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Some twenty years or so ago, arenewed interest in the ancient sweat bath, still
called by the same name used by the Aztecs, the Temazcal, sprang up in Mexico. It'sa
part of the movement, now so widespread in this country, to return to the healing
practices preserved in indigenous medicine. These sweat baths, still aliving tradition
in many parts of the country, are usually small round stone or mud structureslooking
rather like old-fashioned beehives. Many mor e began to be constructed everywhere,
and more and mor e often; peoplewho areailing will turn to them for relief from their
complaints.

Sweat baths, of course, are used in many cultures of the world, both ancient and
moder n. The sauna of Scandinavia isfamous, asisthe hamem of North Africa and
Turkey. In theruins of Pompeii there arethe remains of sweat baths, and in India,
peoplelay in the sun, covered with leavesto protect themselves from the burning rays
of the sun, to bring on sweating. It is, of course, a well-known part of the culture of
our own Indians, and in thisform the sweat lodge is enjoying renewed popularity.

Thetraditional M exican sweat bath, however, differsin

several ways from the others. It isnot primarily used for P —
ceremonial purposes, asisthe sweat lodge of our Indians, 7
nor for relaxation or bodily cleansing or for general well-
being, asare most of the other sweat baths, It isand was,
asfar back aswe can traceit, a therapeutic instrument,
an arm of the medical practices developed in what
anthropologistsliketo call, Mesoamerica, that vast area
that now includes M exico, Guatemala and Belize. We
know it best, in itsancient forms, through the Aztecs, and
Temazcal, asit istill called in contemporary Mexico, isa
Nahuatl word, taken from their language.

When the Spanish conquerorsarrived in the New World,
it was an integral and important part of the medicine,
which they found here. If was, as best we can make out
from the sour ces still left to us, used in the healing and
easing of ailmost all kinds of medical conditions,
including, as we shall see, pregnancy and child birth, and
still is.
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The Spaniards wer e appalled and outraged by what appeared to them as barbaric
practice. Not only wasit inextricably interwoven with pagan beliefsand ritual, asis all
ancient traditional medicine, but, most shocking of all, the bathers entered into these
small, dark chambers, all sexes and size together, naked asthe day on which they were
born. The Spaniards were convinced that some sort of unspeakable orgiastic rites
wer e taking place, and so they set themselvesto forbidding the practice and
destroying the baths wherever they found them. In the Penal Code and Order for
Governing of the Indians, proclaimed by Charlesthe Fifth, the emperor of Spain, it
was declared that " Indianswho are not sick shall not bathein hot bathsunder penalty
of one hundred lashesto be followed by two hoursbound in the marketplace..." Later,
the proscription was extended to the sick aswell.

But ther e wer e some among the conquer or swho wer e impr essed mor e favor ably by
this practice and, fortunately for us, recorded their impressions of what they had seen.
It isfrom these accountsthat most of what we know of ancient practice has come
down, and it isworth quoting some of their observations. In the M agliabechi Codex,
one of the few books which come down to us from those days, a caption under a native
drawing of a Temazcal observes, " Thisisa drawing of the baths of these Indians
which they call the temazcalli. At the door of the bath thereisan Indian whoisthe
advocate for the sick, and when a sick person goesto the baths he makes an offering
and stretches his body on the ground in veneration of theidol, which they call
Tezcatopocatl and who isone of their principal gods. They used in these baths other
Infamousreliquaries and many naked Indians bathed and committed great ugliness
and sinsin thisbath".

Temazcaltoci: The grandmother of the baths

The name Temazcal, or temazcalli is made of two Nahuatl wor ds, temas, which means
bath, and calli, meaning house. At the time of the Conquest, they were found
everywherein almost all of central and southern Mexico. They were so common that
the same Clavijero wasled toremark that " ...thereis no town, however small it might
be, that does not have many of them."

Although the Spanish did their best to wipe out this custom, they failed. The batter ed
Indians preserved the custom secretly in remote places, asthey did with so much of
thetheir traditional medical skillsand practices. In thisway, the Temazcal has come
down to modern times, and on the basis of the knowledge so car efully preserved, the
contemporary revival of thishealing sweat bath hastaken place.



In the Nahuatl culture of central Mexico, the goddess of the sweat bath was
Temazcalteci, " the grandmother of the baths'. She was, really, one of the
manifestations of the goddess Teteoinan, " the mother of thegods", or, assheisalso
called, " our grandmother” , the principal goddess among the higher Nahuat|
divinities. Sahagun says of her that "...this goddess was the goddess of medicine and of
the medicinal herbs; she was adored by doctors and surgeons, and bleeders, and also
by midwives... She was also ador ed by those who had baths, or temazcalsin their
houses. All placed the image of thisgoddessin their baths’. The cult of this goddess of
the Temazcal extended throughout M esoamerica and it isfound in the other great
cultures of theregion --the Mixteca, the Zapoteca and the Maya. It wasin great part
because of this closerelationship between the wor ship of a goddess and the Temazcal
that the Spaniardsfound it so important to ban the use of the bath.

The Temazcal not only involved the wor ship of a goddess, but it incor por ated
all the elements of the ancient cosmology, both in the manner of its
construction and theway in which it isused; and most of these concepts have
been preserved in traditional thought and practice down to our own day. The
Temazcal isa microcosm reproducing in itself the characteristics of the
univer se, the macrocosm. So wefind in the Temazcal all elements of the
different erasor cycles (known as suns) throughout which, according to Aztec
mythology, the world has passed and continuesto pass. earth, wind, fireand
water (we now livein thefifth 'sun') and through whose constant movement
and lifeis manifest.

More, the Temazcal isoriented according to the cosmic directions. the fire which
heatsits stonesis placed towardsthe east where our Father, the sun, thegod called
Tonatiuh, arises; heisthelight or masculine element which comes and fertilizesthe
womb of the mother earth (the chamber of the Temazcal itself), and solifeis
conceived. The doorway through which the bathersenter and leave isoriented toward
the south, " the pathway of the dead" , which beginswith birth and endsin death, to
theright of the path of Sun. In thisway, the ever-present duality of traditional
Mexican thought is manifested. Just asthere are mother and father, sun and earth,
hot and cold, so we are born and, in being born, we begin our path towards death.

Aztec cosmology presentsuswith several different levels of the heavens, and these are
considered to be present in the different levels of temperaturesfound inside the
Temazcal: the highest in the upper part of the chamber where the temperatureisthe
lowest.

When we enter the Temazcal, accor ding to this ancient doctrine, we return once again
to our mother'swomb, presided over by the great goddess, Tonantzin or
Temazcaltoci, the great mother of both godsand humans. Sheis our beloved mother,
concer ned with the health of the children and shereceives usinto her womb - of which
our own mother'swomb is but a microcosmic manifestation - to cure us of physical
and spiritual ills. The entrance way islow and small, and through it we enter a small,



dark, warm and humid space, in thisway recreating the uterus, cutting off the outside
world and giving usa chanceto look inside and find ourselvesagain. Our re-

emer gence through this narrow opening represents our rebirth from the darkness and
silence of thewomb. It isno wonder that the Spaniards wer e so shocked by what they
found!

Temazcal produces a series of physical reactions

Physical cleanliness has always, and still continuesto be, a matter of great importance
to the people of Mexico. When the Spaniards arrived, the people of Mexico bathed
daily when it was possible; the Eur opeans of those days, on the other hand, placed
littleimportance on personal cleanliness and it was not uncommon for a month to
pass between baths. Andres de Tapia observed that " M otecuhzoma washed his body
every day two times.

Clavijero noted that bathing in the Temazcal " was only alittle lessfrequent” than
regular bathing among the Mexicans.

The practice of inducing sweat has long been known to be beneficial in sicknesses of
the skin, liver and circulation, in problems of rheumatism, arthritis, gout, and other
chronic diseases, aswell as acute problems like muscular pains, colds and congestions,
and sweat baths are but of the ways used to bring about healthful sweating. The
Temazcal, because of its special methods, is perhapsthe most effective of thiskind of
cur ative technique, certainly thelist of conditionsfor which it has been used in the
cour se of centuriesisthe most extensive.

Over heating of the body (during the bath, the body temperature may reach one
hundred and four degrees) produces a series of reactions: it stimulates both the
superficial and the deep blood circulation, acceler ates the frequency of heartbeats, as
well asincreasestheir force, callsinto action the mechanisms of ther mal regulation,
activates the metabolism, and promotes sweating. All of these effects produce a gr eat
internal movement of energy and liquids; somewhat similar to theway in which
strenuous exer cise does, bringing increased circulation to all the muscles, organs and
tissues. While all sweat baths produce these effects, the Temazcal, because of the way
it works and the precision with which it can be regulated by the healer in charge of
the bath, controlsthese body reactionsto high heat to maximize the curative effects of
the bath.

Its basic advantage as a sweat bath consistsin the way high heat and high humidity
are combined. The sauna, for example, reaches much higher temperature but the bath
isdrier and consequently, its curative capacities are lower. Other types of steam bath
also combine heat and humidity, but the Temazcal surpassesthem in effectiveness for
two reasons: the person in charge of the bath can adjust -increase, diminish or direct-
both heat and humidity to meet the specific needs of the patient heistreating, and the
vapor ismade from herbal teas, the herbs chosen for their effects on each individual
patient.



The high heat and the high humidity, taken together, produce their healing effects,
basically, through reducing or impeding the body's mechanism for cooling itself. The
heat, higher than normal body temperature, induces sweating; the high humidity
inhibits the evapor ation of the sweat, the chief method through which the body
normally coolsitself, and thereby, blood circulation isincreased, sweating is
increased, and the elimination of toxinsismaximized. It issaid that every liter of
sweat lost in the Temazcal is equivalent to a full days work by the kidneys!

Therearetwo others special characteristics of the Temazcal as a sweat bath that must
be mentioned. Thefirst isthat every bath isdirected by a specially trained healer,
most often a woman (called in Mexico, the Temazcalera). She examinesthe patient,
makes her diagnosis, choosesthe herbsthat areindicated, decides on the levels of heat
and humidity that areto be used, preparesthe Temazcal, and then entersthe chamber
with the patient to over see and manage the cour se of the bath. She can raise or lower
theintensity of the heat during the bath through ventilating the chamber using the
entranceway or the vent that isin theroof of the Temazcal, or by fanning with the fan
made up of branches of a suitable herb that she has chosen, or raising or lowering the
height at which the patient is placed to do the bath (heat rise, and the Temazcal is
much cooler at floor level than it istowardstheroot, and with all gradationsin
between).

A good Temazcaleraisamazingly skillful in handling her herbal fan; she can bring
down heat for the upper partsto thelower partsof the chamber at will, and if she
wishes, direct currents of heat to whatever part of the body wants special attention.
Extra heat can be put on your leg, for example, to deal with sciatica, or on your back
to get rid of back pain. She will use her fan to beat gently on any part of the body to
increase circulation at that spot, should it be necessary. Sheis, by the way, trained to
do massages using a variety of traditional techniques, in the Temazcal, for any
condition that might require such treatment.

Found only in the Mexican method of using sweat bathsfor curative purposes, when
the patient comes out of the bath, heis carefully wrapped in a sheet or blanket, and
madeto lie down and rest, usually in aroom or place specially prepared for this
purpose, until the body completesits cycle of sweating. This period of mandatory rest
variesvery much from individual to individual; it can range from half an hour to
mor e than an hour. The patient isgiven a cup of herbal tea, normally made from an
herb chosen for his precise condition, to help replace liquidslost in the bath, and then
left to rest. Most people fall sleep during thisrest period, and awaken feeling
refreshed and strengthened; no patient is permitted to dressor to leave until hisbody
hasdried itself completely through its own action.

These two special features of the traditional M exican sweat bath -the skills of the
Temazcalera and the mandatory rest period after the bath- may go alongway in
explaining itsimpressive cur ative powers.



The practice of the Temazcal aswefind it today, has carried with it almost all of the
conceptions, beliefs, methods of using it, ways of constructing it, and thelike, and it is
almost impossible to talk about the Temazcal or under stand how it workswith out
invoking these ancient concepts. Chief among them and essential for comprehending
almost all aspects of the M exican practice of the sweat bath, aretheterms, 'hot' and
‘cold' asthey are used by traditional healers. It isinteresting to note that theseterms
are used in quite the same way and for quite the same purposesin traditional Chinese
medicine, aswell.

Permanent and temporary structures of Temazcal

In theindigenous cultures of the United Statesthe sweat baths are usually temporary
structures; in central and southern Mexico they are usually permanent, although
sometimes atemporary structureis constructed quickly for some special occasion.
Often they arecircular in shape, quite like the bread ovens still seen in the villages,
with a domed roof symbolizing the heavens. Occasionally, they arerectangular or
square. They are made of 'adobe’ bricks, stone, unbaked brick, mud and wattle, wood,
or dug into the earth, much the same as they were made mor e than 500 year s ago.
Clavijero said of the ancient Temazcals, " The Temazcal is most commonly made of
unbaked brick... Itsdiameter isaround eight feet [referring to the human foot] and
the entrance hasthe height that a man may enter on hisknees'. The Temazcals
discovered in the ruins of Xochicalco, Piedras Negras, Palenque and Teotenango are
luxurious buildings of stone plastered with stucco and even decor ated inside.

And so, the Temazcal isaroom small enough and low enough to preserve heat. It may
beround or rectangular and it israrely high enough for a person to stand up in. The
reason for thisisthat heat rises, and it ishard to maintain the heat and steam in the
lower part wherethe bathersareif the ceiling istoo high. The door isquite small and
low for the obvious reason of loss of heat aswell asfor the more symbolic role that it
plays--re-entry into the womb. The shape of the Temazcal also hasto do with the
control of heat; around or domed structure hasfewer spacesor cornersfor the heat
to escapeto, and also hasa very nicefeel inside. It hasthe added advantage over aflat
ceiling of alittle more height in the center for moving around, without increasing
greatly the cubic spaceinside.



The nature of the materials used in the making of the Temazcal isvery important.
'Hot' materials, or, at the very least, materialswhich are not 'cold’ are preferred.
While we may not have instruments to measur e such things, they are within our
everyday experience. For example, we have all tasted the difference between a muffin
that has been heated in the oven and one, which has been heated in the microwave:
the temperature of each isthe same, but the flavor isdifferent.

Symbolically, the Temazcal callsinto play the elementsof fireand earth, but these
elements play a therapeutic role aswell as symbolic. The heat created by awood fireis
of a different nature (it is hotter, or moreyang) that of electricity, for example.
Cement iscolder than brick. Just try placing your barefoot on brick and then on
cement one cold morning and you will feel the difference. Metal isalso very cold in
nature. Hence stone or adobe are the preferred materials of which to build the
Temazcal.



The Temazcal, then, isgenerally a small structure; commonly, around one, just big
enough for two peopletoliedown in, or for four seated, will measure some 2 metersin
diameter (about 6 1/2 feet). The height isnearly 5 feet. Thereisatraditional way to
measur e these dimensions: you hold a string to the center of your chest (wherethe
heart is) with one hand and hold in to the side with the arm outstretched with the
other. Thiswill givetheradius of around Temazcal, or half the length of a
rectangular one. Theinterior height isthe level of the heart.

A temporary or semi-permanent Temazcal may be thrown up very quickly, using
flexible branches or bamboo to make the frame. Twelve branchesisthetraditional
number, representing the twelve levels of the celestial dome. These areplanted in a
circle and fastened together at the top, with an external ring added halfway up, to
which each branch isfastened in order to add support. A hole, called the umbilicus, is
dug in the center to receive the hot stones (these are heated in afire built outside).
Thisframeoncein placeisthen covered over with blanketsor canvas. The simplest
way iswith blankets, although these absorb alot of the steam and so it may be
necessary to douse the hot rockswith tea with some frequency. Woven straw mats,
easily found in Mexico, makes a better covering.

The selection of the stones for heating

The selection of the stonesfor heating isvery important. These will be heated tored
hot and then doused with water, so they must be stones that will withstand such
changesin temperature without cracking or exploding. We often use volcanic rock,
and always avoid stones from theriver. The construction of the interior wall of the
fireplace must be car efully done so that construction of the interior wall of the
fireplace must be car efully done so that cracks do not form with use, allowing smoke
to enter the Temazcal.

It isimportant to remember to leave a vent hole a couple of incheswidein the ceiling
for usein airing the Temazcal. Thisis used sometimes during the bath to lower the
temperature, to clear smoke if some should have entered, or to clear out the"humors
left behind after a bath.

Preparation of the Temazcal

If the Temazcal isthe typethat has a fireplace on one side, thefireismadethere.
Otherwise, the stones are heated in a pit by placing them on firewood, covering them
with morewood, and stoking the fire until they are ashot as possible. Meanwhile, the
Temazcal is prepared by placing leaves, matsor low benchesinside for the peopleto
sit or lieon. A teais prepared with which to make the steam. Herbsthat may be used
for purposeinclude eucalyptus, rosemary, mugwart, or other warming or stimulating
herbs and the bucket of teaisplaced, still hot, inside the Temazcal along with a cup
with which to dip it out. A couple of buckets of cold water are also placed inside at the
last minute, along with a dish with which to dip it out and pour over the bathersto



bring down body heat and make possible several cycles of sweating. An herbal tea
should be prepared for drinking afterwards. Thismay be a tea selected for a specific
condition or may be a general teafor all, such as chamomile, sassafras, horehound, or
milfoil.

Aloejuice spread on the body and face just befor e entering the bath does wondersfor
the skin and should be made availableif desired.

Finally, herbal branches must be
gathered to be used inside the Temazcal
for directing the heat. The choice
depends on the season and region, but
eucalyptus, mullein, or the leaf of the
castor bean plant are some examples of
plantsthat may be used. A vegetable or
chicken soup may be prepared to be
eaten after the bath and rest period.
Sheets must be gathered and placed near
the entranceto the Temazcal to receive
the bathers and theresting place must be
prepared, with blankets, if necessary.

When all isprepared, it istimeto arrange the stones. I n the case of a Temazcal with a
fireplace, theremaining fireis usually removed in order to prevent any smoke from
entering the Temazcal through cracksthat might exist in theinternal wall, and the
entranceto thefireplaceis covered to prevent loss of heat. I f the stones wer e heated
outside, they are picked up with a shovel and carefully placed inside the Temazcal in
the hole that was prepared to receive them. Often, a piece of resinousincense (copal is
traditionally used) isdropped on at least thefirst stoneto ritually purify theinside of
the bath. When all thisisdone, the Temazcal isaired to remove any vestiges of smoke
that may remain. Thisis done by opening the air-hole at the top and leaving the door
open while someone enter s and fansthe upper part in a circular motion.

Now, with theteas prepared and in place, the bunch of herbs and buckets of cold
water inside, thefire put out and the stonesin place, the Temazcal aired out, and
sheets at hand near the door, the Temazcal isready to use.

In preparation for the Temazcal, we often fast for a day, or half a day. Certainly, one
must not enter the bath until a couple of hours have passed since eating, and never
after a heavy meal. The Temazcal isentered naked. Cotton underwear may be used
for modesty's sake, but it does prevent the heat from reaching the covered partswith



the sameintensity. Inside, the bath may be taken sitting on a low bench or lying down.
Thefloor of the Temazcal may be covered with a woven straw mat (known asa
petate) or leaves such as banana leaves.

Inside of the Temazcal

When the bather s have settled down and have begun to feel comfortable with the dark
and the warmth (and not until then), the temazcalera will throw a cup of hot herbal
tea on the hot rocksto create a blast of fragrant steam which deliciously envelopsthe
body. Those who had still not begun to sweat now begin. Initially, it might take more
than one cup tea on the rocksto create and maintain the heat and level of humidity of
the Temazcal. Oncethisisreached, the temperature and steam are maintained or
manipulated in the same manner with mor e occasional dousing of therocks. It is
important to wait for steam to abate a little before throwing more tea on the stones,
both in order to gauge the temperature and effect attained, and in order not cool the
stones too much.

There are some who feel uncomfortable at first with the reduced space and the heat
inside the Temazcal. Usually a few deep and relaxing breathswill help to allay this
initial reaction. Lying down also helps, in part because the floor is cooler than the
upper partsand in part because the prone position helpstorelax. It isthejob of the
Temazcalerato put bathersat ease, but it is strongly recommended that the Temazcal
be a quiet place where oneisdrawn back into oneself.

After ashort time has passed, the Temazcalera begins to manipulate the heat with
branches of herbs. By passing the herbs near the ceiling, he or she can bring down the
heat in order to makeit uniform throughout the Temazcal or direct it towardsa
certain part of the body by fanning. Or the herbs may be used to do what iscalled a
'leafing’, wher e the bather is gently beaten with the herbal branches. The heat that
these herbsbring to the body isremarkable! Although it already felt very hot in the
bath, these gentle herbal beatings bring much more heat. I n the case of aches and
pains, thisadditional heat feels very soothing. In thisway, the affected area of the
body istreated specifically by directing more heat to it.

Sometimes an herbal teaisused to wash the affected area, or a massage may be done.
Cold water may be used over the body, including the head, while inside the Temazcal.
Thismay be done therapeutically to cool off the outside of the body, shrinking
superficial blood vesselsin order to exercise them, and allowing them to swell again
with the heat. It is often recommended that this be done just beforeleaving a



Temazcal that has been very hot. It helpsto assurethat the heat doesnot riseto the
head afterwards. This'closesthe pores while at the same time facilitating intense
sweating afterwar ds.

Thelength of time spent inside the Temazcal varies greatly, depending on the heat of
the bath, the constitution of theindividual, and the condition that isbeing treated. It is
entirely an individual matter, and even may vary from bath to bath for same person.
When onefeelsimpelled to leave, it is best to do so.

After the Temazcal

Traditionally, oneleaves a Temazcal by crawling out backwards, to bereceived by a
cotton sheet and led to a placeto lie down and rest, well covered. Now, one of the most
therapeutic parts of the Mexican sweat bath beings. While the bath may have lasted
twenty minutes (or ten or thirty), sweating may continue for another hour, thus
increasing the therapeutic detoxifying effect of the bath. As much warm herbal tea as
isdesired may be had at thistime.

Only when the body has stopped sweating should one get up and get dressed. Here, it
isimportant to be well covered and to avoid 'aires, asthe Mexicans say, or drafts
(open car windows, for example). Asthe 'pores of the body have been opened, care
must be taken not to get cold during the succeeding twenty four hours. It isalso
important not to eat or drink cold foods or to eat too heavily. Finally, some
recommend not bathing for a day after wards, while otherssay that it is permitted as
long asit isdone with warm (no scalding nor cold) water and careistaken with drafts
afterwards.



