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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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3 Rebecca B. Gonzalez Lauck, “La zona del Golfo en el Preclasico: la etapa olmeca,”
Historia antigua de México: El México antiguo, sus dreas culturales, los origenes y el
horizonte Precldsico, eds. Linda Manzanilla y Leonardo Lépez Lujan (México: INAH,

2000), 363.
* Bernardino de Sahagtin, Historia general de las cosas de Nueva Espafia (México: Porrua,

2006), 641.
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7 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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Manati y su posible asociacion con el juego de pelota: Un yugo a destiempo,” El juego de
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XXI, 1992), 55.
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* Vladimir Propp, Morfologia del cuento (Madrid: Funamentos, 1997).
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21 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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* Maria Teresa Uriarte, “Introduccion,” E/ juego de pelota en Mesoamérica: Raices y
supervivencia, ed. Maria Teresa Uriarte (México: Siglo XXI, 1992), 29.

* Marfa Castro-Leal, “Nuevas ideas sobre el juego de pelota,” El juego de pelota en
Mesoamérica: Raices y supervivencia, ed. Maria Teresa Uriarte (México: Siglo XXI,
1992), 85-86.
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* Carlos Fuentes, El espejo enterrado, 101.

* yolotl Gonzalez Torres, El sacrificio humano entre los mexicas (México: FCE, 1994),
68-69.
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