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I.  Introdxjction

There  are  probably  few  geographical  names  more  im-

portant  to  the  historical  botany  of  southeastern  Mexico

than  Cfiinantla.  Yet  this  name  has  very  often  been  mis-

understood  and  has  been  used  in  a  variety  of  senses.  In

view  of  this  misunderstanding  and  of  the  importance  to
botanists  of  an  exact  definition  of  C/mianf/a,  and  in  re-

sponse  to  several  queries  from  botanical  workers,  it  has

seemed  advisable  to  present  the  following  notes.

About  a  century  ago,  a  number  of  enthusiastic  Eu-

ropean  botanical  explorers  penetrated  the  rain-forested

mountains  of  northeastern  Oaxaca  and  brought  out  thou-

sands  of  specimens  of  plants.  Several  of  these  botanists

carried  on  extensive  explorations  in  that  part  of  Oaxaca

known  locally  as  La  C/tinant/a,  a  region  which  can  be

stated  roughly  to  com])rise  the  northern  half  of  the  Dis-

trict  of  Choapam,  the  northeastern  edge  of  the  adjacent

District  of  Villa  Alta,  and  the  southernmost  edge  of  the

District  of  Tuxtepec.

The  Chinantla  is  unquestionably  the  richest  part  of
northeastern  Oaxaca  as  it  is  the  northernmost  limit  of

the  luxuriant  Central  American  rain-forest  flora.  As  a

consequence,  the  collections  of  the  early  explorers  of  the
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Chinantla  proved  to  be  exceedin<ifly  rich  in  new  and  rare

])lants,  many  of  which  have  never  been  collected  a^ain.

Some  of  these  collections  represent  local  endemics  which

have  never  been  collected  elsewhere,  while  others  have

since  been  found  to  be  widespread  tropical  American

species.

A  large  number  of  species  have  been  based  on  tj^pes

from  the  Chinantla.  Some  of  these  plants  bear  as  a  spe-

cific  e])ithet  an  adjectival  form  of  Chinantla  (e.  jr.  Dcs-
moncus  chinantlenm  Liebm.  ex  Mart,  and  C/idcmia

c/iinant/ana  (Naud.)  Triana).  A  few  species  which  were
first  collected  in  the  Chinantla  have  since  become  im-

portant  economic  or  horticultural  plants  (e.g.  Monstera

deliciosa  Liebm.).

The  majority  of  these  early  collections  are  preserved

in  European  herbaria,  although  du])licates  of  some  of

them  are  in  American  institutions,  especially  in  the  Ciray

Herbarium,  the  Herbarium  of  the  Field  Museum  of

Natural  History,  and  the  United  States  National  Her-

barium.  With  the  growing  interest  among  American

botanists  in  the  flora  of  Central  America,  it  is  becoming

increasingly  evident  that  these  early  collections  from

northeastern  Oaxaca  (including  those  from  the  Chinant-

la)  must  be  consulted.  Since  the  historical  material  in

pjuropean  herbaria  is  periodically  unavailable  to  Ameri-

can  students,  it  is  desirable  that  the  localities  of  the  early

collectors  be  revisited  and  that  topotypical  material  be
collected.

Recently,  in  a  number  of  fioristic  and  monographic

publications,  critical  specimens  from  Oaxaca  labelled

"Chinantla"  have  been  erroneously  assigned  to  other

parts  of  Mexico.  Vov  examy)le,  very  frequently  botanists

allocate  such  specimens  to  the  State  of  Puebla  instead
of  to  the  State  of  Oaxaca.  The  reason  for  this  error  is

probably  due  to  the  fact  that  the  term  China/if  la  is  not
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to  be  found  on  standard  maps  of  Oaxaca,  while  recent

maps  of  Puebla  bear  conspicuously  the  name  of  the  town
of  Chinautla.  Chinantla  refers  to  a  rain-forested  moun-

tainous  region,  whereas  Chinantla  refers  a])parently  to

a  dry,  plateau  region.  The  resulting  errors  in  floristic

studies  are  often  grave.

Further  uncertainty  is  occasioned  by  the  variety  of

meanings  which  the  convenient  term  Chinantla  has  as-

sumed  at  the  hands  of  botanical,  anthropok^gical  and
historical  writers.

Although  in  several  papers  (27,  29,  30)  incidental

reference  has  been  made  to  the  meaning  of  Chinantla^

a  more  complete  review  of  the  history  of  the  term  with

special  reference  to  its  botanical  usage  and  significance

may  be  helpful  in  clarifying  the  problem,

II.  Use  liY  HisToiiiANS  and  AxTiniopoixxiisrs

The  word  Chinantla  has  its  etj^^mological  origin  in  the

Aztec  word  chinamitl,  signifying  "an  enclosed  space".

It  is  believed  that  the  name  Chinantla  originally  referred

to  a  single  settlement  or  town  probably  slightly  south  of

the  present  village  of  San  Juan  Valle  Nacional  (long.

96°20',  lat.  17°48')  in  the  District  of  Tuxtepec.  At  the

time  of  the  Conquest,  however,  the  name  was  used  to
designate  an  area  which  included  a  town  called  Chinantla

and  a  number  of  dependent  hamlets  as  well.  Kecent

attempts  have  been  made  to  identify  the  town  of  Chi-

nantla  with  ruins  oi  a  pueblo  vii^jo  which  have  been  found
on  the  southern  side  of  the  Rio  Valle  Nacional  between

San  Mateo  Yetla  (long.  9r)°24',  lat.  17''45')  and  San

Juan  Valle  Nacional  (15).

The  Relacion  de  Chinajitla  (12),  an  excellent  English

translation  of  which  has  been  prepared  by  Bevan  (2),  was
written  in  the  town  of  Chinantla  in  November  1579.  It

is  clearly  set  forth  in  the  Relacion  that  Chinantla  referred
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to  four  distinct  entities  in  1579:  1)  an  abjindnned  town:

2)  a  newer  town  nearby;  3)  the  area  and  villa<res  sur-

rounding  this  newer  town;  and  4)  the  river  |)assing

throu<;li  the  area  (Rio  Valle  Nacional).

In  dertnint^  the  Cliinantia,  the  Rclacion  stated:  *'The

town  of  Cliinantia  is  situated  in  a  valley  formed  between

two  ranges  of  mountains  ....  in  such  maimer  that  one

of  these  ranges  extends  along  the  northern  side  and  the

other  along  the  southern  side.  The  town  lies  on  the

banks  of  a  swiftflowing  river  w^hich  they  call  Chinantla

because  it  flows  from  a  hill  eleven  leagues  from  here  past

a  formerly  inhabited  village  called  Chinantla  ....  Into

this  river  empty  four  other  large  rivers,  three  of  them

above  Chinantla  and  the  other  more  than  three  leagues

below  the  town.  ...  It,  (the  town  of  Chinantla),  has

twenty-four  villages  surrounding  it  and  possessing
churches.  It  has  four  other  settlements  or  hamlets  which

have  no  churches.  ...  It  is  a  very  damp  region  and  ecpial-

ly  so  is  the  cabecera  and  town  of  Chinantla;  hot,  humid,

and  unhealthy,  so  much  so  that  at  present  it  is  aban-

doned,  and  there  live  in  it  only  three  Indians".

The  Rcldcion  enumerated  the  villages  comprising  the

region  of  which  the  new  or  second  town  of  Chinantla

was  the  capital.  Many  of  these  villages  do  not  have  re-

cognizable  names  and  may  correspond  to  towns  which

(like  Chinantla)  are  no  longer  in  existence  or  to  towns

which  are  at  present  known  by  newer  names.  The  fol-

lowing  names  are  maintained  :  Cuasimulco,  Santa  Maria

Jacatepec,  San  Pedro  O/umazin,  San  Juan  Palantla,  and
San  Mateo  Yetla.

In  summarizing  the  four  original  meanings  of  Chiuau-

tld,  we  may  again  (piote  from  the  Rclacion.  '*Thetown
of  Chinantla  is  called  Chinantla  because  it  is  surrounded

by  towns  and  by  mountains,  and  the  natives  call  any  kind

of  enclosed  space  chinamitl  ....  as  well  as  because  it  lies
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on  the  banks  of  a  swift-Howing  river  named  Chinantla,

rising  eleven  leagues  from  the  town  in  a  hill  wliere  was

formerly  situated  a  village  named  Chinantla,  abandoned

as  the  results  of  wars,  and  (finally)  because  the  site  was

similar  they  called  it,  (the  new  town),  Chinantla."  Each

village  of  the  region  comprising  the  Chinantla  had  a  lord

wdio  in  turn  "recognized  the  authority  of  the  lord  of  the

cabe(^'era  of  Chinantla,  and  to  him  they  paid  tribute.  .  .  .

and  this  lord  recognized  Motecuma  .  .  .  .",  who  kept  a

garrison  at  the  nearby  town  of  San  Juan  Bautista  Tux-

tepec(long.  9(i°07',  hit.  18'0()').

The  Relacion  de  Chinantla  was  a  governmental  report,

and  its  statements,  though  sometimes  vague,  are  usu-

ally  reliable.  The  Rclncion  makes  it  clear  that,  in  1579,
the  term  Chinantla  referred  in  its  widest  sense  to  a  region

of  northeastern  Oaxaca  which  now  comprises  the  south-

ern  edge  of  the  District  of  Tuxtepec,  the  northern  ])art

of  the  District  of  Choapam,  and  the  northeastern  edge

of  the  District  of  V^illa  Alta.  This  region  is  shaded  on

the  map  accompanying  the  present  article.  The  Relacion

does  not  specify  the  southern  limit  of  this  area,  but  later

usage  seems  to  indicate  that  it  was  delimited  b,y  the
southernmost  Chinantec  towns  —  San  Juan  Teotalcingo

(long.  95°.58',  hit.  \'i°2o')  and  Santo  Domingo  Latani

(long.  95'"  .52',  hit.  17°28').  We  may  assume  that  tiie
Chinantla  did  not  extend  west  beyond  Cuasimulco  be-

cause,  in  1.579,  simultaneously  with  the  Relacion  de

Chinantla,  a  Relacion  de  Ccila  (2(5)  was  com])iled.  This

Relacion  de  Uqila  pertained  to  the  vicinity  surrounding
San  P'elipe  Usila  (long.  9G°84',  lat.  11°  55')  in  the  south-

western  part  of  the  District  of  Tuxtepec  and  immediately
west  of  the  Chinantla.

That  Chinantla  was  a  settlement  of  some  importance

in  the  early  years  after  the  Concpiest  is  indicated  by  an

old  map  which  was  published  as  a  frontispiece  in  several
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editions  of  Clavijrero's  Historin  ....  (7).  Tliis  map,  en-

titled  .inahnitc  or  flic  Kinpirc  of  Me.vico,  the  Kingdom

of  Acolhuacan  &,  Mickuacaii  ^c  as  they  were  in  the  year

ir>:21,  has  desi<Tnated  only  a  few  towns  in  what  is  now

the  State  of  Oaxaca;  one  of  these  is  Chinantla.  The  town

is  located  in  the  ''province"  of  Chinantla.  Very  near  the

town  of  Chinantla,  the  map  designates  a  town  called

Achiothin  ("place  of  achiote");  this  town  either  bears

another  name  now  or  does  not  exist.  It  is  of  interest,

however,  to  point  out  that  in  the  vicinity  of  San  Juan

\^alle  Nacional,  where  the  town  of  Chinantla  probably

existed,  achiote  {Bi.ra  Orel/ana  L.  )  abounds,  whereas

in  the  higher  mountains  to  the  south,  this  plant  is  less

frequent.

We  find  a  number  of  other  writers  referring  incidental-

ly  to  the  Chinantla  and  using  tlie  name  in  its  correct  his-

torical  sense.  In  18()4,()ro/co  y  Herra  (*25)  stated  that  "La

Chinantla,  con  su  cabe(;era  del  mismo  nombre,  era  une

provincia  mexicana.  ,  ,  .  '"  and  Hrinton  (.5,  24),  in  1892,

wrote  that  "The  Chinantecs  inhabited  Chinantla,  which

is  a  j)art  of  the  State  of  Oaxaca,  situated  in  the  Sierra

Madre,  on  the  frontier  of  the  Province  of  Vera  Cruz."

Unfortunatel}',  the  term  Chifiantia  has  not  always  re-

tained  its  original  and  historically  correct  meaning.  In

recent  years,  it  has  been  applied  to  other  parts  of  Oaxaca.

It  has  been  used  among  historical  and  anthropological
writers  to  refer  to  the  entire  area  which  the  Chinantec

Indians  inliabit.  This  area  includes  most  of  the  District

of  Tuxtepec,  the  northern  half  of  the  District  of  Choa-

pam,  a  small  part  of  the  District  of  Villa  Alta,  the
northeastern  section  of  the  District  of  Ixthin,  and  most

of  the  eastern  third  of  the  District  of  Cuicatlan,  and  so

comprises  the  greater  ])art  of  northeastern  Oaxaca.  A-
mong  the  writers  who  have  used  Chitiantia  in  this  broad

sense,  the  following  may  be  cited.



In  1881,  Gay  referred  many  times  to  the  Chinantla

in  his  Historia  de  Ocuvaca  (13).  He  used  the  term  in  a

very  broad  sense,  stating  that  "La  Chinantla  es  una

provincia  situada  al  norte  de  la  ciudad  de  Oaxaca,  ''  and

he  intimated  that  it  was  synonymous  with  the  territory
of  the  Chinantecs.

Belmar  (4)  wrote:  "The  Chinantecs  occupy  chiefly

the  Chinantla,  comprising  the  Districts  of  Ixtlan,  Choa-

pam,  Cuicatbln,  Teotithin,  Villa  Alta,  and  Tuxtepec",

and  elsewhere  (8)  he  used  Chinaiifia  similarly.

Burgoa  (in  2)  suggested  that  the  Chinantla  was  a  syn-

onym  of  the  area  inhabited  by  the  Chinantecs  and  stated

that  it  lay  "beyond  Villa  Alta."

Although  Bevan  (2)  carefully  discussed  the  meaning

of  the  name  Chinantla  and  pointed  out  that  it  has  been

used  in  four  different  senses,  lie  stated  that  in  his  opinion

"the  name  La  Chinantla  is,  ...  a  synonym  for  the  region

where  any  dialect  of  Chinantec  is  spoken."

In  his  writings  on  southern  Mexico,  Starr  (31)  has

used  Chinantla  to  refer  exclusively  to  the  eastern  third

of  the  District  of  Cuicathin,  which  is  Chinantec  territory,

especially  to  the  region  around  San  Pedro  Sochiapam

(long.  9(i°4l',  hit,  17°53')  and  San  Juan  Zautia  (long.

96°40',  lat.  17°  oH').

III.  I^SK  HY  Botanists

In  reviewing  the  use  of  Chinantla  in  the  writings  of

botanical  explorers  who  knew  the  region  personally,  it

is  interesting  to  discover  that  the  term  was  consistently

employed  in  its  historically  correct  sense.

Among  the  early  botanical  explorers  who  travelled  in

Oaxaca,  Galeotti,  Hartweg  and  Liebmann  penetrated

into  the  Chinantla,  carrying  on  their  explorations  almost

simultaneously.  Cialeotti  and  Hartweg  worked  in  the
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EXPLANATION  OF  THE  MAP

This  niap  is  based  upon  a  study  of  several  old  man-
uscript  maps;  Con/atti's  Mtipii  hio/ogico  1/  niinerolo-
frico del F.sfdilo (le Oa.vaca ( 1 D 1 S ), scale 1 : .JOO, 000 : the
I'J.S?  edition  of  the  map  of  Oa.i'nc/t  of  the  Departa-
mento  de  (leojjnifico  (Mexico),  scale  1:1,000,000;
the  map  of  Sorih  America,  section  K-1  4,  of  the  Amer-
ican  Geo(Tra()hical  Society  of  New  York  (llKSS),  scale
1  :  1  ,000,000  ;  the  maps  in  Be  van  (2)  ;  aTid  upon  field
observations  made  by  the  writer  in  11>38  and  19S9.

Many  places  which  are  of  historical  interest  to
botanists  have  been  indicated  on  the  map.  The  lo-
calities  visited  by  the  early  botanical  explorers  ((ial-
eotti,  Hartwefj,  Jiirjxt'nsen,  Karwinski,  Liebmann,
Nelson,  etc.)  are  inchided.

Scale:  approximately  I  :  1,^)70,000
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region  during  the  spring  and  early  summer  of  1889,  and
Liebmann  followed  in  184*2.

These  early  European  collectors  used  the  name  Chi-

nantla  freely  in  their  field  notes,  and  the  name  has

appeared  in  their  own  taxonomic  papers,  as  well  as  in  later

monographs  and  in  biographies  and  itineraries  of  the  ex-

plorers.  Since  the  Galeotti  and  Liebmann  collections  are

represented  by  a  number  of  specimens  in  North  American
herbaria  and  since  their  collections  seem  to  have  been

more  extensive  and  important  that  those  of  Hartweg,  the

following  discussion  and  examples  of  the  use  of  the  name
Cliinantla  are  based  on  the  work  of  these  two  men.

In  several  ])ublications  (1,  6,  14,  16,  18,22),  general
discussions  of  the  itineraries  of  Galeotti  and  Liebmann

in  Mexico  have  appeared.  In  most  of  these,  Chinantla  is

used  to  refer  to  a  district,  but  Alston  (l)  has  stated  that

Liebmann  collected  in  ".  .  .  Chinantla,  a  village  on  the

slopes  of  Mt.  Sempoaltepec  .  .  .  ".  A  clear  discussion  is
found  in  Oersted's  introduction  to  J^iebmann's  Clicries

de  r  Ameriquc  tropicale  (22)  and  in  Liebmann's  Meaicos

Bregner  .  .  .  (18).  The  former  stated  that:  *'Dans  la

contree  montagneuse  peu  connue  et  ])eu  habitee  de  Chi-

nantla,  Liebmann  fit  un  riche  moisson  de  ])lantes  nou-

velles  .  .  .  "  ;  the  latter  briefly  reported  that  Liebmann

had  travelled  through  "det  saakaldte  Sierra  de  Oajaca

med  Indbefattelse  af  Districterne  Ixtlan,  Chuapam,

\^illa  alta  og  Chinantla  .  .  .".

A  study  of  the  actual  collection-data  of  these  two  ex-

plorers  is  more  instructive.  From  an  examination  of

Galeotti  and  Liebmann  collections  and  from  a  study  of

the  citations  in  numerous  taxonomic  publications  (17,

18,  19,  20,  21,  22,  23),  it  has  been  possible  to  work  out
the  itineraries  of  these  collectors  in  northeastern  Oaxaca

(still  to  be  ])ublished)  and  to  ascertain  the  exact  region

which  they  meant  to  designate  by  the  word  Ch'inmiila.
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From  this  stiiilv%  it  is  clear  that  both  (ialeotti  and  Lieb-

mann  used  the  term  in  its  historical  ly  aeeiirate  sense  to

denote  the  region  which  is  shaded  on  the  maj)  which

accompanies  this  article.  Usually,  (ialeotti  and  Liebmann

cited  actual  towns  in  the  Chinantia,  but,  in  some  cases,

especially  in  the  Galeotti  collections,  tiie  specimens  are

labelled  sim{)ly  "Chinantia",  sometimes  even  without

the  designation  of  the  state.  It  is  this,  ])rimarily,  which
has  confused  taxonomists  who  believed  Chinantia  to  be

a  town  but  who  were  unable  to  find  such  a  town  on  the

ma])s  of  Oaxaca.

A  few  examples  selected  from  the  hundreds  of  collec-

tions  of  Cialeotti  and  Liebmami  will  indicate  the  clarity

with  which  they  used  the  name  Chinantia.

Galeotti:

Piper  chiiKuitlensis  Mart.  &  Gal.  On  trouve  cette  esprce  dans  les
belles  forets  de  la  Chinantia,  rrj^ion  situt'e  sur  le  versant  oriental
de  la  oordillere  orientale  d  "Oaxaca,  a  3,  ()()()  pieds."
QiiervH^s  aciitij'o/iii  Nee  On  trouve  cette  belle  espcee  dans  les  forcts
si  riches  et  si  varices  de  la  Chinantia,  a  Tonajjuia  (parte  orientale
de  la  cordillcre  orientale  d'Oaxaca)."
Smilavina  paiiiculatii  Mart.  &  Gal.  Chinantia,  rcffion  fertile  et  lui-
niide,  situee  sur  la  ilcclivitc  occanique  de  la  cordillcre  orientale  d'
Oaxaca. '"
Smiht.r  niii/l{/lora  Mart.  <!^'  Gal.  Ce  Sniilax  entoure  les  arbres  des
forcts  de  la  Chinantia  prcs  du  bourg  indien  de  Lalana  (departeinent
d'Oaxaca)  a  .S,0()0  pieds  d  "elevation.  ''

Liebmann:

licfroiii/i  pnslulata  Liebni.  I  skyjrfrefulde  fugtifje  Hjerifskove  ved
Lacoba  i  Districtet  Chinantia  i  Dep.  Oajaca  ..."
liegouia  replans  Bentli.  Hartwefj  fandt  det  ved  S.  I'edro  Tepinapa
i  Chinantia  i  Dep.  Oajaca.""
Diejlenhdc/ii/i  Seffi/i/ie  Schott  .  .  .  bjerijifj^c  Landskab  Chinantia  i
ostliijc  Oaxaca.
Hj/ihiosUichi/on  hrcvirostra  I.iebni.  Cucsta  de  'l"cotali'inf;o  inielleni
Chuai)atn  oi;  Teotalcinjio  (Districtet  Chinatitla,  I-  .")()0()')  .  .  .'"
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Liebmann  also  visited  Chinaiitlain  the  State  of  Pueb-

la,  the  locahty  which  has  been  confused  with  the  Oaxa-

can  Chinantla.  There  is  no  possibihty  of  ambiguity  in

Liebmann's  notes,  for,  as  the  following  examples  indicate,

he  carefully  denoted  the  state  and,  in  several  cases,  act-

ually  contrasted  the  two  names.

Acrosticlnim  Schiedei  Ktze.  Byen  Tivizutlan  ogj  Indierlandsbyen
Chinautla  i  Dep.  Puebla  7-8000'."
Poh/podium  arigustum  (Willd.)  Liebm.  .  .  .  i  Chinantla  S.  Pedro
Tepinapa  (^^,500'),  p-ia  F.ge  Tiuzutlan  ojj  Chinautla."

The  towns  and  villages  of  the  Chinantla  in  which  Ga-

leotti  and  Liebmann  collected  include  the  following  in

the  District  of  Choa])am:  San  Juan  Comaltepec,  Santi-

ago  Choapam,  Santiago  Jocotepec,  San  Juan  Lacova,

San  Juan  Lalana,  Santa  Maria  Lovani,  San  Juan  Pet-

lapa,  San  Juan  Teotalcingo,  San  Juan  Toabela,  San  Pedro

Tepinapa;  and  Santa  Maria  Tonaguia  in  the  District  of
\'illa  Alta.

In  his  writings  (8,  9,  10,  11),  Professor  Conzatti,  the

contemporary  authority  on  the  flora  of  Oaxaca,  has  con-

sistently  used  the  term  Cliiiiantla  in  its  historical  sense.
He  has  also  used  the  modification  Chiiiaiitla-cuicateca  to

refer  to  the  eastern  third  of  the  District  of  Cuicatlan

where  he  collected  in  1898  and  in  1909.  Although  this

term  has  been  misunderstood,  there  should  be  no  am-

biguity  in  Conzatti  's  use  of  the  word  in  this  heterodox

manner  because  of  the  clarity  and  fullness  of  the  localities

cited  on  Conzatti  collections  (28).

In  conclusion,  it  should  be  pointed  out  that  the  early

botanical  collectors  used  Chitinntla  in  its  historically  ac-

curate  sense.  xAt  the  present  time,  however,  there  is  a

tendency  to  misapply  the  word  to  designate  the  entire

area  of  northeastern  Oaxaca  inhabited  by  the  Chinantec
Indians.  It  is  unfortunate  that  such  a  broad  use  of  the
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word  Chinantla  has  occurred,  even  thoiij^h  it  may  be,  for

ethnologists  at  least,  a  more  convenient  term  than  others

which  might  have  been  coined  for  the  Chinantec-area.  In

all  botanical  work,  however,  it  is  necessary  to  restrict  the

word  to  its  original  meaning  and  to  use  it  only  for  the

area  which  is  shaded  on  the  map.  The  use  in  botanical

work  of  any  extended  application  of  the  name  will  re-

sult  in  floristic  and  ecological  errors  ;  inasmuch  as  the  area

occupied  by  the  Chinantecs  comprises  manj^  types  of

country,  while  the  Chinantla  is  almost  comj)letely  rain
forested.
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