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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers

This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers: David Carrasco’s ‘City as Symbol in Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza’, and David W. Pankenier’s ‘The Cosmic Center in Early China and its Archaic Resonances’.[footnoteRef:2] Both papers explore the relationship between the built environments of select capital cities and how they reflect the cosmologies of Pre-Columbian Mexico and imperial China respectively. Additionally, each suggests that these cosmologies have resonances that linger and persist despite social and political change. Although the authors explore similar theses, their work is distinguished by a shift in tone due to both their philosophical differences and the length of time separating their publications. Despite their disparate approaches, neither author can entirely overcome the challenges presented by problematic sources that threaten to derail their arguments.  [2:  David Carrasco, ‘City as Symbol in Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza’, History of Religions, 20.3 (1981), 199–223 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/1062365> [accessed 12 October 2021].
 David W. Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center in Early China and Its Archaic Resonances’, Proceedings of the International Astronomical Union, 7.S278 (2011), 298–307 <DOI: 10.1017/S1743921311012737>.] 

The Works in Context
Carrasco is a Harvard-based professor in the departments of Anthropology and the Divinity School.[footnoteRef:3] He is editor-in-chief of the Oxford Encyclopaedia of Mesoamerican Cultures and the author of fifteen books and numerous articles.[footnoteRef:4] According to his personal website, he is Mexican-American and his work has focused on the role of religion in the development of the early cities in the Americas and the cultures and religion of the US / Mexico borderlands.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Harvard Magazine, David Carrasco (2002) < https://www.harvardmagazine.com/2002/01/david-carrasco.html> [accessed 20 October 2021].]  [4:  Oxford Reference, The Oxford Encyclopedia of Mesoamerican Cultures (2006) <https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780195108156.001.0001/acref-9780195108156> [accessed 24 October 2021].]  [5:  David Carrasco, David Carrasco: Professor, Writer, Lecturer, Activist (2021) <https://davidcarrascohistorian.com/about> [accessed 20 October 2021].] 

An earlier version of the paper entitled, ‘City as Symbol of Aztec Religion: The Case of the Codex Mendoza’ was presented at the joint annual meeting of the American Academy of Religion and the Society of Biblical Literature in New Orleans, 1978.[footnoteRef:6] Later renamed and expanded, the article was published in History of Religions, an academic journal of comparative religious history whose audience is historians and anthropologists.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  American Academy of Religion, Joint Annual Meeting 18-28 November 1978, (Missoula Montana: Scholars Press, 1978), p. 22 <https://s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/pittsarchives/rg100/web/programbooks/SBL_19781118.pdf> [accessed 26 October 2021].]  [7:  University of Chicago Press, History of Religions (2021) https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/toc/hr/current [accessed 21 October 2021]. ] 

Pankenier is professor emeritus of Chinese at Lehigh University in Pennsylvania, and author of four books and thirty-nine papers.[footnoteRef:8] His personal biography page describes his academic interests as the exploration of the relationship between political and military power and astronomical phenomena in ancient China.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Lehigh University, David Pankenier, (2021) <https://lehigh.academia.edu/DavidPankenier?from_navbar=true> [accessed 24 October 2021].]  [9:  David W. Pankenier, Personal History, (2021) <https://www.lehigh.edu/~dwp0/Personal_History.html> [accessed 20 October 2021].] 

Pankenier’s ‘The Cosmic Center’ was presented at ISAAC’s International Symposium on Archaeoastronomy in Lima, 2011 and published as part of ‘Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy: Building Bridges between Cultures’ by Cambridge UP in 2011.[footnoteRef:10] ISAAC (The International Society for Archaeoastronomy and Astrology in Culture) focuses on enhancing the professional status of cultural astronomy by developing interdisciplinary projects in the field.[footnoteRef:11] The professional context for this paper is academic, its intended readership those who are involved in the discipline of cultural astronomy. [10:  ‘Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy: Building Bridges between Cultures’, Oxford IX International Symposium on Archaeoastronomy, Lima, Peru, 5-14th January 2011.
Ruggles, Clive L. N. (ed.), ‘Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy: Building Bridges between Cultures’, Oxford IX International Symposium on Archaeoastronomy, Cambridge, UK, Cambridge UP, 2011.]  [11:  ISAAC (International Society for Archaeoastronomy and Astronomy in Culture), Welcome to ISAAC, (2021) <https://www.archaeoastronomy.org> [accessed 21 October 2021].] 

The Works in Summary
Carrasco’s paper explores the imprint of cosmo-magical thought on Tenochtitlan’s design, specifically how the city itself serves as a cosmic symbol. Carrasco discusses its centripetal character, its founding, its ceremonial centre, and its tribute system. His investigation centres on an analysis of the illustrated frontispiece of the Codex Mendoza, which suggests correlations between the Aztec conception of heaven and the urban plan of the city.[footnoteRef:12] Framed with a calendar, the diagram illustrates the city as bordered by lake Tezcoco and partitioned by canals into quarters. The central sacred precinct (oriented by cardinal direction) overlooks the rest of the city, serving as the symbolic representation of the axis mundi, the axis of rotation of the planetary spheres.[footnoteRef:13] Tenochtitlan thus demonstrates architectural parallelism between macrocosmos and microcosmos.  [12:  Carrasco, ‘City as Symbol’, p. 208.]  [13:  Carrasco, ‘City as Symbol’, p. 213.] 

He concludes his argument with the assertion that Aztec thinking about the conquest decades afterwards reflects the persistence of their cosmo-magical view of the world.[footnoteRef:14] After the Conquest, the Spanish embarked on a comprehensive effacement of the Aztec religion, social customs, and even the city itself, replacing it with a New World simulacrum of European Christianity.[footnoteRef:15] Instead of abandoning the belief system whose long calendar had been silent about the Conquest, the survivors began to recall omens such as fires, lightning strikes, and the destruction of temples from the time before the arrival of the Spanish: recollections that Carrasco suggests were rationalisations for a belief system that had otherwise failed to predict its own sudden demise.[footnoteRef:16]  [14:  Carrasco, ‘City as Symbol’, p. 202.]  [15:  Carrasco, ‘City as Symbol’, p. 203.]  [16:  Carrasco, ‘City as Symbol’, p. 223.] 

Pankenier suggests that Chinese cosmology remained relatively stable over millennia, from astronomical features in both Neolithic graves to the built environments of emperors Qin and Gaozu of Xianyang and Chang’an respectively. With Polaris some degrees away from centre at that time, the celestial Pole was ‘mysteriously vacant’, an opening the emperors could exploit for political gain.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, p. 306.] 

He begins his discussion with Emperor Qin’s Xianyang, begun around 221 BCE and designed to explicitly identify with the sky.[footnoteRef:18] The centre of the new capital symbolised the celestial pole, and the elevated passageway crossing the river mimicked the constellation in Cassiopeia.[footnoteRef:19] The design of these structures was not obscure; Pankenier cites the ‘Yellow Plans’, a 3rd century CE document which states that this astral / terrestrial correspondence was commonly understood.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, p. 299.]  [19:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, p. 300.]  [20:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, p. 299.] 

Fifteen years later, Emperor Gaozu founded the Han Dynasty and built Chang’an. Pankenier notes that Chang’an’s palaces are rectilinear and cardinally oriented, and the city wall is aligned to true north.[footnoteRef:21] This wall design is idiosyncratic and has been likened over time to the Northern, Little, and Southern Dippers, a evolution in critical thought he illustrates by citing Paul Wheatley and Stephen Hotaling.  [21:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, p. 301.] 

Pankenier concludes his discussion with an examination of a Neolithic grave from the Yangshao culture which suggests the possibility that Chinese cosmological thought was consistent over millennia.[footnoteRef:22] The site contains the remains of four people, with the primary occupant cardinally oriented (feet facing north) and surrounded by mosaics of mussel shells that, taken together, might be said to recreate a star map.[footnoteRef:23] The mosaics resemble the eastern Dragon constellation Vir-Sco, the western Tiger constellation And-Ori, and the Northern Dipper.[footnoteRef:24] He describes this map as, ‘an imaginative composite of the totality of skyscapes that pass overhead’.[footnoteRef:25] Although thousands of years separate the grave from the Qin and Han dynasties, the recognisable constellations suggest an enduring cosmological continuity. [22:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, p. 305.]  [23:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, p. 305.]  [24:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, p. 305.]  [25:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, p. 306.] 

Analysis of the Works
Writing decades apart, Carrasco and Pankenier strike very different tones. Carrasco’s paper feels narrative, leisurely and quite personal; he recounts nine pages of history before he engages directly with his primary text, the Codex Mendoza. The paper begins with a passionate defence of the Mesoamerican tribes who, throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, were dismissed as ‘ragged Indians’.[footnoteRef:26] Carrasco objects to this characterisation, insisting that any discussion of a royal building program requires the understanding that the Aztec people were capable of advanced civilisation. He contends that it was not until the works of Marxist critics such as Childe, Wittfogel, and Kirchhoff that these attitudes began to shift.[footnoteRef:27] This argument reveals his philosophical bias; tellingly, he is most supportive of his contemporary sources such as Séjourné, Keen, and Wheatley who embrace the notion of Mesoamerican social complexity. These citations are enthusiastic and complementary and his tone is collegial; he uses language such as ‘extraordinary’, ‘stunning’, ‘spirited’, and ‘impressive’ to describe them.[footnoteRef:28] Despite the rigour of his analysis, his tone feels avuncular and even antique, at least in the contentious context of criticism today. [26:  Carrasco, ‘City as Symbol’, p. 199.]  [27:  Carrasco, ‘City as Symbol’, p. 200.]  [28:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, p. 200-203.] 

Strangely then, Carrasco glosses over the shortcomings of the Codex Mendoza, a problematic text commissioned by a Spaniard, Don Antonio de Mendoza, for another Spaniard, Charles V King of Spain, twenty years after the Conquest. The Codex was a partly-imagined reconstruction of original texts and includes a Spanish language exposition that demonstrates through its own ambiguity that much of the original meaning behind the images had already been lost.[footnoteRef:29] Carrasco bases his argument on an image for which he can neither verify the artist nor the accuracy of the image or its sources. If there is a flaw in ‘City as Symbol’ it is his omission of any substantive discussion of the Codex’s questionable nativity and weaknesses as an authoritative text, a failing that threatens his entire thesis.  [29:  Carrasco, ‘City as Symbol’, p. 208.] 

Unlike Carrasco, Pankenier is dispassionate in the contemporary fashion; although he often disagrees with the scholarship he cites, he avoids general value judgements about the works. His paper features an abstract, numbered section headings, and an efficient conclusion, but it remains nonetheless an oddly disjointed work, discussing both the association of the cities with the celestial pole and the persistence of archaic cosmological resonances through time. These two separate ideas are somewhat clumsily grafted together, resulting in a whole that is lesser than the sum of its parts. A closer look at the work requires treating these parts as separate arguments. 
For his discussion of the imperial centres, his primary sources are more varied than Carrasco’s, spanning imperial texts such as Sima Qian’s ‘The Grand Scribe’s Letters’ (circa 100 BCE), the ‘Yellow Plans’, and Zhang Heng’s ‘Rhapsody on the Western Capital’ (78-139 CE).[footnoteRef:30] These Chinese sources are supplemented with contemporary secondary sources from scholars such as Wheatley and Hotaling. Pankenier engages with these, disagreeing with their treatment of the city walls of Chang’an. Whereas Carrasco described Wheatley’s work as ‘extraordinary’, Pankenier dismisses him outright for his ignorance of Chinese astronomy.[footnoteRef:31] He does not entirely dismiss Hotaling, but he takes his diagram of the Southern Dipper and flips it vertically so that ‘the Pole, . . . lie[s] inside the walls of Chang’an’.[footnoteRef:32] He forces the diagram to conform to his own thesis, despite the awkward and unconvincing result.  [30:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, pp. 298, 299, 301.]  [31:  Carrasco, ‘City as Symbol’, p. 201.
Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, p. 301.]  [32:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, pp. 303-304.] 

Much like Carrasco’s problematic choice of the Codex Mendoza, Pankenier’s reading of the mussel shell mosaics in the Neolithic grave threatens to undermine his greater argument. He uses passive voice (and a lack of citation) to describe these mosaics unconvincingly: ‘the whole composition has been interpreted by some as a map of the heavens’.[footnoteRef:33] Others, one cannot help but counter, have interpreted it in other ways. He abandons his primary discussion of the celestial pole to focus on the notion that hereditary knowledge can be passed essentially unchanged over the millennia. Although this is a very interesting concept and worthy of examination, it makes little difference to the study of the built environments of Xianyang or Chang’an, whose founders were exploiting contemporary opinions to justify their reigns.  [33:  Pankenier, ‘The Cosmic Center’, p. 305.] 


In Conclusion
Carrasco and Pankenier both illustrate deliberate attempts to reflect elements of heaven in the capital cities of the Aztec empire and ancient China. Designing the urban space to echo and reflect the heavens legitimised the rulers and illustrated the interconnectedness of heaven and earth. Both critics used textual and visual sources to illustrate these correspondences. Carrasco’s 1981 argument resonates with his passion to ensure that Mesoamericans are treated with fairness and respect, although his use of the Spanish-made Codex Mendoza as an authoritative text is problematic. For his part, Pankenier maintains his critical reserve as he argues two ideas simultaneously: the cosmic centrality of imperial cities and the longevity of cosmological thought in China. His ‘improvement’ on Hotaling’s design feels forced and unconvincing, and his designation of the mosaics in the Neolithic grave as a ‘star map’ is a leap which is both unsupported and unnecessary to his main point. Thirty years separate the publication of these two works; the intervening decades may have changed the fashion of scholarship, but they have not necessarily produced a superior product. Each simultaneously says too much and too little, threatening their own arguments with extraneous detail and failures to adequately account for weaknesses in their primary sources.
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