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In early Q’eqchi’ versions of Hummingbird
myth, the male protagonist is not referred to with
the usual Saq’e or “Sun,” but is called Balamke
(Wirsing, in Dieseldorff 1966, 1967), or Xbal-
amke (E. P. Dieseldorff 1926; I will use the
spelling Xbalanque), the figure that in the Popol
Vuh functions as the protective comrade of Hu-
nahpu. Xbalanque can thus be seen as a trait
d’union between the “subterranean” mythology of
the Quichean narrative and the tellurian mythology
of the Q’eqchi’ tale. 2 In Q’eqchi’ Hummingbird
myth, however, Xbalanque stands alone, without
Hunahpu. Xbalanque also appears as an indepen
dent figure in colonial writings from the 16th
and 17th centuries. Las Casas, for example, situ
ates “Exbalanquen” in the Q’eqchi’ area, describ
ing him as a native of the Verapaz (Las Casas
1967/1: 650 = Bk. 3 Ch. 124) who reemerges from
a cave near Coban after his war against the un

derworld (Las Casas 1967/1: 650; 1967/11; 506 =
Bk. 3 Ch. 235). In Q’eqchi’ Hummingbird myth,
Xbalanque is a deer hunter, or, in other words,
a military invader. This is made explicit in the
Ixil versions of the myth, in which the char
acter receives the name Oyew Achi or “Fierce
Warrior” (Braakhuis 2001: 394; cf. Akkeren 2000:
427-431).

The episode of Q’eqchi’ myth that is central
to this article is concerned with the destruction
and regeneration of the Young Earth Goddess.
In Q’eqchi’ myth, after the killing of the Young
Earth Goddess, her blood changes into snakes and
insects, before she finally becomes the Moon. This
is a very different outcome than that described
in other Hummingbird myths. In the Cakchiquel
version summarized by Thompson (1970: 365 f.),
for example, the remains of the Young Earth
Goddess change into honey bees; in an Ixil ver
sion, they change into all sorts of game; and in a
Poqomchi version, also known to the Q’eqchi’s,
her body becomes maize seed. The relationship of
man to the earth and its bounty can apparently be
viewed as an affinal relationship, or, rather, as a
permanent state of being a suitor (see Braakhuis
[2001] for further references). In this way, the
“game woman” is sought after by the hunters, the
“bee woman” by the beekeepers, and the “maize
woman” by the farmers. Such a manner of viewing
the relationship between man and earth suggests

2 I believe the Popol Vuh and Hummingbird myth should
each be understood in its own right, without reducing the
one to the other. In particular, it does not seem productive
to try to equate what I call the Young Earth Goddess with
the more specific female character Xquic (Blood Woman)
from the Popol Vuh.

that the “snake and insect woman” should also
be important to the members of an occupational
group.

Taking the lead from an observation by Pablo
Wirsing (in Thompson 1939: 143) that “Kekchi
shamans recite the legend of the sun and moon ...

when effecting cures,” I intend to demonstrate that
the principal concern of the Q’eqchi’ episode is
disease and curing, and that both are inextricably
entwined with disease-casting and sorcery. The
generality of this view will be demonstrated by
relating the basic concepts of the Q’eqchi’ episode
with those of the “Ritual of the Bacabs” (Roys
1965; Arzapalo Marin 1987). Finally, a new inter
pretation of the Classic Mayan icon, the “Jar of
Darkness,” will be introduced. 3

In Thompson’s (1970) overview, the main
source for the episode of Moon’s elopement, de
struction, and regeneration is the tale Thompson
collected himself among Q’eqchi’ and Mopan
Mayas (1930: 119-140) in what was then British
Honduras. However, two other full-length vari
ants, those of Pablo Wirsing and Mario de la
Cruz Torres (both of whom had full command of
the Q’eqchi’ language) were not included in the
overview. The Wirsing text is especially important
because it is the earliest extant version of the myth,
collected in 1909, and its text is accompanied by
the original Q’eqchi’ of its narrator, Juan Caal
(it was translated into Spanish and published by
H. Q. Dieseldorff 1966, 1967, and is included in
Estrada Monroy 1990: 106-141). It should be not
ed that the Thompson text is generally quite similar
to the earlier Wirsing one.

The other main text not referred to by Thomp
son, that of Cruz Torres, was published in 1965
by a distinguished member of a plantation-owning
family of Senahu, Alta Verapaz, as part of a collec
tion of Q’eqchi’ folktales and sketches. Although
obviously not written by a professional anthro
pologist, it fully deserves to be taken seriously
as an ethnographical source. 4* As will be made

apparent, its rendering of Q’eqchi’ myth clarifies
important points in other, better known variants. In
addition to the just-mentioned sources, I make use

3 J. E. S. Thompson (1970:370), who otherwise emphasized
the myth’s importance, harbored some doubts as to whether
what he called the “Pandora’s box episode,” represented a
truly indigenous tradition. I intend to demonstrate that the
episode is entirely consistent with traditional Mayan and
Mesoamerican ways of thought and attendant imagery.

4 Etta Becker-Donner summarized the myth and drew atten
tion to its possibilities for further research (1976). She also
recognized the theme of menstruation in the episode of
Moon’s destruction (126).


