
After watching Isabel closely, and blessing themselves, Dofia Isabel de Valcazar
suggested that Isabel was a saludadora (folk healer), as she had heard of them in Spain.!!2
Nicolasa asked Isabel if she had ever been in front of the Inquisition, to which she
responded, yes, she had. Then, Nicolasa asked her what had happened and Isabel
responded, “Nothing more than they sent me to my house, ordered me not to practice, and
told me not to say anything to anybody.”*"

Despite Isabel’s best efforts, the child passed away the following day. Following

the death, Maria Rodriguez discussed what she had witnessed with her husband, the
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113 BANC MSS, pp. 88, 92; Nicolasa’s asking Isabel about her history with the Inquisition is an interesting
fact to the case and will be dealt with more in chapter four.
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mulato Francisco Paez. She described how she overheard the discussion regarding the
dress and moles and suggested that Isabel must be a saludadora or embustera, like the
Valcazar women claimed her to be. Francisco replied that he did not believe her to be
“alguna embustera” (some imposter, false healer), nor that “the Devil tells her what to
do.”*** Even though he had never conversed with her, Francisco knew her to be a
“curandera y saludadora” that was called a zahori because she “divined occult things,
especially on Fridays.”'*> However, Francisco’s testimony downplayed the magical
elements and focused in on the fact that Isabel was gossipy and therefore an “embustera
habladora” (chatty deceiver), along with being a partera (midwife).!®

While Nicolasa and Dofia Balthasara crafted their testimonies to make their first
encounters with Isabel seem disconcerting in retrospect, in actuality she was repeatedly
called back to the house to help heal the infirm of the family for the next decade. Witness
testimony indicates that she became well known and was seen frequently, usually
prescribing an herbal remedy in the form of a drink to cure the ill and infirm. Through the
years, Isabel’s healing arsenal continued to incorporate the vibrant dress, and a heavy
reliance on incantations and devotion to saints. The Valcazar household would come to
expect Isabel’s help on Fridays because, by grace of God, that was when her clairvoyance
and healing were at their most powerful. She would become so well known that many

witnesses could even describe what part of the city Isabel lived in and who her husband

had been.

114 BANC MSS, p. 95.
115 BANC MSS, p. 96.
116 BANC MSS, p. 96.
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Isabel’s hybrid array of healing techniques, the role of gossip and rumor, and her
use of religion are all suggestive of how Isabel was a product of her society’s view of
healing. In order to best understand this, it is first necessary to discuss the multiple
components that contributed to Mexican views of medicine and healing during the
colonial era. All urban popular healers would have been influenced by Iberian,
Mesoamerican, and African medicine. No healer would have conceptualized the different
influences as singular in origin. Instead, he or she would have simply incorporated them
in a hybrid fashion, following general sociocultural guidelines, and employing methods
and elements that worked best for them and their patients. No matter the influence,
popular religion played a significant role in creating the folk healer’s capabilities. Iberian,
Mesoamerican, and African popular healers all viewed medicine via the lens of religion
and incorporated empirical knowledge into that religious understanding. For analytical
purposes, it is necessary to deconstruct the influences to allow for a better understanding
of popular healing. However, it can be difficult to discern the different influences on an
individual basis, because the confluence of the three came together in the casta healer of
the seventeenth century.

Iberian Medicine in the New World

Iberian medicine entered New Spain through a variety of routes. While scholars
have traditionally understood these routes via informal or formal levels of medicine, the
reality was actually far more complicated than such a dichotomy entails. All Iberian
medicine or healing was characterized by a strong emphasis on the healing abilities of
Christianity, the empirical qualities of herbs and plants, and traditional Greek humoral

pathology. While not a significant aspect of Spanish folk medicine practiced at the
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popular level in Spain, Greek humoral pathology was still a highly influential and
significant component of European medicine at the time of the discovery of the New
World, and quickly found its way to New Spain. Healers like Isabel were more
influenced by the Christian aspects of Spanish medicine than they were humoral
pathology, and the significance of folk Catholicism on Isabel’s healing practices is clear.
The emphasis Isabel placed upon Spanish Catholicism in her healing methodology was
because she was hired to heal an elite Spanish family. Therefore, she most likely catered
her methods to their expectations. Perhaps with other castas her healing arsenal was
adjusted and fixated less on the Spanish Catholic elements and more on the Indigenous or
African elements. If this was indeed the case, then it is possible that Isabel could have
incorporated elements of humoral pathology whilst healing her other clients. However,
the case is silent with regards to the use of such pathology.

Spain remained faithful to many of its medieval traditions during the colonial era,
as is demonstrated by the authority given to the Church in charitable matters and its
attachment to traditional medical doctrines like humoral pathology.'!’ Derived from the
philosophies of Hippocrates and Galen, humoral pathology was based on a series of
qualities and opposites. Humors were assigned pairs of qualities that characterized the
four primary elements—fire, air, earth, and water—that were commonly believed to
comprise earth.!® This was extended to include food and herbal remedies, and such

calidades (qualities) were seen as metaphoric: fire was hot, air was cold, water was

117 Francisco Guerra, "The Role of Religion in Spanish American Medicine," in Medicine and Culture:
Proceedings of a Historical Symposium organized jointly by The Wellcome Institute of the History of
Medicine, London, and The Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research, New York ed. F.N.L.
Poynter (London: Wellcome Institute of the History of Medicine, 1969): 180.

118 Hernandez Saenz and Foster, “Curers and their Cures,” 19.
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moist, earth was dry, and so on.!*° A person became ill when their humors were
“diminished or increased beyond their optimum points.”*?° This meant that homeostasis
was accomplished through diet, herbal remedies, and therapies such as bleeding, purging,
administering enemas, and applying plasters while using the principle of opposites.?! For
example, if a person suffered from a “cold” illness, then the patient may be given a drink
with a large amount of garlic, which was considered to have “hot” properties. Hence, the
theoretical basis for prescribing herbs was based upon their humoral value, or the
“Hot/Cold qualities in relationship to the perceived cause of the illness."??

Besides humoral pathology, concepts like Christian piety and charity underpinned
Iberian conceptualizations of medicine. Throughout the Hapsburg period of colonial rule,
“notions of Christian piety and charity formed the organizational underpinnings of the
systems of medical care,” which meant that medical care rarely consisted of preventative
measures.'? Instead, medicine drew on the medieval precedent whereby it “emphasized
the alleviation of symptoms, the spiritual and physical care of the sick, and the
preparation of souls for the afterlife.”*?* The Church’s role in the production of medical
knowledge had long been established in Europe because religious beliefs shaped and
provided explanatory frameworks for medical practices, illness and death.!? From the
beginning of Spanish contact in the New World, the Church would quickly establish

hospitals and convents where colonists and natives could go for care before dying. This

119 Hernandez Séaenz and Foster, “Curers and their Cures,” 19.

120 Hernandez Saenz and Foster, “Curers and their Cures,” 19.

121 Hernandez Saenz and Foster, “Curers and their Cures,” 20.

122 Hernandez Saenz and Foster, “Curers and their Cures,” 22.

123 Adam Warren, Medicine and Politics in Colonial Peru: Population Growth and the Bourbon Reforms
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010), 16.

124 Warren, Medicine and Politics, 17.

125 Warren, Medicine and Politics, 28.



40

meant that the average colonist during the seventeenth century would not have viewed
the Church as an institution separate from medicine and healing, but would have seen it
as an integral and important element, if not only for the role it played in preparing the
soul for the afterlife.

The culture of healing and medicine was inseparable from religious beliefs and at
the same time politically charged via the role it played for both the Crown and Church: it
provided a window to both secure souls and to express state power and paternalism. The
clearest symbol of Christian charity and the politicizing of medical care is the hospital.
The Crown and Church each came together for their own reasons to establish hospitals
throughout urban New Spain. The Crown founded hospitals because it embodied the
paternalism that the Hapsburg state used to justify its colonial expansion; the Church saw
them as locations for “treating the physical body and improving the spiritual condition of
the soul.”?® The goal of early modern and colonial hospitals in Europe and Spanish
America was the “institutionalization of the image of Christ the Physician.”*?” Since
disease was commonly understood to be equated with sin (and health with virtue), Christ
“cured men’s spiritual diseases” while they were in the hospital.!?® This meant that the
duty to care for the sick was “inextricably linked to notions of piety, charity, and

Christian duty,” which helped shape “popular understandings of disease and beliefs about

126 Warren, Medicine and Politics, 20, 29.

127 John Henderson, “Healing the Body and Saving the Soul: Hospitals in Renaissance Florence,”
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treatment.”*?® Compounding this was the fact that founders of hospitals dedicated their
facilities to patron saints and would hold extravagant festivals in their honor.!3

The conquistadors and colonists who first arrived in the New World brought with
them localized healing practices that were intricately connected to their own personal
sense of piety. Usually of low social status, the first Spaniards to arrive were carriers of
ideas and practices of popular Iberian medicine like susto or el mal de ojo (“fright” or
“the evil eye”), the gathering of certain herbs during specific religious holidays, and the
invocation of saints.3 It was believed that the best way to appeal to God and heal the
sick was by participating in ritualistic behaviors like gathering herbs during Lent and the
Eve of Saint John’s Day, and making votive offerings that would increase the powers of
the saints. Little books that connected hagiography to healing spread throughout Spanish
America, educating colonists as to which saint they should pray to for specific
ailments.'®2 Hence, the medicina casera (domestic medicine) of the conquistadors and
colonists combined the spiritual with a very basic empirical understanding of herbs and
other flora.'®

While the above discussions are distinctly Iberian in character, medical care and
healing would inevitably undergo a process of hybridization throughout the colonial era
that made it difficult to ascertain what was specifically Iberian in origin, as opposed to
Indigenous or African. Generally speaking, the care and advice provided by licensed

physicians, phlebotomists, surgeons, and pharmacy owners would be the most European
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in tradition. These practitioners were not professionals in a modern sense; rather, they
“formed part of a group that shared the common nature of their work: Spanish blood, a
series of rights and obligations, and the official recognition of the Real Tribunal del
Protomedicato.”*3* As the formal royal medical board, the Protomedicato created and
maintained the requirements and standards necessary to partake in the medical
profession. Their express interest was in “protecting the practitioner’s privileges” and
“safeguarding the public from illegal practitioners.”*® Its strict socio-racial and gendered
requirements also meant that it severely limited all but the elite classes from participating
in the profession, thus theoretically ensuring that the power to heal remained in the hands
of the upper echelons of society.

The example par none of the Protomedicato-approved healer is the formally
licensed physician. The Novohispano physician’s status as a group was determined by
racial purity, economic standing, and prestige derived from their university degree and
license to practice, all of which set them apart from the rest of the healers who practiced
during the colonial era.'® The type of medicine practiced by physicians was largely
European in style and thus based on the theories of Hippocrates and Galen, along with
new theories being practiced in Europe. Their education was rational in orientation and
conducted in Latin, as they were part of the intellectual elite that “disdained any
association with a ‘mechanical craft.””*3" This means that while the vast majority of New

Spain’s population understood illness to have supernatural significance, the licensed
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physician would provide a rational explanation of the humor, rather than one that was
religious in orientation.®

The sanctioning of healers like the licensed physician provided Novohispanic
authority and institutions with a convenient discourse of power that enabled the
“othering” of popular healers like Isabel. As a lower class, mixed caste female, Isabel
could never dream of aspiring to become a licensed practitioner. However, fortunately for
her, the vast majority of her clientele could never dream of affording one either. The
limitations put in place by the Protomedicato provided a space for unsanctioned healers.
The rational and empirical elements that licensed physicians practiced were also lacking
the necessary spiritual element that society had come to expect. This explains why a
family like the Valcazars would choose to employ a casta healer such as Isabel to heal
their family rather than a licensed physician. It also suggests that the majority of society
saw the legally accepted form of medicine as inadequate or even potentially harmful.

The methodology of popular healers tapped into the social expectations of
seventeenth-century Mexicans because of its incorporation of empirical and spiritual
elements. One of the strongest features of Iberian folk medicine was the healing and
explanatory powers of Catholicism. Isabel’s particular healing arsenal exhibited many
Iberian folk influences. Her devotion to saints, the blessings she whispered, the magic
dress she wore, the significance of Fridays, and the Christ image on her forehead could
all be seen as Iberian in influence. Each of these beliefs, tactics, and phenomena reflect

the significance of religion in the methods of healing practiced by popular healers. They
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are also suggestive of the crafty and innovative ways healers marketed themselves to
their patients. If popular healers hoped to obtain elite clientele, they would necessarily
exhibit, and possibly even exaggerate, the Catholic elements that were included in their
healing repertoire. At the same time, however, such elements suggest that the average
colonist truly did believe in the healing power of the Church and Catholicism in general
by the seventeenth century.

While incantation during ritual was also an important part of Mesoamerican and
African medicine, the blessings Isabel muttered while healing were connected to the
divine grace she claimed to have acquired since birth. The fact that Isabel’s Christ image
on her forehead was given to her in utero connects to both Mesoamerican prerequisites
and expectations of healers, but is also distinctly Catholic.3® Christ figures could be
found in every church throughout the city, therefore the image would have been easily
recognizable for even poorly educated Christians. Even if the scar or image on Isabel’s
forehead looked nothing like Christ, merely stating that it did resemble Him could
conjure up the image in the minds of her patients and help them to believe that Isabel was
indeed divinely favored. Such an image would be viewed as an example of Isabel’s
extraordinary capabilities as a healer, and would have made it easier for the devout to put
their trust in her care.

Many witnesses testified to Isabel’s claim that Friday was the best day for her to

practice the healing arts, as it was when her abilities were at their most powerful. Friday
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was an important day of the week for Catholics, as they were required to abstain from
meat (but not fast), unless it coincided with a holy day of obligation. Historically,
connections can be drawn between fasting and religious ecstasy, whereby the believer
reaches an altered state of consciousness accompanied by visions and euphoria. If Isabel
frequented church on a regular basis, connecting the significance of Friday, fasting and
visions may not have been that difficult for her. Indeed, Isabel’s own testimony indicated
that her family had always been Christian, and she had been baptized and confirmed.4
She attended mass, went to confession at the Santa Maria Church and convent of San
Francisco, and confessed with a cleric before Assumption.'** Even though she was
illiterate, Isabel could cross herself, say the Pater Noster, Ave Maria, Salve Regina, and
many other prayers, when prompted to do so by the Inquisition.*? Such ability indicated
that she was well educated in Catholic prayer and ritual.

Isabel’s blue or purple “magic” dress was connected to the popular devotional
statuettes of the Virgin Mary and images of devotion that were found all throughout
colonial Mexico. According to William B. Taylor, such images “carried meaning” in
various official and unofficial ways; “the notion that they could come alive with the
sacred was widely shared.”'*® The miracles connected to images were widely told and
spread by reputation.** Images were even known to come alive and perform any number

of characteristically human behaviors, such as “trembling, groaning, weeping, bleeding,
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speaking, changing posture, growing heavy, and sprouting hair.”**°> Images also
demonstrated God’s will in a literal way by restoring themselves to fine condition,
resisting attack, appearing in mysterious ways, healing, and protecting.24® The popularity
of devotional images was connected to the ease with which they transcended cultures and
were connected to the “shared sense of beauty and immanence” that characterized
Spanish American Catholicism. 4’

The Virgin of Remedies, the first manifestation of Mary in Mexico and the special
advocate in times of famine and drought, was one such popular devotional image
throughout the early colonial era.X*® While originally connected to the Conquest, by the
seventeenth century, Remedios had “lost all symbolic connection” to it and had
“completely took on the persona of the Madonna, or protectress of Mexico City and
environs.”'* According to Linda A. Curcio-Nagy, the symbolism connected to Remedios
“was altered to correspond to the changing colonial reality,” and her histories present her
as appearing before Native Americans and African slaves, thus “reflecting the changing
demographics and heterogeneity in Mexico City.”**° As a popular devotional image, she
was recognized and “utilized as an integrating social force in the capital.”*®! In order to
be truly integrative, Remedios had to be seen frequently, and indeed, from 1577 to 1696,

she was brought from her shrine to Mexico City via procession eighteen times.**? This
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means that during the seventeenth century, colonists like Isabel frequently saw the power
of devotional images in such honorific public forums and community events.

During such processions, colonists would have witnessed the Virgin’s spectacular
presentation and elaborate dress. Remedios was surrounded by flowered arches, music,
candles, and “shot off gunpowder” as she was carried on a carriage throughout the city.*®
She was extravagantly “dressed in the finest silk, velvet, and lace embroidered with
pearls, and wore a crown of silver and diamonds.”*** According to Linda B. Hall,
dressing the Virgin figures for ritual presentations was a “much-sought honor and done
with carifio, that is “great affection.”*®® Remedios’ procession, like any procession
dedicated to the Virgin, would also have been brightly colored and heavily symbolic. The
Virgin herself would have been seen in the color blue, which was historically connected
to both her and her association with water.*®® Another important color for processions
was purple, which was regarded as a color of royalty and historically utilized by the
Catholic Church as the liturgical color for the Season of Lent and for Advent. By
incorporating an element of color and dress into her healing repertoire, Isabel was
legitimizing her powers and connecting them to symbols of belief that her patients would
have been familiar with.

Native American Healing Practices
From the beginning of contact with the New World, the colony of New Spain

suffered from a lack of formally trained medical personnel, which created a space for
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popular healers to fill. Due to the demographic reality of the colony during the first
century of contact, that space was logically filled by native healers, as Native Americans
constituted the vast majority of the population. By the seventeenth century, this would
invariably change, as a century of ethno-racial mixing would produce a large mixed cast
segment of society who also participated in healing, as Isabel’s case demonstrates.
However, the casta healers of Mexico City incorporated a learned style of healing that
would include pre-Contact Mesoamerican techniques—alongside Iberian and African
elements—as natives had been the primary healers of the previous century and thus were
considered the authorities on the subject.

Like Iberians, Mesoamerican groups also took the natural and supernatural realms
into account when identifying and treating disease, because they saw the balance between
unseen forces and human beings as very delicate.™> The popular religion practiced by the
Mexicas—the Mesoamerican group who occupied Tenochtitlan before it became Mexico
City—was “not only polytheistic, but was also an amalgam of diverse regional gods.”*®
They held the unique view that “the human body paralleled the structure and organization
of the universe,” and as such it was man’s duty to “maintain the existence of the universe
through the performance of rituals” and proper behavior.'®® Such an ideology was based

on duality, whereby the universe was divided into “opposite but complementary halves”

that extended to the human body.*®° Hence, good health was the result of “dietary balance
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and moderate behavior,” and illness was caused by deviation from duty or excessive
(often sexual) actions.®* Moderation in all things was the key to maintaining a balanced
body and universe.

Food preparation and consumption was even circumscribed by ritual
precautions.'®? Cooking duties were represented as women’s work, but were “sacralized
by association with household fire.”2%® Hearthstones and grinding stones were treated
with caution because it was where the preparation of maize happened, where a daughter’s
umbilical cords were buried, and had close connections to the battlefield.'®* Maize and
fire were treated as gods who resided in the house and thus were required to be
respected.®® Special foods were to be prepared for calendric rituals such as the feast
Huauhquiltamalqualiztli, where tamales made of amaranth greens were consumed via
shared households, and also left at the hearth for their ancestors.'®® This meant that not
only was the Mesoamerican diet rich in nutrients, it was also intricately connected to the
maintenance of social and religious order. Such ritualistic practices surrounding the
preparation and consumption of food further recalls the significance of moderation in the
lives of the Mexica peoples, thus contributing to overall health and healing.

Besides moderation, a person’s health was also connected to the maintenance of
their soul. Different than the Christian concept of the soul, the Mexicas believed that the

human body actually had several forces that performed specific functions for the body’s
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“growth, development, physiology, and even its fate after death.”*®” Soul loss could
happen when the Mexica failed to live within their proper socially circumscribed
behaviors, such as refusing to be humble, drinking to excess, or engaging in excessive
sexual activities. An example of the connection between behavior and the soul is the
ihiyotl (breath or respiration). The ihiyotl was one such force that concentrated itself in
the liver and was believed to give humans “vigor, passions, and feelings such as desire,

99168

envy and anger.”°° If someone exhibited lazy traits they were said to be “lacking liver,”

while a virtuous person had a clean liver.1%°

Language was an incredibly important aspect of Mexica rituals. Similar to the
power of Catholic prayer, words had the magical power to harm or heal, thus “oratorical
performance was highly regarded.”2’® Poetry was the way in which rulers and the elite
demonstrated their divine wisdom and accomplishments and an important medium for
revering or appealing to the gods for help.!* The emphasis on language is connected to
the Mexica belief that “ultimate truth or real knowledge was not achievable by empirical
observation,” but was instead based on the metaphors and rhetorical devices found in
their poetry.”? The significance of language was not lost on healers of all ethnicities

during the colonial era, as they, like Isabel demonstrated, would continue to incorporate it

as a powerful part of their healing rituals.
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Before Spanish contact, there existed many different types of Mesoamerican
healers and shamans to cure various maladies. These doctors and specialists solved the
health problems of their patients through a range of spiritual and empirical activities.
They were diligently prepared since childhood via systematic apprenticeships regarding
the education of the divinatory calendar, religious ceremonies related to health, and the
preparation of medicines.”® One such healer is the nanahualtin (Mexica shamans), who
were predestined and chosen by factors such as “illness vocations, by being narrowly
missed by a lightning bold, or by being marked at birth by albinism, lameness, cross-
eyes, or other birth defects.”*’* The shaman’s healing abilities derived from the unique
ability to send their tonalli (soul) outside of their body with the aid of hallucinogenic
drugs, where it could enter animals and experience the mythic world.” Due to their
ability to transcend the real world, they were the “agents of choice” for curing the
ilinesses and ailments that transpired because of universal disequilibrium or cosmic level
intrusion.1’® The characteristics and aspects of the nanahualtin that were devoted to
predestination and the use of hallucinogenic drugs remained a significant part of native
healing practices throughout the colonial era.

The symbolic connections between the natural and supernatural words in Mexica
cosmology allowed for a belief in magic among all segments of society. Divination and
incantations were widely used by healers and shamans to diagnose illnesses and procure

cures, both prior to and following Contact. Divination could be achieved via water,
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casting corn onto mats, or tying knots into a cord: the unraveling or tightening indicated
whether the patient would live or die.!’” While divining, the healer would perform an
incantation full of the elaborate and complex metaphors that Mexica society exalted.
Such procedures were important for determining if the illness was caused by natural
reasons, like excessive behaviors, or if it was a product of sorcery. In general, the Mexica
ticitl (doctor) was able to control the process of divination because they were “accurate
observers of nature and capable of precise clinical diagnosis and prognosis.”*’® Due to the
emphasis that Mexica society placed upon behavioral moderation, a significant
component to diagnosing illness via divination would be the shaman’s awareness of local
gossip and rumor. The better the healer knew their clientele, the better they could advise
and cure them.

Mexica healers cured illness through a variety of holistic techniques. If the
disease was attributed to a deity then the cure was rituals, offerings, confession,
expiation, and prayer.*”® A significant part of the healing process was symbolic and done
through a placebo effect that conformed to the Mexica worldview. Surgery, analgesia,
ingesting magical elements or the healer’s sucking the illness out via the patient’s belly
button, were all practiced.!8® However, Mexica healers were knowledgeable about
empirical cures, as well. Due to the societal emphasis on warfare, they were incredibly
effective at both battle wounds and childbirth because women were likened to warriors

who were giving birth to future warriors for the empire. Urine was used an antiseptic on

177 Ortiz de Montellano, Aztec Medicine, Health, and Nutrition, 144-147.
178 Ortiz de Montellano, Aztec Medicine, Health, and Nutrition, 148.
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the battlefield, women’s labor could be hastened by an oxytocic called cihuapatli, and
maguey sap was used for its antibiotic qualities.’®! Such knowledge coupled with
behavioral moderation, exercise, and a healthy diet implies that the Mexicas were a rather
healthy people capable of effectively healing themselves during the pre-Contact era.

With the arrival of the Spanish, native medicine would undergo significant
changes. Much of their pre-Contact knowledge would be lost due to the loss of lives
among the literate segments of society who struggled to document Mexica history and
society while their society suffered a demographic collapse. The shamans and healers
who did survive were reluctant to share their healing methods and trade secrets with the
newly arrived Spanish conquerors. Many Spanish sources allude to instances where
priests and Spanish authorities who attempted to coerce native healers into revealing their
trade were met with “stubborn resistance” and refusal.'® What native healers did share
was their method of understanding illness based on hot and cold properties, which was
similar to the Galeno-Hippocratic humoral medicine that Spanish doctors practiced.!8
However, they always took great care to hide the ritual practices that “recalled the close
relationship of their medicine with the religion of their ancestors” out of fear of Spanish
religious authorities—who likened such practices to devil worship and idolatry.18

Not only did healers have to comprehend the staggering loss of life following

Spanish contact, they also had to contend with the Catholic Church. Unlike the Spaniards

181 Ortiz de Montellano, Aztec Medicine, Health, and Nutrition, 183-185.

182 Osvaldo F. Pardo, “Contesting the Power to Heal: Angels, Demons and Plants in Colonial Mexico,” in
Spiritual Encounters: Interactions between Christianity and Native Religions in Colonial America eds.
Nicholas Griffiths and Fernando Cervantes (Birmingham: University of Birmingham Press, 1999): 175.
183 Viesca Trevifio, "Curanderismo,” 51.
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who immediately recognized native healers and herbalists as “legitimate sources of
knowledge about their environment and the medicinal herbs to be found in it,” the
Church viewed native understandings and treatments of disease as a direct challenge to
their authority.'® The concern friars and priests had with native healers stemmed from
the “program of pastoral care” that they introduced to the natives via evangelization.8®
The healing practiced in hospitals, such as the Hospital de Santa Cruz, were seen as a
“continuum which extended from the body to the soul,” and the body was always to be
secondary to the care of the soul, which was a concept that was in direct contradiction to
native understandings of health and illness.'®” A second issue for the Church was the
efficacy of native herbs and plants; ministers were suspicious of the plants used by
natives because they were unknown to them.8 Other concerns included the native
incorporation or performance of what was perceived to be idolatry, divination, the use of
hallucinogenic drugs, and hechiceria (magic); all of which were seen as religious features
that challenged the Christian tradition and social order, and invited the devil to New
Spain.

As a casta, Isabel inevitably included native techniques into her healing
methodology. The most apparent was her understanding of herbs to prescribe in the
bebidas (drinks) she served to her patients. Living in Mexico City afforded Isabel access

to many different local markets and pharmacies where flora, fauna, and minerals could all

be purchased and used for healing. Due to the perceived influence natives had when it
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came to healing, Isabel no doubt incorporated pre-Contact native remedies and
knowledge of medicines into her practice. Even though, by the seventeenth century,
much of their knowledge with regards to medicine was lost, natives were still viewed as
very capable healers by colonists. Natives also ran the markets, and Isabel would merely
need to ask questions of the vendor regarding the properties of herbs and products being
sold to gain access to some native healing knowledge.

The emphasis on breath in Isabel’s healing techniques could also be connected to
the Mexica concept of ihiyotl and soul. Conceptualizing a soul that resides in the middle
of the body allowed for healers to focus on that area, which explains the technique of
sucking malicious spirits and materials from the patient’s belly button that was practiced
throughout colonial Mexico. Unlike the licensed physicians, popular healers were not
afraid to touch and get close to their patients. Death and disease abounded in colonial
Mexico, and the fact that healers would take the time to touch the ill suggests that a level
of attention and care was being provided that physicians could never hope to achieve.
Isabel is quite typical of popular healers in her incorporation of blessings, incantations,
and use of her hands in her healing repertoire. This is demonstrated by the fact that one of
the first things Isabel did to cure the ailing Valcazar child was touch and bless him with
her words, hands, and breath.®® However, priests also performed similar healing
techniques when they sought to heal patients via the Holy Spirit, a fact which may have

contributed to how and why Isabel found herself denounced to the Inquisition.%

189 BANC MSS, p. 29.
190 This notion will be explored more in chapter three.
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African Healing in the New World

By the time Isabel came before the Inquisition, “many Afro-Mexicans had lived
in the colony alongside Spaniards and other castas for at least a few generations.”!
Therefore, their complex experiences and shared rituals are necessary to understanding
popular healing in colonial Mexico. Afro-Mexican healing rituals, like popular healing
rituals in general, were one avenue where Spanish, native, and African practices
diverged. The wearing of amulets, the preparation and consumption of beverages, the
burning of copal (a resin), and the use of hallucinogens for divination purposes, chants
and incantations, and the preparation and utilization of food, water, herbs, flowers,
human hair, and bodily fluids were all materials and elements of Afro-Mexican healing
and magic.®? Due to the lack of sources and the diverse materials just described, it is
difficult to pinpoint exactly what African healing truly looked like. However, colonial
cultural practices that included ancestor veneration, ideas about vital force (sombra),
divination practices involving ventriloquism, and mystical possession all are believed to
have African antecedents.!%

During the mid-seventeenth century, Africans and their descendants formed
roughly ten percent of New Spain’s overall population, and they were especially

prevalent in urban areas.'® The influx of slaves shipped from Africa to New Spain

191 Bristol, Christians, Blasphemers, and Witches, 5.

192 See Matthew Restall, The Black Middle: Africans, Mayans, and Spaniards in Colonial Yucatan
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009), 271; Restall also details specific Afro-Yucatecan cures and
methods, like the use of eggs suspended in doorways to ward off harmful spirits or winds, the satsun (a
witches stone) used for divination and to make offerings, and balché (alcoholic tree-bark beverage) which
was used as an offering, cure, or ritual drink.

193 Bristol, Christians, Blasphemers, and Witches, 153; see also Aguirre Beltran’s chapter titled, “Medicina
negra,” p. 55-65.
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continued from contact through the mid- seventeenth century, because of the demand for
domestic servants “unconnected by language or any other ties” with the native
majority.® African slaves were also understood to “accord social prestige” to those who
owned them, and were coveted for their size because they “tended to be bigger, stronger,
and more vigorous” than the native population.’®® According to J.I. Israel, Spaniards
preferred to employ bozal (African-born Afro-Mexicans) women and mulatas, because
Africans in general were viewed as immoral, “sexually vicious, naturally turbulent and
defiant,” cruel, and malevolent.?®” Elite urban women were twice as likely to own female
slaves as they were male, because female slave were deemed necessities, and “as
fundamental an accoutrement of elite status as the “dofia” title.”%® Additionally, while
the Church took issue with the enslavement of natives, they “tended to dislike” Africans
and encouraged their importation in the hopes that it would lighten the “burden of work”
placed upon the natives.'®® As such, the Afro-Mexican in New Spain had to contend with
a life of being placed on both sides of bureaucracy and enterprise, which usually meant

being caught in the middle of contentious arguments between the institutions.?®

195 3. 1. Israel, Race, Class, and Politics in Colonial Mexico, 1610-1670 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1975), 67; Matthew Restall claims in The Black Middle that before the eighteenth century domestic service
by Afro-Mexicans was an urban phenomenon, and that a 1700 census of rural towns and villages in the
Yucatan depict free-colored farmers and artisans living among Mayas and working for Spaniards. They
held diverse jobs like barbers, blacksmiths, tailors, shoemakers, construction workers, demolition experts,
militiamen, guards, masons, carpenters, and especially muleteers, see 115-127.
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197 Israel, Race, Class, and Politics, 73.

198 Restall, The Black Middle, 117.

199 Israel, Race, Class, and Politics, 67; In regards to the Church’s views on the enslavement of natives
versus Africans, Maria Elena Martinez suggests that “given the ideological centrality of religion to Spanish
colonialism—its importance in justifying expansion, conquest, and colonization—the native people had to
be recognized as pure,” because both the Crown and Church supported the idea of their having limpieza de
sangre (blood purity) and saw them as being in a different category than Africans, Muslims, and Jews. See
Martinez, Genealogical Fictions, 206.
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In the six decades that the Portuguese and Castile crowns were joined, from 1580
to 1640, the colony saw an accelerated importation of slaves, and consequently, a
heightened fear among the Spanish elite towards the increasing black population.?®* The
seventeenth century witnessed a decline in bozals while simultaneously seeing an
increase in an “American-born mixed Afro-Mexican population,” who were defined by
the shared values, cultural practices, and challenges they faced in Novohispano society.?%2
It is estimated that in the early seventeenth century, there were three times as many
mulatos than bozals in the colony, and the total number of both groups was roughly
140,000.2% In order to address the perceived threat of an African insurrection that
accompanied the population increase, Spanish elites and officials “passed ordinances that
prevented Africans and their descendants from associating in large numbers at night.”?%
Despite such legislation, the Crown still “believed that Christianity represented the most
effective means of social control,” therefore it encouraged marriage, and used the
Inquisition as an “ominous warning” to conform or risk the tribunal’s wrath.?%

According to Herman L. Bennett, the enslaved African and free black population
recognized that the Holy Office of the Inquisition “represented another instrument
intended to define the essence of personhood,” because of how it “sought to regiment
behavior in accordance with Christian gender, kinship, and marital norms.”?% Nearly

fifty percent of the 1,553 volumes of surviving Inquisition documents “involve persons of
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African descent as the accused,” and many were focused on their sexual behavior.?%” The
tribunal’s focus on sexuality and Africaneity demonstrates how concerned the elites were
with inter-ethnic mixing, and how effective the role of spectacle was in disciplining the
inhabitants of New Spain. This means that the institution “understood that their
sovereign’s fragile Catholic hegemony necessitated drama in order to keep the mass of
slaves and freedpersons in check.”?% Furthermore, it recalls how the Inquisition’s
jurisdiction was limited to Spaniards and people of mixed African descent, which
explains the high number of cases focused on African colonists.

Due to the fact that the majority of slaves shipped to the Americas came from
West and West Central Africa, the African elements in popular healing during the
colonial era inevitably originated in these regions. Healers in colonial Africa were shaped
by the politics and violence that surrounded them; many peoples were displaced and
forced to reconstitute themselves with others in exiled societies that were multilingual,
polytheistic, and ethnically heterogenous.?® The upheavals that West and West Central
African healers witnessed on the continent would aid their abilities to adjust to the dire
realities and circumstances that slavery caused. There is also evidence that suggests
African clans who became too powerful in the arts of healing and magic were targeted by
slavers and sold to Europeans on the African coast. 2!° This means that many Africans
brought with them a working knowledge of healing to the New World, and quickly

adapted their powers and worldviews to their surrounding environments.
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Upon arrival to the New World, some enslaved Africans maintained a sense of
unity despite cultural and political differences that may have occurred and caused discord
in Africa. According to Gonzalo Aguirre Beltran, this unity helps explain the blending of
African healing techniques and religious beliefs that occurred throughout the colonial
era.?!! Due to the fact that enslavement displaced individuals from their kinship groups,
Africans in the New World recreated communities as a survival tactic.?'? African
societies placed a strong emphasis on kinship groups, and a person was identified by their
membership in such groups.?** While exceptional, the creation of slave communities and
fictive kin networks was a way for slaves to ease their collective suffering, and care for
themselves amidst such debilitating work and living conditions. In such communities,
healing and healers held exiles and refugees together, as it was the most viable means of
addressing the misuse of power.?* Healers could become powerful individuals in their
slave societies due to the magical powers they wielded, and their knowledge of medicinal
properties in flora and fauna. Such an example is the multilingual, polytheistic, and
skilled healer Domingos Alvares, whose powers and charisma helped him create
communities and new kin groups in Brazil during the eighteenth century.?%®

The average Afro-Mexican, however, “entered the colony in a slow trickle and
did not work together in large groups.”?!® Also, because the growth of the free-colored

population was due to miscegenation between Afro-Mexicans and others, the free-
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colored population “tended not to form their own separate communities,” but rather they
“became part of the multiracial urban neighborhoods” and thus contributed to the partial
Africanization of both urban and rural Mexico.?!” Rural Afro-Mexicans sustained
themselves in the same occupations pursued by natives, which meant that they occupied
an “interstitial position” that allowed them to be a part of native communities, while also
remaining distinct.?!® One such interstitial occupation for Afro-Mexicans was to become
a curandero. Usually, the Afro-Mexican practiced healing in addition to working a
different occupation, like the seventeenth-century mulato cattle rancher and encomendero
agent Juan Ignacio Palomino of the Yucatan.?!® In this way, Palomino was able to
develop a clientele of Mayans from the local village in addition to his local Spanish elite
clientele.??®

In both urban and rural settings, healing, witchcraft, and magic could essentially
work as a “meeting ground” for Afro-Mexicans, local natives, and castas.??* Even though
Spaniards were believed to have exaggerated and fostered antagonism between Afro-
Mexicans and native groups, sources clearly depict complex relationships between the
two groups that undermined the notion of neatly divided and clearly separate ethnic
groups.??? Afro-Mexicans and colonists of all different castes practiced and believed in
the healing powers and miracles of magic. Healing and love-magic, the two most

common forms of folk magic practiced were “not marginal or subversive.”??® Rather,
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they are best understood as representing “‘mainstream concerns and preoccupations at all
levels of colonial society.”??* It is also important to note that the lower classes of Spanish
colonial society were not the only participants in such practices. Spaniards also partook in
and contributed to the “cultural meeting ground” that existed when Afro-Mexicans,
natives, and castas practiced folk healing and love-magic via their control of institutions
and potential to create conflict.??®

One such institution that contributed to the complicated dynamic of Afro-
Mexican healing was the Catholic Church. One of the few institutions who protected
African interests, the Church justified slavery because it contributed to the “redemption
of African souls.”??® This meant that slavery was justified because it brought Christianity
to Africans, which civilized and freed them from barbarism. Urged by Catholic priests
and the Crown, slave owners were to have their slaves baptized and taught the
sacraments, and most slave owners had chapels built on their land for such purposes.??’
Viewed as “appendages of Spaniards” and “unattached to a homeland or specific
culture,” slaves received a Catholic education that was based on their owner’s
understandings of the religion and the sporadic and uneven evangelization efforts of
priests.?? This means that the Christianity practiced by free or enslaved Afro-Mexicans
would be quite different than that of Spanish authorities.

The variety of motivations on the part of the Church, Crown, and Spaniards

created “ambiguity about Africans’ religious identity and relationship to Christian
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practice” that would in turn, create a “religiously marginal position for Africans” within
colonial Mexican society.??° Due to the nature of African cosmologies, most Africans did
not view Christianity as being at odds with their ritual practices. This meant that rather
than replacing African rituals, Christian rituals were integrated into existing African ones
to form a hybrid religion.?®® The forced migrations and tensions that slavery caused
created circumstances for transforming African spiritual identities.?®! One such example
are African voduns (forces, powers, and/or deities), who, similar to Catholic saints, were
known to transcend their immediate origins and gain a wide following across regions.?*?
They could be invoked in “specially designated local spaces where devotees called the
power to earth in a series of carefully choreographed rituals.”?3 Just as Catholic saints
would appear to a humble devotee and demand a shrine built in their honor, voduns
“made themselves known by means of supernatural revelations,” where they would also
indicate where a temple or shrine in their name should be established.?** It was not
uncommon for Afro-Mexican healers to invoke the power of voduns and pray to a local
saint when performing their healing rituals, as both would already be incorporated in their
worldviews.

Much in the same way that other lower caste members of Spanish society sought
avenues to ameliorate their marginal status and survive the harsh realities of colonial

urban life, free and enslaved blacks and mulatos also “develop[ed] tactics to survive
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harsh working conditions, improve their material circumstances, and shape their social
relationships.”?3® One such tactic was to become a popular healer who integrated
Christian and African religious elements into their healing repertoire. Healing was a
tactical avenue for Afro-Mexicans in general (free or enslaved), because it could be
lucrative, which yielded certain benefits. This was especially true for the enslaved Afro-
Mexican, because if they garnered a respectable reputation as a trustworthy healer, they
could eventually earn their freedom with the money they accrued while healing other
slaves. This in turn, helped to form an Afro-Mexican community that protected and cared
for itself, and provided the healer with a relative amount of freedom that he or she could
use to procure the necessary flora and fauna for their practice.

The significance of kinship is connected to the socioeconomic realities faced by
Afro-Mexicans and castas. Besides finding employment as a servant or washerwoman,
Isabel had few opportunities afforded to her because of her caste, class, marital status and
sex. Lower class widows were forced to work to survive or depend upon their kin. Due to
the fact that her only surviving daughter lived outside of Mexico City, Isabel was in a
position not unlike many freed blacks and mulatos. Without a kin group to rely upon, she
devised a strategy to work within her community and create a viable position for herself.
As a healer, she would not only be able to support herself with work that was
significantly less physically demanding than work as a washer woman or servant, but she
was also able to accrue a reputation for herself, and alleviate the realities of her social

position.

235 Bristol, Christians, Blasphemers, and Witches, 7.
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The one true danger of becoming an Afro-Mexican healer was connected to the
issue of power. If enslaved, a healer who became too powerful or autonomous could be
sold to a region that was far from their established community, or denounced to the
Inquisition. If free, the Afro-Mexican healer had to be careful not to amass too much
power—especially by way of gossip—over their Spanish clientele. Spanish society
expected their Afro-Mexican healer to incorporate hybrid elements into their healing
techniques, as part of the healer’s power comes from their knowledge of African-based
magic and healing techniques that differ from the formally accepted Iberian medical
practice. However, as a lower class subject, they also expected the healer to be discreet
about the machinations and personal activities of their elite friends and families. While it
is unclear whether Isabel was a mulata or mestiza, her case demonstrates this point
perfectly: Dofa Balthasara continued to call upon Isabel for nearly a decade after she
failed to heal her grandson, which implies she believed that Isabel’s methods of
prescribing herb and mineral-based bebidas, prayers to saints, and the use of a magic
dress all appropriate. Rather, it was Isabel’s crossing of a different socially demarcated
line that caused the Dofia denounce her to the Inquisition. Was it her knowledge of
Alonso’s affair and death in Guatemala, before the Valcazar family knew anything?

Isabel’s knowledge of Alonso’s disreputable activities and behaviors while away
from Mexico City is further suggestive of the cohesive role healers could perform in
society. By visiting the homes of the city’s elite families, she served as a bridge between
the lower and upper classes that closed the social gap and distance between the two
groups. Isabel was called into their homes, saw the reality of how the elites lived, and

heard the personal concerns, tribulations and secrets they would have tried to keep behind
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their closed doors. Due to the fact that she was not a servant, she would have felt no
supposed allegiance to the family, as her livelihood was based upon helping numerous
families. After visiting the homes of the elite, Isabel would have walked away with a hea
full of gossip to share with her friends and acquaintances within her poor barrio. Gossip,
being the trade of information that it is, means that upon sharing what she knew of her
clients, Isabel would inevitably receive gossip in return. However, to ensure her clients
could trust her abilities and specialized knowledge as a mixed casta, Isabel’s information
with regards to Alonso must be said to have come from her clairvoyant abilities and not
from the rumor mill.23¢
Conclusion

New Spain’s first curers were authorized by its community of sufferers.?®’ The
education, cost, and socio-racial requirements to become a physician meant that very few
men in New Spain could actually obtain their license. In the absence of formally trained
medical practitioners, Novohispano society learned to heal itself. This meant that the
majority of healers were those who the Protomedicato considered to be unsanctioned.
The large number of unsanctioned healers recalls the desperate need for medical
personnel in the colony, further demonstrating that the Protomedicato understood and
allowed their presence because the majority of the population utilized them. Their
existence is also indicative of how the Protomedicato was yet another elite institution that
aimed at maintaining social hierarchy, even at the cost of the public’s health and lives.

Finally, the fact that even the elites utilized the unsanctioned popular healers is

236 The concept of gossip will be discussed further in Chapter 3: The Circumstances of Failure.
237 Just as Steven Palmer claims of Costa Rica in From Popular Medicine to Medical Populism: Doctors,
Healers, and Public Power in Costa Rica, 1800-1940 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 18.
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suggestive of the significance the average colonist gave to spiritual elements of healing
and the inadequacy of humoral pathology and rational medicine that licensed physicians
championed.

Popular healers were influenced by Iberian, Mesoamerican, and African medical
traditions. A product of Spanish contact, the enslaved movement of Africans, and the
demographic collapse of the native population, popular casta healers like Isabel operated
within a hybrid colonial context. The transmission of empirical knowledge, religious
iconography, and spiritualism from each of the different influences created hybrid
practices and practitioners. While elements from each of the three influences can be
discerned, Iberian healing practices and concepts dominated the healing methods of the
urban casta population. This is undoubtedly connected to the power differential that the
Church and secular authorities held over the population. However, it also recalls how the
missionizing and evangelical projects of the Catholic Church were at their most
influential in urban centers because that was where their power base was located. Also,
peninsulares and criollos were found in Mexico’s urban centers, and the healer they were
more likely to hire would necessarily exhibit characteristics that were similar to
traditional Spanish folk Catholicism and medicine. In this way, healing was never a
social phenomenon that exhibited a top-down structure. Instead, it was rather reciprocal,
where all levels of society shared, circulated and created healing practices that fit within
their culture.

By the time of Isabel’s trial, the influence of Spanish Catholicism on healing was
significant, especially in the urban milieu of Mexico City. The healing techniques

practiced by Isabel suggest that the vast majority of the city’s inhabitants truly believed in
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the healing power of religion. It also begs the question of whether the colonists who
resided in the city were better versed in Catholicism than those found in rural areas, as
demonstrated by Isabel’s testimony of her Catholic education. The ubiquity of devotional
images found throughout the city worked in a didactic manner on the oft illiterate
populace, whereby men and women of all classes would learn of and understand the
healing role saints and Christ played in their lives. Finally, it is further indicative of how
the Church maintained a powerful connection to medicine that was palpable and
influential at even the lowest echelons of colonial society.

The indigenous and African influences on urban popular healing are less
discernible than those of the Spanish. While witness testimony is vague with regards to
the herbal remedies employed by Isabel, it can be ascertained that the empirical
knowledge of the healing properties of Mexico’s local flora and fauna derived from and
spread via natives. Natives operated as vendors and producers in the city’s market, where
lower class urban healers like Isabel would no doubt have frequented to procure the
necessary ingredients for their bebidas and rituals. The holistic traditions that natives
practiced were distinctly different than the accepted European-inspired methods, and
much easier to learn among the uneducated and lower classes. The use of incantations,
hands, breath and sucking to rid the body of malicious spirits, curses or illness can all be
connected to Mesoamerican traditions.

While the influence of specific African medical and healing practices is rather
imperceptible in a case like Isabel’s, the significance of ritual as a survival tactic is an
important component of healing. Given that Isabel was demonstrative of the average

popular healer—in that she was mixed race, lower class and female—suggests that the
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occupation of healing was exceptionally alluring to the disenfranchised of society. For
someone like Isabel, becoming a healer could not only provide a viable occupation, it
could also yield a sense of power, which was accrued via gossip. However, healers that
became too comfortable in the new found power that was part and parcel of viewing
private elite life also faced a kind of societal danger. Healers like Isabel were privy to
information and access not usually afforded to the lower classes. Unlike servants, they
went behind closed doors and stood alongside many different families when healing.
They also asked questions and spoke candidly with said families. When the gossip and
knowledge healers amassed proved to be too juicy and begged to be shared by or with
them, they put themselves in danger of the Inquisition, a subject discussed in the

following chapter.
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Chapter 3: The Circumstances of Failure

In September of 1651, Nicolasa de Valcazar, daughter of Dofia Balthasara and
wife of Don Alonso de Chavez Galindo, testified before Dr. Juan Garcia de Palacios of
the Inquisition. Nicolasa’s testimony corroborated that of her mother, reiterating that the
first time Isabel was called to their house was to heal her epileptic infant son in 1636.2%
Following that encounter, Isabel was called back to the household to cure an undisclosed
iliness towards the end of 1636. During that visit, Nicolasa consulted with Isabel
regarding the well-being of her husband Don Alonso, who was currently the alcade
mayor of a Guatemalan province.?*® Isabel replied that while unfamiliar with those parts,
she needed “space to see,” implying her visions only occurred at certain times and
places.?*® She then returned to the Valcazar house four to six days later to inform
Nicolasa that she had received a vision of Alonso seated in a chair, pensively tapping his
fingers on the arm of a woman.?*! Nicolasa asked Isabel what the woman was wearing,
and Isabel replied that she wore a silver dress with green taffeta.?*? Isabel went on to
describe the woman as beautiful, indicating that Alonso “estaba en mucha amistad” (was
in a close friendship) with her.23 She also described the house and street the woman lived
on with her children in Guatemala. That same year, Alonso was found dead on the side of
aroad in Guatemala and Isabel, claiming she arrived at such knowledge through a vision

she received on a Friday, informed the family before official word reached them.

238 BANC MSS, p. 91.

23 BANC MSS pp. 13-15, 93.

240 BANC MSS, pp. 13-15, 93.

241 BANC MSS, pp. 13-15, 93; perhaps Isabel needed time to access her gossip and social networks?
22 BANC MSS, pp. 13-15, 93.

23 BANC MSS, pp. 13-15, 93.
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Both Dofia Balthasara and her daughter claimed to have found Isabel’s knowledge
of Alonso disturbing. This was especially so because Isabel informed the family before
they had received word of the death from a trusted family friend residing in Guatemala.
The women confessed their concerns at Isabel’s clairvoyance and suspected a pact with
the devil. However, neither the death of the infant nor the knowledge of Alonso’s death
prevented the family from continuing to contact Isabel for healing.?** Eight years later, in
May of 1644, Isabel again returned to the Valcazar household during the annual Corpus
Christi celebration. This time, though, Nicolasa had abstained from partaking in the
celebration and caught Isabel entering a part of the house that was usually locked. Even
though it was clearly understood by society that partaking in a procession was reserved
for the upper classes, Nicolasa confronted Isabel about why she was not walking in the
celebration.?*® She also asked Isabel how she had the keys to unlock that particular wing
of the house. Saying nothing about the procession, Isabel named a woman who opened
the house for her by leaving the keys in the door.?*® Finding Isabel’s explanation
questionable, Nicolasa incredulously asked Isabel where she currently lived.?* Isabel
responded that at the time she “vivio [sic] en diferentes partes,” and with that Nicolasa’s

testimony ends.?48

24 This is an important element to Isabel’s case, and will be discussed further in chapter 4.

245 Nicolasa most likely understood that Isabel’s not partaking in the procession was connected to her lower
social status, hence this was both a dig at Isabel’s person and a way to demonstrate her lower status to the
Inquisition.

246 BANC MSS, pp. 15, 94.

247 While this is an odd question, it is again connected to status and Nicolasa’s reasserting dominance as the
elite female in the situation. Whether this question was truly asked or not, it suggests that Nicolasa is
attempting to paint a picture for the Inquisitors of Isabel’s lowly class status and caste designation.

248 BANC MSS, pp. 15, 94.
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Six years later, Isabel was implicated in a theft at another elite criollo family
household. During the second week of Lent in 1651, Dofia Juana Valero, wife of Don
Andre Vercutia, noticed a sizable amount of silver, valued at approximately 200 pesos,
missing from the house. After discussing the theft with her slave Pascuala de Vergara,
Doiia Juana decided to contact Isabel to aid them in finding the thief. Isabel came
recommended to the family by two mulata slaves named Catalina and Francesca, who
named her as a well-known zahori (diviner, clairvoyant) who had discovered other
crimes.?*® Upon arriving to the Vercutia household, Isabel informed Pascuala that she
was aware of the theft, but could not talk about it until Friday, when her powers of divine
grace were at their strongest. In the meantime, she advised Pascuala to light two wax
candles for San Antonio, the saint commonly prayed to for lost items, and then have
everyone in the household kneel before and kiss the candles at the altar. Isabel claimed
that the one who refuses to do so will be the thief.?>® According to Pascuala, everyone
performed the ritual, except a mulato servant named Domingo Lito, who refused to
participate. The following day, Pascuala went to the Convent of San Agustin, took the
same candles that brought the thief forward, lit them, and said mass at the altars of San
Francisco, Santa Rita, and San Antonio de Padua. While Pascuala prayed, the missing
silver was discovered by a shopkeeper named Juan Duran, who refused to purchase silver
from Domingo because he had heard of the theft at Don Vercutio’s house.

By the time Isabel aided the Vercutia household, the rumors surrounding her

powers had magnified and had become more connected to the devil and dark magic, as

249 BANC MSS, pp. 18-21, 96-97.
20 BANC MSS, pp. 18-21, 96-97.
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typified by the testimony of Francesca de Bracamonte. As one of the mulata women who
suggested Isabel to the family, Francesca claimed that Isabel was not simply a zahori. She
had heard Isabel claim that the houses she entered became blessed because of her
presence, a behavior and belief commonly associated with beatas (uncloistered female
religious). It was also known that on Fridays, Isabel went to see dead bodies in graves
who told her what they needed, claiming it was God’s grace.?! Francesca’s testimony
indicates a shift in how witnesses portrayed Isabel: she begins to sound less like a healer
and more like a beata and necromancer. Whereas the testimony of the VValcazar women is
more carefully constructed and less filled with loaded terms like embustera, the
testimony of lower class men and women oscillates between calling Isabel a midwife and
healer, to a charlatan healer, liar, and false diviner. The way in which each witness
crafted their testimony is indicative of how and why Isabel arrived before the Inquisition.
Doiia Balthasara was the first witness to testify against Isabel, and her testimony
focused more on Isabel’s incorporation of magic and the occult to heal. She referenced
the magic dress, Isabel’s clairvoyance, and the healing of her infant grandson as incidents
that made her uncomfortable and in need of the Church’s guidance. Her daughter
Nicolasa’s testimony, however, was less concerned with the magical elements of Isabel’s
healing repertoire than with her lower class status and how that worked to discredit Isabel
as a healer in the eyes of society and the Inquisition. As the only two elites that testified
against Isabel, the testimonies of Dofia Balthasara and Nicolasa were the most carefully

constructed and the most focused on the issue of class. Interestingly, the testimonies of

1 BANC MSS, pp. 22-27, 97-99.
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the female servants Maria Rodriguez and Francesca Bracamonte emphasized Isabel’s
specialized knowledge as a healer and supposed pact with the devil. As the only male
witness, Francisco Paez’s testimony indicates indifference regarding Isabel, and
pragmatically focused on her occupation. The lack of elite men and women and the few
servants who testified alongside Dofia Balthasara and Nicolasa is peculiar, but speaks to
the classist element of the Inquisition. Surely more Valcazar family members would have
witnessed Isabel’s healing in the fifteen years that she was called to the house. This,
coupled with the differing testimonies, suggests that the real reason Isabel was denounced
to the Inquisition had nothing to do with healing, but rather was a personal issue between
her and Nicolasa. This is indicated by how Nicolasa was the witness least concerned with
the magic and healing aspects to the case and the most vehement that Isabel was a liar
and thief.

While it will never be clear as to what exactly Isabel did to upset the Valcazar
women, it is apparent that the issue regards power, knowledge and class; as opposed to
false healing. The power Isabel amassed was gendered and distinct in character. Not only
was it based upon the information she acquired via gossip and her social connections with
other lower class females; but it was also connected to her identity as a free woman of
color who was financially independent, “culturally conversant,” and thus an “insidious
and dangerous interloper.”?®? As a lower class and mixed caste healer who was employed
by wealthy criollo families, Isabel was privy to private information about said families

that was supposed to be kept from the general public. The knowledge gained by visiting

252 Much like the mulata Ana Caballero who was accused of heresy in 1574, as discussed in Herman L.
Bennet’s Africans in Colonial Mexico, 71-73.
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families, gossiping about them and sharing their secrets with others could be passed off
as clairvoyance, but only to a certain degree. The enemies she made were also women, as
the only male witness to testify dismissed her as nothing more than a gossipy healer and
midwife.?®® As such, the reasons Isabel failed as a healer were intricately connected to her
race, class, and gender, as well as the tactics she used to survive in a society that offered
her few options as remunerative and prestigious as that of a healer.
Hybrid Identities: Gender, Race, Identity, and Class Considerations

The ambiguity of Isabel’s position as a casta healer in seventeenth-century
Mexico’s “emergent multiethnic society” both helped and harmed her.?>* On the one
hand, the broad understanding that she was a healer meant that Isabel was expected to
incorporate a wide variety of hybrid religious and empirical elements into her healing
practice. On the other hand, the fact that she was not clearly defined as a midwife or
beata meant that she occupied a rather dangerous and liminal position in society. Isabel
could not benefit from being exempt from the Inquisition as Natives could, because she
was casta. However, her casta identity meant that she could emphasize specific native or
African specialized knowledge in her healing arsenal in order to cater to her clientele and
provide them with healing tactics that they were most familiar with. This hybrid identity
as a healer was augmented by Isabel’s lower class status which allowed her to mingle

with many different castas and ethnicities, and contributed to her healing education.

253 See the testimony of Francisco Paez, above.

24 Linda A. Curcio-Nagy, “Rosa de Escalante's Private Party: Popular Female Religiosity in Colonial
Mexico City," Women in the Inquisition: Spain and the New World ed. Mary E. Giles (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1999): 256.
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Essentially, because she was a widowed, lower class, mixed caste female healer,
Isabel occupied a hybrid position. The terminology used to describe Isabel is telling of
how society viewed her: she is interchangeably called a mestiza or mulata, and
saludadora (Spanish folk healer), zahori (diviner, clairvoyant) and curandera (folk, often
native, healer) by the different witnesses. Such lack of consistency in terminology
denotes the flexibility casta healers had in creating and fashioning identities for
themselves. It is also suggestive of the hybridity and processes of hybridization inherent
in colonial Mexican culture, as no clear definition fit Isabel—nor did it seem to matter to
any of the witnesses that she be codified with a specific caste, race or title. As suggested
by Néstor Garcia Canclini, focusing on hybridization can aid in understanding cultural
inequality because of the possibilities it creates in “appropriating several cultures at once
in different groups or classes, and therefore in relation to asymmetries of power and
prestige.”?® This means that the viewing Isabel’s identity as both hybrid and constructed
is the best way to understand the choices she made as a healer, and why she was
denounced to the Inquisition.

Seventeenth-century Mexican society was patriarchal, multiethnic, and highly
socially stratified. Individuals in New Spain were both legally and socially classified
according to their casta designation, which further indicated breed and lineage. Casta,
then, was “akin to modern notions of race, insofar as it referred to descent and to putative

distinctions carried in blood, ancestry and color.”?*® Spanish lineage elevated a person’s

255 Néstor Garcia Canclini, Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity, trans.
Christopher L. Chiappari and Silvia L. Lopez (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), p. Xxx.
26 |_aura A. Lewis, Hall Mirrors: Power, Witchcraft, and Caste in Colonial Mexico (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2003), 22.
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status,” and it could be “negotiated through connections other than strict kinship.”>" This
meant many colonists of mixed ancestry could and did “claim a kind of Spanishness.”?%
The seizing of such social opportunities was demonstrated by the name Isabel fashioned
for herself, as well as the way in which she delineated her genealogy to the Inquisitors.
The surname “de la Cruz Mejia” denotes Spanish Catholic lineage, which was different
than the usual single surname many lower class castas were given.?®® Isabel’s own
testimony indicated that she believed her father to be of Spanish descent and named
Balthasar de Baldes, and that her mother was of mixed caste and named Ana Mejia.?®
She had no knowledge of maternal or paternal grandparents, but she did know the names
of her uncles on her father’s side. By emphasizing her paternal and Spanish lineage,
Isabel was essentially attempting to elevate her lower social status as a healer before the
public and Inquisitors. Not surprisingly, none of the family members mentioned carried
the surname “de la Cruz.” Even her husband, Miguel Ochoa, had only one surname,
further indicating that Isabel created the name for herself to add prestige and legitimacy
to her trade.

Isabel’s construction of a new name for herself recalls the sociocultural realities
and administrative issues the Crown dealt with in New Spain. According to Maria Elena
Martinez, “all colonial identities, after all, were the results of complex colonial

processes,” and Isabel was no different.?%! Early modern and colonial Spanish society

257 |_ewis, Hall Mirrors, 22.

2% |_ewis, Hall Mirrors, 32.

259 See for example the mulato servants referenced in Isabel’s case: Maria Rodriguez, Francisco Paez,
Domingo Lito, and Francesca Bracamonte.

20 BANC MSS, pp. 43-44: Accused testimony, under “Padres.”

261 Maria Elena Martinez, Genealogical Fictions, 5.
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was predicated upon an “imbrication of race and religion” that was characterized by a
preoccupation with genealogy, limpieza de sangre, and calidad (quality), all of which
were used to certify a person’s purity and honor, and culminated in the categorization of
New and Old Christians.?®2 While such categorizations served as “mechanisms of
exclusion and tools through which to detect impurity,” they were also constantly
manipulated.?®® This was especially so in the Spanish American colonies. Issues like
distance (from the metropol to colony), the vastness of the Spanish American territories,
and the constant movement of people throughout the Spanish empire “made the
verification of genealogies increasingly problematic.”%* Such issues demonstrate how it
was that Isabel could easily fashion a new name for herself on the one hand, and then
recall her paternal lineage (and not her mother’s) for the Inquisitors on the other. She
recognized how important genealogy was, adjusted it to fit her circumstance, and told
each audience what they needed to hear—all the while constructing her identity within
colonial processes.

The choice of including “de la Cruz” as a surname was further suggestive of the
significance Isabel placed upon Catholicism within her healing arsenal. By claiming that
Christ had graced her with divine powers while in utero, and left marks upon her body to
prove so, Isabel was tapping into the social expectation of the divine and miraculous in
everyday life. According to Linda A. Curcio-Nagy, “during this period, the miraculous

and the remarkable, ranging from apparitions to enraptured mystical visions, were

262 Maria Elena Martinez, Genealogical Fictions, 60-62.
263 Maria Elena Martinez, Genealogical Fictions, 62.
264 Maria Elena Martinez, Genealogical Fictions, 176.
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believed to be common to the course of human events.”?®® The mere addition of “de la
Cruz” to her name lent Isabel a sense of legitimacy in her claim of being divinely graced,
while simultaneously conforming to popular religious beliefs. Nowhere in her case does a
witness focus on and discuss the relevance of Isabel’s name, which begs the question of
whether such things mattered to the general public. Perhaps the average colonist wanted
to believe that divinely graced women like Isabel truly did exist, and were there to help
heal their loved ones—regardless of what she called herself. If so, this helps explain why
the beatas gaining popularity in Mexico during this time, which was a phenomena that
would not have gone unnoticed by an opportunistic casta like Isabel. Unfortunately, the
Inquisition did not take kindly to casta women taking such liberties with their identity and
religious views.

Isabel’s creation of a new name and identity for herself was also connected to
issues of choice and control. As the penniless widow of Miguel Ochoa, Isabel had few
options afforded to her. Usually, widowed women were cared for by their families,
remarried, or worked as washerwomen and servants. The testimony of Francisco Paez
indicates that Isabel had past midwifery experience, which suggests that following her
husband’s death she chose to present herself as a devout and capable healer.?%®
Unfortunately the sources do not indicate whether Isabel had always been a gifted healer,
and only chose to utilize it upon her husband Miguel’s death. However, it is interesting to

speculate whether such an option was denied to her whilst married. As the wife of a man

who was, by all accounts, respected throughout their barrio as a literate mulato and

265 Curcio-Nagy, “Rosa de Escalantes Private Party,” 263.
265 BANC MSS, pp. 30-34, 95-96.
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teacher, perhaps Isabel and Miguel found that midwifery offered a suitable second
income for their family. As a gendered occupation, midwifery was respectable and
appropriate for the wife of a teacher. If this was indeed the case, then upon Miguel’s
death, Isabel had the freedom to change her occupation to an option denied to her during
marriage. This implies that in widowhood, women like Isabel both gained the agency to
more freely choose their occupations than they had known previously, and were perhaps
paid more for their expertise.

However, Isabel’s choice to become a healer may have also been purely based on
economic reasons. If so, such a choice would suggest that healing was a more lucrative
business than midwifery, and was a better option as a sole income for a single woman.
Being a healer meant that Isabel could take some control over her life, while at the same
time tapping into the commonly believed trope that unmarried, widowed, or poor women
were wild and “closely identified with supernaturalism.”?®” Healing, like witchcraft, gave
subordinated people like Isabel a sense of control, while simultaneously marginalizing
the sanctioned elite.?%® Although Isabel’s identity as a healer did not necessarily empower
her as a woman per se, it did allow her to function more freely throughout a society
closely controlled by Spaniards, which was something that would not have gone
unnoticed by authorities.°

The hybrid position Isabel occupied was produced by her society. While the tiered

sistema de casta (caste system) attempted to impose order and systematize the many

287 |_ewis, Hall of Mirrors, 111.

268 | ewis, Hall of Mirrors, 171.

269 |_ewis, Hall of Mirrors, 170; just as Lewis suggests of the men and women who practiced witchcraft in
colonial Mexico.
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mixed caste colonists during the colonial era, Isabel was demographically quite average
as a casta woman. However, her mixed caste identity did not afford her any special
privileges, unlike Natives or Spaniards. Rather constrained in colonial Spanish society,
Isabel was forced to try to survive upon becoming a widow. Without the support of a
husband and family, Isabel’s choice to become a healer was a survival tactic. Michel de
Certeau discusses the constraining order of place and making do in a restrictive society:
“without leaving the place where he has no choice but to live and which lays down its
law for him, he establishes within it a degree of plurality and creativity. By the art of
being in between he draws unexpected results from his situation.”?’® For unknown
reasons, Isabel could not leave the city and stay with her daughter’s family. In the
absence of any community safety net, Isabel learned to work creatively within the limited
options presented to her by the multiethnic and heterogeneous society that was colonial
Mexico.

The hybridity inherent in Isabel’s identity as a popular healer further helped to
lend agency and space for her within the colonial social hierarchy. According to Jean
Dangler, “questions of healing, sickness, and well-being in any society are ultimately
founded upon issues of power, domination, and social order” and “the community's trust
in authorized healers simultaneously reinforces the society that grants them effectiveness
in healing.”?"* This means that for a healer like Isabel to fashion herself as an arbiter of
efficacious healing, she must first understand her place in society and also how to work

within it. As a widowed casta healer, Isabel needed to emphasize the elements handiest

270 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 30.
271 Jean Dangler, Mediating Fictions: Literature, Women Healers, and the Go-Between in Medieval and
Early Modern Iberia (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2001), 11.
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for her and most accepted by her society: the religious aspects of her identity. She could
not sell herself as a native or African healer, but she could utilize the hybrid
characteristics of society to her advantage.

Such hybrid identities made Spanish authorities uneasy because of their
nonconforming role within a social hierarchy that aimed to be rigid and ordered. As such,
popular healers like Isabel were comparable to the mystical and spiritual segments of
society—Ilike beatas, ilusos and alumbrados (heretical “false visionaries””)—who
regularly ran afoul of the Inquisition. Approximately half of the mystics who came before
the Inquisition were female, and were viewed as deviants and spiritual rebels.?’? Such
women “endeavored to experience true mysticism,” much in the same way that Isabel’s
end goal was to truly heal her clientele and survive financially.?”® However, their
motivations for engaging in mysticism were viewed by the Inquisition as a “challenge to
orthodox spirituality,” and/or in extreme cases, an attempt to “overthrow the most
powerful institutions of their society.”?’* For an institutional authority like the
Inquisition, an unlicensed female practitioner like Isabel was already a threat to the
established order, but the added spiritual element in her healing repertoire was an affront
to the religion, and thus smacked of witchcraft and magic.

The Inquisition’s concern with magic and love magic had always been connected
to its pervasiveness, and how it inverted the established social hierarchy, therefore

healing was no different. According to Laura A. Lewis, there existed a “sanctioned” and

212 Jaffary, False Mystics, 3-5.
213 Jaffary, False Mystics, 6.
274 Jaffary, False Mystics, 6.
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“unsanctioned” domain within colonial Mexican society.?” The sanctioned domain
constituted the social fields and patterns that indexed colonizing processes, politically
organized caste, and privileged Spaniards and/or Spanishness.?’® The unsanctioned
domain encompassed the world of witchcraft, unorthodox religious behavior, and popular
forms of sorcery; hence, the social field that reversed sanctioned patterns by organizing
the caste system in ways that privileged Indians, blacks, mulatoes, and mestizos.?’” Even
though Lewis exaggerates the threat posed by the unsanctioned domain—specifically the
power she claims Indians had over Spaniards—her framework constitutes an interesting
binary to discuss Isabel’s position and power as a female casta healer.?’®

According to Lewis’ theory, Isabel exemplifies the gender, class, and racial issues
that accompanied the caste members entrenched in the unsanctioned domain. Lewis
argues that the “health of the sanctioned social body depended on the 'vigor and proper
functioning' of its interrelated caste parts,” which meant that Isabel played a vital role in
society.?’® As somebody who healed all segments of society, she was able to provide
much needed medical care for herself and others; but as an unsanctioned healer who
catered to those of the sanctioned domain, she was also inverting the social order. In this
way, Isabel was a conduit of sorts, whereby power was transferred both up and down the
social hierarchy. Following Lewis’ theory, Isabel’s unsanctioned power and education as

a curandera originated with Indians, but her employment by Spanish clientele placed her

275 While perhaps an over-simplification, Lewis’ discussion of the two domains is a concise binary to work
with in regards to Isabel’s case as a false healer.
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A. Lewis, The American Historical Review 109.3 (June 2004): 947.
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in the sanctioned domain.?® Thus, Isabel’s case calls into question where the power to
heal was truly located in colonial Mexican society, suggesting that the binary of
sanctioned versus unsanctioned domains is too simplistic for the colonial reality that
Isabel’s case supports.

Constructing an identity as a healer was not only about issues of control and
power; it also was connected to morality. Isabel’s life appeared to decline following
Miguel’s death. Her testimony indicated that when married, Isabel lived at the Colegio de
Nifios where her husband taught, but after he died she rented a room at a boarding house
for four months, before finding her apartment.?8! Upon her imprisonment in September of
1651, the Inquisition inventoried Isabel’s accessoria (one room apartment) and
discovered that she had few possessions other than some food, a little money, a blanket, a
table, some dishes, and white bedclothes.?®2 While her living situation was quite typical
of the majority of Mexico City’s colonial inhabitants, her morality—which was
connected to her caste, gender and class—would have been a societal concern. According
to Sonya Lipsett-Rivera, women who lived in the outer parts of town or in accessorias
were more exposed to harassment, because in the eyes of some men and women, they
lacked moral principles.?® By becoming a healer, Isabel was not only able to generate
income for herself, but she could also improve her status because she had an admirable

occupation of healing the ill. As a healer with divine qualities, Isabel’s sense of morality
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could not be questioned either, because God would not have graced her with divine
abilities if she had been unworthy of his grace.
The Role of Ritual

Ritual practice in colonial Mexico was yet another survival tactic connected to
issues of power, control, and the construction of social identities. According to Joan
Cameron Bristol, ritual practice had long been connected to “constructing ideologies of
difference” throughout Spain’s history, and it “deepened” during the colonial era.?®*
Iberians had a history of using ideas about religion to justify many of their sociocultural,
economic, and historic actions, such as the enslavement and conceptualization of
Africans as inferior due to their not practicing Christianity.?®® For centuries prior to
Contact, Iberians associated religious difference with cultural and physical difference;
such notions were used to construct social identities in the New World, as well.?® The
social identities constructed out of difference, and reinforced by ritual practice, were used
by the Spanish to consolidate power, and the colonists to negotiate daily life in the
colony.

According to Néstor Garcia Canclini, while there are rituals for “confirming
social relations and giving them continuity,” they can also be understood as “movements
toward a different order, which society still resists or proscribes.”?8’ This is seen in the
ritual behaviors that Isabel practices when she healed the ill: by blessing the patient with

her words, hands, and breath, she was in effect performing ritual actions that were

284 Bristol, Christians, Blasphemers, and Witches, 31.
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typically done by the clergy. The choice to use blessings as part of her healing ritual is
demonstrative of how society expected religious aspects to be part of a healer’s healing
technique. However, Isabel’s incorporation of said blessings is also suggestive of the lack
of opportunities extended to her, in that she could never have become part of the female
clergy and hence someone who society deemed as appropriate in practicing such
methods. Perhaps Isabel desired to be a nun, and because that was an unattainable goal,
she imitated beatas. The blessings, then, connect to Isabel’s both conforming to accepted
rituals, while also partaking in ones denied to her by society.

The Inquisition had a long history of being suspicious of rituals given their
popularity in society. What made the Inquisition and Church nervous about popular
rituals was that they often included the “misuse of official Catholic symbols and
devotions connected to crosses, scapulars, and the statues of saints.”2% Further
compounding the misuse of such symbols was the fact that the rituals always occurred in
the private sphere of people’s homes, which made it even more difficult to prevent or
stop their occurrence.?® The Inquisition’s inability to stop the popular rituals was
connected to their lack of “sufficient manpower to suppress such widespread practices,”
thus implying it was an endemic and systemic problem in the colony of New Spain.2%
However frustrating popular religious rituals were for the Inquisition, they persisted in
part because of their ability to “reinforce community identity”” and by aiding individuals

in defining their relationship to the divine.?!

288 Curcio-Nagy, “Rosa de Escalante’s Private Party,” 257.
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At their most basic level, such rituals helped the colonists to make sense of and
attempt to influence the mysterious and uncontrollable forces of life, such as illness,
drought, and plague.?? As such, the rituals Isabel practiced would both conform to social
expectations, but also provide relief to the anxiety caused by the illness. Ritualistic in
nature, the blessings Isabel gave to the ill reaffirmed the patient and family’s faith in God
and the possibility of a miraculous cure. However, it also reinforced the Novohispano
community’s identity as a society that cared for itself in the absence of accessible proper
medicine. Due to the fact that Isabel’s healing rituals were “organized without the
consultation, approval, or participation of the clergy” meant that they were a direct
challenge to the authority of the Church—both as the proper institution to “prescribe and
ordain religious events,” and as the institution that facilitated the preparation of the ill for
death and the afterlife.?®

By borrowing important religious symbols and rituals, Isabel was effectively
attempting to do the exact same thing that Rosa de Escalante did in her 1691 Mexican
Inquisition case: “marshal the spiritual force inherent in such orthodox symbols and
ceremonies.”?®* In this case, however, there is an added emphasis of healing. Whereby
Rosa was utilizing symbols that were never intended for such purposes, Isabel was
appropriating the same rituals that the clergy did in their attempts to heal. In whispering
blessings and running her hands over the ill, Isabel may have been performing the
Catholic sacrament of The Anointing of the Ill, whereby the priest, acting for Christ,

comforts and strengthens those who are perilously ill due to sickness, injury, or old

292 Curcio-Nagy, “Rosa de Escalante’s Private Party,” 257.
293 Curcio-Nagy, “Rosa de Escalante’s Private Party,” 259.
2% Curcio-Nagy, “Rosa de Escalante’s Private Party,” 260.
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age.?® The priest would anoint the sick person on the forehead and hands while saying
the appropriate prayers; one of the most common being Exodus 15:26, “through this Holy
anointing may the Lord in his love and mercy help you with the grace of the Holy Spirit.
May the Lord that saves you from sin free you and raise you up.”?%

However, the priest performing the ritual of anointing the sick does so in order for
Christ to strengthen the patient to deal with the difficulties of the illness, while forgiving
their sins and uniting the ill with Christ’s passion.?®’ This means that the suffering takes
on a new meaning that spiritually benefits the whole church and prepares the dying for
resurrection.?®® When Isabel performed her blessings she was not only borrowing the
ritual, she was also suggesting that the Holy Spirit was moving through her to heal the ill,
which blasphemy in the eyes of the Church. Even if Isabel’s intentions were merely to
heal, the inquisitors most likely wondered if Isabel was trying to project herself as a saint
in the making. Further compounding her healing rituals is the concept of intent. While the
priest’s intention is two-fold in its aim to provide the ill with Christ’s strength and
preparing them for resurrection, Isabel’s intention is focused on healing the patient to
avoid death. This means that society must have expected healing rituals like the
Anointing of the Il to work first and foremost in saving the patient’s life, and that it was
worth having a member of the laity perform it on their loved ones. It begs the question of
whether the ritual, when performed by priests, was viewed by society as the last option,

and was thus more of a preparation for death. Perhaps society saw the ritual different

2% gysan Helen Wallace, FSP and Mary Lea Hill, FSP, Basic Catechism: Creed, Sacraments, Morality, and
Prayer (Boston: Pauline Books and Media, 2011), 194.

2% Wallace and Hill, Basic Catechism, 195.

297 Wallace and Hill, Basic Catechism, 195.

298 Wallace and Hill, Basic Catechism, 195.
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when performed by a curandera; the sociocultural authority figure who could provide the
patient with a better chance to heal than a priest could have.
The Dynamics of Power: Clothing, Theft, and Gossip

The daily actions and altercations of castas like Isabel “take on a ritual quality”
through time and therefore also have a “symbolic content;” even if such behaviors began
as a “product of passion,” or were simply “practical things to do when engaged in a
conflict.” 2°° Sonya Lipsett-Rivera and James R. Farr identify such practices as
“ritualized altercations” that can be read and are connected to the fact that people had to
be able to “decipher the bodies of others in order to survive.”3% The ability to read and
utilize another’s body language was a strong component to popular healing, and is a
significant aspect to witness testimony throughout Isabel’s case. Witnesses claim that part
of Isabel’s healing arsenal was the utilization of a brightly colored skirt. In order to
ascertain if such an element of her healing ritual would be accepted by her patients, Isabel
needed to have been familiar with her patients, and able to read their body language. The
testimony of Maria Rodriguez indicates that Isabel’s skirt did not work as a healing ritual
in the eyes of Dorfia Balthasara, Dofia Isabel, and Nicolasa, as they all began to question
how Isabel could have afforded such an expensive item.3%

The dress itself had gendered social and moral components connected to its
healing functions. According to Sonya Lipsett-Rivera, garments function in a very

symbolic way because of how they project what the “wearer wishes to communicate

2% Lipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 140.

300 |_ipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 14041 and James R. Farr, “The Pure and
Disciplined Body: Hierarchy, Morality, and Symbolism during the Catholic Reformation,” Journal of
Interdisciplinary History 21.3 (Winter 1991): 408.

301 BANC MSS, pp. 11-12, 92.
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about their moral standards.”3%? The dress can also be seen as a “symbol of social order as
it controls the external body.”3%* Women who wore luxurious and expensive fabrics like
silk, brocade, or gold cloth in colors such as red or purple were seen by Spanish moralists
and colonial authorities as being morally impure.®** The emphasis authorities placed upon
women dressing with restraint was connected to an attempt to impose spirituality upon
them, while simultaneously repressing their passions.3® In Isabel’s case, the moral
implications of her dress were closely connected to healing and class considerations.
Isabel’s choice to include such an item into her healing rituals suggests that she was
trying to project herself as a powerful healer. In the eyes of authorities, however, Isabel’s
dress would be dubious and cause for question. This means that even though the dress
was supposed to function as part of Isabel’s healing rituals, it also suggested to her
clientele that she was either a) such a successful curandera that she could afford luxury
fabrics; or (b) that she was a common thief and as such most likely a charlatan healer as
well.

The fact that the VValcazar women chose to see Isabel as a thief and charlatan
healer reflects the social reality of life as a lower class mixed caste female. Regardless of
how entrepreneurial Isabel was, the fact remains that such clothing was only truly
affordable to upper class peninsular and criollo families. Importantly, for plebeians like
Isabel, the monetary value of clothing was such that they owned very few, plain

garments; thus the ownership of special clothing was closely connected to the person’s

302 |_jpsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 161-62.
303 Lipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 161-62.
304 Lipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 165.
305 ipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 165.
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financial well-being.2% In the minds of the Valcazar women, the most logical explanation
of how Isabel could have acquired such an expensive dress would be theft. The
seriousness of Isabel being deemed a thief outweighed the fact that the family had trusted
their health and lives to her for years. This means that for the VValcazar women, the fact
that Isabel used such a dress in her healing rituals mattered less than how she may have
acquired it. To maintain the proper socio-economic distance between the elite women and
a casta woman such as Isabel, it was imperative that she looked and fit the part of a lower
class healer—which ultimately meant her inability to incorporate such expensive
elements to her healing repertoire. It was at this point that Isabel’s identity as a healer
transcended society’s expectations of how a healer should look and act.

Interestingly, upon examining Isabel’s house during and after her arrest, the
Inquisition found no such dress. The only clothing that Isabel that she owned was a few
white-colored garments that were commonly worn to bed.**” What are we to make of the
magic dress, then? Is it possible that Isabel did not even own such an item, and the
Valcazar women and Maria Rodriguez fabricated such an element? If the women did
indeed believe that Isabel was a thief, and it was their moral obligation as upper class
women to report it, why did they wait for fifteen years to do so? Also, why did they
choose to go to the Inquisition rather than secular authorities? The dress raises many
questions and its connection to discrediting Isabel as a thief seems to be one of the main

reasons that she was denounced to the Inquisition. Indeed, each witness specifically

308 Due to the cost of clothing, pawning clothing was actually a brisk business during the colonial era.
Sonya Lipsett-Rivera discusses the significance of clothing as it pertains to violence; stating that any attack
on clothing was imbued with honor and seen as an economic and social attack because clothing was viewed
as an extension of the body. See Lipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 227.

307 BANC MSS, p. 38.
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focuses on discrediting Isabel first and foremost as a false diviner, which makes her
appear as a metaphorical thief who stole and borrowed the Catholic rituals that only
priests should be performing and having knowledge that only God could have.

Further compounding the mystery of the dress is Isabel’s connection to the
recovery of the Vercutio family’s missing silver. Not one of the Vercutio slaves and
servants who testified against Isabel suggested that she had been a healer in the employ
of the family. Instead, her renowned abilities as a saludadora who could solve mysteries
pertaining to theft were emphasized by a free mulata named Francesca Bracamonte. This
means that in the years following the initial call to the Valcazar household to heal the
epileptic child, Isabel’s reputation had grown substantially. Most specifically and
unsurprisingly, her clairvoyant powers were continuously emphasized, and not her
healing abilities. The connection between divine powers and knowledge of theft is a
dangerous position to be in as a casta female. While the choice to construct an identity as
a divine healer can be seen as a strategic survival tactic, it was nonetheless risky given the
role and presence of the Inquisition in colonial Mexican society.

How Isabel could have arrived at such knowledge is demonstrative of the role
gossip played in society. Given the fact that society was carefully constructed around
gendered and cultural notions of honor, gossip could be a powerful weapon—especially
in the hands of society’s powerless segments. Someone like Isabel could use their
knowledge accrued via gossip to gain clientele, destroy her competition, and create a
community around which to share and trade secrets. Given its casual transmission and the
difficulty ascertaining its origin, gossip is a rather crafty means of accruing power and

knowledge over another. It can also be dangerous, however, especially when it



93

complicates the expected and accepted class and gender constructs that the elites sought
to impose upon society.

According to Max Gluckman, gossip serves the purpose of binding communities
together: “one begins to get a feeling of a community which is partly held together and
maintains its values by gossiping and scandalizing both within cliques and in
general...gossip does not have isolated roles in community life, but is part of the very
blood and tissue of that life.”*% This means that not only does gossip play a significant
role when it comes to power and knowledge, but it is also a natural social agent that is
used to create and maintain a society. In this way, Isabel’s trading of gossip can be
construed as a rather natural thing for a seventeenth-century woman to do, regardless of
how damning said gossip might have been.

Gluckman also stipulates that gossip can be viewed as a privilege that is only
extended to those who have been accepted as a member of group, set, or community.3%
Once the member of the group transcends the socially demarcated and acceptable level of
scandal, then they are understandably cast out of the group. Gluckman asserts that while
gossip and scandal serve significant purposes in uniting and setting the social dynamics
of a particular group, they also draw strict boundaries of acceptance and exile:

Gossip and even scandal unite a group within a larger society, or against another

group, in several ways. Firstly, all groups try to thrust their roots into the past;

scandal by creating a past history for the members in relation to one another, into
which new- comers have to be inducted if they are to be full members, achieves
this; Secondly, no groups are completely undifferentiated. All of them consist in
the first place, of individuals, and, secondly, most consist of smaller groupings of
individuals, cliques. These individuals and cliques may be competitively aligned

against each other. They struggle for status and prestige. These struggles have to
be kept within bounds, while the general values of the group are asserted, if the

308 Max Gluckman, “Gossip and Scandal,” Current Anthropology 4.3 (Jun., 1963): 308.
309 Gluckman, “Gossip and Scandal,” 313.
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group is to survive. The values of the group are clearly asserted in gossip and
scandal, since a man or woman is always run down for failing to live up to these
values. But the struggles to fulfill those values by individuals and cliques are also
restrained because the methods of achieving them are defined by gossip and
scandal: and these themselves punish any excess. For they control disputation by
allowing each individual or clique to fight fellow members of the larger group
with an acceptable, socially instituted customary weapon, which blows back on
excessively explosive users. For the battle of scandal has its own rules, and woe to
him who breaks these rules. By the act of carrying his scandalizing too far, he
himself oversteps the values of the group and his scandal will turn against him,
will prove that he or his small clique is unworthy of the larger group.3°
What is most striking about Gluckman’s analysis of gossip is the emphasis placed on
society and how it understands and abides by the rules of scandal. The above quote that is
especially salient in Isabel’s case is: “for the battle of scandal has its own rules, and woe
to him who breaks these rules.”3!! Such analysis connects to the question regarding why,
fifteen years after the death of the infant and Alonso, the Valcazar women denounced
Isabel to the Inquisition. It suggests that a) these two incidents were not the true scandal
that caused the Valcazar women to denounce Isabel to the Inquisition, and (b) these
events were actually an acceptable level of scandal among this particular group of
seventeenth-century urban Mexicans.
As to the role gossip played in the denunciation of Isabel, some insight can be
found in A.L. Epstein’s analysis of gossip and social networks. In his discussion of the
colonial government and ethnic groups found in the Zambian town of Ndola, Epstein

discovered that while networks are “simply a series of links in a chain of personal

interaction,” the content of such interactions is where you find the norms, values, and

310 Gluckman, “Gossip and Scandal,” 313.
311 Gluckman, “Gossip and Scandal,” 313.
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attitudes recognized by society.3!2 Epstein further contends that an important component
of this content is gossip, whose function is the “reaffirmation of norms of behaviors held
in common by those who participate in it,” and whose “victims are rarely seized upon at
random.”®"® To be gossiped about within an effective social network denotes a certain
social significance, whereas to not be talked about is a mark of exclusion.®!* It is only
when a breach of these established norms happens that the gossip network begins to work
as an “instrument of social control.”*!® This means that Isabel partook in gossip networks
as a way to demonstrate her social significance, even though at some point she breached
an accepted social norm. When the Valcazar women denounced Isabel to the Inquisition
for reasons that appeared to be connected to her healing abilities, but were actually
pertaining to gossip or social behavior, they were participating in the reaffirmation of
their society’s established norms.

In a patriarchal society like seventeenth-century Mexico, gossip worked alongside
honor as an important function in controlling women’s behavior. According to Sonya
Lipsett-Rivera, “when women struggled to protect their honor they were also inherently
trying to safeguard their social position.”*'® This meant that women’s honor was
intimately bound to their virginity before marriage, fidelity to their husbands, and their
chasteness upon widowhood.®!” With such an emphasis on virtue and honor, gossip

became a “potent dishonoring tool” for women that could provoke “very severe and

312 Lipstein, “Gossip, Norms, and Social Behavior,” 112.
313 Lipstein, “Gossip, Norms, and Social Behavior,” 113.
314 Lipstein, “Gossip, Norms, and Social Behavior,” 113.
315 Lipstein, “Gossip, Norms, and Social Behavior,” 113.
316 | ipsett-Rivera, “A Slap in the Face of Honor,” 179-80.
317 | ipsett-Rivera, “A Slap in the Face of Honor,” 179.
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violent reactions.”3'® All women, especially elite women, tried to maintain a public face
that ensured their personal and family honor, and they “censured those who were their
inferiors” in order to maintain said honor and status.3!® This is easily seen in how the
Valcazar women took to the Inquisition to protect their honor and status. By denouncing
Isabel for false healing, the women were effectively safeguarding the true scandal
between the women and dishonoring Isabel at the same time.

Due to the public and private nature of colonial Mexican society, maintaining
discretion in order to protect one’s honor was crucial. According to Geoffrey Spurling,
part of the maintenance of honor came from gossip, whereby individuals relied upon “the
reticence to gossip that might come either from the respect they commanded and/or from
the coercive powers they exercised.”*?° However, Spurling argues that it was more
common for colonial Latin Americans to behave with discretion and maintain secrecy
where possible.®?! Where impossible, colonists used “sanctioned legal and social
remedies to retain one’s honor,” thereby explaining why the Valcazar women denounced
Isabel. Once their coercive powers or respect from gossip waned, the women used the
institution of the Inquisition to maintain their honor and seek vengeance on Isabel.

The private and public spheres of colonial Mexico were highly gendered and
connected to class and physical space. The city itself was “gendered spatially,” which

meant that the house was a feminine area and the street and countryside were

318 Lipsett-Rivera, “A Slap in the Face of Honor,” 181.
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masculine.®?2 The home was supposed to be where elite women maintained their moral
character and the honor of the family. Elite men expected their wives, mothers, and
daughters to stay indoors and away from the dangers of the immoral street—and hence,
the public lives of men—which could sexually tarnish their reputations and bring shame
upon the family.32 While this goal was impractical for the plebeian classes, it is highly
likely that the VValcazar women were expected to maintain a stricter adherence to the
separate sphere ideology than lower class women because of their elite status and familial
connection to the city’s retired alcalde (mayor). Don Rodrigo de Valcazar’s family would
have been expected by society to always conduct themselves in the proper fashion.

At first glance, it would seem logical to assume that because women were to
avoid being seen in public than they were also shut away from publicly disseminated
information. However, the pervasive role and gendered nature of gossip would suggest
otherwise. Elite women could trade gossip at church, when friends and relatives visited,
and could always obtain information about another family or person, by enlisting the help
of their servants. Less obstructed by such class expectations due to their need to aid in the
maintenance of the house, the servants of the elite could speak with other castas from all
segments of society and occupations. Most importantly, these servants spoke to the
servants of other elite families, who could provide personal information via gossip.

Gossip was not only a tool for social control and acceptance, connected to
separate sphere ideology, and the maintenance of honor; it was also a way to obtain

power. The power Isabel accrued via gossip was connected to her clairvoyance, and more

322 |ipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 34.
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specifically, to her knowledge of Alonso’s affair and death in Guatemala. This was most
clearly seen in the testimony of Nicolasa Valcazar, whose careful word choice
emphasized how she had asked Isabel to “see” if Alonso was okay via her clairvoyant
abilities. Nicolasa specifically avoided using the verbs oir or escuchar, which would be
akin to asking Isabel if she had heard anything about Alonso. This difference is
significant because to ask Isabel if she had heard anything was the same as asking
whether she had heard word via gossip and rumor about Alonso. While it was very likely
that Nicolasa might have asked Isabel if she had seen or heard anything about Alonso,
she needed to downplay such an interaction whilst testifying before the Inquisition
because it suggested that the private lives of the elite were rather public and therefore ripe
for public scrutiny.

While servants like those employed in the Valcazar house were well-connected to
gossip networks, they would never have been privy to as much knowledge of other elite
families as Isabel would have been as a healer. Indeed one imagines that as a servant, the
local curandera would have been a great source for the juiciest gossip because of how she
was able to be behind closed doors with the elite families speaking directly to her, as
opposed to at her. Not only would Isabel have the latest information on who was ill or
had passed away, she could even discuss specifics about the event, such as who the
person was, why she believed they had died or became ill, who attended them and who
avoided them, how the family reacted to such events, what the living situation looked
like, and how the illness was connected to the family’s honor and behavior. The
knowledge and power gleaned from being the healer who stands alongside the family and

speaks to them about how best to handle the situation is incomputable. For a casta woman
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like Isabel, no other position in society afforded such access to how “the other side”
lived.
Conclusion

As a widowed casta woman living in a society that provided her with no options,
Isabel de la Cruz Mejia constructed an identity of a divinely graced healer as a survival
tactic. Having been a midwife at some point in her past, she naturally transitioned to
being a curandera in the general sense upon becoming a widow. Throughout time, she
amassed a clientele of wealthy elite criollo and peninsulare families, as indicated by the
Valcazar family that denounced her to the Inquisition. Her occupation as a healer helped
to alleviate some of the social realities that accompanied life as a lower class and mixed
caste woman during the colonial era in that she was able to circumvent the traditional
employment of servant or washerwoman. However, her choice to emphasize the magical
elements and rituals of her healing arsenal also put her in a risky situation due to the hold
the Catholic Church had on such matters. Finally, her use of a luxurious and seemingly
magic dress both flaunted the clear distinction between elite and plebeian classes, while
simultaneously suggesting theft to the eyes of her clientele.

While theoretically Isabel’s power should come from her healing abilities and
divine grace, in reality it was the knowledge and gossip gleaned from her healing
encounters that provided her with any semblance of power. Such power would have
immediately registered as a threat in the eyes of the Valcazar woman, who would expect
their healer to be a humble casta who happened to be divinely graced. What specifically
did Isabel do to upset the Valcazar women? Did she discover something about the family

via gossip that they did not want shared? Did she, herself, share such private information



100

with others? Or was her knowledge of acts of theft damnable enough for the Valcazar
family to sever ties with her and seek the help of the Inquisition? While it will never be
clear what knowledge Isabel specifically accrued about the Valcazar family by 1651, it
can be surmised that it was significant enough to warrant her denunciation to the
Inquisition. However, the significance of gossip to the case was strategically underplayed
in lieu of the emphasis on discrediting Isabel as a thief and false healer. The strategies,

goals and politics of the participants in Isabel’s case are the subjects of the next chapter.
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Chapter Four: The Goals and Politics of the Inquisitorial Process in New Spain

At 7:30 am on Tuesday, September 19, 1651, Isabel de la Cruz Mejia was ordered
by Apostolic Inquisitor Dr. Don Francisco de Estrada y Escobedo, Licenciado Don
Bernabé de la Higuera y Amarilla, and fiscal Don Juan Séenz de Mafiozca to be jailed in
the secret cells of the Holy Office of New Spain.®* Isabel’s goods were inventoried and
confiscated, and she “quietly and modestly” entered the “cells of God and her faith” at
2:30 pm that same day.32® Four days later, on September 23, Isabel was ordered to appear
before the same inquisitors for the initial hearing and interrogation phase that would
begin the “formal investigative, or inquest stage” of her trial.®?®® Following the usual
inquisitorial protocol, Don Francisco de Estrada y Escobedo ordered Isabel to be brought
forward on three separate occasions over the next month where she was asked to clear her
conscience before God, the Virgin, and the Church.3?” Each time Isabel replied that she
had nothing to say or remember and had her testimony signed for her by one of the
inquisitors.38 On her third visit Isabel was asked if she knew the reasons for her arrest, to
which she replied that she did not, she was innocent, and that she “hadn’t done or said

anything bad to, or about, anyone.”*?°

324 BANC MSS, pp. 38—40. All pagination and translation is my own.

325 BANC MSS, p. 40.

326 BANC MSS, p. 42; this is the stage where she is asked to give her name, place of birth, age, occupation,
family genealogy, recite the basic Catholic prayers, and to clear her conscience, which was discussed
briefly in Chapter 3: The Circumstances of Failure. See John F. Chuchiak IV, “The Holy Office of the
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A couple of weeks later, Isabel was brought before the inquisitors for a fourth
time. During this interrogation she listened to the prosecutor’s formal accusation and was
read a detailed list of the charges filed against her, which “began the formal judicial or
criminal trial phase of inquisitorial proceedings.”®*° As was expected, Isabel responded
chapter by chapter to the anonymous witness testimony. Overall, Isabel would be read the
summary of witness testimony twice, but she responded to certain allegations more than
others. For example, she addressed the testimonies of those who worked or lived in the
Valcazar house multiple times. For the most part, Isabel denied the witness testimonies
against her. Usually she acknowledged the locations where events supposedly took place,
but in her recollection of those events, Isabel downplayed any association with magic or
the commonly accepted terms for healing and healers. Instead, Isabel presented herself as
an incredibly humble, poor, and devout woman who heals people for virtuous reasons,
but was mistakenly understood by others to be a zahori. Many times throughout her
testimony, Isabel actually supplied the inquisitors with new stories that described the
miraculous visions that she had experienced while attempting to heal others.

In addressing Dofia Balthasara de Valcazar’s testimony, Isabel easily recalled the
sad day that had occurred thirteen years earlier, when Nicolasa’s young son had passed
away after Isabel failed to heal him.*3! However, according to Isabel, following the
baby’s death, she went straight to the Church of San Domingo to say two masses for him
and confess. While there, she saw Nicolasa and her slave woman, Margarita walk in, so

she paid her condolences and told “the mother that the child’s death was the will of God”

30 BANC MSS, pp. 54-66; Chuchiak, “The Holy Office of the Inquisition in New Spain,” 39.
31 BANC MSS, p. 67.
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and that he was “returning home to Him.”®32 Interestingly, after quickly addressing the
death of the child, Isabel offered the inquisitors more information about strange events
that happened later that evening. According to Isabel, at around two or three o’clock in
the morning, she was awakened from a deep sleep by an unfamiliar woman, dressed in
white and carrying the small dead child in her arms, standing at the foot of her bed.3%
The woman remained holding the child until dawn, when she finally released him, and
left Isabel’s house, never to return.3**

After sharing the story of this miraculous vision of who was undoubtedly the
Virgin Mary, Isabel quickly defended herself, claiming that she was “neither curandera
nor partera, as people claim her to be.”%% She did concede, however, that sometimes she
cured people by giving them “una cucharada de agua polvos molidos de cosal[sic]
benditas” (powders that included ground up blessed items).>*® The powders were blessed
by Our Lady of the Rosary, the Virgin Mary who “favored” Isabel by helping her “name
and treat illnesses with a little bread of San Nicolas.”*” The bread filled the stomach of
the ill while Isabel said nine blessings in the name of the Holy Trinity.33® According to
Isabel it was for these reasons that people called her a curandera, even though people
didn’t “use her for medicine or to cure.”**

With regards to her blessing the child with her “hands, breath, and words,” as

described by multiple witness testimonies, Isabel claimed that while it was true that she

332 BANC MSS, p. 67.
333 BANC MSS, pp. 67-68.
33¢ BANC MSS, pp. 67-68.
335 BANC MSS, p. 68.
336 BANC MSS, p. 68.
337 BANC MSS, p. 68.
338 BANC MSS, p. 68.
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blessed the child, she didn’t use her breath, and the blessing was only done so without
crossing herself.3%° Instead of discussing the blessings, she detailed to the inquisitors that
“the death of Jesus in Jerusalem was for the health of all creatures,” and that was all she
could have said that caused people to call her a saludadora.®** According to Isabel, the
rumors about her being a saludadora were false, as was the witness testimony that said
she “saw crosses on Wednesdays and Fridays.”**? When confronted with this accusation
a second time, Isabel stood by her methods of blessing, stating that “she didn’t have
much to say about it,” and that she could recall being in the Valcazar house and
performing the same blessing of “crossing over the heads of the ill and saying words in
the name of God” to three distinct people. 3+

When Isabel addressed the witness testimony of Dofia Balthasara, Nicolasa, and
Maria Rodriguez, she said that people generally assumed she was zahori because of her
birthmarks, but “everybody” was “born with large birthmarks on their body.”***
Curiously, Isabel did acknowledge many times throughout the trial that she was “graced
by God like a zahori,” but she was not a hechicera as Maria Rodriguez had insisted she
was.>* Isabel asserted that it was when she was attempting to heal the child while in the
room with Dofia Isabel, Dofia Balthasara, and Nicolasa that the women saw her moles

and questioned them. It is clear from her testimony that Isabel made a connection

between the term zahori, her moles, and the magic dress. Such a connection suggests that
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341 Isabel clearly connects the term saludadora to the rumors of her having cried in the womb of her mother
and being born with a Christ image within her mouth; BANC MSS, p. 68.

32 BANC MSS, p. 69.

343 It is important to note that only priests were authorized to perform the type of blessing Isabel just
described as part of her healing ritual. BANC MSS, p. 80.

344 BANC MSS, pp. 69-70.

35 BANC MSS, pp. 69-70.



105

she knew exactly who was testifying against her. However, unlike her acknowledgment
of the term zahori, Isabel never admitted to using or owning any magic dress within her
healing arsenal. Instead, she claimed that it was Dofia Isabel Valcazar who “trae un
faldellin colorado de grana” (brought a red skirt, colored with cochineal) along with three
other skirts colored blue, purple, and white to the VValcazar house on the day in
question.®*® Isabel then addressed the issue of the magic dress by discussing how she had
reminded Doiia Isabel about the sociocultural significance of such brightly colored
clothing, claiming that she said “when a woman wears such bright clothing it causes
people to worry, especially men, about how chaste she is under the clothes.”4’

The fifth time Isabel was brought forward she told the inquisitors a story that was
not shared by any of the witnesses. According to Isabel, she was once approached by
Doria Balthasara about healing her friend Don Francisco. Isabel claimed that Dofa
Balthasara specifically asked her if she knew a zahori who could heal Don Francisco.34
Then, because Don Francisco had an illness that Isabel was familiar with, she went ahead
and healed him by prescribing a bebida (drink) “like the doctors do.”**° In a rare and
fascinating moment of the trial, Isabel actually detailed her healing method and recipe for
the bebida. She claimed that around five o’clock in the evening, she first warmed and

then ground up yerba with a mortar and added it to a chocolate drink.3*° Then, at around

eight o’clock she “entre el chocolatte [sic] tres rayas de sangre” (put three drops of blood

346 BANC MSS, pp. 69-70.
347 BANC MSS, p. 70.
348 BANC MSS, p. 72.
349 BANC MSS, p. 72.
350 BANC MSS, p. 72.
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into the chocolate drink) and had Don Francisco drink it.®! After finishing the bebida,
“the sick came out of his body and the good went back in.”3>? Following this encounter,
Don Francisco’s female slave told Isabel that people were beginning to call her a bruja
(witch) and hechicera, and were spreading rumors about her having images of Christ on
her body.3>

During this same interrogation, Isabel returned to the failed healing of the
Valcazar grandchild on her own volition. This time, though, she said that the reason Dofia
Balthasara called her to heal was because her other client Dofia Teresa had informed the
Dofia of Isabel’s abilities.®>* Isabel claimed that Dofia Teresa had been healed, along with
other children, from the same affliction (seizure-like symptoms) “con unas benditas y
panecita de sannicola [sic]” (with blessings and a little bread that had the sanicle plant in
it).3% She also reminded the court that even though her healing method was what “all
doctors use,” it still failed to heal the child.3*® Then, after confiding yet another herbal
remedy to the court, Isabel stipulated that she did not, nor has she ever claimed to have
had a Christ image on her or divine powers that were magnified on Wednesdays and
Fridays.®>’ The third time Isabel revisited the death of the Valcazar child, she was asked
by the Inquisitors which blessings she said in her attempts to heal. She replied that she

“does not remember the blessings she used, but it could be the same ones that cured Dofia

3L BANC MSS, p. 72.
352 BANC MSS, p. 72.
353 BANC MSS, p. 72.
3¢ BANC MSS, p. 76.
355 BANC MSS, p. 76.
36 BANC MSS, p. 76.
357 BANC MSS, p. 76.
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Teresa in the past.®®® Instead of sharing the blessings, Isabel said that she “wasn’t a
curandera” and the remedies and medicines that she used have already been discussed.**®

However much Isabel stood her ground against the witness’ testimonies regarding
healing, she struggled to defend herself in regards to Dofia Balthasara and Nicolasa’s
testimonies that implicated her in Alonso’s affair and death in Guatemala. The first time
Isabel was allowed to address this chapter of the testimony,3° she defended her
knowledge as deriving from her being a zahori. This was even after inquisitors Don Juan
Séenz de Mafozca and Don Bernabé de la Higuera y Amarilla interjected and said that it
appeared to the court that Isabel was merely exaggerating her divine abilities to impress
them.*®! Instead of denying the inquisitor’s accusation, Isabel merely admitted that it was
true that Nicolasa came to her many times to ask about Alonso and his affairs in
Guatemala, but Nicolasa concluded on her own that Isabel was divinely gifted.*®*2 During
her second response to the summary of testimonies, Isabel claimed her knowledge really
came from ‘“una mulata llamada Luisa” (a mulata named Luisa) who, in the entryway of
the Valcazar house, had confided to Isabel the contents of the letter Nicolasa had received
from Guatemala.®®3

Finally, when asked about Pascuala’s testimony and the thefts that occurred at the
house of Dofia Juana Valero, Isabel freely admitted that she had nothing to do with it.

Instead, she remembered talking to a free mulata named Felipa on the street, who told her

38 BANC MSS, p. 101.

3%9 BANC MSS, p. 101.

360 While it was the first time Isabel addressed the summary of testimonies, it was actually the fifth time she
was brought before the inquisitors.

%1 BANC MSS, p. 74.

362 BANC MSS, p. 74.

363 BANC MSS, pp. 77, 103.
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about recent events that had transpired in a house on Calle San Agustin, which she later
learned, was the home of Dofa Juana.3** According to Isabel, once Dofia Juana had
discovered that her silver was missing she became very angry and it was she who ordered
all of the servants to pray, light candles, and kiss the feet of San Antonio in order to
recover the lost goods.>®® As told to Isabel by Felipa, who in turn discovered her
information from “a mestiza,” the servants dutifully obeyed out of fear of losing their
jobs. % Isabel then claimed that it was only after she told Don Francisco, in the house of
Don Rodrigo Valcazar, that she became implicated in the theft.**” After hearing the story,
Don Francisco told Isabel that the only way she could have come across such information
was if she were a zahori.>®

After addressing the thefts, Isabel patently denied all aspects of Francesca de
Brocamonte’s testimony.®* In confronting Francesca’s testimony, Isabel admitted that
she had later heard on the street that a mulato was found guilty of the thefts, and she had
blessed exactly three ill people by making the sign of the cross over their heads and
saying words in the name of God.3"° However, she had never spoken to corpses in their
graves, nor did she claim homes were blessed after she had been in them, as those were
absolute lies.®"* Also, she “no conocio en este mundo a la dicha mujer” (no idea who in

the world this woman could be) who would make such claims about her, but she was

3¢ BANC MSS, p. 79.
385 BANC MSS, p. 79.
386 BANC MSS, p. 79.
37 BANC MSS, p. 79.
388 BANC MSS, p. 79.
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370 BANC MSS, p. 80.
371 BANC MSS, pp. 80, 106.
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inclined to assume it started with the gossip that happened outside the doors of the
Church of San Agustin.3"2

At this point in the trial, Isabel clearly realized that the term zahori was just as
damning in the eyes of the Inquisition as saludadora, hechicera, embustera, curandera,
and bruja. As demonstrated above, Isabel had previously employed a strategy of
defending herself on the grounds of being a successful zahori who catered to a largely
elite clientele and healed in a manner that was congruent with how all doctors healed.
However, by the end of her fifth interrogation, Isabel began a fervent attempt to switch
defense tactics, whereby she stopped claiming to be divinely graced and began to simply
defend her healing techniques. Unfortunately, Isabel’s realization of her failing defense
came too late. While she continued to defend the actual techniques she used to heal, she
patently denied any terminology that was associated with healing. According to Isabel, no
witnesses had any business calling her any name connected to or commonly associated
with healing because she “was not a zahori, hechicera, embustera, or curandera.”3"3

The term Isabel most fervently denied, and had since the beginning of the trial,
was curandera. Even though she admitted on numerous occasions that she healed people
with medicines commonly used by healers, Isabel refused to admit that she was even
employed. When asked what she did for a living, Isabel replied that she has “no
ocupacion mas que seguir a Don Agustin de Casas solicitador de pleitos para que la
diesse [sic] un pedazo de pan” (has no occupation other than to follow Don Agustin de

Casas, the solicitor of lawsuits around, begging for bread).®’* Whereas earlier in the

372 BANC MSS, p. 106.
373 BANC MSS, pp. 10 ~104.
374 BANC MSS, p. 42.
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interrogation process Isabel had admitted to being a zahori, by the end she began to place
the blame on others who, of their own accord, just happened to view her that way.
November 3, 1651 was the sixth time Isabel was brought forward and the third
time she addressed witness testimony. During this interrogation, she openly admitted to
the court that “truthfully, she had always been graced by God in a bodily way,” and that
for years she had “virtuously cared for the sick off and on.”3” She then reiterated that
people came to consider her a zahori for such reasons.®’® The inquisitors then asked
Isabel if she had anything else to share that she believed to be true, at which point she
supplied one of her last testimonies:
“Thirteen or fourteen years ago I was healing Don Pedro de Escoto in his house
because he was sick with a burning fever. One night, around midnight, he began
screaming for God’s favor. I believe I saw three men appear together on the bed.
One was Jesus Christ, who was dressed in a purple tunic and took Don Pedro’s
head in his hands, and another was San Joseph who wore a green tunic, and
another saint I’'m not familiar with. I never told anyone, but it was after that night
that people began to say | was a zahori. Other than this moment when | was
graced by God, I have always had virtue and I don’t believe I have committed any
crimes against the Holy Office. | communicated all of this to Marco Barroso of
the Order of San Domingo and with Sefior Caetano of the Company of Jesus, but
they never told anyone.”3"’
Following this admission, Isabel was ordered back to her cell by Don Francisco Estrada y
Escobedo and was not brought forward again until March 30, 1652. During her last

interrogation, Isabel said only that she is “like a zahori” with “moles all over her

bOdy 2378
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On November 7, 1652, nearly a year to the day she admitted her vision of Jesus
and San Joseph, Isabel was ordered to a public shaming, and five-year banishment from
Mexico City followed by another five years from its environs for the first time she was
denounced to the Inquisition, but was never tried.*”® However, before returning Isabel
back to her cell to await the next auto de fe, Don Francisco Estrada y Escobedo asked her
if she had heard anything in the cells that she wished to share with the court. Unable to
refuse sharing gossip, Isabel told the inquisitors about two prisoners named Nicolas and
Luisa who spoke in “Spanish and Mexican languages” about their supposed
punishments.® Isabel heard Nicolas tell Luisa that she was going to receive 200 lashes
and also heard him mention that he had heard about a “woman named Isabel,” but she
couldn’t hear what he had said.*® Isabel was then ordered back to her cell, sentenced to
200 lashes, and told to keep silent about everything that she had heard, saw, understood,
and knew about the business of the Inquisition.382

Isabel’s case and response to the summary of witness testimony raises many
questions about the inquisitorial process and interests. For example, what was the most
damning aspect of Isabel’s trial? Did Isabel have a defense tactic? If so, why did she
supply the inquisitors so much extra information? Why did Isabel herself emphasize the
magical elements of her healing, even though this only served to damn and condemn her
in the eyes of the inquisitors? Why, if the case was truly just about healing, did Isabel

receive the punishment that she did? Why did the Inquisition even pursue her case? What

379 BANC MSS, pp. 113, 144.
38 BANC MSS, p. 145.
31 BANC MSS, p. 145,
382 BANC MSS, pp. 145-146.
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was the central issue for the Inquisitors, and how was it connected gender, class, female
mysticism, or Isabel’s blending of the sacred and profane? How much does timing and
politics of the Holy Office of New Spain factor in to this particular case? As will become
clear, Isabel was not tried by the Inquisition because the institution was truly concerned
with her healing techniques. Rather, Isabel’s case demonstrates the significant role that
politics, class, gender, and gossip played in the Inquisitorial process.
The Gendered and Class-Based Politics of Isabel’s Accusers and their Testimonies
In many ways Isabel’s case is demonstrative of the average cases tried by the
Holy Office of New Spain following the aftermath of the Great Autos de Fe of 1648 and
1649.38 Once the Inquisition had “stamped out” major heresies, they tended to focus on
lesser heterodoxies and blasphemies.®®* Witchcraft, superstitions, healing, spells, and
divinations continued to be regulated by the Inquisition, but according to Martin Nesvig,
the vast majority of cases “were left to die on the vine...and the cases most likely to be
investigated, and then ignored, were cases involving some form of folk medicine, ritual,
magic, or potions.”*® According to Solange Alberro, cases that involved magic and
hechiceria peaked between 1628 and 1630, and then again at the end of the century.38®
What did remain quite steady throughout the seventeenth century was the average

number of women who were tried by the Inquisition. Alberro claims the percentage of

383 For more information about the great autos de fe of 1648 and 1649 and the targeting of Crypto-Jews by
the Inquisition see Seymour B. Liebman’s works, The Inquisitors and the Jews in the New World:
Summaries of Procesos, 1500-1810, and The Jews in New Spain: Faith, Flame, and the Inquisition, and
Matthew Warshawksy’s article, “Inquisitorial Prosecution of Tomas Trevino de Sobremonte, a Crypto-Jew
in Colonial Mexico,” Colonial Latin American Review 17.1 (2008), pp. 101-123.

384 Nesvig, Ideology and Inquisition, 170.

385 Nesvig, Ideology and Inquisition, 185.

386 Alberro, Inquisicion y sociedad, 205-208, 297-304.
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women remained constant throughout the seventeenth century and their cases were often
connected to magic.%®’

Alberro further identifies an ethnic factor in the classification of crimes tried by
the Inquisition, arguing that there was a discernible pattern to which segments of society
committed certain transgressions.3% She claims that mestizas were dedicated to magic
because through it they played the role of intermediaries between natives, who were the
provider of substances, and the Spanish, who used the substances.®® In this way, the
mestiza or mulata was the channel that facilitated social relations between the Spanish
and the Indigenous, and in the process she became the object of the process of practicing
magic.3%° While the mestiza or mulata healer was certainly fulfilling an important role in
colonial Mexican society, she was also walking a dangerous line with regards to the
power and knowledge that she accrued in the process.

This means the fact that the Inquisition conducted a trial against a mestiza or
mulata healer in 1651 and 1652 is not all that remarkable. However, there are some
striking differences between the average case and Isabel’s. The most blatant difference is
the fact that Isabel had very few witnesses testify against her, and of those who did there
was only one male witness, a mulato slave. The gendered aspect of Isabel’s case is
interesting and raises questions, such as who in society sought the institution’s help, and
why. It also suggests that the two main witnesses, Dofia Balthasara and her daughter

Nicolasa, were powerful enough witnesses that the inquisitors did not need to hear

387 Alberro, Inquisicion y sociedad, 205-208, 297-304.
388 Alberro, Inquisicion y sociedad, 188.
389 Alberro, Inquisicion y sociedad, 186.
3% Alberro, Inquisicion y sociedad, 187.
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testimony from other elite Spaniards in order to condemn Isabel; and, that the case was
intensely personal to the two women. For example, why didn’t Don Rodrigo de Valcazar
testify on behalf of his wife and daughter? Surely the testimony of a retired alcalde mayor
of the city would have been a powerful addition to the testimony against Isabel. Does his
conspicuous absence demonstrate the role class played in Isabel’s trial? Was Don
Rodrigo’s presence not needed for the inquisitors to secure a guilty verdict, because his
wife and daughter’s status was sufficient enough?

Whatever the reason for the gendered quality of Isabel’s trial, it would be a
mistake to assume that because the case is based primarily on the testimony of women,
that women were more devout and apt to use the Inquisition to target heretics. For
example, Dofia Balthasara did not denounce Isabel in September of 1651 because she
truly felt that it was the correct thing to do for religious reasons. It would also be
dangerous to assume that all of the witnesses who gave testimony to the Inquisition about
Isabel fervently believed that she had wronged the Catholic Church and must suffer at its
hands. As Richard Boyer argues in The Lives of the Bigamists, while it was true that the
colonists of Mexico flocked to see spectacle during that era, “attending a spectacle in
early modern times did not necessarily imply support for, or even understanding of the
ideology it represented.”®*! However, it is also important to recognize that people did not
report each other to “eradicate scandal, immorality, and sin.”%%? What, then, were the
goals and politics of Isabel’s accusers and why did they seek justice from the Inquisition?

The answer lies in the colonial class structure and in the notion of revenge.

391 Richard Boyer, Lives of the Bigamists, 157.
392 Richard Boyer, Lives of the Bigamists, 157.
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Each witness who testified against Isabel framed their attack in one of three
ways. They sought to: 1) discredit her as a liar who claimed to have clairvoyance and
other gifts from God; (2) describe her as in league with the devil and thus a practitioner
of the dark arts; or (3) remind the inquisitors of her lower class status as a woman who
survived by cheating and stealing from others. Interestingly, none of the witnesses
seemed concerned with Isabel’s “false healing.” Indeed, not one witness discussed Isabel
as a healer who put the lives of people in danger. The only witness who did not seem to
spin their testimony was the only male witness, Dofa Balthasara’s mulato slave
Francisco Paez, who had recently been purchased from Guatemala. Francisco was also
the least convincing in describing Isabel as a charlatan healer in league with the devil, as
he used the most benign terminology in his descriptions of Isabel, changed his story more
than once, and seemed to have been forced to partake in the entire process.3*® In many
ways, Francisco’s testimony was the most objective of all, in that he saw Isabel as a
chatty gossip, which implied that the case had more to do with gossip and less with false
healing.

Doria Balthasara, the oldest witness and the first to denounce Isabel to the
Inquisition, presented herself as a devout and respectable Spanish woman. From the very
start of the trial, she took care to make the Inquisition believe she was uncomfortable
with the religious healing methodology employed by Isabel. While Dofia Balthasara
never suggested Isabel was receiving help from the Devil, she did take issue with Isabel’s

clairvoyance and the blessings that were said during her healing rituals. Certainly this is

3% A fact that suggests that Francisco was coerced into describing Isabel by using more salacious and
damning terminology. Francisco’s testimony went from Isabel being a rather harmless “gossip” to an
“embustera” by the second time he appeared before the inquisitors.
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connected to class and gender expectations of seventeenth-century Mexico, as Dofa
Balthasara could not feasibly suggest a connection between Isabel and the devil without
harming her own reputation since she was the one who originally hired Isabel to heal her
grandson. Even though it was common place for the Spanish elite to hire castas as
healers, Dofa Balthasara was still careful to distance herself from the magical elements
that accompanied Isabel’s healing arsenal. Also, if Dofia Balthasara made any attempts to
discredit Isabel’s clairvoyance as mere gossip, then she would again implicate herself.

No Spanish wife could ever admit to hiring a healer who she knew to be
practicing dark arts, especially the wife of the retired alcalde of the city. Instead, Dofia
Balthasara had to carefully construct her testimony around her social position, which left
her few options, other than to make herself appear as a devout high status victim. By
being the victim of a lowly casta’s swindle—as opposed to being a compliant client—
Dofia Balthasara was adhering to society’s expectations of her as an honorable woman of
her status. The Dofia’s honor was intricately connected to her status as a Spanish female
and her virtue as the pious wife of a highly placed Spaniard. Essentially, Dofia Balthasara
had no other option then to present herself as a victim who sought the help of the
Inquisition, because any other defense would have implicated her as an active participant
in the salacious activities that surrounded Isabel’s case, and thus have discredited her.

Doiia Balthasara is an example of the type of witness that the Inquisition targeted
when they issued their annual “edicts of faith,” and seemingly she played into their

expectations. Such edicts “reminded parishioners of their obligation to report any known
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breaches of the faith.”3% According to Canon law, Catholics had thirty days to report the
transgressions of their neighbors, friends, and relatives, as “failure to denounce sinners in
a timely manner could result in excommunication from the Church.”3*® Even though such
edicts were generally ignored, some Catholics did take them seriously, and Dofia
Balthasara’s testimony suggests that she was trying to appear as one who did.3%

Dofia Balthasara’s daughter Nicolasa, however, had completely different tactics
as a witness to Isabel’s activities. Her testimony most clearly delineates the ways in
which Isabel’s case was a class issue connected to problems that arose via gossip.
Nicolasa consistently described Isabel as a poor, lying, lower class thief. She was intent
on reminding the inquisitors of Isabel’s status as a past offender to the Holy Office, and
her testimony is the least connected to religious concerns. Nicolasa’s testimony makes it
clear that whatever Isabel did or said that prompted the initial denunciation, it was
Nicolasa who was harmed as a consequence or result. Indeed, the two incidents that were
repeatedly mentioned by witnesses involved Isabel’s clairvoyance and healing, and
pertain to Nicolasa’s immediate family: the death of her epileptic son and her husband’s
affair and death in Guatemala. Even if Isabel said nothing else about her, gossiping about
these two intensely tragic and personal events were probably enough to create an enemy
of Nicolasa.

The fact that Nicolasa’s testimony was focused on discrediting Isabel by

emphasizing her lower class status suggests that she stood the most to gain from seeking

revenge via the Inquisition. According to Sonya Lipsett-Rivera, during the colonial era

%94 Sweet, Domingos Alvares, 147.
%% Sweet, Domingos Alvares, 147.
3% Sweet, Domingos Alvares, 147.
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“Mexicans [often] used external spaces when there were potential observers in order to
make their acts of violence or insult more widely known. Revenge was sweeter, it seems,
when widely disseminated and witnessed.”*®” Nicolasa both stood the most to gain from
publicly shaming Isabel, and was connected to the most personal aspects of the trial. By
seeking revenge through the Inquisition, Nicolasa was attacking Isabel in a way that was
“governed by cultural norms.”**® As the daughter of the retired alcalde, Nicolasa could
partake in few acceptable forms of revenge, given her class and status. Discrediting and
gossiping about Isabel would probably not have yielded the results that Nicolasa wanted
because Isabel had many elite clients who trusted and believed in her ability to heal 3% In
the absence of a different public arena to humiliate Isabel, the Inquisition then, became
the perfect institution for Nicolasa to use in order to exact revenge.

The three mulatas who came forward to testify against Isabel, Maria Rodriguez,
Pascuala Vergara, and Francesca Bracamonte, all used the same tactic. Each used the
terms hechicera or zahori to describe Isabel and all associated her clairvoyance with the
devil. The reasons as to why these three women testified against Isabel are connected to
their class. All were servants and most likely pressured to partake in Dofia Balthasara and
Nicolasa’s campaign to discredit Isabel. Like her husband Francisco Paez, Maria
Rodriguez was employed in the Valcazar house and did not know Isabel. Her testimony

is not very credible and is crafted around what she claimed to have seen while peeking

397 Sonya Lipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 120.

3% Sonya Lipsett-Rivera, Gender and the Negotiation of Daily Life, 143.

3% Isabel’s popularity is evident by her own testimony, where she indicates that she had clients named
Dofa Leonor, Dofia Teresa, Don Francisco, and Don Pedro—all of which were elites and in the same social
circles as the Valcazar family. Isabel claimed that it was Dofia Teresa who recommended Isabel to Dofia
Balthasara, even though Dofia Balthasara’s testimony claimed it was a servant in her employ who provided
her with information about Isabel’s ability to heal seizures and other illnesses.
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through a doorway.*® Pascuala Vergara attempted to present herself as a devout woman
who just happened to witness Isabel’s clairvoyance, and Francesca Bracamonte did not
seem to know Isabel personally, but had heard many rumors about her clairvoyance being
a gift from the devil. The testimony of all three women was circumstantial and elaborated
on the significance and evilness of Isabel’s powers, which suggested they knew little
about her but wanted to appear as though they feared Isabel.

As demonstrated by witness testimony, Isabel was perceived as a rather powerful
woman in her colonia (community). She seemed to have many elite clients, a reputation
of being a dependable, yet gossipy healer, and was rather well-versed in Catholic prayer
and ritual. As is clear, power and/or its maintenance was an issue for the Valcazar
women. According to Nora E. Jaffary, “Spaniards who feared that blacks and mulatoes
(castas) were gaining too much power and authority through their healing abilities used
the Inquisition to assert their authority.”*® Thus, Spaniards used the court to “reinforce
their personal authority” knowing that the act of “being denounced effected the healer’s
reputation and onra” (honor), and made it difficult to attract future clients.**? Jaffary
also claims that denunciations regarding witchcraft and false healing demonstrate the
anxiety felt by Spaniards who struggled to maintain their authority. 4°® This was
especially when they shared their homes, as the Valcazar family did, with non-Spanish
slaves and servants. Such anxiety over the notion of power may help to explain why

Doiia Balthasara denounced Isabel fourteen years after the death of her grandson, because

400 As discussed in Chapter 2: Popular Healing in Seventeenth-Century Mexico.
401 Jaffary, False Mystics, 172.
402 Jaffary, False Mystics, 173.
403 Jaffary, False Mystics, 173.
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how well could she have possibly remembered her original encounter with Isabel? Did
the time that had passed merely give Dofia Balthasara time to embellish what she thought
had happened over a decade earlier? Clearly something more recent had happened
between Isabel and the VValcazar women that produced anxiety over the Dofia and her
daughter’s social position and standing in her community.

In an honor-based society like that of seventeenth-century Mexico, a good name
was the “most precious possession” a person could own, and it was also “quite fragile.”*%*
Once tarnished, a person would go to great lengths to restore it. According to Javier
Villa-Flores

“By threatening to destroy a person’s social standing and reputation through

defamatory stories, gossip constituted a powerful tool to create moral conformity.

This was particularly true for women in groups at risk, such as widows, solteras

(unmarried women who were not virgins), and amancebadas (unmarried women

in consensual unions), who often were the subject of gossip.”%

Both Isabel and Nicolasa were widows who would have needed to work hard to maintain
their reputation. However, as a member of the elite who became a widow under
auspicious circumstances, Nicolasa was under far more pressure to protect and/or salvage
her name and honor.*% Could Isabel’s entire trial be based upon the notions of honor?

There is one other possibility that may explain why the Valcazar women

denounced Isabel. It may be that the family harbored ill feelings toward Isabel because

she stopped healing their family. According to Noemi Quezada, “it is probable that the

404 Javier Villa-Flores, Dangerous Speech: A Social History of Blasphemy in Colonial Mexico, (Tucson:
University of Arizona Press, 2006), 116.

405 villa-Flores, Dangerous Speech, 116.

406 Remember, Nicolasa’s husband Alonso had been found dead on the side of a road in Guatemala, and it
was apparently public knowledge that he had been having an affair before his death.
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actual reasons for a delation were hatred or resentment when the cure had negative
results, at times worsening the patient’s condition, or when the curandero had refused to
attend a sick person.”*®” While the witness testimony clearly describes Isabel frequenting
the Valcazar house during ten or fifteen years prior to the trial, it also seems like the most
recent activities that Isabel described were occurring in other elite family households.
Due to Isabel’s perceived popularity among the elite criollo families, she was obviously
considered to be a competent and trustworthy healer—which negates the possibility that
she worsened a Valcazar family member’s condition. Perhaps the Valcazar women
originally hired Isabel, introduced her to their friends and family, and then lost her as a
family healer. In which case, they harbored ill feelings over being cast aside in place of
other clients.

That Isabel’s trial was personal to the Valcazar women is obvious, and the lack of
witnesses only reinforces this. It definitely seems as if Dofia Balthasara and Nicolasa had
difficulty acquiring enough witnesses to testify against Isabel. Usually, when a delation
occurred, the accuser(s) cited a multitude of witnesses to testify, and it was at the
Inquisition’s discretion to call forth the said witnesses. This typically entailed the
delator’s family, friends, and neighbors—Virtually everyone the accusers knew would be
named, and could be summoned by the Inquisition. As should be obvious, the more
witnesses that testified against the accused, the stronger the probability of a conviction.
Doiia Balthasara and Nicolasa were the only members of the Valcazar family to testify,

even though other family members were referenced within theirs and Isabel’s

497 Quezada, “The Inquisition’s Repression of Curanderos,” 46.
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testimonies. However, members of the other elite families mentioned by both witnesses
and Isabel were also absent from the trial. This demonstrates the social significance of the
Valcazar women. As the family of the retired alcalde mayor of Mexico City, the
Inquisition did not need to call anybody else forward: the women’s testimony was
enough evidence to convict Isabel.

Furthermore, it cannot be assumed that the omission of VValcazar men from the
case is indicative of how gossip has traditionally been viewed as a female activity. Gossip
was a daily pastime of every single colonist in New Spain, as it was a way to spread
news, foment community, harm enemies, and, at its most basic level, made life more
interesting. This means that the reasons the elite men referenced within the case—Don
Rodrigo, Don Pedro, and Don Francisco—did not partake in the revenge or punishment
of Isabel was not because the men were above any petty female machinations or because
gossip was considered to be a gendered activity. Instead, they, and especially Don
Rodrigo, had to expect that the women and Inquisitors would swiftly handle the entire
issue. The fact that the men were not called by the Inquisition further supports how the
Inquisition only really needed to hear the testimony of two criollos of higher status in
order to find a lower class casta guilty. What, then, do the absences of the aforementioned
criollos say about the Inquisition as an institution?

The Inquisition in New Spain: Racial Considerations, Timing, and Politics

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Holy Office of the Inquisition
in New Spain took into consideration the “social and educational status of the accused, as
well as the circumstances under which a suspect statement was made,” in order to

contextualize their decision making with regards to which denunciations should proceed
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to trial.*®® Once the inquisitors had considered the status and statements of the accused,
their decision to actually create a case was based largely on timing and other
circumstances.*® As indicated by Nicolasa’s testimony, Isabel had been denounced to the
inquisition during the 1640s, which was a time when the Inquisition was busy conducting
their largest and most politicized trials against crypto-Judaism. Why then, did the
Inquisition decide to try Isabel in 16517 The answer seems to lie in the political
machinations of the Inquisition, and the timing with which Dofia Balthasara made her
denouncement of Isabel.

From 1591 to 1640, the Inquisition witnessed a shift in personnel that
fundamentally changed the view of the Inquisition and its role in handling “sin-
crimes.”**® According to Martin Nesvig, by 1630 inquisitors and censors of the office
were more likely to be drawn from the “middling criollo gentry”—the second and third
sons “of little intellectual and political accomplishment”—a fact that indicated a “shift
away from the theologian-inquisitor of the previous centuries.”**! This meant that class
became a huge factor in how the Inquisition conducted itself. By the seventeenth century
the tribunal became dominated by men who were more interested in the social prestige
that accompanied their appointment to office than in “extirpating heterodoxy.”*!?
Increasingly, men like Don Francisco Escobedo y Estrada, the inquisitor of Isabel’s trial,

“openly flouted their inquisitional authority.”**®
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Don Francisco Escobedo y Estrada had formerly been the Bishop of Havana and
Guatemala, and the bishop elect of Puebla.*'* By the time he became the inquisitor of
Mexico in 1642, he had been a fiscal for seven years and had tried only a handful of
cases.*!® Seven years after convicting Isabel of false healing, Don Francisco became “the
focal point of a royal investigation into widespread corruption and abuse of power” in the
Mexican Inquisition.*!® It was discovered that Don Francisco had been “taking bribes and
illegally confiscating property on a wide scale to make up for the lack of inconsistent
pay.”*” Don Francisco’s corruption begs the question of whether Isabel’s case went to
trial because Dofia Balthasara and/or Nicolasa ensured it did with bribery. This was most
likely not the reason for Isabel’s trial, because of the nature of colonial Mexican society.
Don Francisco was most likely socially connected to the Valcazar family, which means
that the Valcazar women would not have needed to be bribe him to ensure Isabel’s case
went to trial. The most plausible answer is that the very status of the women was enough
for the Inquisition to act.

Bribery and status aside, the question still remains of what the central issue of
Isabel’s case was that gave the Inquisition cause for concern? According to Nora Jaffary,
“decisions about unacceptable activities rested with individual inquisitors who interpreted
cases and issued edicts, and these definitions were not always consistent.”*'® This is
especially clear with cases that involved healing, as the Inquisition was rather

contradictory in how they dealt with curanderismo and healing. On the one hand, the

414 Nesvig, Ideology and Inquisition, 275.
415 Nesvig, Ideology and Inquisition, 171.
416 Nesvig, Ideology and Inquisition, 171.
417 Nesvig, ldeology and Inquisition, 171.
418 Jaffary, False Mystics, 162.



125

tribunal recognized the curandero’s expertise and knowledge regarding the human body,
but on the other, they “harshly repressed” any semblance of magic within the curandero’s
treatments.*° Perhaps it was for these reasons that Isabel denied the use of magic, but
continued to claim to be divinely gifted. Indeed, it seems that it was Isabel’s acceptance
of being a zahori, who mixed the sacred and the profane to heal, that the inquisitors found
to be the most damning part of her testimony.

According to Martin Nesvig, “the Inquisition cast a great deal more scrutiny on
cases that involved the mixing of the sacred and the profane...and in cases of suspected
false mysticism,” because such offences were seen as “grave threats” to the Church that
needed to be dealt with severely.*?° In the eyes of the inquisitors then, Isabel’s “evil
disregard for holy things”—as seen in the blessings she said and performed like a priest,
blessed items she ground and used for her bebidas, and the visions she alleged to have
had—proved her guilty of having an “explicit pact with the devil.”*?! The blessed items
that were ground into bebidas were undoubtedly stolen bread or wafers that become the
host after the Rite of Consecration. According to Catholic theology, after the Rite of
Consecration, the host ceases to be bread and becomes the transubstantiated Body, Blood,
and Soul of Christ. Perhaps it was Isabel’s use of “blessed” items that holds the key to the
question of why Isabel’s punishment was for “false healing,” as opposed to

alumbradismo (illuminism).*?2 Clearly the Inquisition found the spiritual elements of her

41% Quezada, “The Inquisition’s Repression of Curanderos,” 38.
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case the most problematic, but it was also her use of items that, when not properly
blessed by a member of the clergy were technically useless with regards to healing.

In her work, False Mystics: Deviant Orthodoxy in Colonial Mexico, Nora Jaffary
outlined the religious practices of female illusos from 1593 to 1801. She found that
between 1593 and 1675 there were only seven women who claimed to have had visions,
and three who witnessed or performed miracles.*?®* However, from 1675 to 1801 there
were thirty-one women who had visions and twenty-three who witnessed or performed
miracles, which marked a steady increase in the number of female illusos and alumbradas
being tried by the Inquisition.*?* Interestingly, Jaffary has no data for the period between
1650 and 1674, which is the time period that Isabel was tried by the Inquisition. If
Isabel’s case had been tried later in the seventeenth century would she have been titled a
false mystic? Isabel certainly embodied characteristics that the Inquisition used to
persecute other illusas and alumbradas, however, she never claimed that her visions gave
her messages. During the colonial era, the typical Mexican illuso and alumbrado (male or
female) most frequently “experienced the paramystical through visions.”*?® However,
many also claimed that they could foretell the future, and they often “executed
miraculous feats such as curing the sick or saving souls from purgatory by using relics,
statues or sacred images.”*?®

Semantics aside, lower class and mixed race women who claimed to have visions

were a point of contention for the Inquisition. Part of the issue regarded the woman’s
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attempt to gain authority on the basis of her visions and gifts, which the tribunal saw as a
fraudulent and deceitful activity that they figured into their decision during the trial.*?’
According to Mary E. Giles, all the women who “insisted on the right to an individual
identity realized through visionary experience found themselves at odds with the criteria
for female behavior sanctioned by the church.”*?8 In this way, the inquisitors were not
truly as concerned with Isabel’s false healing or spirituality as they were with the
seeming disregard for her appropriately sanctioned place as a lower class casta woman.
Historically, her recipe of using the sanicle plant for healing seizures and other ailments
was not only commonplace at the time, but was considered to be rather effective for
treating lung ailments, dysentery, sore throat, and blood disorders, because of its natural
astringent qualities.*?® Instead, it was the fact that Isabel repeatedly and unabashedly
attempted to create an identity for herself as an authority figure on aspects that were
usually under the Church’s control and domain.

Women like Isabel found illuminismo and alumbradismo especially appealing
because of how it did challenge the Church’s authority. As previously discussed, Isabel
could never have become formally accepted as a cloistered female religious due to class,
caste, and economic restraints. Testimony from Isabel and witnesses clearly describe her
as having been gifted since birth. The lack of opportunity to formally pursue her divine

gifts in the socially demarcated way dictated by the Church naturally pushed Isabel

427 Mary E. Giles, “Introduction,” in Cultural Encounters: The Impact of the Inquisition in Spain and the
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towards a life as a divine healer. An occupation such as healing gave her a chance to both
challenge the Church’s authority and empower herself. Indeed, as the “least empowered
in the social hierarchy,” a casta woman’s visions “held special appeal,” because they
allowed her a direct communication with God that was “independent of clergy, liturgy, or
saints.”430

When viewing Isabel’s case, the inquisitors would not have failed to notice the
ways in which her visions empowered her. According to Mary Elizabeth Perry,
ecclesiastical authorities especially worried about the charismatic power of women who
had visions because “visionary experiences justified the public speech of women, who
learned not only to speak out, but to use this power as a means to influence others.”*3!
The Inquisition, however, saw the visions as delusions, that if not corrected, could “infect
other simple people” and subvert both the political system and gender order.**? Isabel’s
visions were especially dangerous for a multitude of reasons. The first vision she claimed
to have had, where the Virgin Mary (the woman dressed in white) held the dying
Valcazar boy, implied that Isabel was worthy enough for Mary to visit her. The second
vision, when Christ and two saints came to alleviate Don Pedro de Escoto’s burning
fever, implied that Isabel could basically summon saints to help her heal. This meant that
Isabel was so divinely gifted that she did not need to pray to holy figures in the hopes that

they would speak to God for her. Both visions helped Isabel influence others in believing
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that she was both an effective healer, and had a special connection to God, which thus
increased her power within her social circle.

There is also a sexual element inherent within the Inquisition’s concerns
regarding Isabel’s visions. As a widowed lower class female, Isabel was in a liminal
position. She needed to find an occupation that allowed her to appear as a chaste and
morally upright casta, but that also needed to provide enough money to ensure her
survival. As Nora Jaffary claims, during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the
Mexican Inquisition “engaged in a heightened scrutiny of the practice of female chastity,
particularly in cases of women who claimed they could communicate directly with
God.”*® This was because women like Isabel were appropriating the blessings and
behaviors that were typically performed by priests; meaning that in effect, Isabel was
acting like a man in a society that had socially circumscribed and understood gender and
sexual norms.

Isabel’s liminal position was also connected to contemporary sexualized
understandings of her body, which became another contentious zone that the Inquisition
laid claim to having authority over. When Isabel had a vision or healed others, she was
using her body as a means to receive and communicate to others how she was divinely
inspired.*®* This type of activity was especially suspect in a mulata woman like Isabel,
who was, by the misogynistic standards of the time, seen as having a heightened
sexuality—especially in comparison to the Spanish women who denounced her.*® In this

way, Isabel was doubly damned, because she was female and lower class. If Isabel had
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never incorporated the spiritual elements into her healing repertoire, she might have still
been denounced. However, her case might never have gone to trial. Would she have been
as successful among her clientele, though, if they did not believe her to be divinely
gifted? The answer is most likely not, especially given the fact that society expected their
healer to incorporate both spiritual and empirical knowledge into their healing arsenal.*3®
Finally, perhaps the Inquisition was truly concerned that Isabel was attempting to
become a saint. The seventeenth century witnessed many attempts to canonize local
American saints. The canonization of Santa Rosa de Lima, who died in 1617 in Lima,
“empowered criollos from New Spain to the Rio de la Plata,” and opened the way for
“uncloistered criollo women [to] imitate the exemplary life of an Americana
compatriot.”*¥’ This means that saints like Rosa began as beatas, and tapped into
longstanding frictions between the peninsular-born Spaniards and the American-born
criollos—the latter was increasingly seen as having questionable limpieza de sangre and
morality by the peninsulares during the seventeenth century.**® Hagiographers celebrated
their distinctly American saints, which allowed criollo devotees to “articulate what it
meant to be Americano, Mexicano, or Quitefio, thereby fueling civic pride of their
compatriots.”**® Could Isabel have noticed this trend? While it is not certain, the majority
of her clientele appeared to have been criollo families, which makes it a possibility that

she was aware of the growing popularity of American saints.
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During the time of Isabel’s trial, a “domestic servant and religious visionary of
Asian origins” named Catarina de San Juan was gaining popularity in Puebla. Born
around 1609, Catarina was roughly the same age as Isabel, was lower class, and of mixed
ancestry, as well. According to Ronald J. Morgan, “despite Catarina’s lowly social status,
many poblanos sought her out in her later years for healing, advice, intercessory prayer,
or a glimpse into their future.”**? It definitely was not uncommon to hear word of nuns
and beatas from this period having spiritual visions, performing “amazing feats of ascetic
endurance, and nature-defying miracles,” and then having hagiographies written in the
hopes that they become canonized.*** Therefore, it is truly possible that Isabel—the
consummate gossip—Ilistened closely to the stories circulating about saints, how they
became so famous, and the canonization process. Perhaps she even heard of Puebla’s
Catarina, and saw herself as a perfect candidate for Mexico City. However, if Isabel did
hope to become a saint, it was an incredibly risky attempt, given that the Inquisition was
very critical of female spirituality and mystical experiences.

Isabel’s Defense Strategies and Sentencing

If the spiritual aspects to Isabel’s case were why the Inquisition chose to proceed
with her case, then why was she condemned to such a harsh sentence of ten years exile
and 200 lashes? Again, the answer seems to lie with the notions of class and gender.
Unfortunately, statistically, the Inquisition “most often convicted poor men and women
who were no part of the institutional church,” especially for issues connected to feigning

sanctity.**? Inherent in the court’s contempt for men and women like Isabel, was that they
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“supported themselves financially through their religious practices.”**? Paradoxically, for
strictly socioeconomic reasons, the tribunal took issue with the poorer classes claiming to
be divinely graced, but were even more bothered by the fact that they stood to profit from
it. Being denounced by an elite Spanish family did not help Isabel’s case, since the
concern of Isabel being a false healer originated with members of the inquisitors’ own
class.

The inquisitors based their decisions on assessments of the accused. This meant
that they examined “the degree of obedience, humility, and passivity [that] the accused
had exhibited,” while on trial.*** The inquisitors also paid close attention to what the
defendants had to say about the sexual virtue and social behavior of the accused, and
whether or not it conformed to contemporary standards appropriate to their rank and
race.*”® As is apparent, although Isabel obediently answered and provided additional
information for the inquisitors, she was not very humble or passive. Rather, she appeared
confident in her convictions that even though she was a zahori who knew how to heal a
few illnesses, she was not a curandera or hechicera who was aided by magic. In this way,
she clearly assumed that being a diviner was acceptable in the eyes of the inquisitors,
because she strictly conformed to Spanish Catholicism, and didn’t dabble in indigenous
ritual healing practices. The court, however, had already listened to damning witness
testimony regarding the ways that Isabel carried herself and was implicated in the theft
that occurred at an elite criollo household. They had also listened patiently to Isabel

describe two miraculous visions, articulate that she was born with divine abilities,
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contradict herself multiple times regarding the blessings she performed during her
healing rituals, and outline a recipe for a chocolate bebida that was viewed as classic
hechiceria, and not curanderismo by the Inquisition and greater Novohispano society.
Isabel’s only tactic appeared to be the denial of all terminology associated with
magic and witchcraft, but acceptance of the accusation that she was divinely gifted. Of
course, this was only after she denied having anything to confess during her first three
interrogations before the court, which makes it difficult to ascertain whether she truly had
a strategy in mind. Perhaps she was just doing what she was basing her tactics on the
assumption that her compliance would guarantee her freedom. It is clear that Isabel
understood popular ideas about witchcraft and healing, which is demonstrated by her
attempts to explain herself as someone who happened to be blessed since birth and knew
a few recipes and blessings to heal others. It is also clear that she understood the social
significance allotted to her denouncers, as she was unable to procure a single witness to
testify for her; and even if she had they would not have been able to trump the social
power and status that Dofia Balthasara and Nicolasa had as elite criollo witnesses.
However, in her attempts to focus the Inquisition’s attention on how others
perceived her, Isabel missed the larger picture in that with each of her testimonies, she
appeared more and more like a hechicera in the eyes of the inquisitors. Although it does
appear that Isabel was attempting to portray herself as neither evil, nor as weak and
ignorant, her attempts backfired. Rather than appearing as a self-assured and innocent
casta woman, she came across as proud, defiant, and unafraid of the power that the
inquisitors had. One of the most damning examples of this was her testimony regarding

the visits that the Virgin Mary, Jesus, and various saints had paid her. Instead of
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appearing as a devout or gifted woman, Isabel only seemed as blasphemous and lowly
casta who had the audacity to claim that the she was someone who truly deserved God’s
grace. This aspect of her testimony alone was enough to condemn Isabel in the eyes of
the inquisitors; but unfortunately, she shared many more damning stories that easily
contributed to a guilty verdict.

Isabel did, however, play on the common perceptions of seventeenth-century
Mexican society, in that she never pretended to be anything other than a lower class
mestiza or mulata who knew how to heal. Isabel even seemed to shirk the standard
gendered defense used by the majority of women who were tried by the Inquisition. As
described by Javier Villa-Flores

“Female defendants who faced the Inquisition needed to provide a convincing

explanation for their behavior. Asking for mercy, some women resorted to gender

stereotypes, by depicting themselves as ‘ignorant women’ with feeble minds in
need of male guidance and forgiveness—a traditional argument for reduced
responsibility based on the classic characterization of women as belonging to the
sexus imbecillus (weaker sex). Women defendants also used a rich vocabulary of
emotions rooted in the conceptions of feminine physiology and psychology of that

time. 44
Isabel’s defense contains no semblance of standard feminine emotions of the time. In
fact, she never even apologized or admitted guilt by the end of her trial. She stood her
ground and continued to identify as a zahori until the end.

If Isabel had any strategy it appears that it was to cooperate and provide the

inquisitors with as much information as possible. This was undoubtedly in the hope that

the inquisitors would see her as merely a simple casta woman just trying to survive, even
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if that meant evading certain damning aspects or changing her story multiple times. For
example, when the inquisitors accused Isabel of exaggerating her divine gifts in order to
impress them, she refused to address their comment, and instead discussed how Nicolasa
came to her many times about Alonso.**’ The reality of the situation was such that
perhaps Isabel could not really create a tactic for her defense. Consider what it was like to
be a lower class casta woman who appeared before the inquisitorial court: after hearing
the summary of witness testimony, she had a vague understanding of who might have
denounced her, but she had no time to prepare a statement or create a coherent story.
Instead, she was “left floating in space, as it were, with no aim other than to survive,” and
because the “conditions for survival were unknown to her, or were changed from one
moment to the next, she was helpless to form a text whose details advanced the cause of
survival.”**® This meant, that when Isabel altered her story she was merely reacting to the
“oscillating external conditions in the fragile hope that somehow she knew what she was
doing.”**® Alas, as is clear by her sentencing, it did not work.

At first glance, Isabel’s sentence of public humiliation, exile, and 200 lashes
seems rather excessive for a rather scant case against a false healer. However, it is
important to remember the didactic purpose of the inquisition’s punishment of Isabel. For
the tribunal, “public punishment functioned as an educational ritual of inquisitorial
power;” with the principal assumption being that “the exemplary punishment would

prevent New Spaniards from committing offences.”*° Isabel’s sentence was a reminder
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to the inhabitants of Mexico City that a) even though the targeting of Crypto-Jews was
over, the Inquisition was still a powerful and functioning institution; (b) the power to heal
through the use of prayer and blessings belonged to the formal members of the Church,
and thus should not be mimicked; (c) lower class, mixed caste women needed to know
their place as benign employees of the upper classes; and (d), only socially acceptable
and cloistered women of purer blood were allowed to have visions and communicate with
God without facing the wrath of the Inquisition.

Isabel’s sentencing and punishment also taught the public that the Inquisition was
not above involving itself in even the pettiest squabbles that derived from gossip and
personal issues. Through Isabel’s case the institution proved to the public that casta
healers could continue their work as long as it remained devoid of elements like
clairvoyance and miracles. Finally, by punishing Isabel via public humiliation, the
Inquisition placed some responsibility in the hands of the public to police itself, because
Isabel was “penalized not only by the inquisitorial authority but by the entire society as
well, [as] represented by those participating in the ritual” of punishment.**! Was the
Inquisition’s goal of preventing more cases like Isabel’s from appearing before the court
successful? Given that the number of cases involving both curanderos and female mystics
actually increased by the end of the sixteenth and through the seventeenth centuries
seems to point out that the tribunal actually created more work for itself.*>?

Conclusion

1 Quezada, “The Inquisition’s Repression of Curanderos,” 50.
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Even though Isabel de la Cruz Mejia was officially tried as an embustera (false
healer), her case was not about her failing to heal, and thus harming others. Rather, her
case exemplifies the ways in which Novohispanos successfully utilized the Inquisition for
intensely personal reasons. It also helps to personalize the participants within the trial.
For example, history has glossed over the individual inquisitors who worked behind the
scenes and comprised the tribunal, and Isabel’s case serves as a reminder that men like
Don Francisco Escobedo y Estrada were human and made human choices. Her case
proves that gossip was and still is a powerful social tool with the capacity to both help
and harm, and that class, socioeconomic, and gender considerations were always a solid
part of the Inquisitorial process. It further demonstrates that the best defense tactic a
seventeenth-century female healer could employ was to either immediately admit their
wrong doing, or remain silent. Isabel de la Cruz Mejia exemplifies the age-old adage that

if you give somebody enough rope, they will hang themselves.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion

When lIsabel de la Cruz Mejia was denounced to the Holy Office of the
Inquisition in 1644, the kingdom of New Spain was experiencing a dearth of formally
licensed and university-educated medical personal to care for itself. In this paucity,
society learned to heal itself, as many different types of healers arose and provided the
much needed health and medical care. While technically viewed as unsanctioned, these
healers were diverse in background, class, race, education, and healing practices. They
were a vital component to the functioning of colonial Mexican society, as death and
disease was a frequent feature of the social landscape, and the average colonial inhabitant
was interested in maintaining their health. Healers were utilized by all segments of
society, which suggests that their knowledge and methods were not only trusted, but that
they transcended social and class boundaries, thus contributing to the hybrid nature of
colonial Mexican society.

Often female, the average casta healer of Mexico City incorporated a blend of
empirical knowledge of local flora and fauna, and hybrid Spanish Catholic, African, and
native religious elements into their healing arsenal. Such methodology ensured that
healers were using the most powerful elements they could in combatting death and
disease. It also indicates that while death was a ubiquitous part of colonial life, the
average colonist cared to prevent it at all costs and sought a healer that they felt were best
suited for the task. Entrepreneurial and experienced casta women like Isabel became
healers through their previous knowledge of midwifery, personal history of caring for
children, and partaking in childbirth. The emphasis placed on women’s properly

sanctioned behavior and piety also made it easier for women to learn the religious
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elements that society expected to see their healers perform. Such experiences helped
women like Isabel segue into the healing profession, which appeared to be more lucrative
than midwifery, and/or other acceptable professions were.

The methods by which female castas like Isabel found themselves becoming
healers demonstrate that healing was not a social phenomenon that exhibited a top-down
structure. Instead, her case suggests that the phenomenon was rather reciprocal, where all
levels of society shared, circulated, and created healing practices. Not only this, but
healing also incorporated a diverse blend of cultural understandings and phenomena that,
at first glance, seemed to be randomly articulated by the individual healer. However,
Isabel’s case suggests that there existed broad social expectations that directed the healer
as to what to include in her healing arsenal. For example, colonial Mexican society
understood that the sanicle plant (black snakeroot) was a natural astringent that could be
used to heal a variety of ailments such as blood disorders, coughs, sore throats, lung and
chest disorders, and dysentery. Interestingly, sanicle is not native to the Americas. It
originated in Europe, and further demonstrates how healing during the colonial era also
blended the local with the global.

Isabel’s case also demonstrates the important role that religion played with
regards to healing in urban colonial Mexico, as healers also adjusted their methods to fit
society’s religious expectations. For example, the type of healing Isabel practiced was
emphatically Catholic in orientation, which suggests that popular piety was an integral
part of how her clientele conceptualized healing and health. She catered to urban criollos
who, in general, were better educated in Catholicism than their rural counterparts. Also,

because Isabel’s clientele lived in urban Mexico, they understood the significance of the
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Church with regards to healing. As it had for centuries prior to contact, the Church
maintained its powerful connection to medicine in the urban centers of the New World.
Therefore, the seventeenth-century healer provided services to the general public that
were similar to those provided by the Church, but also included a blend of other expected
elements to ensure their capabilities were deemed to be just as useful as those practiced
by the licensed practitioner and Church, but still different in its effectiveness.

The casta healer was essential a hybridity figure, who was placed in a liminal
position as a healer within the multiethnic Mexican society of the seventeenth century.
Isabel’s identity as a lower class casta widow and healer placed her with few options to
survive in a society that offered few opportunities to aging casta women. In an
entrepreneurial way, Isabel seized a viable economic opportunity by emphasizing the
popular religious elements that she recognized as fundamental to healing in colonial
urban Mexico. Her mixed caste background, experience as a mother and midwife, and
exaggerated Spanish Catholic heritage further aided her in creating an identity as a
competent healer. However, that identity, and how Isabel herself viewed it, was never
clearly defined by her or witness testimony. By the time of her trial, she was not known
as a beata or midwife, and refused to be called any term that denoted healing, magic, or
medicine. Although she loosely embraced the term zahori, Isabel seemed to understand
herself as a devout woman who knew a few healing techniques, and thus defied specific
terminology. In many ways, the hybridity that helped Isabel foment an identity as a healer
also hurt her in the eyes of the Inquisition.

A key component to healing in seventeenth-century Mexico was the strategic use

of gossip. Not only could healing provide the disenfranchised of society a viable
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occupation with which to earn a living, it also yielded them a particular type of power by
way of gossip. First, a healer’s reputation spread via gossip, which would either provide
her with a clientele or, effectively end her career. Second, once hired to heal, the healer
would invariably discuss the components of the case at hand with others while preparing
her healing rituals—this could be the local market vendor where she procured flora and
fauna for herbal remedies, or the servants of the household who whispered concerns and
provided context of the case, for example. Third, when the case at hand required the
healer to exhibit specialized knowledge, like when Isabel was asked by Nicolasa about
what she had “seen” with regards to Alonso’s life in Guatemala, the healer would need to
access her gossip network to report back to the client. Finally, because her work existed
behind closed doors, healers like Isabel were granted access to private information that
could, in turn, prove to be powerful knowledge. Such knowledge, once it entered the
gossip chain could do significant damage to the reputation and honor of a specific person
or family.

However, because appearance and reputation were such important aspects of
colonial Mexican society, it was imperative that the seventeenth-century healer appeared
to have been divinely gifted with their specialized knowledge and healing abilities. They
needed to be perceived as devout, gifted, competent, and trusted in order to be successful
enough to procure more clientele. In this way, a casta healer like Isabel had to understand
the sociocultural expectations in order to thrive in an occupation like healing. She needed
to acquire specialized knowledge, perform socially-accepted rituals, utilize the right
gossip networks, and most importantly, keep her clients satisfied. Given how much

popular healing relied upon popular conceptions, gossip, and sociocultural expectations,
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keeping clientele satisfied could be a difficult endeavor. Unlike the formally licensed
physician, the popular healer could be denounced to the Inquisition if their work or
methods were found to be unsatisfactory in any way by an angered client, such as Dofia
Balthasara and Nicolasa Valcazar.

By incorporating a methodology that blended Spanish Catholic rituals with
localized healing practices, Isabel was treading on dangerous ground. On one hand, she
understood and catered to her clientele’s religious and cultural expectations of what
rituals a healer should incorporate in their repertoire. On the other hand, to incorporate
the religious rituals meant to mimic and utilize blessings, incantations, and rituals that
specifically fell under the domain of the Church. This signifies how popular healers like
Isabel understood and believed in the significance of Catholicism to heal, and therefore
needed it to perform their own successful rituals. However, to incorporate such rituals
they needed to a) obtain the same products that the Church uses, which was most likely
via illegal means, such as theft; (b) well educated in both Catholic ritual and prayer in
order to understand its role in healing and preparing the sick for the afterlife; and, (c)
actually be effective in their healing methods so as to avoid running afoul of the
Inquisition, since all of society would recognize that such rituals were only to be
performed by the properly sanctioned clergy.

Healers were denounced to the Holy Office of the Inquisition for a variety of
reasons, and a case such as Isabel’s demonstrates how the reasons could often be
unrelated to healing. Isabel was clearly denounced to the Inquisition for unknown
personal reasons that related to gender and class issues. At some point in the fifteen years

that she healed the Valcazar family, Isabel upset Dofia Balthasara and Nicolasa Valcazar,
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who decided that the best way to rid themselves of her was to use the Inquisition. Their
choice in punishment was strategic: a guilty verdict by the Inquisition ended Isabel’s
occupation as a healer, she was physically punished and humiliated in a public forum,

and forced to leave New Spain. Such a punishment ensured that the VValcazar women
would never have to deal with Isabel again, thus suggesting that the Inquisition was a
sociopolitical institution that was used strategically by Mexican colonists. Isabel’s case
serves as a reminder to the intensely personal reasons that people used the Inquisition, but
disguised such actions under the guise of socially-expected religious rhetoric. Such
actions indicate the ways in which colonists like the VValcazar women understood the
cultural role of both religion and the Inquisition in colonial Mexican society.

Once denounced to the Inquisition, healers like Isabel, had few strategic defenses
available to them. As a casta woman whose healing was a tactic for survival, and thus
supported herself through religious practices and rituals, Isabel’s chances of conviction
were quite high. This was because the Inquisition often convicted men and women of the
poorer classes who they thought claimed to be divinely graced for purely economic
reasons, as well as the fact that her denouncers were criollo and powerfully connected in
Mexican society. Healers like Isabel usually chose one of two tactics: to either remain
silent and deny any charges against them, or to claim ignorance as a lowly female casta
member. Even though it probably did not matter in the long run, Isabel chose to defend
herself as a divinely graced and competent healer who served a large and elite clientele.
She repeatedly argued that her healing methodology was typical of what all healers in
society did at that time. Isabel provided the court with specific recipes that she utilized to

heal, outlined her miraculous visions, and described incantations and blessings she
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usually performed during her rituals. Such admittance suggests that Isabel truly believed
that her healing methodology was typical and accepted by society. This meant that she
really did not believe that she had done anything wrong, and also did not perceive herself
to be in serious trouble with the Inquisition. Isabel most likely assumed that her
compliance would guarantee her freedom, since her behavior was not out of the ordinary.

Placed in the proper context, Isabel’s punishment of public humiliation, exile, and
200 lashes was not excessive, but rather typical for the time period and case at hand. For
the Inquisition, a case such as Isabel’s supposedly worked in a didactic manner to thwart
future offenses by reminding the public of the power the institution wielded, and
demonstrating that the Church was the only sanctioned institution to practice the methods
of healing that popular society expected of its casta healer. Isabel’s punishment also
reminded the public of the significance of class and gender to the proper maintenance and
functioning of society. To those on the outside, Isabel’s case appeared to be handled by
concerned criollas, who sought the tribunal’s help to thwart dangerous false healers from
harming its flock. This meant that in denouncing Isabel under such circumstances, Dofia
Balthasara and Nicolasa appeared as the pious and honorable elite women who were
doing their part in protecting society from being duped by dishonorable and devious
lower class castas like Isabel. Therefore, in appearance alone, the case benefitted both the
Valcazar women and the Inquisition. In the long term, however, such cases on false
healing did nothing to prevent castas like Isabel from filling the void of affordable healers
that existed in Mexico during the colonial era.

In conclusion, an Inquisition case like Isabel’s illuminates many different aspects

of popular culture in seventeenth-century Mexico. Not only does it lend perspective of
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what life was like for the average casta female in urban Mexico, but it demonstrates the
significance that religion, health, identity, hybridity, gossip, and ritual played in the lives
of the New Spain’s colonists. Her case outlines the ways in which society conceptualized
healing, provided for itself, and utilized various religious, social, and political institutions
like the Inquisition for intensely personal reasons. The case serves as a reminder that the
people of the colonial era were human, and made choices that were not unlike decisions
made today. Colonists like Isabel, the inquisitors, and the Valcazar women understood
and seized upon the options available to them, and used sociocultural institutions and
expectations to survive in the heterogenous, multiethnic, and changing world of colonial
Mexico. Such a case demonstrates the role an individual like Isabel de la Cruz Mejia
played within the larger hybrid social processes, rituals, identities, and practices that

defined and created colonial Mexico during the seventeenth century.
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Appendix A: Cast of Characters

The Accused

Isabel de la Cruz Mejia: Mestiza or mulata, approximately forty-three years old, and
widow of mulato Miguel Ochoa; denounced to the Inquisition for false healing.

Inquisitors

Apostolic Inquisitor Dr. Don Francisco de Estrada y Escobedo
Licenciado Don Bernabé de la Higuera y Amarilla
Fiscal Don Juan Saenz de Mafiozca

Witnesses

Dofia Balthasara de Valcazar: Criolla, mother of Nicolasa, wife of Don Rodrigo,
former alcalde mayor of Mexico City; first to denounce Isabel to the Inquisition.

Nicolasa de Valcazar: criolla, daughter of Balthasara and Don Rodrigo, widow of Don
Alonso de Chavez Galindo, former alcalde of Guatemala, and mother of the child that
Isabel failed to heal in 1636; claimed to have witnessed Isabel trying to break into the
Valcazar house during the Corpus Christi festival.

Maria Rodriguez: newly purchased mulata slave from Guatemala, fifty years old, and
married to Francisco Paez; by peeking through a crack in the door, she witnessed Isabel
attempting to heal the child and her use of a magic dress.

Francisco Paez: newly purchased mulato slave from Guatemala, approximately fifty
years old, and married to Maria Rodriguez; believes Isabel to be nothing more than a
gossipy widow and midwife-turned-healer.

Pascuala Vergara: mulata, twenty years old, slave of Don Andre Vercutio and Dofia
Juana Valero; guards the silver of the household and, after Francesca de Bracamonte
suggested it, sought Isabel’s help to retrieve the missing silver.

Francesca de Bracamonte: free mulata of Nueva Galicia, servant of Don Andre
Vercutio and Dofia Juana Valero; friends with Catalina who originally told Francesca
about Isabel’s clairvoyant abilities.
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Others

The following were mentioned by different witnesses, but did not participate in the trial:

Dofa Isabel de Valcazar: sister-in-law of Dofia Balthasara/Nicolasa’s aunt; was first in
the family to name Isabel a saludadora, and supposedly witnessed Isabel’s magic dress
during Isabel’s first visit to heal the ailing grandson.

Don Rodrigo de Valcazar: husband of Dofia Balthasara/Nicolasa’s father.

Don Alonso de Chavez Galindo: son-in-law of Dofia Balthasara/Nicolasa’s husband;
known to be having an affair in the Guatemalan province he governs, was found dead on
the side of the road.

Domingo Lito: the real thief of the Vercutio silver; was discovered after Isabel suggested
that Pascuala and the entire Vercutio household pray to St. Anthony for the recovery of
the lost silver (and because he was trying to sell it at the market).

Marco Barroso of the Order of San Domingo: received Isabel’s confession regarding
the vision she had while healing Don Pedro de Escoto.

Sefior Caetano of the Company of Jesus: received Isabel’s confession regarding the
vision she had while healing Don Pedro de Escoto.

Don Pedro de Escoto: an ailing man that Isabel healed, and later received a vision of
Jesus, St. Joseph and another (unfamiliar) saint.

Don Agustin de Casas: solicitor of lawsuits, who Isabel claimed is her only source of
revenue, as she follows him and begs for money or bread.

“Don Francisco”: a friend of Dona Balthasara, who Isabel claimed she healed with a
chocolate drink that was mixed with blood and herbs.

“Doia Teresa”: a woman who suffered from seizure-like symptoms that Isabel claimed
she healed with the sanicle plant.

Felipa: free mulata who told Isabel about the issues regarding the stolen silver from the
Vercutio household.

Nicolas and Luisa: prisoners held near Isabel’s cell
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Appendix B: Timeline of Major Events

October, 1636:

June 1, 1644:

1646:

1650:

Lent, 1651:

September 1, 1651:

November 6, 1652:

Isabel fails to heal Valcazar child; Valcazar women claim they see
moles and scar on Isabel’s body, and the magic dress;

Alonso dies in Guatemala; Isabel knows before family receives
official word

Doria Balthasara denounces Isabel to the Inquisition for the first
time

Isabel returns to Valcazar house to heal; Nicolasa catches Isabel in
the Valcazar house during the Corpus Christi celebration

Doria Balthasara denounces Isabel to the Inquisition for the second
time

Silver items stolen from the Vercutio household
Isabel’s case officially begins

Isabel’s case ends with her receiving 200 lashes at a public auto de
fe, and five years banishment from the Kingdom of New Spain



