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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers

This essay compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers: David Carrasco’s ‘City as Symbol in Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza’
 and Wayne Elzey’s ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’.
 Additionally, this essay will explore the ways in which the authors approach the concepts of ‘cosmology’ and ‘culture’ in the two works chosen. Carrasco’s paper analyses the frontispiece of the Codex Mendoza, a pictorial document comprised of seventy-one folios produced by Aztec natives in 1541-1545. The document was produced for the King of Spain, Charles V and commissioned by the Viceroy of Mexico, Don Antonio de Mendoza.
 Carrasco’s paper is written for an academic audience, primarily historians and students of religious studies, published in the journal, History of Religions. Carrasco is a historian of religions who focuses on Mesoamerican cities and Mexican-American borderlands.
 Carrasco is also a Professor of Latin American studies at Harvard University and has published several books based on his collaborative work with archaeologists at Teotihuacan and Mexico-Tenochtitlan.
 Elzey’s paper is an analysis of a significant Mesoamerican myth and is intended for an academic audience, published by Brill in the journal Numen. According to an obituary for Elzey, he was a professor of comparative religions at Miami University and his academic work focused on prehistoric Mesoamerican cultures, specifically the Aztec and Mayan cultures. He has published several works in those areas.
 Both authors earned their Ph.D.’s in history of religions through University of Chicago Divinity School. 


The papers chosen for this analysis both deal with analysing aspects of the pre-Columbian Aztec culture and worldview. Carrasco’s paper analyses a particular image contained in the Codex Mendoza, a 16th century document produced in the style of native Aztec art. As Carrasco argues, the focal image of his analysis, the frontispiece of the document, ‘demonstrates the Aztec conception of their city as a cosmic symbol’.
 Carrasco also applies this view, of a built landscape conceived symbolically, to the Great Temple of Tenochtitlan, Templo Mayor. Carrasco argues that such a conception reflects ‘cosmo-magical thought’, a term coined by urban geographer, Paul Wheatley.
 Cosmo-magical thought, according to Wheatley, underlies the ideal form of the built urban landscape.
 Additionally, it produced a worldview that perceived the existence of a cosmic power transcendent of the physical world and required human agency to participate with such power for the attainment of cohesion between both human and divine societies.
 Carrasco demonstrates through the symbolic imagery contained in Codex Mendoza, the ways in which the construction of Tenochtitlan and the placement of its ceremonial centre is reflective of the ‘cosmo-magical’ worldview. 

Elzey’s paper analyses the central Mexican versions of the Mesoamerican myth of the Suns wherein the world undergoes a repeated process of creation and destruction through a series of ages. Elzey argues that most variants agree that the world has gone through a series of four such ages, or ‘Suns’, prior to the current fifth age. Elzey departs from many interpretations of the myth’s significance. Whereas previous authors suggested that each subsequent age represented a linear improvement from the previous one, Elzey focuses on the way in which each age represents an autonomous period and how all four subsequent ages synthesize to form the present age. Elzey argues that the myth was utilized as a model that significantly shaped various aspects of Aztec culture such as rituals, calendars, and cosmology.

This paper will confine its definition of culture within an anthropological context. British anthropologist Edward Tylor (1832-1917) presented one of the first anthropological definitions of culture as “that complex whole, which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, customs, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society’.
 From Tylor’s view, Culture provides an array of complex material and linguistic frameworks imparted to members of a clearly defined social group. Anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1926-2006) defined culture as: 

an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life.

For Geertz, culture is encapsulated symbolically and passed on through time as an acquired means through which humanity comes to collectively understand and communicate their world. Both Tylor and Geertz’s definitions emphasize the way in which culture is learned by members of that culture. Geertz more specifically emphases how culture is patterned and repetitiously imparted in addition to the symbolic nature of cultural information. Cultural information as symbolic, is thus exclusive, not obvious to outsiders, and must be explained, deciphered, and interpreted. 

Carrasco’s use of culture falls much in alignment with these foundational anthropological definitions. Firstly, his paper conceptualizes the Aztec capital city, Tenochtitlan as an embodied symbol within the pre-Columbian Aztec mind. Carrasco’s utilization of Wheatly’s ‘cosmo-magical thought’ reveals the way in which cultural information is framed by a specific way of thinking about and perceiving reality. His consistent use of ‘thought’ or ‘view’ in reference to this framework emphasises the way in which culture represents a perceptual construct and thus something learned and imparted to others.
 Carrasco refers to ‘cultural life’ or ‘cultural area’ suggesting that culture is a particular way of living and is confined to specific groups of individuals.
 Elzey’s approach to culture is similar in that he refers explicitly to the Nahua (or Aztec) people as a specific cultural group. Elzey focuses his analysis on the Mexican version of the myth of the Suns, alluding to distinct variations within the broader Mesoamerican culture area.
 The myth itself, according to Elzey acts a significant ‘structural paradigm’ that frames the Aztec conception of space and time, the nature of certain rituals, calendars, and their cosmology.
 Thus, Elzey appears to conceive of culture as a domain of thoughts, behaviours, perceptual models, and artefacts. Both Carrasco and Elzey discuss culture as both a perceptual and behavioural template.


Similarly, in defining the concept of ‘cosmology’, this paper will focus on what Nicholas Campion, in ‘The Importance of Cosmology in Culture: Contexts and Consequences’, refers to as the anthropological definition. Campion defines anthropological cosmologies as ‘based on the proposition that ideas about the cosmos are integral part of human cultural and social systems’.
 Further, in Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, Campion, in contrasting the modern with the anthropological definition of cosmology, suggests that:

Cosmology is therefore a matter not just of exploring the far reaches of the universe but of recognizing that we are an integral part of it and that our environments, our houses, feelings, families, communities, towns, and cities are part of the cosmos as much as are the sky and stars.
 

A cosmology can therefore act as a culturally sanctioned framework that shapes multiple aspects of human cultural life and brings a sense of cohesion between individuals and the larger universe they perceive to inhabit. 


Carrasco’s usage of cosmology seems to be tied with Wheatly’s conception of ‘cosmo-magical thought’. Carrasco describes ‘cosmo-magical thought’ as imprinting itself within the broader material culture such as the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan and the Great Temple of Tenochtitlan, Templo Mayor. One predominant feature of the ‘cosmo-magical’ worldview is what Carrasco often refers to as a ‘parallelism’ which he equates with Cornelius Loew’s term, ‘cosmological conviction’.
 This parallelism or conviction assumed an intimate connection between the ‘patterns of the heavens and the pattern of society’.
 Carrasco demonstrates this view in the construction of Tenochtitlan as representing a microcosm of the larger cosmos, particularly in the intentional placement of Templo Mayor at the city’s centre reflecting the symbolic axis mundi, or sacred centre which was oriented to the cardinal axis.
 According to Carrasco, the ‘ceremonial center not only “marks the spot” and controls the lines of force, but actually represents and signifies in its design and structure a cosmic struggle, a myth or divine drama’.
 In this way, Carrasco conceives of the city as an emulation of the cosmology, of connecting the material, cultural domain to the cosmos. Additionally, Carrasco suggests that a mirroring of the cosmos and the cultural landscape was a significant feature of the Aztec worldview itself. Similarly, Elzey conceives of the myth of the Suns as reflecting a parallelism between the myth and the Aztec calendrical structure.
 Elzey’s various references to cosmology suggest it as a way of conceiving the structure of the universe which is mirrored in ritual and calendars. For example, Elzey states that there is an ‘intimate association of time and space in the Mexican cosmology….’.
 Elsewhere, Elzey suggests that cosmology is a way of articulating the structure of the cosmos, which in the case of Aztec cosmology perceived the universe to be partitioned into four or quadripartite regions mirroring the four previous ages prior the present fifth age.
 


One significant similarity between Carrasco and Elzey is their Ph.D. studies through University of Chicago Divinity school, and their connection with the notable historian of religions, Mircea Eliade. When asked about the way in which Eliade changed the course of Carraso’s career and life, he responded that Eliade ‘opened a new world for me, the world of religious experiences in many cultures and a way of seeing symbols as abundant in their meanings and potentials for meanings’.
 It is clear from much of Carrasco’s conceptualization of pre-Columbian Aztec worldview, that Eliade’s influence is significant. In The Sacred and the Profane, Eliade says of the human propensity to occupy and shape territory: 

By occupying it and, above all, by settling in it, man symbolically transforms it into a cosmos through a ritual repetition of the cosmogony. What is to become “our world” must first be “created,” and every creation has a paradigmatic model—the creation of the universe by the gods.

According to Eliade, humanity’s built environments reflect and are compelled by their unique models of the universe; their attempts at symbolically shaping their environments are ritualized re-enactments of the cosmogony. Elsewhere, Eliade suggests the way in which temples and other holy sites are perceived as a bridge between earth and cosmos, much the same way in Carrasco’s conception of Templo Mayor as a symbolic axis-mundi.
 Elzey conceives the myth of the suns as setting out a particular cosmic structure, a cosmology, which is utilized as a basis for the Aztec calendrical structure. Both authors construct a particular conception of cosmology, much like Eliade did, as a means through which humanity is motivated to symbolically manipulate and interact with the world around it. While a cosmology may be a way of explaining how the universe is structured or addresses complex existential issues, from this view, cosmologies also shape, direct, and motivate the creation of the ‘world’, that is, the world affected by culture. Conceptually, culture and cosmology are deeply intertwined. Culture involves the myriad ways in which humanity constructs and communicates its perceptions, ideas, artefacts, and environments. Both concepts, as set out by the authors, describe the complex ways in which humanity perceives and interacts with the world. As ‘thoughts’ or ‘views’, in Carrasco’s sense, both concepts therefore derive from the human mind and describe the mind’s impact on the world. 
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