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SUMMARY

TERATOLOGY IN MEXICO. 19TH CENTURY

It was not until the last third of the 19th century, the period in which, 
according to historiography, the country definitely inserted itself into 
modernity, that anomalies and monstrosities had a presence in Mexico. 
Therefore, what I present here are four moments of teratology in Mexico, 
four dates in which I try to recount how teratology, which still occupied 
a marginal place within the main themes of national science, not only 
reached to cover the realm of medical discussions at the time, but also laid 
the foundations for new disciplines like biology and anthropology.

Introduction
It happened to me once that, while consulting the library of the National 
Museum of Anthropology (Museo Nacional de Antropología), the 
Catalogue of anomalies collected by the National Museum of Mexico 
appeared1. It was a small book published in 1896, printed in low qual-
ity paper and dedicated to explain the contents of a teratology hall. 
As I surfed through the pages, I could not keep myself from imagin-
ing a visitor touring the exhibition room with the Catalogue in hand 
and surprised by the display of cyclops, hermaphrodites, siamese and 
other monsters of nature.
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That was how, starting from a catalogue of monsters, I had to ask 
myself: what is teratology? What were the states and circumstances 
in which it had reached Mexico? Why were doctors interested in it? 
But above all I wanted to know what was a collection of monsters 
doing in a museum dedicated to the exhibition of plants, minerals 
and animals, as well as archeological and historical pieces2.
Too many questions, perhaps, for a documental corpus made up of, 
other than the Catalogue, a few studies of published cases from sci-
entific journals of the time. For, as I read through the documents, I 
started to think that the teratological discourse in Mexico was system-
atically shallow, fragmentary, and I would even dare to call it almost 
marginal, especially when compared to the size of European trea-
ties on the subject. At the same time, from the beginning, it seemed 
to me that teratology in Mexico, notwithstanding the archive’s size, 
did not only belong to the doctors’ effort to bring modern European 
science into the country, but that such an effort occupied a central 
lieu. Furthermore, I would venture to say that teratology in Mexico 
not only influenced medical discussions of the time, but also laid the 
foundations for new disciplines such as biology and anthropology.
In that sense, what I present here are four different moments of 
teratology in Mexico. Four dates spread across the last third of the 
19th century, during the Porfiriato, the period of Porfirio Díaz’s 
rule, which has been labeled by Mexican historiography as the one 
that ended a long cycle of anarchy and despotism which the War of 
Independence had unleashed in 18103. It was during these decades of 
political stability and professionalization of medicine that teratology 
had a presence in Mexico.
Thus, I present four separate stories, which, however, form a part 
of the same project; four displacements, partial and fragmentary, in 
the ways in which a monster is imagined. The first one took place in 
1969, when Juan María Rodríguez, an important obstetrician, wrote 
the first of many papers on teratology. The second one is from 1899, 
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when the Medical Journal of Mexico (Gaceta Médica de México), the 
official medium of the National Academy of Medicine4, published the 
case of “José” and with it a concern for the problem of the species 
appeared in the clinical domain. The third case goes back to 1895, 
the date when the exhibition hall on teratology was inaugurated in 
the National Museum of Mexico, and an exhibition of 75 monstrous 
specimens were shown to the public. Lastly, we have the one from 
1909, the year in which the teratological collection of the National 
Museum was split in two, and Nature was disjoined from Culture.

1869. Description of a Monster
In 1869 Juan María Rodríguez published his first paper on teratology 
in the Medical Journal of Mexico5. By the time it was published, the 
European teratological splendor had already waned. Decades had 
gone by since E. Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire tried, for the first time, to 
scientifically explain the monster, and decades had gone by since his 
son Isidore made a new classification known, one that was quite dif-
ferent from Aristotle’s definition of monsters by parameters of excess 
and defect6. Furthermore, pressing on the temporary offset, I would 
say that teratology appeared in Mexico a few years after Darwin 
published his work On The Origin of Species, in which anomalies 
and monstrosities no longer constituted the central explanation of 
the problem of the origin7.
This was Rodriguez’s first paper on teratology, although by then he 
had published several scientific oeuvres which projected him as the 
most important obstetrician of his generation, and I cite a fellow gy-
necologist who today sees in Rodríguez the “man whose doings are 
the most valuable in the field in all of Mexico’s history”8. Rodríguez 
would not only boost the development of scientific obstetrics in 
Mexico and become the author of the Clinical guide to the art of 
childbirth (Guía clínica del arte de los partos), a work that, after its 
publication in 1885, would become the main textbook for students 
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at the National School of Medicine for several generations to come, 
but he would also establish the bases of Mexican teratology. As his 
necrology recollects, that doctor stood out through his “dedication 
on the study of Obstetrics and Teratology, genres in which he leaves 
writings of positive merit”9.
In fact, most of the teratological studies published by the Medical 
Journal came from Rodríguez; and the others, in other words, those 
which were not written by him, would anyway spin around his ideas10. 
Furthermore, I would dare to assure that the relationship between this 
doctor and teratology was so close that the beginning and the end of 
the discipline could be stamped with the dates of his life and death: for 
as he wrote the first clinical study on the field and devoted an impor-
tant part of his life to spreading the postulates of teratology among his 
colleges, convincing them that anomalies and monstrosities had great 
use in explaining illnesses and life, at the time of his death the Medical 
Journal practically stopped publishing papers on the subject.
Because of this, it can be said that a distinguishing characteristic 
of Mexican teratology was precisely the clinical mark imprinted by 
Rodriguez. In France, teratology was born from the fields of embry-
ology and biology as an answer to issues relative to the generation 
and transformation of species, while its field of action in Mexico 
was that of obstetrics. Rodríguez and other doctors who wrote on the 
subject appealed to works by Etiénne and Isidore Geoffroy Saint-
Hilaire together with other European teratologists, with the goal of 
extracting fragments from them which they could turn into useful 
tools to act in cases of “difficult childbirth”11. I would say that tera-
tological studies can often appear to be guides on how to proceed in 
case the doctor suddenly found himself with a monster.
In fact, it was in that manner in which Rodríguez read European 
teratologists – by heaps, drawing upon certain passages each time 
a monster appeared, translating only some of them into clinical lan-
guage, reading the theoreticians without being so preoccupied by 
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the transformation of species as he was interested in explaining the 
deformed body of a monster. Because beyond the evolutionist specu-
lations of E. Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Rodríguez was interested in the 
causes of a monstrous birth; or, in other words, he was less interested 
in the philosophy than in the particular phenomenon.
Furthermore, I would say that if Rodríguez reached teratology, it 
was through the channeling of pathological anatomy, a view on the 
matter that Mexican doctors had just started to discover but which 
they knew constituted the foundations of modern medicine. This 
obstetric doctor openly ascribed to novel medicine12, and although 
he acknowledged that the same general rules applied to both the 
normal and the pathological, as well as the idea that in medicine 
there was only one science which “is (was) physiology…”13, he also 
thought that physiology had lagged behind in the study of an ordi-
nary, abstract, and therefore inexistent man. In this he coincided with 
E. Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, considering pathological anatomy as the 
only way of taking medicine beyond descriptive anatomy and “hypo-
thetical” physiology which “has only imposed limits upon thought”, 
thus opening the observational field to the study of irregular acts14. It 
was not in vain, he explained, that both teratology and pathological 
anatomy had appeared at the same time:

At the end of the 18th century, descriptive Anatomy was the source of big 
discoveries that could be encompassed in the narrow compound where the 
observers were enclosed. The observational field was slightly broadened 
with the study of comparative anatomy: the anatomy of animals increased 
and made that study, which had so far been so limited, bountiful … At that 
time, pathological anatomy and the anatomy of monstrous beings, were 
almost simultaneously created15.

That first paper, written by Rodriguez in 1869, is entitled Description 
of a diplogenetic, monocephalic, autosite, omphalosite non-viable 
human being, and it seems to me that the title itself describes the 



Frida Gorbach

250

entire teratological project. On the one hand, the name bears with it 
the force of present times by separating modern science from those 
“barbaric and superstitious” times where imaginary figures were 
mistaken with prodigies, and prodigies were taken as real beings, 
that is, times when the power of imagination could create new be-
ings that combined, in a single body, elements from different spe-
cies, “horrible, real or imaginary beings, which terrified with their 
extreme ugliness”16. The name itself, said Rodríguez, is enough to 
clear “the extremely dense fogs of medieval obscurantism”17, and 
at the same time he affirmed that the monster was the product of 
an embryonic determinism. On the other hand , the name points to 
a new manner of observation and to a new vocabulary associated 
with the idea of measuring. And that is how instead of Ambrosio 
Paré’s “amazing monster”, with its fishlike tails, doglike heads and 
“tongues similar to those of a Parrot”, “truncated pyramids” and 
“polyhedric forms”18 appeared; and instead of the effigy of two 
merged bodies we had a single “diplogenetic, monocephalic, au-
tosite, omphalosite non-viable Monster”.
Additionally, the name also set the location for the specimen in a 
classification which was not Aristotle’s, but a different one, which is 
organized on the basis of two principles: one of similarity and one of 
causality. In this case, the name not only imposes resemblance over 
the monster’s singularity, it also builds upon a sequence of regular 
causes ranging from the lightest to the gravest anomaly, according 
to the time at which the embryonic alteration was likely to have hap-
pened. For Rodríguez the name depends on the classification, and 
classification is the best proof of regularity, for through order he 
showed how the same causes are repeated: “The invariability of ef-
fects demonstrates the invariability of causes; and due to the fact that 
clearly different genres, families and orders have been established, 
we must also admit that the same causes exist and that these are well 
tied to invariable and eternal laws”19.
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Nevertheless, beyond classifying and demonstrating the regularity 
of the monster and its pertinence to the understanding of general 
laws, what Rodríguez was most interested in was determining, from 
the study of the monstrous, the difference between the normal and 
the pathological. And that, it seems to me, is the signature of teratol-
ogy in Mexico. For even after teratology moved from clinics into the 
realm of biology and anthropology, that initial clinical interest would 
end up shaping the discussion on the origins of the Mexican race, 
a subject which from the beginning was posed as a physiological, 
biological, anthropological and teratological problem.

1899. José, neither Animal nor 
Human
In the year 1872 “an indi-
vidual named José”, native of 
Ixtlahuaca, son of Petra Nieto and 
an unknown father, was signed 
into the San Hipólito’s hospital 
for the insane. On the same year, 
the doctor who signed his entry, 
José Peón Contreras, who was 
the director of the hospital at the 
time, wrote a study from his “own 
observations” together with the 
comments made by “his esteemed 
companion and friend” Juan 
María Rodríguez. He entitled it 
Teratology. Microcephalic Idiocy 
(Teratología. Idiotía microcefáli-
ca)20 (Fig. 1).
José Peón Contreras starts his 
study by remembering the first en-

Fig. 1 - An individual called José, Medical 
Journal or Gaceta Médica (1872).
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counter with the subject: at the hospital he saw an individual who 
came in and “vividly caught” his attention; just by looking at him he 
knew the individual lacked the “faculties with which nature endowed 
the privileged beings of creation”, and that he could “very well con-
stitute an intermediate entity between humanity and irrational ani-
mals…”21. He would later find out that his name was José, but that 
initial encounter determined the sense of the whole research; I could 
also add that the description of the symptoms adheres entirely to the 
tone of that first encounter: José suffers from “notable insensibility”, 
“nothing that happens around him moves him”, and “one day, ne-
glected by those who watched over him, he got hold of and devoured 
a regular portion of raw meat.”
Peón Contreras thought that José acted like an animal, but Juan 
María Rodríguez, who is extensively cited in the study, reckoned 
that José had the traits of a monkey: “If I hold his arms he swings 
and gives signs of joy. The movements of his head and most of his 
members have a je ne sais quoi from monkeys”. José reminded him 
of a monkey, and, at the same time, he was reminded of that “idiot 
which was exhibited years ago in Amsterdam, touted as a savage 
from Africa…”.
According to those two doctors, this individual looked like an animal, 
a child, a crazy person, and a savage that is, four different figures from 
whose entrails one can extract the same primary animalistic feature: it 
was a being that devoured human meat and ate “plum pits, pieces of 
linen, tree leaves”, like an animal; running from one side to the other, 
and embracing with “vivacious and infantile movements the knees of 
the other patients, leading them to hold him by the hands, so he could 
swing”, just like a child; besides, he was “light brown colored, with 
strong and abundant hair”, he used sign language and was “extremely 
fond of music” and finally what constituted a fundamental detail- from 
time to time he produced “a certain guttural savage sound”22. These 
four intertwined figures inevitably remind us of the parallelism which, 
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years later, Freud, in an attempt to explain the origins of culture, would 
build between children, neurotics and savage peoples23.
But, in teratological terms, José was neither a savage, nor an animal, 
nor a crazy person, nor a child, but a monster, a deformed sum of all 
those figures, a manifestation of how the normal and the pathologi-
cal, nature and culture, could get confusingly mixed. Strictly speak-
ing, he was neither an animal nor a human being, but something 
placed halfway, “an intermediate entity between humanity and irra-
tional animals, for he is invested with the human form, but he lacks 
the qualities which elevate it to a higher rank”. He was a being placed 
between two kinds without belonging to one nor to the other. This 
is why doctors were not able to convene as to where to place him: 
either in the lowest place in the human scale, in “the last definition 
of human degradation; in a single word: an idiot”, Rodríguez said, 
or in the highest place in the animal scale, for as Peón Contreras as-
sured, Jose’s eyes do not reveal “stupidity or degradation” but have 
“something that attracts” that “sparkle which allows a glimpse of in-
telligence or at least the instinct of irrational animals set on a higher 
sphere, to put it in a certain way”24. In the end, the question was the 
following: is José an animal-human or a human-animal?
More than twenty years later, Jesús Sánchez, a naturalist doctor whose 
life was tightly linked to the National Museum, mentioned the case 
of José in an article entitled Relations of Anthropology and Medicine 
(Relaciones de la antropología y medicina)25. He was mentioning him 
at a time when questions had changed and the search was not aimed at 
the place of the monster in the line that had to unify normal and patho-
logical states, but the function it fulfilled in the transformation and 
evolution of species. Then, biology existed above clinical medicine.
Under the new context, the case of José retook the discussion which 
had begun decades before in the Sociedad Metodófila when Gabino 
Barreda – know by all, his contemporaries, his disciples and by pre-
sent-day historians, as the person who introduced the positivist doc-
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trine in Mexico – presided it. In those discussions everyone wondered 
about the origins of race, some contended that native Americans were 
the product of a common root whose origin lied in Europe, while oth-
ers upheld that those men constituted autochthonous American races. 
Or to put it in Barreda’s terms: “Either the multitude of species that 
today exists has formed separately or they have resulted from one 
another through gradual transitions”26. The dilemma was the follow-
ing: either the species was one or it was made up of several races with 
different origins.
But I believe that the underlying discussion in those meetings was 
the relation between the Mexican race and pathology, or more pre-
cisely, with teratology. And that is how, on the one side, those who 
defended the idea that there were different origins had to separate the 
Mexican race from any link with Europe and then admit a probable 
teratological origin. And on the other side, those who contended for 
a single origin, like Sánchez or Barreda, necessarily had to consider 
the possibility that American races had a teratological origin. For if 
the origin was one and evolution constituted a continual and gradual 
process, then the American races could constitute intermediate links 
whose origin could be teratological. Therefore, the stance of the 
common root opened the possibility of races originating in nature 
in the same fashion as monsters, for according to the transformist 
theory of Geoffory Saint-Hilaire, a monster was born because the 
embryo stopped in one of the phases through which its development 
passed, and those phases were nothing but an imitation, at an indi-
vidual level, of the phases of the evolutive line that went from infe-
rior to superior animals. Thus, if this was so, then ontogeny reflected 
phylogeny, and the origin of the Mexican race could be explained 
through embryonic detainment, that is, by fixing time at an inferior 
state from which new species and races could originate27. That was 
the question which apparently everyone needed to answer: could 
monstrous features be inherited up to the point of shaping new races?
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In an older paper, Jesús Sánchez considered that “the deviations of 
the physiological state produced functional alterations the study of 
which was very important in comparing the mental state of man and 
animals, and maybe in the problem of the origins of man”28. This 
means that also he could not stop asking if the Mexican race was 
normal, like the European, or if it constituted a pathological varia-
tion of that species. Although he did not finish formulating it in all 
its words, Sánchez, together with the other doctors, wondered: are 
Indians monstrous?

1895. The Teratology hall at the National Museum
In 1895, more than twenty years after Juan María Rodríguez published 
his first study in the Medical Journal, Jesús Sánchez inaugurated the 
hall of teratology at the National Museum of Mexico. The exhibition 
had 75 monstrous specimens: two-headed goats, six-legged pigs, sia-
mese, hermaphrodites, and a giant, some “are preserved in alcohol, 
others are stuffed, and others are represented through photographs”29.
The fact that Sánchez opened the teratology hall to the public ex-
actly a year after Rodriguez’s death, turns the hall into a kind of 
posthumous homage to that “illustrated colleague and dear friend”, 
a precursor of teratological studies, a man who gave “a prominent 
place to national teratology, and, through numerous writings on the 
matter, gave us the basis for its foundation”30. By inaugurating the 
hall, Sánchez continued the task Rodríguez had started years ago, 
but he took teratology beyond specialized medical journals and pre-
sented it to the greater public in a museum dedicated to science and 
the education of the people. The goal of the National Museum was, 
in his own words, to make it “a popular school of objective teaching, 
made ever more useful by the fact that it will instruct a multitude of 
people who didn’t get the benefits of learning at schools”31.
Just as Rodríguez would have wanted, by showing a collection 
of monsters in a space dedicated to the education of the people, 
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Sanchez also strived to end with the old custom of exhibiting mon-
sters in fairs, circuses, taverns or cafés32. This is how I envision him, 
inaugurating the new teratology hall while thinking of Máximo and 
Bartola, the famous “Aztec children”, two microcephalic dwarfs, 
allegedly descendants from the Aztec nobility, who, by that year, 
had been exhibited for over 40 years on several public squares from 
some of the most important North-American and European cities, 
as well as on laboratories from the most renowned scientific institu-
tions in Europe33. Thus, the inauguration of the teratology hall was 
the way of substituting spectacle with exhibition, and monsters by 
showcases that enclosed objects of knowledge.
Sánchez wanted to show to that great audience that monsters were 
neither imaginary nor prodigious figures, but real beings. Just as 
Rodríguez had done it, and willing to “dissuade the multitude of cer-
tain erroneous ideas…”34, Sánchez showed that those beings were 
governed by the same laws that ruled over all natural phenomena. That 
is precisely the reason why the exhibition existed- to deny old beliefs 
and to show the visitor that the monsters were, in fact, from this world.
The idea was to show the regularity of the monstrous, but in the 
National Museum it would not be done from a clinical perspective 
but within the frame of biology, for although Rodríguez had warned 
about this twenty years before by insisting on the necessity of incor-
porating teratology into biological studies, he knew that it was a task 
that “belonged to the future of science rather than to its present”35. 
Thus, Sánchez fulfilled the project by “putting into manifest the gen-
eral laws of organization” in the teratology hall36.
Unlike the obstetrician, the naturalist physician was less concerned 
with the place of the specimen in a classification than he was with 
classification itself. He aimed to go beyond the physiology of the 
individual body and use space to display repetition, that which 
spoke of the common belonging of all those singularities to an en-
semble formed and delimited exclusively by biological monsters, 
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separated from everything else and yet identical to each other. 
Sánchez aimed, above all, to show the teratological classification 
of I. Geoffroy Saint-Hillaire, which meant, at least, two things: 
on one side, to cast light upon a new conception of reality, which 
was understood as the presence of the thing itself, in other words, 
the visual possession of the object; on the other side, to show how 
each specimen extracted its value not from its singular morphol-
ogy, but from the place it held in an organized classification based 
on a temporal sequence of successive embryonic alterations which 
went from the slightest to the most severe, depending on the time 
embryonic stagnation had taken place.
Thus, under that new concept of what was real, the exhibition started 
with the life-sized portrait of the giant Marín Salmeron, an 18th cen-
tury painting, continued with the drawing of the “Man with a horn”, 
a case studied by Dr. Luis Montaña in the first half of the 19th cen-
tury37, and ended with a series of photographs and monstrous fetuses 
stored in vases with alcohol, the maximum emblem of objective 
representation. At the same time, it followed a causal classification 
order that started with an oil painting of the giant Salmerón, a “sim-
ple anomaly”, and concluded with a photograph of the Portuguese 
Lancereaux, who had a leg that growed out of his genitals and thus 
consituted a “properly monstrous” specimen38.
On the one hand, the teratological collection subjected the singu-
larity of the specimen to the taxonomical order, thus obtaining its 
meaning through the discourse of natural history, and on the other, 
the collection was arranged according to the temporal sequence of its 
embryological alterations and therefore it became distant from the 
naturalism of the 18th century and its interest in describing the shape 
of species to impose upon the fixed taxonomy of natural history a 
notion of change coming from new biological studies. In that hinge-
like condition, the regularity of the monster mattered, but also did 
its place in an evolutionary process. This stands out when the tera-
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tological hall is seen as an integral part of a museum complex, for 
when one is faced with the big halls of natural history, archeological 
pieces, and national history, the small collection of monsters seems 
to be held responsible for establishing the mechanisms by which 
evolutionary change operated. Let us say that its function consisted 
of formulating the question that Gabino Barreda and the doctors of 
the Sociedad Metodófila had made without actually making it: its 
sole presence in the space of the museum imposed the necessity of 
knowing if the Mexican race was as normal as the European or if it 
constituted a pathological variation of that species.
This new role freed monsters from their appendix condition in the 
halls of natural history and placed them in a central place to un-
derstand, not only the evolution of species, but also the particular-
ity of national history, opening, in a sense, the possibility that the 
origin of the nation was teratological. Although neither Sánchez nor 
Rodríguez was explicitly suggesting it, teratology was opening a sci-
entific and political space to consider monsters from their empirical 
existence, thus giving “Indians” an anomalous statute and defining 
the singularity of the nation from a pathological scope39.
I believe this was what the Mexican teratological project consisted 
of, a project that had already been outlined in the work of Juan María 
Rodríguez through a policy whose interrogation referred less to the 
individual body, the species or humanity than to race and national 
identity. For, if teratology was not brought to Mexico to influence 
the debate on the origins of race, thus branding it with its seal, then 
what was it for? Maybe this is helpful in explaining why no trace 
has been found of monstrous specimens being exhibited side by side 
with archeological pieces as well as specimens of the country’s flora 
and fauna in Mexican pavilions at international exhibitions at the 
end of the 19th century. I don’t know, maybe the Mexican monster 
specimens were destined exclusively for the nation, in other words, 
for internal consumption40.
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1909. The Partition
In 1909, a year before the outbreak of the Mexican Revolution, - an 
event that, according to historians, marks a decisive change of course 
- a small happening took place in the National History Museum: on 
that year, the collections of natural history consisting of minerals, 
plants, and animals left the premises.
That was the year in which, so to speak, the history of man was sepa-
rated from the history of nature and with that change, the teratologi-
cal collection split in two: while the animal specimens were moved 
to the natural history collections of the new Natural History Museum 
of El Chopo (Museo de Historia Natural del Chopo), the human 
specimens remained in the National Museum, to be transferred, 
years later, to the warehouses of what would later be the National 
Museum of Anthropology (1964).
The split is not fortuitous. In a way, what happened to the terato-
logical collection on that year summarizes the existing necessity of 
separating Nature from Culture, or rather of substituting Nature with 
Culture. After that split, the minerals, plants and animals from the 
natural history collection ended up disappearing together with the 
monsters. Especially the monsters, which, after being transferred to 
the Museum of El Chopo - in a story with few facts and lots of rumors 
- would be subjected to concealment, burials, and even burned. This 
was carried to such an extent that today the teratological specimens 
have practically disappeared, as if they had been swallowed by time41.
1909 was only a moment in a process that had started before, and 
of which this could be its timeline: on 1899, Francisco del Paso y 
Troncoso was assigned director of the National Museum, and from 
then on the directors were scientists interested in history, archeol-
ogy and ethnology; on 1901, courses on anthropology, ethnology, 
archeology and history were inaugurated in the Museum; a few 
years later, Jesús Sánchez complained in La Naturaleza -the organ 
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of the Mexican Society of Natural History (Sociedad Mexiana de 
Historia Natural)- of the state of “complete inactivity” the Section 
of Natural History of the Museum was in, “especially because 
Archeology, Ethnology and History took up attention and expenses 
from the Management of the Museum”42; on 1909, the section of 
natural history left the premises to form the Natural History Museum 
in the street of El Chopo, inaugurated in 1913; and finally, on 1910, 
midway through the Centennial of Independence, Porfirio Díaz, just 
before he was overthrown, inaugurated the National Museum of 
History, Archeology and Ethnography.
It cannot be said that the monsters of the teratological hall “left” the 
building; they were banished from the National Museum. Together 
with the natural history collections, those specimens had to be sac-
rificed so that archeology and history could become the definite and 
defining heritage of the nation. And the best evidence of this is, per-
haps, the fact that today neither monsters nor natural history make up 
“our national heritage”, in other words, those “inalienable” assets of 
the state: objects which cannot be sold, exchanged or gifted because 
they are vested with the authority of our ancestors.
If I talk of banishment it is due to the radical contrast between the con-
tents of the National Museum before and after 1909. Before that year, 
the Coatlicue, a recently unearthed Mixteca deity and the Sun Stone 
(Piedra del Sol), which had stayed embedded to one of the towers of the 
Cathedral after being discovered in 1790, used to be exhibited there43; 
great natural collections were also exhibited, pieces of National History 
gathered throughout the nation’s independent life, together with new 
collections of compared anatomy, teratology and anthropology44. As if 
the Museum intended to encompass life in is totality, its halls exhibited 
everything from the inorganic world to the ethnographic sample; all 
the pieces, fossils, plants, animals, men and monsters were intertwined 
to form a natural landscape similar to those great nineteenth-century 
artworks or those voyage books that named things as they traveled 
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through the land45. On top of this, the task assigned to the monsters in 
the old precinct must be added, because as they were intertwined with 
the other pieces in a chain of beings, they linked the natural and the hu-
man worlds and therefore reestablished the union of nature and culture.
But, after 1909, everything was going to change. I would even speak 
of a change of paradigm in the sense of a radical historical modifi-
cation in which a series of discursive statements and practices be-
came part of a new set, which is explained within a new problematic 
context46. In a nutshell, natural history was going to be substituted 
by anthropology. And I am not talking here of a mere disciplinary 
substitution, but a complete change in course and content, for the old 
desire of all naturalistic doctors, like Jesús Sánchez, to insert Mexico 
in a “universal” history through European natural history, would be 
substituted by an interest in highlighting the specificity of the nation. 
If in the 19th century knowledge, authority and power were placed 
within the discourse of natural history, in the 20th century anthropol-
ogy became the foundation of an identity that was no longer search-
ing for a generalizing universal science, but for the particularities of 
national culture.
That is the reason for my contention that this banishment of teratolo-
gy represented, for Mexico, the beginning of a new scientific, politi-
cal and legal configuration. Under the paradigm of anthropology, the 
explanation would not originate from climate or environment, which 
belong to the realm of natural history, but from the functions of the 
organism. That change would go from the outside to the inside, from 
climate to pathological anatomy and psychopathology, from eight-
eenth-century Buffon to Auguste Morel and his nineteenth-century 
theory of inheritance, and in this scenario the subject would not ap-
pear as the product of specific social and natural relationships, but 
as a result of his own constitution, which was internal, innate and 
hereditary, for it is transmitted from parents to children.
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Under this new configuration, race would start to play a central role 
as a biological component, because the state and destiny, not only 
of particular subjects, but of entire populations, would now depend 
on that category. Maybe that is why one can say that this particular 
museum-related event turns out to be paradigmatic, in the sense that 
it also constitutes an example which summarizes the totality of a 
period. It is after the inauguration of the new National Museum of 
History, Archeology and Ethnography (Museo Nacional de Historia, 
Arqueología y Etnografía), and after the outbreak of the revolu-
tionary movement, when the possibility of building the National 
Museum of Anthropology probably started to be perceived, and phy-
sicians would become responsible for preparing a series of public 
policies aimed to heal the alleged “social and cultural pathologies” 
of the Mexican race47. But by that time, teratology had already disap-
peared and another story was about to begin. 
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