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A Matter of Life and Death: The Mesoamerican
Ballgame

Hsiao-Chuan Chen”

Abstract

For most civilizations, ballgames represent the oldest of sports and physical
education activities; nevertheless, the function of such ballgames in Mesoamerica
went well beyond game or pleasure. The ancient indigenous populations of
Mesoamerica considered ballgames to have important ritual aspects. From the
recorded mythology of the time, we find that ancient Mesoamerican tribes worried
very much about potential natural disasters, such as the stopping of rotation of the
heavens, lunar and solar eclipses, etc. These tribes believed that ballgames could
help the cosmos returned to normalcy. Assuming the roles of gods, players
typically placed themselves in a divine atmosphere so as to create the universe
from chaos; to reset the cosmic order, and to pray for a bumper harvest and
prosperity. The ballgame possessed magic power that could aid in the rotation of
the heavens, the essential element for the rebirth, the hope for the tribes’ salvation,
the experiment of the hero’s journey. Thus, the ancient Mesoamerican considered
that the ball made of solid rubber was a divine object, and the ballgame was a
religion involving the matter of life and death for the tribes. Featuring religion and
astronomy, the ballgame imitated the struggle between the Sun and the Moon,
between the Life and the Death, between the Universal Good and Bad. This essay,
based on mythological, anthropological and symbolic theories, explores the
meaning of the Mesoamerican ballgame, and also its relation to human sacrifice
and hallucinogenic plants.

Keywords: ballgame, Popol Vuh, human sacrifice, hallucinogenic plants,
Mesoamerica
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% Rebecca B. Gonzélez Lauck, “La zona del Golfo en el Preclasico: la etapa olmeca,”
Historia antigua de México: ElI México antiguo, sus areas culturales, los origenes y el
horizonte Preclésico, eds. Linda Manzanilla y Leonardo Lopez Lujan (México: INAH,
2000), 363.

4 Bernardino de Sahagtin, Historia general de las cosas de Nueva Espafia (México: Porra,
2006), 641.
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® Merle Greene Robertson, “El juego de pelota yucateco. Evidencias recientes sobre el
juego,” El juego de pelota en Mesoamérica: Raices y supervivencia, ed. Maria Teresa
Uriarte (México: Siglo XXI, 1992), 200.
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® Ponciano Ortiz, Ma. Del Carmen Rodriguez y Alfredo Delgado, “Las ofrendas del El
Manati y su posible asociacion con el juego de pelota: Un yugo a destiempo,” El juego de
pelota en Mesoamérica: Raices y supervivencia, ed. Maria Teresa Uriarte (México: Siglo
XXI, 1992), 55.
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& Gabriel Weisz, El juego viviente (México: Siglo XXI, 1993), 76.

SRR B s A A RB 2% A 335 BB (Tepeu) fov + 5 #f (Cucumatz)
TR TR S DR L FES L folhd 2t s R A XA H ke T AR R S
BA O RAEAGEIWIHET R EF 0 B UGN B it 0 AR BACT R kY
Bt e AA AR A AGA  AFARARHBIT 0 FEEFEM D RF 0 I B
WhLFHETRA PR AR RS REAH NI RAF A2 B T e
o gl BRASERS LS LB pT

WogmmArEVucub”® T j 2 R kb n T b 0 d R LT



16 @fe iy Ho Lz

(Zipacna) MI-RAARAH (Cabrancan) - PUESFAJIAMELL - st #E b=
LAY » ARSI DTERREK - BEFF R AR s -RARRE H RSB 52
AR » SR EESR) KA My « Hardl @iy - EAR
& H AR A RESE AN - REIERMLE (Hunahpa) AR 5
(Ixbalanqué) #5753kt - ' EasE RIREE AT B S - BRERIY 7R
HFEIEEARRER - BEREM - AR -

IEEEIRF TR (BdS ) 2 AGEREE - BRSO ER v
BESUIRANAC ~ RGHRE - BIIEIRAAE (Hun-Hunahpd) FT2625 b i iAo
(Vucub-Hunahpl) - 855 —fRULER 2R - HR ey - BEREIE -
SLSRA B S R R —EEAEIBE R BR © AR T AR (Xibalbd) 5 FY
BEREIE - IR b R ER T S i R 5 B » S PR e BRI BR L -
PR FE T AEE ) I - AEAEREMITZAT - SR AREERR
B5 - MR ARVERBAER S RO  (BalfR ) SRR LAk
gl T REBRLZ A1 - MR ~ T S B - S P

TGO R E BRSSP JE AR CE R
IR AL T OB REABEN TEHE - &
FEDE FTAA R R

T ) B RS - RN o AT L R R AT
THBGTIRRR RO - THIERRL - B~ B | OREER - A5 LEEA
FH Wi sz —BRrIEES © 28— UOUBE AR - MARE =
TRt MRS IR SE - MR IR IR AN AT Y SRR E A | A5 R
BREIN - B A EFRRET (Ixquic) - fSRISHBEER BT IRy =T itk - (8

11 Adrian Recinos, ed., Popol Vuh (México: FCE, 1996), 34-45.
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13 Adrian Recinos, ed., Popol Vuh, 51.

1% Agustin Estrada Monroy, ed., Popol Vuh (México: Editores mexicanos unidas, 2002), 40.



[C3 Febad

|43t 17

REN T - AR E > IR T IRESULZES - SUNZERAE - 1T
FIHRREr T L - OhkRar R IERA - Z AN RN A O R o o8
YL o SRR R AR R ARG BER - M R AR L 26 R A TSR
PR o WAL AHS R A AU BR B R SLZE AR ER AR » OB TSR
FERE > T AUBRIBUCHRIN - Sefliantk - RO TEERE e R bl air
KIS > s BIUERL HieE i - *°

THEE )RR S F R RIRKR B
BE - ARET TR R Rk b R Yo PR
?i!i—"le

WS R B, SEREEIR St ST R T
BRI o 1 (IR ) BN - BRERACR —IEEN - AN E R
A+ SRER T PEIEVESRARRE  IRIRARAEA b o U AR R AE R R
AESFERREE T A VA A A AR o PR SRR A BT - BREER
SRR BB A T AR B B - RIS AR o SERERTE - W
AEFSRAA G TR o FRESUREME ; BR - BREEG
TEBAROGIA S FIRosRit » i SRR ST - A - TR R AR
FRYSEBEEAT I A PR AESED BRI (Joseph Campbell) FS M8
SEHE A 725 - SECET T 5 BB 7 _E 4R s =is ot -
AR 5 Rk ot R - PR - ) ERTER AL B
SIS S » 08 [P A SE BRI BT R -

BCIESBEIE E R R - 140 : ThEA AR B R R M2 35 - 7 e
ST (Hercules) $UT+ 7% - BIEHEN S - Bt

&=

H

15 Adrian Recinos, ed., Popol Vuh, 49-102.

16 Adrian Recinos, ed., Popol Vuh, 91.

1 4 t4 (Joseph Campbell) % - (+ & # 22 (The Hero with a Thousand Faces) ) ( 4 i
4e®) (4 = 8 - 2008) 0 16 «



TR AL - MR > A RERE Ry DN - kR AtnlcaE - AURE - Sk
(o — 2 TS T BRI LA BE SRR > AR S B BRI P B e 5 K]
It - 25 SCHIBEAMEER D REES - 10 (B ) RIS MERAGE R 22 - K 'S
B~ BREE ~ AR - B HLRR—BE - RORRISAE AT el - AR
CEESANIN R TINISUELER -7 a2 CRt BV S GV

P DR S AR NI T B R o RAGRE T BRI A ) RyidiEh
ZIRATER — P B - LB AR R AR EOE ke
#E  BE] TR ) o ATEE T ORFNSEIER ) e L Al A A B i
75 FILURARAR ~ BRI ~ 1L - AT DU ~ B - ERTDUE SR ~ X
o PRERFSIMHT AR SRR S IA R LIS E W - R
[F1RH (i) - AR AN T EL R Se R T - RISRAAATERNY " ikdr
] o 50 LRI AR A L - AIEES T iEs AR — RS e
Pz amE A NATTE A SIRE T ARG - TR EE R - SeRRE
S B R EEAE - LR ACEURIRUA A8 i ELEh T » M H A
AR SERE A RAE -

M > vt DR PSR B PRy PR T 12 52 SRR R - AR R b
o BREERGRIE AR | - thE PREIREERERY) - M T 4551
5 TEY) ) BRI T IhRE L AIfEREY (VIadimir Propp) HYE
AL R - AL RS IR TR A fE R B o R SEIRS A
o B TR~ A - B SRR AAR T o OJRAD - SEERTE SR
ARG BZER i) » SEANPE )5 BERE TR E R - S REiE R -
HEE I TR B Ay > ST E T MR -

18 3ttt (Joseph Campbell) % > (+ & 3# 22 (The Hero with a Thousand Faces) ) 349 «
1% 3¢t (Joseph Campbell) % - (+ & 322 (The Hero with a Thousand Faces) ) » 58 o
2 \/ladimir Propp, Morfologia del cuento (Madrid: Funamentos, 1997).
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2L Arturo Oliveros, “Apuntes sobre origenes y desarrollo del juego de pelota,” El juego de
pelota en Mesoamérica: Raices y supervivencia, ed. Maria Teresa Uriarte (México: Siglo
XXI, 1992), 43.
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2 Dorothy Hosler, Sandra L. Burkett and Michael J. Tarkanian, “Prehistoric Polymers:
Rubber Processing in Ancient Mesoamerica,” Science, 284.5422 (Washington, June
1999): 1988-1991.

24 Adrian Recinos, ed., Popol Vuh, 84.
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