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Introduction

		The Urgency of Water

		There are stories, other stories and still different stories; there are myths, legends, fairy tales, folktales and many others. Who could say what kind of story this, The Disobedience of the Daughter of the Sun, might be?

		Kept alive for centuries in the Guatemalan highlands by the Tzutujil Maya from the village of Santiago Atitlan, this story and others like it are not the regular stories. They are not the easy stories; they are not folktales. Perhaps they are mythological, but on the other hand, they’re not that either. They are the special stories.

		What can be said about them is that they are alive, and being alive they are not just told at any time, but only in the dark. Though everyone by a certain age knows a version of these living stories, only certain people, those accepted storytellers, can tell them and will admit to their knowledge of them, for it is in the telling only that these stories live, and being ancient, big and hungry, they must be brought alive well.

		Another thing that we could say is that these stories are from the other world, the invisible world, the world of life-giving spirit out of which these types of stories come clicking and clanking as bare bony frames of themselves until the storyteller, the “word maker,” Bney Tzij, refleshes each story, “re-membering” it back to life using the everyday life of the village world to dress the bones.

		Like an exquisite reoccurring dream whose origins are lost and foggy upon our awaking, whose ending is the beginning of the next dream, these old Mayan stories, though told over and again, always have their beginnings in a previous tale while their endings are in themselves the cliffhanger beginnings of another story to be related at a different time.

		After years of listening, a young person learns to recognize her life in the stories and is guided through life by the piloting examples they contain. After becoming an adult, one realizes that there really is only a single, huge, hidden story trunk of which all the others are only magnificent branches, leaves or fruit.

		The tales like The Daughter of the Sun are the cherished home-style versions of otherwise very sacred mythologies, the kind that are told in the home, outside the ritual cloistering of initiations and such. Though not taboo, they are shown the same great respect as living heroes. And like all villagers, who visit only after the day’s work is done and the sun is down, the story visits only at night and mostly in the dry season between November and April, known as the nighttime of the year. The usual time to hear these tales outside the ritual space occurs after the extended family is lying about the central hut having recovered their breath and composure from the iron-smelting, steam-cleaning heat of the weekly touj, or steam bath, all of which occurs after dusk before midnight.

		Like everywhere in the world, it is the old-time people who are gently courted and coaxed into volunteering one of these many traditional tales after the bath and cold feast that follows.

		When first living in the village of Santiago Atitlan, as I did for so many years, I loved the ritual bathing in the fierce heat of the touj, and afterwards eating lime-soaked fish and corn cakes, then leaning back with the glowing and happy clan of my ex-wife’s family to listen to one of the older uncles bring life to one of these stories.

		I was greatly disappointed, though, because I never got to hear the ends of any of the sixty or so ancient mythic tales on account of the relaxing effects of the sweat house, late-hour food and the lulling effects of the old storyteller, which would consistently put the whole household, including myself, into a sound sleep right where we were lounging. Sometimes even the storyteller, his head thrown back, would still be snoring loudly at dawn by the ashed-over embers of the previous evening’s cooking fire while the rest of the village roused itself for work.

		In a determined mission to hear the final episodes of those stories, I avoided the relaxing sweathouse for awhile, slept late into the morning of the night it was planned, and drank several pots of good Guatemalan coffee just before the storytelling took off. It was a hopeless effort, for in every instance, by the time the Sun Father had crowned his rosy head out of the night’s horizon in the east, the tale had still not finished. Because stories like these are not told while “the Father watches,” meaning the sun is up, the storyteller would have to stop talking, courteously excuse himself and in a state of unfair exhaustion accrued in his old bones by my greed and unwitting ignorance, drag himself home to the day’s challenge.

		It turned out that people were supposed to fall asleep listening to these ancient stories, because the stories themselves come from the great collective dream of the “Big Story,” and upon hearing whatever fragment of the “Big Story” was being told, our own individual “branch” of dreams on that great tree of the united dream of the “Big Story” would glide right into the comforting flow of the big dream oozing through our sleep. Our souls rode the horse of these old stories right into our own dreams.

		In every story of this kind there were convenient stopping places by which time most normal people would have drifted off and the poor storyteller could go home. There I was in my greedy, American right-to-know attitude, trying to hear the end of something which has no end, doesn’t want to end and whose beginnings are the ends.…

		Becoming less addicted to scarcity, I learned quickly enough after that; and years later when I became an initiator, I too was able to remember the same stories back to life right in with the rest of those beautiful, highly opinionated, well appointed, tobacco-skinned, gesticulating word masters.

		To me these Mayan stories are like water. To the Tzutujil there is only one water which rushes, puddles or is captured in a multitude of diverse forms like plant leaves, hot springs, rivers, lakes, ponds, ice, tears and streams, and like the amniotic flood at our births, all this water is trying to get back home to the original mother of life, the Great Grandmother Ocean, the great dream pool.

		Like water then, there are many, many forms of stories, more than anyone of us could ever know, but like the rivers and tears, each story contains the exact same story water as the great original “Big Story.”

		Like life itself, the secret oneness of the “Big Story” is in the overwhelming details of its diversity, where every little person, beast, wind and misery is a necessary part of a greater churning dream. Every story is a dewdrop in the ocean of the “Big Story.”

		If, as the Mayan language implies, our lives are really trees, then like water, it is the devoted urgency of the real stories to move toward their origination; their willingness to remain trapped en route home as stories in the dryness of our wood that brings us that precious spiritual lifeblood, causing the nutrients of cultural memory to reach the diverse branches of all peoples.

		Coveted and stored by the gnarled and convoluted roots of our indigenous beginnings, these roots dig beyond our sight and times into the original churning dream ocean to capture this story water there as well, causing it to surge into the trunks of our days and the branches of our dreams.

		These kinds of stories are the memory that causes us to remember ourselves back into human form. They are not just the memory of what was, but also the memory of what we are surrounded by today.

		The extreme and reckless pruning of this tree of life by a culture where television, advertising, media, academia and politics pander to the least common denominator; where people are not loved for their depth, but for their thinness, has left our dreams damaged. The sap of subtlety, this lifeblood of metaphor and myth is rushing spilt and trashed into a wasteland of white noise and canned laughter, with no branches to feed or flowers to force into the seeded fruit of cultural renewal.

		But it need not be this way, I think, because despite all of this, a great revolution of the heart and mysterious subtlety is upon us, too subtle perhaps for the machine-minded to detect, comprehend or react in fear. There is a great longing in people all over for stories once again.

		As a toast to those people and that possibility, I offer this Tzutujil Mayan story, with my fierce belief that the wounded trunk still lives, willing to flower once again with real stories. Though the enormous branches of our valuable indigenous memories in the form of stories have been cut away and lost, the sap of dreams yet flows. Where the saws and shears let off, our dreams and stories must begin.
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The Old Village Friend

		Some Suggestions on How to Read this Book

		Though small, like Mayan villagers themselves, The Disobedience of the Daughter of the Sun is my attempt to give every reader an old village friend, like those aged conversationalists from the 1970s village of Santiago Atitlan, who though they have all gone on, kept alive in me during that magical time what I, in my hopeful grandiosity, would now keep alive in others.

		This book, besides being a teacher to those who would visit this old storyteller to learn the deeper things, is always glad to see you, asks you to sit down any time of day, loves to tell his story over and over to give hope by diverting the lonely, the frightened, the invisible, the overworked, the over-righteous, the half-dead, the numb, silent and disappointed away from their cynical plummet into modernity’s shallow death of oblivion back into the wonderful clumsiness of really living and the natural blessing of human generosity.

		Though people all over the world since forever have had the common experience of seeing their lives unfold as a series of dramatic initiatory passages and changes, it is only a recent development by the advent of modernity’s objectivism that psychology has claimed exclusive territorial rights to what this unfolding means and what to do about it.

		But, as the village friend of this storytelling book points out, learning to live well, not just to survive, is a constant preoccupation common to all people, and for this the people in the village say that the “story” is the real expert. Every lesson learned from such an expert stays in the story and is not extrapolated out of the story, but remains alive in our lives, because our lives lived out together is the story.

		In keeping with this way of living and learning, the reader is encouraged not only to read the entire book but, after reading the story part out loud to someone or quietly to themselves, to begin slowly reading, sentence by sentence, the chapters of “layers” that come after, thinking over each idea in sequence, until he or she arrives at a place that doesn’t lend itself to an easy comprehension. At this point, instead of skipping ahead or reading further, the reader must go back and reread the entire story of The Disobedience of the Daughter of the Sun again, continuing to read forward, again into the same chapter until reaching the place of previous obstruction. By this time, often in an almost miraculous way, the necessary understanding will have entered and digested the knowledge sufficiently to allow the reader to proceed forward like a leaf floating down a stream toward the ocean, until snagged again on some important obstacle for which the process is repeated until the book has been absorbed.

		This form of learning approximates as well as possible the luxurious condition of the cultivation of knowledge found among the old-time Tzutujil Mayans, and probably all intact indigenous people, who after hearing such a story apply it quietly to their own lives until the proceedence of their lives come to a place where understanding doesn’t come clear in reference to the tale. They then petition in a courteous moment the good will of sacred storytellers to speak the story back to life once again. After listening carefully, the sequence of increased depth of comprehension is renewed.

		If The Disobedience of the Daughter of the Sun is embraced in this way, read until the entire book has been inhaled, then my gift to the reader will have been received, and together both the reader and myself will have done some little bit of what we can in these strange times to move away from throw-away culture and keep alive and feed the organic human treasure that has always kept us alive through the ages: the magnificent life-giving gift of a real story.
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The Story

		Most old folks say this all happened long ago, like twenty thousand years past, while others, just as old, will argue that it was more like two thousand years ago. There were white-haired, street corner mystics who would shake their polished canes, certain that none of it had happened at all, but was on the verge of coming true at any moment.

		The great old storyteller Ma Coche, who said he received his power of story from having been horribly bitten by a Qan Tí, a fer-de-lance snake, for which he shook uncontrollably for forty years until he died, told me this story was happening as we speak.

		Fine old Ma Paqach, so skinny he couldn’t cast a shadow, had a grandmother who’d been as thick as he was thin. She claimed to have been there when it all came about and that none of it was anything like anybody ever said.

		Ma Xcop Cochenan said he had actually met the Daughter of the Sun personally and was present for the whole story, but then he also said he had a set of matched dueling pistols that shot lightning, which were given to him personally by the Rain Gods themselves, with which he could shoot the great stone bells that used to hang on the summits of all the volcanoes surrounding Atitlan. They’d go ping and blang, ringing out to call the Gods, who’d make it rain. He said he got their attention with the lightning guns.

		For my part, I have no idea when any of what follows took place, but when it did, this is what they say happened.

		Right here on the lakeshore, where we sit today, just a few centimeters beneath this surface of volcanic dust, a village once stood. It spread out big beyond us to the volcanoes in a maze of little roads and boulder-littered paths which were lined with thick stands of ancient family compounds of magnificent stone huts, deeply thatched and palace-like.

		Just five fingers beneath us, under the dust where our village stands today, once stood this Town of Gods owned by the family of the Sun Father. Though called the Village of the Sun, the Sun was married to Grandmother Moon who everyone knew actually ran the place.

		After eight hundred years of marriage, more or less, the Moon gave birth to a baby girl who grew up in the village of her father, the Sun. Then she grew some more to become the tallest teenage girl anyone had ever seen, and that was pretty tall, because her parents, being sky Gods, were very long to begin with and she’d already outgrown them all.

		But what the world remembered was her beauty. She was not just beautiful like some people think of beautiful, for her beauty was not just for herself. It was a kind of beauty that didn’t kill or isolate. She made everything and everyone that saw her or that she saw, touched or walked over want to live a little longer just from the hope of seeing her again. The world flowered and grew wherever she passed. When she brushed them by, wild orchids and lilies mutated into forms and colors never seen before. Even rocks would sparkle, split and crumble into smaller chunks, then grow their ecstatic fragments back into cliffs, defying time and geology, and all because they felt her sueded feet step upon them.

		The Daughter of the Sun had no malice in her bones and no awareness of the impatience of envy; she was to be forever the prize of the Village of the Gods.

		As she grew deeper and taller, unique, powerful and ripe, she stood so much apart from all the rest that when her mother, Grandmother Moon, sent her on an errand to the lake to fetch water in a heavy, red clay jar balanced on her head or to petition this or that from another family’s compound, all the villagers on her route, old and young alike, jumped up to the basaltic boundary walls to get a glimpse of the much admired and highly envied shimmering girl as she floated past.

		And that’s the way girls have done ever since when they come of age. Because of what the Daughter of the Sun did when she came into her tall teenage years, village girls today dress up in special clothing that they weave themselves, then shining and shimmering, walk the village
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