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Encyclopaedia Entry: The Axis Mundi in Early Cosmology.  

The axis mundi is the term given to the imaginary line or pole that connects the terrestrial human world with upper realms of the cosmos and forms an aspect of the study of Cosmology.    Cosmology is a term derived the Greek ‘kosmos’; ‘the universe’ and ‘logia’; ‘the study of’ (Leeming 2005:82). From the Ancient Greek perspective, the term cosmos referred to the harmonious or systematic ordering of the heavens, the world and other ethereal regions (Ragavan 2013:7).   Cosmos eventually came to be associated with heaven the upper world of the gods and the divine pattern/order the gods had established and eventually came to incorporate the movements and paths of celestial bodies.  The study of early cosmology applies a multidisciplinary approach utilising archaeology, history of religion and philology (Neer 2013:457).  Anthropological data gathered from cultures who hold an animistic or shamanistic worldview provides helps provide insight and comparisons for archaeological sites where no textual sources or extant mythology survives. 
Early humans held the power of nature as paramount.  In order to classify and explain natural phenomena and its patterns they began to develop stories which became oral traditions and myths.  These mythologies were often incorporated into early religions (Vittori et al 2007:54).  As such they became Cosmogonic myths; kosmos (cosmos) + genos or genesis; from ancestry, family, genealogy and ergo origins are derived (Leeming 2005:82). Such myths were a fundamental component of the way in which ancient humans understood the cosmos (Ragavan 2013:7).  French archaeological theorist Jacques Cauvin (b.1930- d.2001) maintained that the defining concept of the three-tiered cosmos was conceived in the Early Neolithic era with the notion that perfect, divine beings dwelled in a realm ‘above’ the imperfect mortal beings that dwelt ‘below’ (2000:69).  This psychological revolution created the mental landscape of a tripartite cosmos where the axis mundi, specific sacred places in the landscape unified the three tiers of the cosmos as a ‘whole’ (Lewis Williams and Pearce 2005:81-81, 255).  
In their most basic forms, these other worlds consist of an upper world; the abode of benevolent gods and ethereal spirits and an underworld of ancestral and chthonic spirits.  (Eliade 1957:31-42) The axis mundi is a key tenet of animistic or shamanistic cultures that view the universe as consisting of these three separate realms as functions as the point in the landscape where the divine is closest to mankind.  Ritual specialists, often referred to as ‘shamans’ can gain access to these other realms via ‘soul journeys’ usually in an altered state of consciousness to supplicate and/or negotiate with ethereal beings on behalf of both individual clients and the community as a whole (Vitebsky 2001:70-75).   
The concept of the axis mundi gained mainstream academic acceptance primarily through the work of Romanian born philosopher Mircea Eliade (b.1907-d.1986) in his seminal work; “The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion” published in 1957.  Eliade proposed that ancient humans viewed their territories as an element of the cosmos which contained luminal places where the other worlds were perceived to be at their most potent and accessible; it was here that all three realms of the cosmos converged (Clifford 1972:7).   As a reflection of an object in the terrestrial world, the axis mundi could take many different forms.  It could be represented as a simple pole, or a lengthy vine but perhaps the most popular manifestation is that of a ‘Cosmic Tree’ or ‘Cosmic Mountain’.   The World Tree as an axis mundus is known throughout southeast Asia, Korea and popular in European Celtic and Scandinavian myths (Leeming 2005: 386,404).  Perhaps the most renowned World Trees in western culture are the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil (Genesis 2:1, 16-17).  The trees represented both the perpetuation of life and communication face-to-face with the Creator God.  When disobedience to God by eating ‘the apple’ had occurred, mankind was immediately cut-off from heaven.  The Tree of ‘Knowledge of Good and Evil’ then represented a form of the axis mundi that bound the terrestrial world to the upper realm of God and the angelic host.  
The Cosmic Mountain is another popular manifestation of the axis mundi.   The Cosmic Mountain may be reflected by an actual mountain of immense proportions such as the Ancient Greek’s Mount Olympus.  It may take the form of a minor foothill (Clifford 1972:3) or even a manmade mound (Wessing 1998:43).  Whatever its shape or size, the sacredness of the place was defined by its appointment by the divine to be so.  The image became the reality (Clifford 1972: 6,7).  In Ancient Greece the Mountain itself was not considered inherently sacred nor worshipped; its distinctive status directly owing to its metaphysical role as the abode of the god(s) (Robinson 2013:176).  
The progression from sacred space to sacred place; from accessible, public open-air sites to restricted constructed places is generally understood as being reflective of the need to maintain continuity of the established social order, in light of expanding urbanisation.  Expounding on his axis mundi theory Eliade proposed the concept of the imago mundi; that sacred microcosm imitates the sacred macrocosm. That is, the notion that ritual architectural structures, stone circles, temples of any scale can be images or replicas of the greater cosmos (Ragavan 2013:3).  Neer (2013:457) observes that in the case of Ancient Greek Temples, everything above the architrave could be called the cosmos, signifying that temple topography in combination with ritual enactments defines the temple as either a reflection of or the embodiment of the cosmos.  An axis mundus where communication and veneration of the gods were sanctioned.  The antiquity and longevity of this concept is evidenced both the architecture and iconography of the stone temples of Neolithic Malta.  A small carved, stone altar in a precinct of the Ħaġar Qim temple complex displays an image of the corbelled temple with a cosmic-sized palm or ‘World Tree’ emanating from its roof reaching up through the stars to the upperworlds (Tilley 2004: 122-23).  Likewise, the Ħal Saflieni Hypogeum subterranean tomb carved out of the bedrock consists of three levels that mirror the architectural structure of the above ground temples yet are of no structural value. The hewn tomb was discovered to contain the remains of over 7000 individuals (Tagliaferro 2003: 29). Ritual art in the form of the juxtaposed spiral is recurrent theme upon the facing stones at entrance of certain temple chambers (Tilley 2007: 121) in the hypogeum similar spiral patterns are found on the ceiling, indicating perhaps the juxtaposition of places/realms between the ‘living’ and the sentient dead and the temple itself serving as the axis mundi.   
Similar cosmological interpretations are believed to have engendered Continental European Neolithic ritual structures (Saletta 2011: 364-373) and the world-renown Neolithic site of Stonehenge (Parker Pearson 2013:80).  The concept of the axis mundi is perhaps the oldest living religious concept that appears to date from the early Neolithic era and is still retained in the living religions of the East and forms a major component in all three Abrahamic Faiths.  
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