Curanderismo
The fascination many readers have with Bless Me, Ultima is based around beliefs in curanderismo (folk medicine) and witchcraft.  Witchcraft in the Southwest differs from that in other parts of the United States.  Primarily the belief in both curanderismo and witchcraft is greatly influenced by Catholicism and the ancient religion of the Native Americans of this part of the country.

The belief in witchcraft is still prevalent today even though believers hide their beliefs concerning the supernatural.  These people know that outsiders often view the subject as unworthy of consideration.  Nonetheless, supernaturalism concerning curanderismo and witchcraft is a large part of the intriguing history of the natives and Hispanics of the Southwest.
Throughout the Hispanic communities, especially in small towns or the barrios (neighborhood) in larger cities, there exists a strong belief in a system of folk medicine known as curanderismo.  This includes the belief in the use of herbal medicine and curative practices.  It is believed that people with knowledge in these areas can cure certain illnesses and even psychological problems.  According to Mark Simmons these people are known as “curanderas (female) or curanderos (male).”  They also have the power to cure illnesses that may be magical in origin.  Most illnesses of this nature are believed to have been induced by witches using black magic.  Illnesses induced by witches are done for many reasons such as envy, jealousy, and revenge.  The most commonly known hexes are the mal ojo (evil eye), susto (fright), and the mal puesto (bewitchment).
The mal ojo is believed to be induced by a person not touching, but staring at his/her victim.  Most vulnerable are children and babies.  It is believed to cause the child to get violently ill with headache, nausea, and fever.  This can be cured by a curandera using an egg.  The egg is used in both diagnosing and incurring the condition.  One method for curing the mal ojo is to rub the patient with an egg so that its white purity will draw the evil power from the body.  The egg white is then emptied into a bowl and set beside the sleeping child.  An eye will soon appear in the bowl and the patient will be healed.
The susto occurs when a person has a traumatic or frightening experience; for example, in Bless Me, Ultima Tony experiences this affliction when he is witness to a murder.  The symptoms can be both physical and emotional and include insomnia, weight loss, headaches, depression, and anxiety.  There can be other more sever symptoms which can cause the victim to become catatonic.  These symptoms show that the soul of the victim has left the body and needs to be retrieved.  As seen in Bless Me, Ultima, the curandera can bring the soul back by performing cleansing rituals over the victim.
The mal puesto hex or bewitchment involves more serious afflictions and usually requires the use of black magic by the curandera to cure the victim.  A mal puesto is usually done for malicious purposes such as envy, jealous, or revenge.  A person will experience a variety of misfortunes; for example:  the loss of a job, loss of a spouse, or being in an accident.  The mal puesto is written about in Bless Me, Ultima when Uncle Lucas was hexed by the Trementina sisters.  The sisters used his hair to cast the spell.  It took a curandera to counteract the work of the witches.

Only a curandera can diagnosis a mal puesto.  Only she can cure the victim, often with the use of black magic, prayers, herbal medicine, and their faith that God has given them special graces.
The strong beliefs in the supernatural are attributed to the pagan religious practices and the integration of beliefs that were instilled by the Conquistadors in their quest to convert the natives to Catholicism.  Because of the conquest by the Spaniards and their settlement in South and Central America, there were intermarriages between the natives and Spaniards.  This created the race referred to as the mestizos or, in the U.S., Chicanos.  Their beliefs and religious practices have survived through the generations.  However, the belief in folk illnesses and curanderismo does not usually deter anyone, whether Hispanic or Native American, to seek conventional health care.
Curanderismo Questions

Directions:  On a separate sheet of paper, answer the following questions according to the article.  You must answer in complete sentences!

1. Primarily, the belief in both curanderismo and witchcraft is greatly influenced by what two things?

2. Do people still believe in witchcraft today?  If so, what don’t we hear about it that often?

3. What is the definition of curanderismo?

4. For what reasons would a witch induce an illness?

5. What are the most commonly known hexes?

6. What does mal ojo mean in English?

7. What does susto mean in English?

8. What does mal puesto mean in English?

9. How is the mal ojo induced on a victim?

10. Who are the most vulnerable with the mal ojo?

11. What symptoms occur when someone has been cursed by the mal ojo?

12. How is the mal ojo cured?  Explain in detail.

13. When does susto occur?

14. What are the symptoms when someone is exposed to susto?

15. What does catatonic mean?  You may use the dictionary.

16. How is a soul retrieved when exposed to susto?

17. What brings on a mal puesto?

18. What are the symptoms of a mal puesto?

19. How does a curandera cure a victim with a mal puesto?

20. The strong beliefs in the supernatural are attributed to what two things?

21. What created the mestizos?

22. Who are the mestizos in the U.S.?

23. Do people who believe in folk illnesses and curanderismo still seek conventional health care?

Free-Write:  In your opinion, what do you think about curanderismo and its role in Bless Me, Ultima?  In a predominately Hispanic community, why do some characters believe in Ultima and some can’t tolerate her magical practices?  You need a minimum of 10 sentences to answer this question.

