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Myth of Sun and Moon: Preliminary Consideration for
Understanding Classic Maya Myth

Shigeki Shakuya
(The Graduate University for Advanced Studies)

Key Words: Maya, Myth of sun and moon, Mopan, Popol Vuh, Transmitting myth

It is well known that the modern maya communities maintain varieties of myth and that a lot of elements of
these have been transmitted from precolumbian time. The oldest of these myths that we know so far is Popol
Vith, the old Quiche myth which was said to be written down in the sixteenth century. So when we consider
about unknown story of prehispanic maya myth, we have to imagine it fragmentarily from images or letters
described on monuments, ceramics, cedices, etc. that remain today.

The author's aim is to understand old maya myth that existed in the Classic period, more than a thousand
years ago, by comparing with those that have been transmitted until today in Mesoamerica. For this attempt
we must consider first about an issue of transmitting myth for a long time, from the Classic period up to now.
This article deals with this issue comparing two myths of sun and moon, that is to say, one is Mopan myth of
sun and moon collected in San Antonio village by J. Eric S. Thompson in the last half of 1920's and the other is
the Hero Twin story of Popol Vuh which we read here as the myth of sun and moon.

Mopan myth of sun and moon is composed of six topics, and we see these topics are comparable to those of
Popol Vuh in many episodes. The first topic is on the reason for the creation of new sun that describes
alternation of sun which corresponds to Vucub Caquix scene in Popol Vuh in which new real sun (one of Hero
twin) takes place of false sun (Vucub Caquix).

The second topic is on the battle of the sun and his brother against their grandmother, and similar story can
also be seen in the old Quiche myth. In both myth, the sun and his brother finally defeat their grandmother,
and within this battle they also change their brother who opposes to them into monkey.

The third one is on the courtship of sun and moon, which is followed by the fourth topic on the death of
moon and her revival. These two topics are comparable to the episodes of journey to Xibalba in Popol Vih. In
both cases, the protagonists stand up to absolutely powerful opponents by using their wisdom, and once they
are defeated to die or disappear, but soon they revive in or around the river.

Next topic is on the story that the moon runs away and the sun brings her back home. Here the rival of Lord
Kin (sun) is the chief of vultures with absolute authority, so this topic is also comparable to Vucub Caquix
scene in Popol Vuh again. In both cases, the heroes cause toothache of the strong rival vultures by magic of
maize in Mopan myth or by blowgun shoot in Popol Vuh, and approach to the opponents to carry out their
purpose to bring his wife back in case of Mopan myth and to defeat the rival in Popol Vuh.

The last topic is on the ascension to the sky of sun, moon and venus. This topic sheds light on the thought

that the sun that shows itself is not a real one and it is just his reflection in (a mirror placed in the center of) the
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sky, which may be thought to be a-universal concept within maya region, and needless to say that we can see
this also in the old Quiche myth.

This analysis above indicates us that, between two maya myths of different time and place, there are many
elements common to each other, that means these elements have transmitted unchanged in the maya region
from Popol Vuh time up to now . On the other hand we can also see here the dynamism of transmitting myth.
The "myth" is composed of one or some "subjects", which consist of one or some "topics", and in lower level
there are "episodes" of which C. Lévi-Strauss terms "mythéme". When a myth is transmitted, this can be
reconstructed choosing these elements in each level without restraint and putting them in appropriate order, as
"bricolage" termed by Lévi-Strauss.

When we attempt to understand Classic maya myth from the mythical scene painted on polychrome vase or
s0, we have to mind that this scene is of a element of "topic" or "episode” level. So, considering the dynamism
of transmitting myth mentioned above, there is no sense in making efforts to reconstructing "myth" or "subject”
from lower Izvel "topic" or "episode"” . We often come across a explanation that gives us the impression as if
Popol Vul were existed in the Classic period, putting the name of the characters of the old Quiche myth to
those painted on Classic vases. Now we know that this type of discourse is inappropriate because it may cause
misunderstanding to the readers. The Classic myth and Popol Vuh should be treated as different myth.

Based on the discussion above, for understanding Classic maya myth, we should attach a great deal of
importance to observe what relation the characters of the mythical scene on the Classic vases are depicted to

have with each other.



