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The Popol Vuh  is a  collection  of mythical and historical narratives of 
the  post-classic K’iche’ Kingdom in Guatemala’s western Highlands. 

The title translates literally as “Book of the People” and one of its prominent 
features is its creation myth in Chapters 1-3. All editions of the Popol Vuh 
come from the records of the native Guatemalan Dominican priest Francisco 
Ximénez who collected and transcribed the oral narratives in 1701 in Mayan 
Quiche, with a Spanish translation. His manuscripts are housed at the New-
bury Library in Chicago, Illinois. 

Following are portions of the mythology that are reminiscent of the book 
of Genesis, including three deities under one Creator: Tepeu, Gucumatz and 
Huracan, the Heart of Heaven, who create the earth and waters out of noth-
ingness, then animals, and finally man. Desiring to create living beings who 
will praise and venerate them, their first attempts (animals, mud man, and 
wooden man) are unsuccessful because they lack speech, souls, and intellect; 
thus the unworthy creation is destroyed by a great flood. The flood is fol-
lowed by the creation of men and women who can speak and praise, followed 
by a fall and the clouding of their minds and sight because they have become 
too god-like in their pursuit of knowledge.

To understand how this remarkable rendition of the creation story might 
have arisen in a culture so distant from Judeo-Christianity we can turn to 
the second-century St. Justin Martyr’s First and Second Apology, where he 
writes that “Christ is the first-born of God, and we have declared above all 
that He is the Word (Logos) of whom every race of men were partakers; and 
those who lived according to reason are Christian.” … All peoples are able to 
participate in the spermatikos logos or seed of reason: “For each man spoke 
well in proportion to the share he had of the spermatic word (reason dis-
seminated among men), seeing what was related to it,” because “the seed of 
reason (the Logos) implanted in every race of men” makes God’s revelation 
accessible to all…. As one contemporary Orthodox thinker remarks, “We 
need fear nothing. The fullness of the faith includes many things that aren’t 
yet the fullness of the faith.”

The Mayan people are now turning to Orthodox Christianity in large num-
bers, and the following excerpts from their traditional creation story adds 
warmth and color to our appreciation of an ancient culture.

Popol Vuh: 
A Mayan Tale 
of Creation Opposite: Original Popol Vuh manuscript of 1701 as recorded by native Dominican priest 

Francisco Ximénez in Mayan Quiche (on left) and Spanish (right). Manuscript is now in the 
Newbury Library, Chicago.



Road to Emmaus   Vol. XIV, No. 2 (#53) popol vuh: a mayan tale of creation

6564

from the water; and instantly the mountains grew. Only by a miracle, only by 
magic art were the mountains and valleys formed; and instantly the groves of 
cypresses and pines put forth shoots together on the surface of the earth. And 
thus Gucumatz was filled with joy, and exclaimed: “Your coming has been 
fruitful, Heart of Heaven; and you, Huracán, and you, Chipi-Caculhá, Raxa-
Caculhá!” “Our work, our creation shall be finished,” they answered. 

First the earth was formed, the mountains and the valleys; the currents 
of water were divided, the rivulets were running freely between the hills, 
and the water was separated when the high mountains appeared. Thus was 
the earth created, when it was formed by the Heart of Heaven, the Heart of 
Earth, as they are called who first made it fruitful, when the sky was in sus-
pense, and the earth was submerged in the water. So it was that they made 
perfect the work, when they did it after thinking and meditating upon it. 

The Creation of Birds and Animals

Then they made the small wild animals, the guardians of the woods, the 
spirits of the mountains, the deer, the birds, pumas, jaguars, serpents, 
snakes, vipers, guardians of the thickets. And the Forefathers asked: “Shall 
there be only silence and calm under the trees, under the vines? It is well that 
hereafter there be someone to guard them.” So they said when they medi-
tated and talked. Promptly the deer and the birds were created. Immediately 
they gave homes to the deer and the birds. “You, deer, shall sleep in the fields 
by the river bank and in the ravines. Here you shall be amongst the thicket, 
amongst the pasture; in the woods you shall multiply, you shall walk on four 
feet and they will support you. Thus be it done!” So it was they spoke. 

Then they also assigned homes to the birds big and small. “You shall live in 
the trees and in the vines. There you shall make your nests; there you shall 
multiply; there you shall increase in the branches of the trees and in the 
vines.” Thus the deer and the birds were told; they did their duty at once, and 
all sought their homes and their nests. And the creation of all the four-footed 
animals and the birds being finished, they were told by the Creator and the 
Maker and the Forefathers: “Speak, cry, warble, call, speak each one accord-
ing to your variety, each, according to your kind.” So was it said to the deer, 
the birds, pumas, jaguars, and serpents. 

“Speak, then, our names, praise us, your mother, your father. Invoke then, 
Huracán, Chipi-Caculhá, Raxa-Caculhá, the Heart of Heaven, the Heart of 
Earth, the Creator, the Maker, the Forefathers; speak, invoke us, adore us,” 

Creation of the World

This is the account of how all was in suspense, all calm, in silence; all mo-
tionless, still, and the expanse of the sky was empty. 

This is the first account, the first narrative. There was neither man, nor 
animal, birds, fishes, crabs, trees, stones, caves, ravines, grasses, nor forests; 
there was only the sky. The surface of the earth had not appeared. There was 
only the calm sea and the great expanse of the sky. There was nothing brought 
together, nothing which could make a noise, nor anything which might move, 
or tremble, or could make noise in the sky. There was nothing standing; only 
the calm water, the placid sea, alone and tranquil. Nothing existed. 

There was only immobility and silence in the darkness, in the night. Only 
the Creator, the Maker, Tepeu, Gucumatz, the Forefathers, were in the water 
surrounded with light. They were hidden under green and blue feathers and 
were therefore called Gucumatz. By nature they were great sages and great 
thinkers. In this manner the sky existed and also the Heart of Heaven, which 
is the name of God and thus He is called.

Then came the word. Tepeu and Gucumatz came together in the darkness, 
in the night, and Tepeu and Gucumatz talked together. They talked then, 
discussing and deliberating; they agreed, they united their words and their 
thoughts. Then while they meditated, it became clear to them that when 
dawn would break, man must appear. Then they planned the creation, and 
the growth of the trees and the thickets and the birth of life and the creation 
of man. Thus it was arranged in the darkness and in the night by the Heart 
of Heaven who is called Huracán. The first is called Caculhá Huracán. The 
second is ChipiCaculhá. The third is Raxa-Caculhá. And these three are the 
Heart of Heaven. 

Then Tepeu and Gucumatz came together; then they conferred about life 
and light, what they would do so that there would be light and dawn, who it 
would be who would provide food and sustenance. “Thus let it be done! Let 
the emptiness be filled! Let the water recede and make a void, let the earth 
appear and become solid; let it be done. Thus they spoke. Let there be light, 
let there be dawn in the sky and on the earth! There shall be neither glory nor 
grandeur in our creation and formation until the human being is made, man 
is formed.” So they spoke. 

Then the earth was created by them. So it was, in truth, that they created 
the earth. “Earth!” they said, and instantly it was made. Like the mist, like a 
cloud, and like a cloud of dust was the creation, when the mountains appeared 
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Then they broke up and destroyed their work and their creation. And they 
said: “What shall we do to perfect it, in order that our worshipers, our invok-
ers, will be successful?” 

Thus they spoke when they conferred again: “Let us say again to Xpiyacoc, 
Xmucané, Hunahpú-Vuch, Hunahpú-Utiú: ‘Cast your lot again. Try to cre-
ate again.’ “ In this manner the Creator and the Maker spoke to Xpiyacoc 
and Xmucané. 

Then they spoke to those soothsayers, the Grandmother of the Day, the 
Grandmother of the Dawn, as they were called by the Creator and the Maker, 
and whose names were Xpiyacoc and Xmucané…

Beginning the divination, they said: “Get together, grasp each other! Speak, 
that we may hear.” They said, “Say if it is well that the wood be got together 
and that it be carved by the Creator and the Maker, and if this [man of wood] 
is he who must nourish and sustain us when there is light when it is day! 

“Thou, corn; thou, tzité; thou, fate; thou, creature; get together, take each 
other,” they said to the corn, to the tzité, to fate, to the creature. “Come to 
sacrifice here, Heart of Heaven; do not punish Tepeu and Gucumatz!’’ 

Then they talked and spoke the truth: “Your figures of wood shall come out 
well; they shall speak and talk on earth.” 

“So may it be,” they answered when they spoke. 
And instantly the figures were made of wood. They looked like men, talked 

like men, and populated the surface of the earth. 
They existed and multiplied; they had daughters, they had sons, these 

wooden figures; but they did not have souls, nor minds, they did not remem-
ber their Creator, their Maker; they walked on all fours, aimlessly. 

They no longer remembered the Heart of Heaven and therefore they fell 
out of favor. It was merely a trial, an attempt at man. At first they spoke, but 
their face was without expression; their feet and hands had no strength; they 
had no blood, nor substance, nor moisture, nor flesh; their cheeks were dry, 
their feet and hands were dry, and their flesh was yellow. 

Therefore, they no longer thought of their Creator nor their Maker, nor of 
those who made them and cared for them. 

These were the first men who existed in great numbers on the face of the 
earth. 

Immediately the wooden figures were annihilated, destroyed, broken up, 
and killed. 

they were told. But they could not make them speak like men; they only 
hissed and screamed and cackled; they were unable to make words, and each 
screamed in a different way. When the Creator and the Maker saw that it 
was impossible for them to talk to each other, they said: “It is impossible for 
them to say our names, the names of us, their Creators and Makers. This is 
not well,” said the Forefathers to each other. 

Then they said to them: “Because it has not been possible for you to talk, 
you shall be changed. We have changed our minds: Your food, your pasture, 
your homes, and your nests you shall have; they shall be the ravines and the 
woods, because it has not been possible for you to adore us or invoke us. 
There shall be those who adore us, we shall make other [beings] who shall be 
obedient. Accept your destiny: your flesh shall be torn to pieces. So shall it 
be. This shall be your lot.” So they said, when they made known their will to 
the large and small animals which are on the face of the earth. 

They wished to give them another trial; they wished to make another at-
tempt; they wished to make [all living things] adore them. But they could not 
understand each other’s speech; they could succeed in nothing, and could do 
nothing. For this reason they were sacrificed, and the animals which were on 
earth were condemned to be killed and eaten. 

The Mud Men and the Wood Men

For this reason another attempt had to be made to create and make men 
by the Creator, the Maker, and the Forefathers. 

“Let us try again! Already dawn draws near: Let us make him who shall 
nourish and sustain us! What shall we do to be invoked, in order to be re-
membered on earth? We have already tried with our first creations, our first 
creatures; but we could not make them praise and venerate us. So, then, let 
us try to make obedient, respectful beings who will nourish and sustain us.” 
Thus they spoke. 

Then was the creation and the formation. Of earth, of mud, they made 
[man’s] flesh. But they saw that it was not good. It melted away, it was soft, 
did not move, had no strength, it fell down, it was limp, it could not move its 
head, its face fell to one side, its sight was blurred, it could not look behind. 
At first it spoke, but had no mind. Quickly it soaked in the water and could 
not stand. 

And the Creator and the Maker said: “Let us try again because our crea-
tures will not be able to walk nor multiply. Let us consider this,” they said. 
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They were endowed with intelligence; they saw and instantly they could 
see far, they succeeded in seeing, they succeeded in knowing all that there 
is in the world. When they looked, instantly they saw all around them, and 
they contemplated in turn the arch of heaven and the round face of the earth.

The things hidden [in the distance] they saw all, without first having to 
move; at once they saw the world, and so, too, from where they were, they 
saw it.

Great was their wisdom; their sight reached to the forests, the rocks, the 
lakes, the seas, the mountains, and the valleys. In truth, they were admirable 
men, Balam-Quitzé, Balam-Acab, Mahucutah, and Iqui-Balam.

Then the Creator and the Maker asked them: “What do you think of your 
condition? Do you not see? Do you not hear? Are not your speech and man-
ner of walking good? Look, then! Contemplate the world, look [and see] if 
the mountains and the valleys appear! Try, then, to see!” they said to [the 
four first men].

And immediately they [the four first men] began to see all that was in the 
world. Then they gave thanks to the Creator and the Maker: “We really give 
you thanks, two and three times! We have been created, we have been given 
a mouth and a face, we speak, we hear, we think, and walk; we feel perfectly, 
and we know what is far and what is near. We also see the large and the small 
in the sky and on earth. We give you thanks, then, for having created us, oh, 
Creator and Maker! for having given us being, oh, our grandmother! oh, our 
grandfather!” they said, giving thanks for their creation and formation.

They were able to know all, and they examined the four corners, the four 
points of the arch of the sky and the round face of the earth.

But the Creator and the Maker did not hear this with pleasure. “It is not 
well what our creatures, our works say; they know all, the large and the 
small,” they said. And so the Forefathers held counsel again. “What shall 
we do with them now? Let their sight reach only to that which is near; let 
them see only a little of the face of the earth! It is not well what they say. 
Perchance, are they not by nature simple creatures of our making? Must they 
also be gods? And if they do not reproduce and multiply when it will dawn, 
when the sun rises? And what if they do not multiply?” So they spoke.

“Let us check a little their desires, because it is not well what we see. Must 
they perchance be the equals of ourselves, their Makers, who can see afar, 
who know all and see all?”

A flood was brought about by the Heart of Heaven; a great flood was 
formed which fell on the heads of the wooden creatures…. 

The Creation of Man

…Here, then, is the beginning of when it was decided to make man, and 
when what must enter into the flesh of man was sought.

And the Forefathers, the Creators and Makers, who were called Tepeu and 
Gucumatz said: “The time of dawn has come, let the work be finished, and let 
those who are to nourish and sustain us appear, the noble sons, the civilized 
vassals; let man appear, humanity, on the face of the earth.” Thus they spoke.

They assembled, came together and held council in the darkness and in the 
night; then they sought and discussed, and here they reflected and thought. 
In this way their decisions came clearly to light and they found and discov-
ered what must enter into the flesh of man.

It was just before the sun, the moon, and the stars appeared over the Cre-
ators and Makers.

From Paxil, from Cayalá, as they were called, came the yellow ears of corn 
and the white ears of corn…. And thus they found the food, and this was 
what went into the flesh of created man, the made man; this was his blood; 
of this the blood of man was made. So the corn entered [into the formation 
of man] by the work of the Forefathers…. After that they began to talk about 
the creation and the making of our first mother and father; of yellow corn 
and of white corn they made their flesh; of corn meal dough they made the 
arms and the legs of man. Only dough of corn meal went into the flesh of our 
first fathers, the four men, who were created.

These are the names of the first men who were created and formed: the 
first man was Balam-Quitzé, the second, Balam-Acab, the third, Mahucutah, 
and the fourth was Iqui-Balam.

These are the names of our first mothers and fathers.
It is said that they only were made and formed, they had no mother, they 

had no father. They were only called men. They were not born of woman, 
nor were they begotten by the Creator nor by the Maker, nor by the Fore-
fathers. Only by a miracle, by means of incantation were they created and 
made by the Creator, the Maker, the Forefathers, Tepeu and Gucumatz. And 
as they had the appearance of men, they were men; they talked, conversed, 
saw and heard, walked, grasped things; they were good and handsome men, 
and their figure was the figure of a man.
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Thus spoke the Heart of Heaven, Huracán, Chipi-Caculhá, Raxa-Caculhá, 
Tepeu, Gucumatz, the Forefathers, Xpiyacoc, Xmucané, the Creator and the 
Maker. Thus they spoke, and immediately they changed the nature of their 
works, of their creatures.

Then the Heart of Heaven blew mist into their eyes, which clouded their 
sight as when a mirror is breathed upon. Their eyes were covered and they 
could see only what was close, only that was clear to them.

In this way the wisdom and all the knowledge of the four men, the origin 
and beginning [of the Quiché race], were destroyed.

In this way were created and formed our grandfathers, our fathers, by the 
Heart of Heaven, the Heart of Earth.

The Creation of Women and Children

Then their wives had being, and their women were made. God himself 
made them carefully. And so, during sleep, they came, truly beautiful, their 
women, at the side of Balam-Quitzé, Balam-Acab, Mahucutah, and Iqui-
Balam.

There were their women when they awakened, and instantly their hearts 
were filled with joy because of their wives.

Here are the names of their wives: Cahá-Paluna was the name of the wife 
of Balam-Quitzé; Chomihá was the wife of Balam-Acab; Tzununihá, the wife 
of Mahucutah; and Caquixahá was the name of the wife of Iqui-Balam. These 
are the names of their wives, who were distinguished women.

They conceived the men, of the small tribes and of the large tribes, and 
were the origin of us; the people of Quiché…. 

Translated by Delia Goetz and Sylvanus Morley, 1954. 
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