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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers

Word count: 1,507

This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers, using the search terms ‘Cosmology’ and ‘Culture’. The papers chosen are Wayne Elzey, "The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexician Religions', Numen, 23:2 (Aug., 1976), 114-135, and Nancy M. Farriss, 'Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past: History, Time and Cosmology among the Maya of Yucatan', Comparative Studies in Society and History, 29:3 (Jul., 1987), 566-593. The essay will consider how Elzey and Farriss each consider the Mesoamerican people’s understanding of and relationship with linear and cyclical time, if the authors approach the idea of the Mayan ritual calendar in the same way and finally how the authors use both of these explorations to consider cosmological order and chaos and to what extent their conclusions are similar.

The concept of linear and cyclical time is an important feature in Mesoamerican cosmology. Linear time can be defined as ‘a continuous, unidirectional, chronological line or flow from past to present to future’ (Rice, 2008, pp.279), and this the notion of time that the modern Western world is most familiar with as it is measured by our calendars and clocks. Cyclical time is ‘intervals in which events repeat in roughly the same order or as periodically recurring sequences of events’ (Rice, 2008, pp.279). It is most recognisable in the natural world, such as high and low tides and phases of the moon. Some academics argue that linear and cyclical are the only two notions of time, whilst others assert that time is not one or the other, but that societies can possess both (Rice, 2008, pp.279). In her paper, Farriss (1987, pp.572) suggests that the unrepeatable events of linear time and the repetitive cycles of cyclical time can in fact co-exist, but that one would be more dominant over the other.

Farriss (1987, pp.572) argues that the Western tradition, that is to say the Spanish Christian conquest of Mesoamercia at this time, is a predominantly linear time based society which incorporates cyclical elements. Despite having an annually repeating religious calendar, Christianity embraces the belief ‘the end times’ or the Last Judgement which is unrepeatable and is ‘the culmination of a relatively linear progression’ (Farriss, 197, pp.572). On the other hand, the Mayans invert this relationship by incorporating elements of linear time into an all-encompassing cyclical order. As Farriss (1987, pp.573) states ‘if events appear to follow an irreversible sequence, creating the illusion of time as a linear movement, that is only the fault of a limited perspective’. 

Farriss maintains that linear and cyclical patterns of time can coexist but that one would have to be incorporated into the other and could not exist on an equal footing. In his paper, Elzey (1976) explores the concept of linear and cyclical time in relation to the Nahua myth of the Suns. This myth tells the story of how the world has passed through four cosmic ages and that we are currently in a fifth. The myth goes on to say that each of these cosmic periods came to an end due to a worldwide cataclysm. Linking this back to linear and cyclical time, Elzey asks the question ‘Is the view of history implicit in the myth best characterised as ‘linear’, ‘cyclical’, or does it follow some other pattern?’ (pp.121). Elzey concludes by suggesting that the cosmic age we are currently living in is both the ‘final age of the world and the continuous repetition of the ages’ (pp.133. This shows that Elzey also believes that both notions of time can coexist, but unlike Farriss he does not explore if one is dominant over the other.

Linear and cyclical time can be linked to the Mayan calendar. To record cyclical time, the Mayans had two concurrently running calendars - one of 365 days and one of 260 days. These calendars were used to observe and record cyclical time, and likely linked to Mayan ritual activity (Gossen, 2013, pp.165). This ‘Calendar Round’ was used alongside what is known as the ‘Long Count’ which marked significant events by telling the days elapsed since the starting point of 11th August 3114BC (Rice, 2008, pp.282). This is a much more linear expression of time. Both Farriss and Elzey examine the role of the ritual calendar in Mesoamerican cosmology in their papers. In his paper, Elzey suggests that the myths of the Suns parallels the structure of the calendars (pp.124). When the Earth was created (which is the beginning of the fifth ‘Sun’ or current age), the first four cosmic ages had already ended and Elzey believes that the distinction between the first four Suns and the fifth represent two cosmogonies and uses two of the ‘calendar stones’ to support his interpretation (pp.125). The stones show, according to Elzey, the glyphs representing the first four suns ‘in the quadrants of a circle’ whilst the fifth Sun glyph ‘stands in the centre (pp.125). This shows two different concepts of time not only coexisting, but dependant on one another; that is that one could not be in existence without the other. 

Whilst Farriss does not explore the parallels between the calendar and linear/cyclical time, she suggests that these notions of time are linked to ritual and the sacred, especially cyclical time. She states that the calendar ‘serves to integrate human affairs into the cosmic order’ (pp.577-578). Rice  also supports this by stating ‘rituals always take the participants back to the same point in the mythical past’ (2008, pp.280); as rituals are repeated on a particular date they are intertwined with the cyclical. Farriss not only links the cyclical time to the cosmic though, but to something closer to home. After the invasion of the Spanish, Farriss suggests that the Mayan’s concept of cyclical time would have had a tranquillising effect (pp.585). The Mayans believed that the rule of the Spanish had an appointed and specific time to end, just like all things did according to their cyclical calendar. This is an important example of how the Mayan’s cosmology affected every part of their lives.

Elzey also explores the link between the sacred and the ritual calendar, linking it to the myths of the Suns. He affirms that ‘the homologies which might be shown between the periods of cosmic and calendrical time are numerous’ (pp.126). One interesting example that Elzey gives is the ‘New Fire Ceremony’ which, as the name suggests, was a renewal ceremony in which fires were put out, household utensils were destroyed and icons and statues of their gods were thrown into the water. This ceremony was timed to be performed every fifty-two years and established ‘not only a new age but a cosmology’ (Elzey, 1976). Elzey highlights here how important such rituals were to the Mayans and their view of the world, calling the ceremony ‘structually analogous to the creation of a Sun’ (pp.132); the fire ritual for the Mayans was literally a creation of a new age.

An apparent question that comes up from examining these two themes in the papers of Elzey and Farriss is why was the concept of time and recording time so important to the Mayans? One theory that both authors seem to agree on is recording time and performing rituals at the appointed time meant maintaining cosmological order. Farriss suggests that the most vital factor in the Mesoamercian concept of time, and even in their whole cosmology, was the obsession with order (pp.574). Order was not something that could be taken for granted though - it was the responsibility  of all to replenish the divine energies (Farriss, 1987, pp.575) that sustained the cosmological order. The myth of the Suns, as explored by Elzey, could also be linked to Mesoamerican beliefs in maintaining cosmological order due to its’ repetitive nature. As Campion (2012, pp.58) contends ‘such repetitive cosmogonies incorporate a dialectical relationship between chaos and order, with attendant hopes and fears - hope for order and fear of chaos’. Through meticulously recording time and noting the most auspicious times to perform rituals, the Mesoamerican people sought to appease the divine and keep the chaos at bay.

Both Farriss and Elzey examine the cosmologies and cultures of the Mesoamerican people. They look at linear and cyclical time and whilst it seems both believe that these two notions of time can coexist, Farriss goes one step further in defying their relationship by suggesting that one type of time would have to be dominant over the other for them to work alongside each other. Both authors also look at ritual calendars and how this links to linear and cyclical time, and have similar ideas that cyclical time in particular is tied in with divine worship. Finally both Elzey and Farriss look into cosmological order and chaos and they appear to agree that the Mesoamerican people felt obliged to perform specifically timed rituals in order to maintain the order in the world around them.
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