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when Hernan Cortes and his band
in Veracruz in 1519 the Aztecs rule

extended from the Gulf Coast to the
duras and Nicaragua in the South to the Southwestern United

States in the North. It is believed that the Aztecs, like the
other Indian tribes, migrated into North America across the

Bering strait and arrived in this mile and a half valley in
1168 AD. According to the legend, the wandering tribe had
chosen this site when they saw an eagle with a rattlesnake in
its mouth perched on the nopal cactus growing on @ rock. Their
priests had foretold that this was the site on which they would

build their capital, Tenochtitlan.
s lived in a most primitive manner, barely

subsisting on whatever food they could find. They hired them=
selves out as mercenaries to neighboring tribes and by the

early lhth century had become a formidable military force whic
speedily conquered and annexed neighboring tribes and absorbed

and improved their cultures.
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of the Aztecs' knowledge of anatomy and their medical practice
was based on interpretation from the available 16th century
medical vocabularies. It is also apparent that the Aztec physi-
clans differed in their management of medical problems.

Medicine, as practiced by the Aztecs, was inseparably linked
with religious ideas. Various gods presided over different di-
seases and medical specialties, even over sleep and dreams.
Mendieta wrote in 1590 that ''when called to cure a patient the
(Aztec) physician used herbs and applied some remedies if the
ailment was of minor importance, but if the disease was acute
and dangerous he would tell the patient ''you have committed a
sin''. Psychotherapy and religious rituals, therefore, supple-
mented the use of indigenous materia medica.

Despite this emphasis on the supernatural origin of disease
the Aztecs recognized that diseases could be transmitted by
other media, particularly through the air. They made extensive
use of incense to ward off airborne diseases. When Montezuma
and his courtiers greeted Cortes and his army on their arrival
in Tenochtitlan, attendants carried censers and filled the air
with incense. The Spaniards thought this a mark of esteem but

the Aztecs were only protecting themselves.

It is difficult to evaluate the prestige of the physician
in the Aztec social structure. More than likely it is a
question of the standards by which they are judged. Cortes
requested Charles V not to allow physicians to come to Mexico
because the dexterity and knowledge of the native doctors made
it unnecessary. Both the Emperor and the Pope dispatched
emissaries to learn everything possible about Mexican materia
medica. According to Carrington (1) the Aztec doctor was as
respected as were the high priests. However, another modern
authority, Francisco Guerra, states that male and female phy-
sicians had little prestige and in modern times would be class

fied as blue collar workers.

The Aztecs had two categories of physicians. The one group
comprised the Tepati who were the legitimate physicians and
the other the Ticitl who would be comparable to the witch doc™
tor, sorcerer or medicine man in existing primitive societies-

Both men and women were trained as physicians in an appren”
tice system. Sons were commonly apprenticed to their physicl
fathers. Men started to practice at a younger age than women
The latter engaged in medical practice only after the menopau
because menstruation and parturition were considered bodily i
purities. A certain degree of specialism existed in medical
practice. Among these specialties were internal medicine,
surgery, midwifery, phlebotomy, pediatrics, pharmacy and den”

tistry.
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Surgery

The Aztec surgeon's knowledge of external and superficial
anatomy enabled him to become skillful in the treatment of
wounds, the setting and immobilization of fractures and in
draining abscesses. There is no evidence that he performed
any thoracic or abdominal operations. Their surgical instru-
ments were fabricated from obsidian, wood and thorns.

Aztec surgeons were superior to their European counterparts
in the treatment of wounds, particularly those resulting from
warfare. Wounds were cleansed with water and astringents and
closed with interrupted sutures, ofttimes human hair, and
dressed immediately with a latex type of material. Open wounds
with infected granulation tissue were irrigated with the juice
of papaya and other plants. They were considered reasonably
skilled in the setting and Immobilization of fractures. Immo-
bilization was accomplished either by applying four wooden
splints surrounded by bandages or by applying a cast made from
feathers, gums and resins. In the Sahagun codices there is-a
most interesting description of an '"intramedullary nailing tec

nique as follows:

"And if one is very sick and his body is much
fevered and the bone is exposed, a very resinous
stick is cut, inserted within the bone, bound
within the incision, covered with the medicine

mentioned.'

It is questionable whether the Aztecs trephined skulls.
Schendel (7) states ''the outstanding surgical procedure per-
formed by the Aztecs teeee... Was trepanation''.
The procedure was allegedly used to elevate depressed skull
fractures and to release ''evil spirits' in the epileptic or
insane person. Their technique is said to have differed from
that used by the Incas. It consisted of punching a series o
small holes in the skull surrounding the area to be removed,
cutting between the holes and lifting out the section of bon
or the depressed fragments. Guzman West (5) states, however
that trephination of the skull was no longer practiced at th
time of the Spanish conquest and that all of the trephined
skulls found in Mexico belong to the periods between 600 BC

and 1000 AD.

Other surgical procedures consisted of dissection and re
al of pterygia from the eye with instruments fabricated from
thorns. Some authors have stated that they removed catarac
but Guerra (4) notes that in the treatment of cataracts and
neal opacities they used scatalogical procedures which coul
only have led to violent inflammation and blindness.
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Mexican Firsts in Medicine

It was mentioned previously that there were no Spanish phy-
sicians attached to Cortes' army. They began to arrive after
the Conquest. Tenochtitlan had been razed and the construction
of the new city in Spanish style was begun and continued at a
feverish pace using native laborers. Hospitals were constructe
and were operated by the priests who enlisted the aid of the
native physicians. Medical practice soon became a fusion of
Aztec and Spanish medicine which had its advantages and disad-

vantages.

The stage was now set for the development of the many medica
"firsts' in Mexico. By 1524 the first hospital on the American
continent, the Hospital de Jesus, was in operation and continu
to this day. In his will, Cortes arranged for the perpetual
dowment of this institution and stipulated that the patron and
head of the hospital was to be a direct descendant of himself.

There has been some controversy concerning the establishmen
of the first university in the Americas. Was it in Mexico or
Peru? In his book entitled ''La Real y Pontificia Universidad
de Mexico 1536-1865'" Careno proves that Phillip Il issued a
proclamation on April 30, 1547 establishing the University of
Mexico. The University of San Marcos in Lima, Peru was founde

by the same king on May 12, 1551 (3).

In medical teaching there is also a Mexican priority. The
University began medical examinations in 1553 and the Chair o
Medicine was formally established in 1559. The Chair of Medi
cine was not established at the University of San Marcos unti

November of 1634,

Other Mexican 'firsts' include the first leprosarium, ment
hospital and government council regulating medical practice.
The first medical text written and published in the Americas
""Opera Medicinalia'' by Francisco Bravo. Members of this Aca
will be pleased to learn that in 1591 Juan de Cardenas publi
a book entitled '"Primera parte de los problemas y secretos ma

vellosos de las Indias''.

The first caesarian section in the New World was performe
by two Franciscan friars. Jose Ignacio Bartolache, a famous
doctor and mathematician, born in 1739, established the firs

medical magazine.

Mexican Neurosurgery

In closing | would like to pay tribute to our Mexican col
leagues by commenting briefly on the development of neurol
surgery in Mexico. | am indebted to Juan Cardenas for this
formation. In reviewing the last 80 years of neurological
gery in Mexico Dr. Cardenas states that from 1890 to 1930 tf
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