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Preface 

 
 

During the summer of 1965 Sharon and I drove down the east coast of México 

and across Yucatán on our way to Cozumel Island ÍÖÙɯÔÈÚÛÌÙɀÚɯÙÌÚÌÈÙÊÏ. On that trip , we 

saw a ceiba tree for the first time. We do not recall exactly where we were . . . it was 

probably along the coastal road between Tampico and Veracruz . . . but we do 

remember our impression of that tall, symmetrical plant that called out for our attention: 

Wow! Look  at that! Ceibas attracted our attention for the rest of our trip.  

 

 ÛɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÔÌɯÚÏÌɯÊÖÜÓËɯÏÈÝÌɯÕÌÝÌÙɯËÙÌÈÔÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÌɀËɯÚÛÐÓÓɯÉÌɯÓÖÖÒÐÕÎɯÍÖÙɯÊÌÐÉÈÚɯȭɯȭɯȭɯ

over half a century later. 

 

The latitudinal and environmental ranges of Ceiba pentandra in México are 

perhaps surprising. On the northwest, in spite of extreme dryness, with professor Robert 

West in 1990, we photographed a ceiba planted prominently in the centro of Hermosillo, 

Sonora [29 degrees N.] (West 1992).  On the northeast coastal plain, with son Chadwick, 

we saw a ceiba planted at the corner of rural dwelling just north of Aldama, Tamaulipas 

[23 degrees N.]. Both trees seemed a bit out of their natural tropical rainforest habitat.  

 

 

  
 

Figures 1, 2. (left) Ceiba in Hermosillo  centro, a core desert, 1990; (right) ceiba north of 

Aldama, Tamaulipas , 1994. 

 

 



2 

 



3 

 

 

Introduction:  

The Yaxché in the Ancient Maya World, in the modern ruins.  
 

This study of ceiba pentandra in the state of Yucatán (not the entire peninsula) 

derives almost entirely from informat ion collected during  field trips of 1982, 1987, 1991, 

1993, 1994, December 2008, February 2017, and January 2019 and from searches on 

Google Earth Street View (2013-2017). We did consult the literature and we did speak 

with a few informants along the way, but for the most part this is a study derived from 

landscape observations. In all, 616 places ɬ settlements, haciendas, ranchos, ruins, 

cenotes ɬ provided information on ceiba locations  (See Appendix 1). We also drove a 

few highway transects in search of rural ceibas. Three hundred and eighty-two  places 

had at least one ceiba; 234 had no ceiba. (see Table 1.) We can verify that 2,349 have been 

×ÓÈÕÛÌËɯÐÕɯÈɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÊÖÕÛÌßÛɯÐÕɯÖÜÙɯɁ×ÓÈÊÌÚɂ and an additional 225 were seen along rural 

roads and at ranch entries (see chapter 7). We do not know how many we missed along 

the way. We were especially interested in searching for ceibas near churches and 

cemeteries. 

 

Table 1. The number of ceibas at 616 places, with number of 

occurrences, State of Yucatán, totaling 2,349 trees. 
 

# trees # occurrences # trees # occurrences # trees # occurrences 

 

      0          234      9                  7      19    2  

      1          107     10       1      20     1  

      2               82     11     3       24  1  

      3           36      12             13               27   1           

       4               33                13  2          28   4   

      5           26       14   4      31    1  

      6               20                15     5                39    1 

      7               14                16    1                46    1 

      8               10                18  4     541   1 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

In addition:  

Roadside ceibas = 225 

Total trees known in State of Yucatán = 2,574 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

                       

According to the 2010 census of the State of Yucatán, 567 settlements had over 

100 residents. We surveyed 511 of those and in 64 other villages of less than 100 people. 
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In addition, we sought ceiba s in 15 haciendas, 11 ranchos, 6 ruins, 5 cenotes, 1 new town, 

1 abandoned town, 1 country club, and one nature reserve (see Appendix  1). 

While approximately one -half ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɀÚɯƖɯÔÐÓÓÐÖÕɯÐnhabitants are indigenous 

(ind.) , ninety percent of the settlements are dominated by Maya . The larger western 

cities have smaller proportions of indigenous people (Mérida (20% ), Umán (39%), and 

Kanasín (41%), and the absolute least indigenous places are the new subdivisions like La 

Ceiba (Mérida) (<1% ind.). The Gulf coast towns also lack native populations (11 ɬ 42% 

ind.). The largest predominantly indigenous cities are toward the east, Valladolid (66% 

ind.)  and Tizimín (65% ind.)  (INEGI 2012).  

 

I do not know of a work devoted just to the cultural geography of the ceiba in 

Yucatán, but the literature on the tree is massive. Mayanists, for years, have known of its 

overwhelming importance in the ancient and modern culture history of  the peninsula. I 

do not attempt  cover that research here. For only one example, see Bassie-Sweet (2008: 

72-78). Few of the beautiful descriptions of the Ceiba pentandra, in Yucatán, such as that 

by Victoria Schlesinger (2001: 111-13), mention the tree as a cultural artifact. Some of the 

basic works on Yucatecan Maya do not even mention the tree (Staggerda 1941). Our 

study hopes to remedy that lack of recognition by presenting evidence of the intense 

man-ceiba relationship that plays out in the modern Yucat ecan landscape. 

 
Our focus throughout this project has been to discover patterns ɬ those recurring 

relationships between ceibas and a cultural feature or location. We wanted to learn how 

frequently the relationship occurred. How intense  was the relationship ɬ as suggested 

by the number of trees? Also, we wanted to record photographically ample examples of 

ceibas in their cultural contexts -- for a historical record.  

 

After accumulatin g and organizing our data eleven patterns emerged. We found 

ceibas were reÎÜÓÈÙÓàɯ×ÓÈÊÌËɯÈÛɯƕȺɯÈÉÖÙÐÎÐÕÈÓɯÙÜÐÕÚȮɯƖȺɯÚÌÛÛÓÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÕÈÔÌËɯɁàÈßÊÏÌɂɯÖÙɯ

ɁÊÌÐÉÈȮɂƗȺɯÊÌÕÖÛÌÚɯÈÕËɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÞÈÛÌÙɯÚÖÜÙÊÌÚȮɯƘȺɯÊÏÜÙÊÏÌÚȮɯƙȺɯÊÌÔÌÛÌÙÐÌÚȮɯƚȺɯÏÈÊÐÌÕËÈÚȮɯƛȺɯ

roadways and settlement entrances, 8) cattle areas, 9) urban centers, and 10) new tourist 

facil ities. On the other hand, we noticed that relatively few ceibas were in the Gulf 

coastal region. To conclude we discuss a few Yucatecan places where modern ceiba 

landscapes indicate remnants of the ancient Maya cosmos on the face of Yucatán. 

*** *** ***  
Ceiba pentandra, known as the ceiba, kapok , or silk -cotton  tree in most of 

Tropical America, is known as the  yax.ché in Maya Yucatán. Ché is the generic term for 

ɁÛÙÌÌȭɂɯYaxȮɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÖÕÛÌßÛȮɯÔÌÈÕÚɯɁÎÙÌÌÕȭɂɯ3ÏÜÚȮɯÐÛɯÐÚɯ3'$ɯÎÙÌÌÕɯÛÙÌÌɯȭɯȭɯȭɯ3'$ɯ31$$ȵɯ 

 

As the sacred tree of the Maya, much has been written about its role in their 

world. Simply put, the ceiba is the most important feature of the natural world  of 

Yucatán, aside, perhaps, from the cenotes, the natural sinkholes that allow residents to 

gain access to water. Why ceiba pentandra was selected to play such an important part in 
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Mayan life can perhaps never be answered. I have always thought that its large size 

might have impressed the ancients. In Yucatán the ceiba does not reach the height that it 

does farther south, on the coastal plain of Honduras  or in Costa Rica where it reaches 

almost 200 feet tall. When mature it does provide massive shade. And, it does grow 

really fast. And, it is really easily propagated. And, it attracts attention when young 

because of its sharp bark thorns. And, it does have some practical applications in folk 

medicine and its flowers can be spectacular. But still, I think it was probably selected for 

its special role in Maya society because of its size. 

 

Girths of C eibas in Yucatán, 2019 

(Measured at approximately chest height, above the buttresses.) 

Izamal, San Juan church ceiba = 26 feet, 6 inches 

Uayam, east entry ceiba = 22 feet, 5 inches 

Valladolid, Zaci cenote ceiba = 21 feet 

Tekanto, capilla San Ramón = 18 feet, 6 inches 

Mucuyché, crossroad ceiba = 16 feet, 11 inches 

Yalcobá, cenote ceiba = 16 feet, 6 inches 

Xocén, church ceiba = 15 feet, 3 inches 

 

For comparison, the larger of the two ceibas in the main plaza of Guatemala City, 

planted in 1991, is only 12 feet, 2 inches in girth (2017). It is approximately 66 feet tall. 

 
Figure 3. The amiable Virrueta family, owners the Hotel Casa de los Aluxes, in 

Valladolid, measuring their yaxche. Probably the second largest ceiba in Valladolid . 
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From pollen analysis, ceiba-form incensors from 600-700 A.D., and early 

observations we know that ceibas have been at Maya ruin sites for centuries. Copán, the 

well -studied ruin in western Honduras, perhaps has the greatest number of ceibas of 

any ancient Maya site. Within the ruin central and surrounding forest dozens of ceibas 

can be seen (Ricardo Agurcia, personal communication, January 19, 2018). In Yucatán, 

apparently, most ruins have planted  ceibas. A few sites are noted below. 

 

Chichén Itzá . (7 ceibas)  

When son Chadwick, geographer Taylor Mack, and I visited Chichén Itzá in 1994 

we saw a recently grafted tree next to the Temple of 1000 Columns. When we revisited 

with Memphis friends in 2017 we found the same tree, somewhat taller. Another baby 

ceiba is nearby, recently planted.  

 

   
Figures 4, 5. Same ceiba at Temple of 1000 Columns, Chichén Itzá, 1994 (left) and 2017. 

 

Of the seven ceibas on the grounds currently, none are older than 25 years. A second 

ceiba near 1000 Columns was recently planted. Five others surround El Castillo. Five 

more, much large ceibas are in the garden and reserve of the Hacienda Chichen Itza 

Resort adjacent to the south. 
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Figures ƚȮɯƛȭɯ$ËɯÈÕËɯɁ$ÝÌÙÓàɂɯ#ÐÚÔÜÒÌɯÖÍɯ,ÌÔ×ÏÐÚɯËÐÚÊÖÝÌÙÌËɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÊÌÕÛÓàɯ×ÓÈÕÛÌËɯ

baby ceiba, Temple of 1000 Columns, Chichén Itzá, February  2017.  Figure 7 map 

shows ceiba distribution at Chichén Itzá, 2017.  

 

 

Fig. 8. Ceiba at the 

Hacienda Chichen Itzá 

Resort, south of the ruins.  
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Kabah (Santa Elena) (6 ceibas) 

The ruin south of Santa Elena about five km has three ceibas in the parking lot and three 

small ones in the site. 

 

  
Figures 9, 10. Kabah ceibas: (left) parking lot, (right) southeast corner of site.  

 

Ek-Balam  (Temozón) (12 ceibas) 

Ceibas at Ek-Balam ruins are distributed throughout the site (8), two at entry into site 

(2), one in the parking lot, and another at the southwest entry from the highway. Ek -

Balam town, just west of the ruins, has fifteen ceibas, all clustered around the central 

park. 

 

Izamal  (six ceibas) The large pyramid mound (Kinich Kak Moo) in the center of Izamal 

has five ceibas on west (3) and north sides (2). Another tree is on the east side of the other 

large mound, Itzamatul. 

 

 

Figure 11. The ceibas 

at Kinich Kak Moo 

pyramid, west side.  
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Frequently, entries into the ruins from the main highways are marked with 

ceibas. At Mayapán four can be seen. At Labná, four small ceibas, two on each side of 

the entry from the highway, have been planted.  

 

 
 

At the tiny village of X-Bohom (east of Chankom) the only ceiba in the settlement 

rests atop the small unreconstructed ruin near the center of town. An elderly informant 

ÚÈÐËɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÍÙÐÌÕËÚɯ×ÓÈÕÛÌËɯÛÏÌɯÛÙÌÌɯɁanõs pasadosɂɯÈÚɯɁÈɯÚ×ÐÙÐÛÜÈÓɯÎÐÍÛȭɂɯ6hen I asked 

the meaning, the informant clapped his hands once and opened his palms to me, but did 

not reply.  

 

 
Figure 13. Ceiba atop unreconstructed ruin, X -Bojón (Kaua ). 

Figure 12. The four 

ceibas, entrance to 

Mayapán ruins.  
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3ÏÌɯɁYaxchéɂɯ2ÌÛÛÓÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÖÍɯ8ÜÊÈÛâÕ 

Yaxché, the Mayan term for ceiba pentandra, is a frequent toponym across the 

peninsula. As might be expected, those places normally have ceibas planted in and 

around the settlement. The Spanish term ceiba is being used more frequently  as 

Hispanicization proceeds across the peninsula. 

It must be assumeËɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÓÓɯÚÌÛÛÓÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÕÈÔÌËɯɁ8ÈßÊÏõȮɂɯÈÛɯÖÕÌɯÛÐÔÌȮɯÏÈËɯÈɯ

prominent ceiba tree in their local environment. It might have been spectacular because 

it was historically important as a plaza ceiba or in front of the church. Or, it might have 

been unusually large, providing shade for the market, marked the entrance to the 

village, or was simply located next to the cenote. 

 

Figure 14. Sign and yaxché tree at the entry to Yaxché (Valladolid), 2019.   

Ɂ8ÈßÊÏõɂɯÚÌÛÛÓÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÚÌÌÔɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈÔÖÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÚÔÈÓÓÌÙɯÐÕÏÈÉÐÛÌËɯ×ÓÈces. In the 1891 

diccionario ÖÍɯ&ÈÙÊąÈɯ"ÜÉÈÚɯȹÝȭɯƙȯɯƘƚƗȺɯÈÓÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÐßÛÌÌÕɯɁ8ÈßÊÏõɂɯÚÐÛÌÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÊÈÛÌÎÖÙÐáÌËɯ

ÈÚɯɁfincas rústicas.ɂɯ3ÏÌɯƖƗɯɁ8ÈßÊÏõɂɯÓÖÊÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÌÕÚÜÚɯÖÍɯƕƝƕƔɯÞÌÙÌɯÓÐÚÛÌËɯÈÚɯ
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Ɂ×ÈÙÈÑÌɂɯȹƕȺȮɯɁÙÈÕÊÏÖɂɯȹƛȺȮɯÖÙɯɁÏÈÊÐÌÕËÈɂɯȹƕƙȺȮɯÈÕËɯÙÈÕÎÌËɯÐÕɯ×opulation from 2 to 945. 

-Öɯ×ÓÈÊÌÚɯÕÈÔÌËɯɁ"ÌÐÉÈɂɯÞÌÙÌɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÌËɯȹ8ÜÊÈtán 1918). A century later, the 2010 census 

ÓÐÚÛÚɯƙƙɯÚÌÛÛÓÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÞÐÛÏɯɁ8ÈßÊÏõɂɯÖÙɯɁ"ÌÐÉÈȹÖȺɂɯÛÖ×ÖÕàÔÚȭɯ2ÐßÛÌÌÕɯÞÌÙÌɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÛÌËɯ-- 

with populations from 1 to 990. The other 39 sites, which are without population, are 

ÓÐÚÛÌËɯÈÚɯɁlocalidadesȭɂ ÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÌßÛÌÕÚÐÝÌɯÓÐÚÛȮɯÍÙÖÔɯ2$#$2.+ɯȹ2ÌÊÙÌÛÈÙąÈɯËÌɯ#ÌÚÈÙÙÖÓÓÖɯ

2ÖÊÐÈÓȺɯÐÕɯƖƔƕƗȮɯÕÈÔÌÚɯƘƘɯɁ8ÈßÊÏÌɂɯɁlocalidadesɂɯɬ ÈÓÓɯÞÐÛÏɯɁámbito ruralȭɂɯ%ÐÍÛÌÌÕɯÏÈÝÌɯ

×Ö×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕÚȭɯ%ÜÙÛÏÌÙȮɯÛÏÌɯ2$#$2.+ɯÓÐÚÛɯÐÕÊÓÜËÌÚɯÛÌÕɯɁCeibaɂɯÈÕËɯÛÏÙÌÌɯÞÐÛÏɯɁCeiboȭɂ 

-ÖÛÌÚɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÐÕÎɯɁ8ÈßÊÏõɂɯÚÌÛÛÓÌÔÌÕÛÚɯ×ÙÖÊÌÌËɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɯ

size in 2010. Proportions of indigenous residents are also noted. The first place noted, 

although without the Yaxché toponym, is important because it  is, by far, the largest.  

La Ceiba (Mérida) population 990, 7 indigenous  residents (52 ceibas).  

Among the new communities  north of the Períferico (the ring road sur round ing 

Merida), off  the road toward Progr eso, the best known is La Ceiba, a gated community 

built around the La Ceiba go lf course. La Ceiba was built during the 1970s, designed by 

architect Félix Mier y Terán Lejeune. Sixteen ceibas have been planted at the entrance 

and 30 more are in the median that approaches the gate. At least five more are on the 

grounds and golf course, plus one at the church. 

 

Figure 15. Entry ceibas into elitist subdivision of La Ceiba, north of Mérida, 2019.  
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Yaxché de Peón (Ucú) population 846, 333 indigenous (12 ceibas). 

The twelve ceibas in this famous hacienda site can be seen at the church (2), at 

three entrances (6), in two of the corners of the village, and two in private yards.  

Dzoyaxché (Mérida) population: 454, 448 of indigenous heritage, 72% of the residents        

speak Maya; location: 28 km due south of Mérida centro (18 ceibas). 

 According to a plaque at the site, the place originated during the 18 th century 

when Francisco Arredondo Martínez placed the casco of his hacienda next to a 

×ÙÖÔÐÕÌÕÛɯÊÌÕÖÛÌȭɯ ɯÊÌÐÉÈɯÔÜÚÛɯÏÈÝÌɯÉÌÌÕɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓȭɯ3ÏÌɯɁÍÐÕÊÈɯÙÐÚÛÐÊÈɂɯÞÈÚɯ

named San Nicolas for the saint from Tolentino, celebrated on September 10th. Of the 18 

ceibas in the settlement, 13 are on the grounds of the old hacienda, which has been 

converted into a natural ecology reserve. The largest ceiba, perhaps 40 years old, is next 

to the small yellow church. Another seven (25-40 yrs) line the main road through the 

hacienda, including a north and a south entry ceiba. Five more (20-40 yrs) are to the west 

within the building complex. The five other trees are at the nor thwest entrance (7 yrs.), 

at the northern crossroads (20 yrs), and three at the school (8, 10, 40 yrs.). According to 

the census of 1910, Dzoyaxché was a hacienda of 251 people. 

 
Figure 16. Chapel and ceiba at Dzoyaxché (Mérida).  
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Yaxchekú (Tizimín) popula tion 274, 191 indigenous (7 ceibas) 

 Yaxchekú has seven ceibas, three mid-sized ceibas (at the north, northeast, and 

south entries) and a large tree at the southeast corner. The others are in the milpas 

within the limits of the village. The settlement is 2 3 km east-northeast of Tizimín, and 4 

km north off highway to Colonia Yucatán, three km from Dzonot Aké.  

  

Figures 17, 18. Yaxchekú (left) ceiba at the end of pavement and electricity, northeast 

entry; (right) southern entry tree.  

 

 

Figure 19.  Entry plaque of 

Yaxchekú school proudly 

displays two ceibas.  
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Yaxché (Valladolid)  population: 114, all indigenous (3 ceibas) 

 This relatively new settlement is located a few hundred meters west of the 

highway that connects Yalcobá and Valladolid. An entry ceiba, with sign, is at the 

highway (see figure 11). Two more trees are in plaza that fronts the church and cabildo.  

         
        Figure 20. The plaza of Yaxché (Valladolid), 2019.  

 

Yaxché de Casares (Mérida) population 106, 87 indigenous (3 ceibas) 

This small village is located 5 km east of Cholul and 1 km north off the highway. 

The three ceibas are all saplings, planted on the east side of the street that leads to the 

church. 

 

Figure  21. Young tree on 

approach to church, which is 

hidden by the bus. Looking 

north, Yaxché de Casares. 
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San Sebastián Yaxché (Peto) population: 93, all indigenous (2 ceibas) 

 The two ceibas here are small and on two of the 28 private house lots. The village 

is due south of Peto, northwest of Justicia Social, near the border with Tzucacab 

municipio.  

San Isidro Yaxché (Tekax) population: 63, all indigenous (3 ceibas)   

 San Isidro is 39 km southwest of Tekax quite near the border with Campeche 

All three ceibas are near the main highway on private property.    

 

Santa María Yaxché (Mérida) population: 54, 15 indigenous (1 ceiba) 

This comisaria is 8 km north of the periferico norte of Mérida, off highway 261, 4 

km northwest of Dzilbilchatún. The lone ceiba is in t he northeast corner of the park. 

                                     

                                     Figure 22. Ceiba and park in Santa María Yaxché.  

Yaxché (Dzitas) population: 44, all indigenous (3 ceibas) 

 This site is only 5 km northeast of Pisté, but to reach it by automobile one must 

drive 10 km over a very dangerous, hilly, single -lane road that is often obscured on 

curves and before the hilltops. Two of the three mid -aged ceibas are at villages corners 

(NE and SE) and the other is in a private field just north of town.  

Yaxché (Chemax) population 31, all indigenous (1 ceiba) 

The SEDUMA map of Chemax municipio places this settlement 2.5 km north of 

highway 180 between Cocoyol and X-can. The lone ceiba is in the center of the village. 
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Yaxché (Chemax) population: 12, all indigenous (ceibas unknown)  

This little rancho is located about 3 km southwest of Sisbicchén on the north side 

of the highway, just past X-Cohuo. No ceiba was seen. 

Cayaxché (Valladolid), population: 6, all indigenous (ceibas unkno wn)  

The SEDUMA map of Valladolid municipio shows this site to be on the west side 

of highway 295 just south of the toll road and north of the entrance to Popolá. No ceiba 

ÞÈÚɯÚÌÌÕȭɯ(ÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÌÕÚÜÚɯÖÍɯƕƝƕƔɯÛÏÌɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯÐÚɯÊÈÛÌÎÖÙÐáÌËɯÈÚɯɁÏÈÊÐÌÕËÈȮɂɯÉÜÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÖÕÓà two 

male residents. 

San Miguel Yaxché  (Hunucmá) population: 4, all indigenous (1 ceiba)  

3ÏÐÚɯÓÐÛÛÓÌɯÙÈÕÊÏÖɯÐÚɯËÐÙÌÊÛÓàɯÈËÑÈÊÌÕÛɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÕÖÙÛÏÌÈÚÛɯÖÜÛÚÒÐÙÛÚɯÖÍɯ'ÜÕÜÊÔÈȭɯ(ÛɀÚɯ

only ceiba at its entry from Hunucma.  

 

Yaxché (Tizimín) population: 2, all indige nous (3 ceibas) 

This place is an operational cattle ranch 11 km northeast of Tizimín along the 

highway to Dzibinchén. Previously it was a hacienda as evidenced by the relict square 

tower, outbuildings, and walls. Two large ceibas are west of the highway at  the cattle 

pen and house and a younger one, perhaps 15 years old, is away from the road to the 

east. In 1910 the hacienda, probably devoted to sugar and alcohol production, housed 

107 people. 

 

Figure 23. The entry 

ceiba at San Miguel 

Yaxché. 
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Figure 24. The ceibas at Yaxché (Tizimín).  

Yaxché (Valladol id) population: 1, indigenous (1 ceiba)  

 One large ceiba appears to be located at the single-structure rancho located 

southwest of Yalcobá and 2.5 km northwest of the 180D interchange on the Yalcobá - 

Valladolid highway.  

*** *** ***  

Yaxché/Ceiba (o) places without reported population    39            

El Ceibo (Tetiz), La Ceiba (Calotmul), La Ceiba (Chemax), La Ceiba (Río Lagartos), La 

Ceiba ( Sucila), La Ceiba (Tizimín), La Ceiba (Tizimín), La Ceiba Dos (Mérida), Los 

Ceibos (Mérida), Los Ceibas (Panabá), Nohyaxché (Buctzotz), Nohyaxché 

(Tixcacalcupul), San Antonio Yaxché (Mococha), San José Yaxché (Yaxcabá), San Pablo 

7ɀ8ÈßÊÏõɯȹ"ÏÖÊÏÖÓÈȺȮɯ2ÈÕÛÈɯ"ÙÜáɯ8ÈßÊÏõɯȹ!ÜÊÛáÖÛáȺȮɯ7ÒÈÓÈàÈßÊÏõɯȹ2ÈÕɯ%ÌÓÐ×ÌȺȮɯ8ÈÈß-

ÊÏÌɀÌɯȹ#áÌÔÜÓȺȮɯ8ÈßÊÏõɯȹ!ÜÊÛáÖÛáȺȮɯɯɯ8ÈßÊÏõɯȹ"ÈÕÛÈÔÈàÌÊȺȮɯ8Èxché (Chapab), Yaxché 

(Espita), Yaxché (Izamal), Yaxché (Kaua), Yaxché (Mérida), Yaxché (Motul), Yaxché 

(Samahil), Yaxché (Sucila), Yaxché (Tahdziu), Yaxché (Tekax), Yaxché (Temozón), 

Yaxché (Teya), Yaxché (Tzucacab), Yaxché (Umán), Yaxché (Valladolid), Yaxché ó 

Yaxchel (Yaxcabá), Yaxcheil (Yaxcabá), Yaxcheil ó Nohyaxché (Tixcacalculpul), Yaxchen 

(Chemax) 
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Cenotes (also wells and water towers) and Ceibas in Yucatán  

ɁȭɯȭɯȭɯȻÛÏÌɯÊÌÐÉÈȼɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÏÈÕËÚÖÔÌɯÛÙÌÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÎÙÖÞÚɯÉàɯÞÌÓÓÚȭɂ 

Bishop Diego de Landa (1566)  (Landa 1973: 129)  

 

ɁȭɯȭɯȭɯÛÏÌɯàÈßÊÏÌȮɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÊÙÌËɯÛÙÌÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ,ÈàÈÚȮɯÜÕËÌÙɯÙÖÖÛÚɯÖÍɯÞÏÐÊÏȮɯ 

ÛÏÌɯÕÈÛÐÝÌÚɯÈÚÚÌÙÛȮɯÐÚɯÈÓÞÈàÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÍÖÜÕËɯÈɯÚÖÜÙÊÌɯÖÍɯ×ÜÙÌɯÊÖÓËɯÞÈÛÌÙȭɂ 

(Augutus Le Plongeon 1886: 133) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

First . . . were the cenotes, dznot or tsɀÕÖÛ, in Maya. Cenotes are the most 

important elements of the physical geography of Yucatán. These sinkholes, natural wells   

formed in the limestone that often exposed the ground water, were essential to survival 

because of the lack of surface water in the karstic land. Then . . . along came man, and 

perhaps because of a religious belief, a ceiba was  planted nearby the cenote. 

Eventually, . . . a Maya settlement was erected near the water source and largest 

tree. 

Figure Ɩƙȭɯ3ÏÌɯɁÚÌÕÖÛÌɂɯÈÕËɯ

ceiba at hacienda Mucuyché 

(Abalá), from Stephens 1843: I, 

203. Drawing by F. Catherwood, 

engraving by A. Anderson.  
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 When the Christians arrived from Europe, according to their notions of how to 

plan a settlement in a rectangular grid, their churches opened onto the core from the east 

ÚÐËÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯɁ×ÓÈáÈȮɂɯÍÈÊÐÕÎɯËÐÙÌÊÛÓàɯÛÏÌɯÊÌÐÉÈɯÈÕËɯÊÌÕÖÛÌȭɯ.ÝÌÙɯÛÏÌɯàÌÈÙÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÌÕÖÛÌ-ceiba-

church directional orientations have become less rigid. See Table 2 for a list of places 

ordered by distance between the cenote and front door of the church. 

Table 2. Cenote-Ceiba-Church relationships in Yucatán: directions and distances.  

Place    Cenote to Church     Distance        Cenote to Ceiba       Distance 

           Direction                     Direction  

 ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 Dzoyaxché    E  34m/112ft           ESE          34m/112ft 

 X-Kanchakán     E  37m/120ft           ESE          55m/181ft 

Cholul      E  46m/150ft           SSE           23m/75ft 

Yalcón               NE    58m/189ft             N          37m/122ft 

Chan X-Cail     NE  58m/190ft        W edge            < 5 m 

Tixhualactún     E  75m/245ft            N          32m/104ft 

San Juan Chen NNE  76m/250ft            W         17m/55ft 

Dzitox                 SSW  79m/258ft           SW         44m/144ft 

Yalcobá NNE   88m/288ft          NNE            9.5m/30ft 

Cuzamá   W  91m/300ft           NE            5m/18ft 

X-Catzin            W  139m/456ft            W        135m/441ft 

Uayma  NNW               172m/564ft        W edge             < 5 m 

Xocén  ENE  251m/824ft       SW edge              < 5m 

Maní  NE  295m/967ft           NE          30m/100ft 

Valladolid  SW  510m/1,670ft        W edge              < 5 m 

 

 
Figure 26. Dzoyaxché (Mérida): church and ceiba (left) and cenote nearby.  
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Figure 27. Tixhualactún (Valladolid): Church (left) and ceiba (right) near the cenote.  

 

 

Figure 28. Chan X-Cail (Valladolid): Cenote (with low wall) and ceiba near church.  
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Figure 29. San Juan Chen (Chemax): Cenote is between ceiba to left and church to 

right.  

The Franciscan Bishop of Yucatán, Diego de Landa (1524-1579) arrived in 

Yucatán in 1549 and for 30 years observed the land and life of the peninsula. He noted 

ÛÏÈÛɯɁȻÛÏÌɯÊÌÐÉÈȼɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÏÈÕËÚÖÔÌɯÛÙÌÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÎÙÖÞÚɯÉàɯÞÌÓÓÚȭɂɯ(ÍɯÖÕÌɯÏÈËɯÓÐÝÌËɯÈɯÎÖÖËɯÓÐÍÌȮɯ

after death Mayans would go to a delightful place where they would, among other 

×ÓÌÈÚÈÕÛÙÐÌÚȮɯɁÙÌÚÛɯÈÕËɯÍÖÙÌÝÌÙ ÊÌÈÚÌɯÍÙÖÔɯÓÈÉÖÙɂɯÉÌÕÌÈÛÏɯɁÈɯÛÙÌÌɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÏÌàɯÊÈÓÓɯÛÏÌÙÌɯ

yaxcheȮɯÝÌÙàɯÊÖÖÓɯÈÕËɯÎÐÝÐÕÎɯÎÙÌÈÛɯÚÏÈËÌȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÌÐÉÈȭɂɯȹ3ÖááÌÙɯƕƝƘƕȯɯƕƗƕȰɯËÌɯ

Landa 1973: 60, 129) 

John Lloyd Stephens, American diplomat, explorer, and early documenter of 

Maya ruins, produce d in word and by illustration ample evidence of the ceiba/water 

source relationships throughout the peninsula. Stephens mentioned frequently the 

×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯɁÕÖÉÓÌɯÚÌàÉÖÚɂɯÈÛɯÞells, aguadas, and cenotes (1843: I, 203; II, 11, 31, 86-7). 

Even today, some Yucatecans say that ceibas are excellent indicators of water 

ÉÌÕÌÈÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÌÈÙÛÏɯÚÜÙÍÈÊÌȭɯɁ(ÍɯàÖÜɯÞÈÕÛɯÛÖɯÍÐÕËɯÞÈÛÌÙȮɯËÐÎɯàÖÜÙɯÞÌÓÓɯÕÌÈÙɯÈɯÊÌÐÉÈȮɂɯÛÏÌàɯ

say. The modern landscape reflects this ancient notion, but perhaps an opposite idea is 

more dominant ɬ ceibas are more frequently planted near obvious sources of water. 

While ceibas can still be seen near a few cenotes, during our survey we found it is far 

more likely that ceibas are planted near modern sources of water, water towers and 

wells. The extreme example is at X-copteil (Chankom) where nine ceibas (three larger, 

six saplings) have been planted near the major well.  
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Among the largest, most prominent open cenote/ceiba sites are cenote Zací in 

Valladolid, at Yalcobá (Valladolid), at Xocén (Valladolid), at  Chan X-Cail (Chichimila), at 

hacienda Kaan Ac (Valladolid), and at covered-cenote places such as Teabo (Teabo) and 

Kanacom (Yaxcabá).   

  
%ÐÎÜÙÌÚɯƗƔȮɯƗƕȭɯȹÓÌÍÛȺɯ"ÌÐÉÈɯÈÛɯÊÌÕÖÛÌɯ9ÈÊÐȮɯ5ÈÓÓÈËÖÓÐËȮɯƖƔƕƝȰɯȹÙÐÎÏÛȺɯɁ2ÖÕÈÛÖɯÕÌÈÙɯ 

5ÈÓÓÈËÖÓÐËɂɯ(Norman 1843: 98/99). 

  

Figures 32, 33. (left) Ceiba at walled cenote, X -Catzin (Chemax); (right) Ceibas at 

southern cenote, Santa Elena. 
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Figures 34, 35. The ceiba of the Yalcobá cenote, 2019. (above) The large, open cenote is 

enclosed by the low wall behind the Coca -Cola sign. The church is 88m/288ft. to the 

north -northeast  (below) . 
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Ceibas are also being planted near cenotes recently developed for the tourist 

trade (see Chapter 10). 

 

Figure 36. Ceiba planted at three water sources, covered cenote, well, and water to wer, 

Kanacom (Yaxcabá). 

  

Figures 37, 38. (left) Ceiba and cenote at Teabo; (right) The only two ceibas in 

Tixcacaltuyub (Yaxcabá) are planted next to the centro well and at the only water 

tower.  


