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‘Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures.’
Prose Edda from the Scandinavian Norse 
and 
Popol Vuh from the Mesoamerican Maya

Word Count: 3349
Introduction

This essay compares and contrasts the creation myth of the Mayan indigenous people as recorded in the Popol Vuh 
 and the Norse people as recorded in the Prose Edda.
 Encyclopedia Britannica describes myth as ‘a symbolic narrative, usually of unknown origin and at least partly traditional, that ostensibly relates actual events and that is especially associated with religious belief.’
  Eliade said that within primitive and archaic societies ‘myth is thought to express the absolute truth, because it narrates a sacred history’ […] ‘a myth is a true history of what came to pass at the beginning of time, and one which provide the pattern for human behaviour’
 I have chosen these two myths because both reflect a sacred historical text of the Norse and the Mayan people. The Norse and Maya creation myths are completely independent from each other, but both contain similar themes. Huff describes creation myths as a ‘symbolic expression of human cosmic orientation.’ 
 Quiroa stated that contemporary scholarship believes, in reference to the Popol Vuh, or Maya Bible that 
among all the early colonial documents, it bests reflect a pre-Hispanic native voice. It provides a breadth and depth of detail concerning Maya religion, cosmology, and society, and its contents have been generalized to apply to virtually all of the ancient Maya religions. 

Anders reiterates that our knowledge today of the Old Norse religion stems directly from the ‘rich and varied Icelandic medieval Icelandic literature. The mythological world is summarized and explained in ‘Snorri’s Edda’ a poetic manual written the Icelandic chieftain and Skald [poet] Snorri Sturluson.’ 
 These two myths tell the story of creation as perceived by the indigenous people of their respective tribes. 
‘Alone lies the expanse of the sea, 

along with the womb of all the sky’ 

Maya creation story – Popol Vuh

The version of the Popol Vuh selected for this essay was translated by Allen J. Christenson. Professor Christenson is an Associate Professor in the Department of Humanities, Classics, and Comparative Literature at Brigham Young University. His research interests include, Literature, Linguistics, Art, Theology and the Ethnology of the Maya. 

The Popol Voh tells the story of the indigenous Quiche Maya people. Although the author of the original work is unknown Christenson suggests internal evidence within the texts indicates it was written between 1554 to 1558. 
 Francisco Ximenez, a Dominican monk who was embedded in the local community learned of the existence of the text and convinced the locals to allow him to take a copy of it. Between 1701 and 1704 the Popol Voh; the ‘Book of the Quiche Community’ was copied and translated into Spanish. 
 

The Popol Vuh is a creation story and explains that in the beginning the world consisted of air and water. Six deities lived luminous in the primordial waters: the Framer, the Shaper, Sovereign, Quetzal Serpent, Xmucane and Xpiacoc.
 Thunderbolt Huracan, Youngest Thunderbolt, Sudden Thunderbolt were sky deities and together were the Heart of Sky. Sovereign, Quetzal Serpent met with Heart of Sky to discuss how creation would happen.   The water deities and the sky deities create the Earth. Through the essence of their spirit and power the Earth gained its creative energy and as such gained a heart which they called it Heart of Earth. It was decided that Xmucane and Xpiacoc would become midwife and patriarch, first mother and first father.  The sky was unfolded completely, and four sides clearly defined [forming a cross], and the corners supported by small ceiba trees. 
 Almaguer expands on this interpretation by adding that ‘in the east a red Ceiba; in the west a black Ceiba; in the south a yellow Ceiba; and in the north a white Ceiba, so that they could hold up the heavens.’ 
 
 The Heart of Sky and Heart of Earth build and molded the mountains, valleys, forests, and rivers.
 A tall ceiba tree (Ya’axché) was planted to separate the earth from the sky and its roots penetrated deep into the nine levels of the Maya Underworld (Xibalda), the trunk represented the middle world the branches reached up to the thirteen levels of the Maya Upperworld.
 

Plants and animals were created to live on the Earth but with the animals the deities found that they could not be worship by them so using mud they created the first human beings. Unfortunately, the mud people could not maintain form and could not speak, so they washed them away with a great flood and tried again. Next, they tried using wood but found that what they created had no souls, could not reproduce nor venerate the deities, so they too were destroyed in a flood. Those that survived became the monkeys in the trees. 

The Popol Voh then introduces expands the story to how the deities finally succeed in creating first human. Xmucane and Xpiacoc have two sons, One Hunahpu and Seven Hunahpu who were champion ball players. One Hunahpu and his wife Xbaquiyalo have twin sons One Batz (Howler Monkey) and One Chouen (Artisan). In Xibalda, two underworld lords, One Death and Seven Death hear One Hunahpu and Seven Hunahpu playing ball in the world above and in a rage about their lack of respect challenged them to a ball game.  The sons are lured to the underworld and upon arrival enter the house of darkness. Prior to the game they must undergo a series of trials which they are destined to fail and are doomed to be sacrificed.  One Hunahpu has his decapitated head placed upon a barren Cacao (Calabash tree) for all to see what happens to those who do not venerate the deities.
 Upon placing the head on the barren tree, it begins to bear fruit.  A maiden, Xquic [Bloodmoon] hears of the tree and goes to visit it. Upon arrival the skull speaks to here, spits onto the hand of the maiden and inseminates the maiden who eventually gives birth to twin sons, Hunahpu and Xbalanque. 
 Because of the unnatural birth of Hunahpu and Xbalanque’s they were despised by their grandmother and bullied by their older half-brothers Howler Monkey and Artisan. The younger twins devise a plan to eliminate the bullies and lure the older twins to climb up a to the top of a tree where they are eventually turned into spider monkeys.
 

As there was now sky and earth, a scarlet macaw (Seven Macaw), declared to all that he was the sun and moon. Hunahpu and Xbalanque do not like the arrogance of Seven Macaw and under guidance from the Heart of Sky decide to kill him.
 The twins like their father and uncle become champion ball players and in similar circumstances are lured to Xibalda by the two underworld lords, One Death and Seven Death. The twins both plant an unripe maize in the centre of their family home and advise their mother that if they dry up it will reflect, they have both died and if they sprout back to life then so will the twins have. 
 The twins then descend into the underworld and through skill and cunningly complete the trials, die, get resurrected, win the ball game, kill the underworld lords and in a final act they resurrect their father, One Hunahpu and he becomes the maize god. The twins return from the underworld and continue into the sky to become the sun and moon and the deities create the first humans from white and yellow maize.
 The date of this creation is recorded as 13 August 3114 BCE.
 This was the Mayan Creation Story.

‘Early of Ages

When nothing was.

There was neither sand nor sea

Nor cold waves.

The earth was not found

Nor the sky above.

Gunnungagap was there,

But grass, nowhere.’ 

Norse creation story – The Prose Eda

The version of the Prose Edda selected for this essay was translated by Jesse L. Byock. Professor Byock is a Professor of Old Norse and Medieval Scandinavian Studies at the University of California Los Angeles. His research interests include Viking Archaeology, linguistics, Old Norse, Iceland and the Sagas.

The Prose Edda is an old Norse text believed to have been composed based on three poems (The Prophesy of the Seeres, The Song of the Hooded One and The Song of Vafthrudnir) found within the Poetic Edda from the Icelandic medieval manuscript Codex Regius and consolidated to create a complete myth about the origins of the world of the Norse people.
 
 The authorship (circa 1220) is attributed to Snorri Sturluson who was an Icelandic chieftain and law-speaker. 

As with the Popol Vuh the Prose Edda is essentially a creation story that culminates in the end of the world at Ragnarök. At the beginning there was two realms, one of icy cold called Niflheim and one of fire called Muspell and between the two realms was Ginnungagap, the empty void. 
 
 Although they were separated the fire and ice of the two worlds meet and from this two-figure emerged; Ymir the frost giant and a cow called Audhumla. From her four teats ran rivers of milk which provided sustenance for Ymir.
 Whilst sleeping Ymir sweats and first man and woman are created from under his left armpit and these become the first descendants of the giants. To survive the cow licked blocks of ice and from where she licked came a man called Buri. Buri would have a son called Bor who with Bestla, the daughter of a giant would sire the first gods, the three sons: Odin, Vili and Ve.
 

These three gods thought that Ymir would be perfect to create the world, so they killed Ymir. The used his flesh to create the earth, the heavens from his skull, clouds from his brains, trees from his hair, mountains and cliffs from his bones and the sea from his bloody sweat. They used his eyelashes to create a stronghold called Midgard or Middle Earth to protect them from the giants. 
 From the flesh of Ymir arose maggots and the gods gave them humanlike form and knowledge and they lived in the earth and rocks. Four dwarves were sent by the gods to hold up the sky and they were known as north, south, east, and west. Sparks and embers from Muspell were placed in the void to light up the heavens and earth.
 To further illuminate the sky Odin, the All-father took Night, the daughter of a giant called Narfi and the Day the son of Earth who was the daughter of Night and gave them both a horse and chariot and tasked them to travel around the world every 24 hours. Night was to go first with her horse called Hrimfaxi [Frost Mane] who every morning scattered the earth with foam from its bit then Day would start with his horse called Skinfaxi [Shining Mane] who spread light up the sky and earth. The gods also sent the two children [Moon and Sun} of Mundilfai to the heavens. Sun drove the chariot of the Sun which was created from burning embers from Muspell. Moon was tasked with guiding the moon and controlling its waxing and waning.
 

The first humans were created by the gods from the trunks of two trees; the man named Ask or Ash and the woman was called Embla or Elm. They received the gift of life by Odin, the gift of wisdom by Vili and the gift of sight, sound, and hearing by Ve. The gods then create their home in the centre of the world called Asgard and connected the earth to the sky with a multi-coloured bridge called the Bifrost. Odin married Frigg, the daughter of Fjörgvin and members of his family ar known as Æsir. 

The axis of the world was Yggdrasil the world tree. The Yggdrasil was an ash tree and stood tall in Asgard and its roots encompass the eight other realms including Midgard. There are three roots that support the tree. One root is amongst the Æsir, in heaven with the holiest of the wells called the Well of Urd, the second is amongst the frost giants where Ginnungagap once was with the Well of Mimir and the third root is found amongst the Niflheim with the with the Well Hvergelmir. The dragon of death called Nidhogg lives at the Well Hvergelmir and chews at the roots of Yggdrasil. At the base of Yggdrasil, the three fates of the world known as the Norms; Urd [fate], Verdandi [becoming], and Skuld [obligation] control the fates of the humans. 
 This was the Norse story of creation. 

Comparing the Maya and Norse Creation Stories

The translators of both versions of the selected myths are university professors and experts in their specific fields and present their respective versions in a readable format and are supported by robust referencing. The authors of both myths were not the original sources of the myths and as such the myths themselves are the creation of oral traditions. Snorri Sturluson was a law speaker and a poet and as such had the education and training to record the prose and sagas as was the Dominican monk who copied the Maya hieroglyphic script off Mesoamerican bark paper and translated the oral story from the indigenous Quiche Maya Indians into Spanish. Both accounts of the myths are subject to the authors (and the later translators) individual flare, style, and penmanship and in the case of the Popol Vuh the language of the oral source was not the authors primary tongue so therefore are subjective accounts. 
 In both cases the more material culture with similar hieroglyphs and runes that are being discovered through excavations the myths grow stronger in authenticity through verifiable replication of characters. 
 
 
The common theme at the start of both stories is the origin begins with a clear physical divide; in Mayan there was air and water and with Norse, fire and ice separated by a void of black empty nothingness. Macleod in discussing creation in Indo-European traditions demarcates duality, life from death and cyclic creation as:

1. Duality (represented by two halves of the cosmos from which the Earth and Sky are created), 

2. Life from Death (involving the sacrifice and dismemberment of a primal being from whose body the elements of creation are formed. 

3. Cyclical Creation (often depicted as a struggle between order and chaos in a perpetual cycle of creation and destruction. 

When applied to both myths the Mayan story is a both a story of cyclic creation and life from death with the linear casual creation through civil discussion and the creating the Maize god through resurrection and victory of the twins. The Norse story is one of chaos; duality and life from death with the resultant of the mixing of fire and melting ice causing chaos creating the founding parents Ymir and Audhumla and the dismemberment of Ymir by Odin and his brothers.

A central theme in both accounts is the three realms, the underworld, the middle world and the upperworld and the importance of the interconnectivity of the world tree, the ceiba tree (Ya’axché) and the ash tree (Yggdrasil). The roots of both buried deep into the underworld and the branches reaching high into the heavens and the land of the deities. 

Another common theme was the fate of the people on the world was in the hands of deities. In both myths the gods and deities demanded veneration upon punishment of death and destruction. This is evident in the examples of the Maya Deities calling on the flood to purge the land during early creation and the use of the ball game and trials for sacrifice of the defeated to please the deities. In the Norse the Norns were responsible for shaping the course of human destinies and of the ever-present threat of dinner with the dragon of death called Nidhogg for disobeying the laws of the deities existed. 

The myths both include stories of the creation of the sun and the moon with the Mayan reflecting the reward for saving the maize god therefore creating the corn to successfully make the first human being capable of deity veneration and in the Norse the sparks and embers from the mixing of fire and ice. Another significant similarity was that with the creation of the sky the cardinal points were marked with ceiba trees in the Mayan creation story and dwarves were created to mark the points in the Norse. 
The importance of the maize became obvious the more times the story is read. Maize was a totem symbolizing the cycle of life, the twin’s father being resurrected as the maize god essentially becoming first father, the use the maize to indicate whether were alive or dead, the creation of the first humans was through maize.
 In modern Mexican society maize remains an important totem primarily in the making of their food to make the tacos and tortillas.
 Huff states that the Maya were the ‘people of the maize’ and that the maize possessed ‘symbolic value as a sacred and life-giving product.’ The cycle of maize production and consumption held special ceremonial significance and invoked a ‘Mayan sense of place.’
 Huff indicates that within Maya mythology maize is representative ‘of substance and form, of subsistence and nourishment and of the balanced movements of the cosmos.’ 
 To the Norse, fire and ice could be perceived as a totem. Iceland, where Snorri was a chieftain is the land of fire and ice. Through both fire and ice, life is created, the sun, moon and stars are created from sparks the void is filled because of fire and ice, the giants are a creation of fire and ice.
The Norse creation myth is an example of androcentrism and completely male orientated incorporating multiple sons and brothers, and of supernatural conception in complete contrast to the likes of Popol Vuh and the genesis story from the catholic bible which are a patriarchal narrative.
 
 Although the initial creation within the Popol Voh is androcentric it does indicate that after initial creation Xmucane and Xpiacoc would become first mother and father and grandparents to all human life on earth. In the Norse Myth, Odin is the ‘all father’ compared to the central point of contact for the twins Hunahpu and Xbalanque was the grandmother.
Conclusion

This essay examined the creation stories of two distinctly different tribes, the Norse of Scandinavia and the Maya from Mesoamerica. The myths are extrapolated from culturally important documents, the Popol Voh and the Prose Edda. Eliade described the concept of myth in primitive and archaic societies as being an absolute truth and as such a sacred history of the origins of the society.
 In the mind of the people hearing the myth that was passed down orally from generation to generation, it represented the truth and therefore was their creation story and history of their tribe. The two examples covered in this essay illuminate the creation story as perceived in the minds of these two ancient tribes. There are similarities in both myths and very much reflect the world as they saw it. The Norse myth discusses fire and ice because that was represented in their landscape especially to the likes of Snorri in Iceland as does the importance of the maize to the Maya as central to sustaining life and symbolizing rebirth. The importance of the deities becomes central to the religion of the society. The similarities with the world tree in both societies is extremely important and both use it as a central figure by which the world revolves around. It becomes the axis of the world and the conduit between all parts of life; the underworld being associated with death, the upper world associated with the heavens and the deities and the middle world where human beings, animals and plants exist. Both accounts; the Popol Vuh and the Prose Edda have become the written medium by which the oral traditions could be forever immortalised.  They represent the sacred histories of two primitive and archaic societies which are embedded forever today into the Scandinavian and Mexican ethos. 
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