
 

The Legend of Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl 

By Curtis Jerry Smothers 

Mexico's Most Famous Mountains 

Few natural landmarks are more recognizable in Mexico than the twin volcanoes Popocatépetl 

("Smoking Mountain") and Iztaccíhuatl ("White Woman"). Rising majestically in central 

Mexico between Mexico City and Puebla, they dominate the skyline and have inspired 

travelers, artists, and storytellers for centuries. 

Today, both volcanoes lie within Izta-Popo Zoquiapan National Park, a protected wilderness 

of forests, alpine meadows, and volcanic peaks. Anyone driving the main highway between 

Mexico City and Puebla cannot help but notice these two magnificent sentinels standing watch 

over the Valley of Mexico. 

The Sleeping Woman 



The two volcanoes have very different personalities. 

Iztaccíhuatl, though extinct, has a series of snow-covered peaks that resemble the profile of a 

woman lying peacefully on her back. For that reason, Mexicans affectionately call her "La 

Mujer Dormida"—"The Sleeping Woman." 

Beside her stands Popocatépetl, one of North America's most active volcanoes. Even today, it 

frequently sends columns of smoke and ash into the sky, living up to its Nahuatl name, 

"Smoking Mountain." 

To the Indigenous Nahua peoples, these mountains were far more than geological formations. 

They were sacred guardians of the valley and enduring symbols of nature's power. 

A Princess and a Warrior 

Long before roads, cities, or national parks existed, people created a legend to explain why one 

mountain sleeps while the other remains awake. 

According to the ancient story, Iztaccíhuatl was the beautiful daughter of a powerful ruler. She 

fell deeply in love with Popocatépetl, one of her father's bravest warriors. 

The ruler approved of the young couple's love but set one condition: Popocatépetl would first 

have to lead his army into battle and return victorious. Only then would he receive the princess's 

hand in marriage. 

A Tragic Misunderstanding 

While Popocatépetl was away fighting, false news reached the royal court that the young warrior 

had been killed in battle. 

Overcome with grief, Iztaccíhuatl lost all hope. Unable to bear the sorrow of believing her 

beloved was dead, she herself died of heartbreak. 

When Popocatépetl finally returned in triumph, he discovered that victory had come too late. 

Love Beyond Death 

Heartbroken, Popocatépetl carried the body of the princess high into the mountains, where he 

laid her to rest. Refusing to leave her side, he vowed to watch over her forever. 

Moved by such devotion, the gods transformed the lovers into two great volcanoes so that their 

love would endure for all eternity. 

Iztaccíhuatl became the peaceful Sleeping Woman, while Popocatépetl remained standing guard 

beside her. His periodic eruptions, according to the legend, are reminders that the faithful warrior 

still keeps watch over the woman he loved. 



Mexico's Romeo and Juliet 

Except for the intervention of the gods, the story bears a striking resemblance to Shakespeare's 

Romeo and Juliet. Both tell of devoted lovers separated by tragic misunderstanding, ending in 

death but remembered forever through legend. 

Unlike Shakespeare's tragedy, however, the Mexican legend offers a measure of hope. Love is 

not extinguished by death but made eternal through the landscape itself. 

A Living Legend 

Whether viewed from the highways of central Mexico, from the streets of Puebla, or from the 

outskirts of Mexico City, the twin volcanoes remain among the country's most beloved 

landmarks. 

For geologists, they are fascinating volcanic formations. For hikers and photographers, they are 

spectacular natural wonders. For the Mexican people, however, they are something more—a 

timeless reminder that some of history's greatest stories are written not only in books, but also 

upon the landscape itself. 

 


