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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers
This paper will be a critical comparison of two JSTOR papers; “Elzey, Wayne, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, Numen, 23:2 (Aug, 1976), pp.114-135” and “Carrasco, David, ‘City as Symbol in Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza’, History of Religions, vol. 20, no. 3 (1981), pp.199-223”.
Wayne Elzey, author of ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’, was Professor Emeritus of Comparative Religion at Miami University[footnoteRef:1]. Elzey held a PhD in History of Religions, and his area of focus was Aztec and Mayan culture and myth[footnoteRef:2], teaching for 33 years at Miami University and writing this paper during his period of teaching. His other publications include 'A Hill on a Land Surrounded by Water: An Aztec Story of Origin and Destiny' and reviews such as ‘Between Belief and Transgression: Structuralist Essays in Religion, History, and Myth’. [1:  Journal News, Wayne Elzey Obituary, 2012, <https://www.legacy.com/us/obituaries/hamilton/name/wayne-elzey-obituary?id=24044697> (24/10/2022).  ]  [2:  Ibid. ] 

David Carrasco is a Mexican-American Neil L. Rudenstine Professor of the Study of Latin America at Harvard School of Divinity[footnoteRef:3]. Carrasco is a highly awarded professor, with accolades such as the Mexican Order of the Aztec Eagle and University of Chicago Alumnus of the Year, 2014.  [3:  Harvard Divinity School, Davíd Carrasco, <https://hds.harvard.edu/people/david-carrasco> (24/10/2022). ] 

The papers consider Aztec religion through material and calendrical structures. Both papers were written within five years of each other, and both authors found existing scholarship limited[footnoteRef:4]. This perhaps arises from the essentialist and archetypal approaches to understanding different global cosmologies[footnoteRef:5], attempting to draw surface level comparisons with a Western approach to cosmology.  [4:  Wayne Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth Of The Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, Numen, 23:2 (Aug, 1976), pp.114-135, p.119, and “David Carrasco, ‘City As Symbol In Aztec Thought: The Clues from the Codex Mendoza’, History of Religions, 20:3, (1981), pp.199-223, p. 201.]  [5:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 7.] 



Hypotheses 
Elzey’s paper intends to demonstrate the uniqueness of the Nahua Myth of the Suns, unlike previous scholarship which has sought to compare it to other creation myths[footnoteRef:6]. The scholarship Elzey challenges is the ‘” linear” and “evolutionary”’ reading of the myth, of which he finds little supporting evidence[footnoteRef:7].  [6:  Elzey, The Nahua Myth of the Suns, p. 116. ]  [7:  Ibid. p. 122.] 

Possible problems with his and other scholars’ sources are set out – myths with ‘Christian influence’, fragments of myths or questionable sources[footnoteRef:8] - but he deals with this by bringing into focus what is agreed upon; the sacrificial fire giving rise to the Fifth Sun[footnoteRef:9]. Elzey argues that scholarship has focused on the myth as cultural development towards perfection[footnoteRef:10], but he does not find strong evidence to support this. Instead, his aim is to suggest that it is the structure of the myth that holds importance[footnoteRef:11] in understanding Aztec religion.   [8:  Ibid. p. 116 – 7.]  [9:  Ibid. p. 119.  ]  [10:  Ibid, p. 121.]  [11:  Ibid. p. 120. ] 

David Carrasco’s paper similarly aims to develop scholarship on Aztec cosmology, and its existence in physical structures. Carrasco finds a lack of attention to the ‘relation between cosmological symbols and the great capital cities which … dominated Mesoamerican cultural life for nearly 2000 years’[footnoteRef:12]. Focusing on Tenochtitlan, Carrasco takes a different approach to Elzey. Carrasco combines myth, archeoastronomy with the frontispiece of the Codex Mendoza to show city as cosmological symbol[footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Carrasco, City as Symbol, p. 201.]  [13:  Ibid. p.202. ] 

The most striking similarity between the two papers is that both authors are looking for religion – Carrasco wants to look at the city ‘as a religious form’[footnoteRef:14] and Elzey posits that useful comparisons to other cosmologies can only be made by looking at the Mexican system’s ‘” religious” forms and structures’[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Ibid. p.201.]  [15:  Elzey, The Nahua Myth Of The Suns, p.116. ] 



Definitions and Philosophies
Both authors explore Mesoamerican cosmology, myth and religion and how they interact with each other. Neither author explicitly defines his definition of cosmology, myth or religion – but their philosophies will be expanded upon below.  
Cosmology can be defined as ‘the ways in which human beings locate themselves in relation to the cosmos’[footnoteRef:16]. Elzey’s first hypothesis, that the ‘“myth of the Suns” functioned as a structural paradigm … which defined the history of the world’[footnoteRef:17], reflects the above definitions –the history of humanity is embedded in myth, which itself defines key components of human life including time, space and eschatological beliefs. Elzey’s philosophy aligns with Claude Levi Strauss’ purpose of mythology; that people ‘are moved by a need or a desire to understand the world around them, its nature and their society … to achieve that end, they proceed by intellectual means’[footnoteRef:18] rather than taking a functionalist[footnoteRef:19] approach. More explicitly, Elzey says ‘euhemerism, nature mythology, Jungian psychology’ based approaches ‘are questionable on methodological grounds.’[footnoteRef:20] To understand more clearly why Elzey may turn away from these approaches, it is necessary to examine the themes in scholarship Elzey is challenging, specifically the theme of culture. The myth of the suns had been previously interpreted as ‘an “allusion to the stages of culture”’[footnoteRef:21]. Here, Elzey is referring mainly to scholarship of the 20th century, which Terry Eagleton’s analysis of the word ‘culture’ can shed light on. Eagleton’s paper was not published until 2000, but it is useful to understand the development of words like ‘culture’ which Elzey and, as we will see Carrasco, were contending with. Eagleton writes ‘the very need for culture suggests something lacking in nature’[footnoteRef:22]. This idea of culture as a progression, as a development, Elzey argues, reduces the myth. The myth is one of ‘abrupt, magical and often violent nature’[footnoteRef:23]. The destruction of the previous sun was necessary for the arrival of the next one[footnoteRef:24], and viewing the myth as a cultural development does not afford any new understandings of it. [16:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 10. ]  [17:  Elzey, Nahua Myth Of The Suns, p. 116. ]  [18:  Claude Levi-Strauss, Myth and Meaning (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), p.16. ]  [19:  Ibid. p.16. ]  [20:  Elzey, The Nahua Myth Of The Suns, p. 120. ]  [21:  Elzey, The Nahua Myth Of The Suns, p. 121. ]  [22:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), p. 6.]  [23:  Elzey, The Nahua Myth Of The Suns, p. 123. ]  [24:  Ibid. p. 123. ] 

Carrasco is looking at a similarly neglected area of study; ‘the relation between cosmological symbols and the great capital cities’[footnoteRef:25]. Where Elzey is explicit in his dismissal of other approaches[footnoteRef:26], Carrasco in comparison, situates his work within scholarship on ‘religious symbols within the Aztec city’[footnoteRef:27] by examining the Codex Mendoza. Carrasco highlights the Eurocentricity of previous scholarship more explicitly than Elzey[footnoteRef:28], finding that approaches to cities and religion are ‘imbalanced’ and ‘concerning Greek thought and culture as the norm’[footnoteRef:29].  [25:  Carrasco, City As Symbol, p. 201. ]  [26:  Elzey, The Nahua Myth Of The Suns, p. 120. ]  [27:  Ibid. p. 120.]  [28:  Carrasco, City As Symbol, p. 200, footnotes. ]  [29:  Ibid. p. 201, footnotes.] 

Carrasco presents the following hypothesis: Tenochtitlan was a form of city as a cosmo-magical structure, which can be demonstrated through the Codex Mendoza[footnoteRef:30].  Carrasco emphasises the colonial context of the production of the primary evidence he relies on for his analysis[footnoteRef:31]; primary evidence of Aztec religion and cosmology is available is because of a concerted effort to collect and reproduce iconography to ‘ensure the effective conversion of the natives’[footnoteRef:32]. Where Aztec people were not leaving behind their beliefs, the aim was to raise parts of Aztec culture to ‘“the level of culture” of New Spain.’[footnoteRef:33] Again, the word ‘culture’ comes into play. Carrasco, with his emphasis on building non-Eurocentric understandings of Aztec cosmology, contends with ‘culture’ in a different way. Spanish colonists use of Aztec iconography and sacred space as a means of religious conversion and assimilation into Christianity, as well as something to present to the King as ‘”a way to explain Mexico to their king across the sea”’[footnoteRef:34]. The idea of using and raising Aztec culture, then, is perhaps closer to early understandings of civilisation and civilised peoples. Eagleton writes ‘It’s [culture] meaning as ‘inhabit’ has evolved from the Latin colonus to the contemporary ‘colonialism’’[footnoteRef:35]. The preparation of the Aztec people to become a Spanish colony, under the rule of the King of Spain suggests there was an ‘ethical incubation’[footnoteRef:36] in the form of religious assimilation.  [30:  Ibid.  p. 202. ]  [31:  Ibid. p. 202.]  [32:  Ibid. p. 205. ]  [33:  Ibid. p. 205. ]  [34:  Ibid.  p. 207. ]  [35:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 2. ]  [36:  Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, p. 7. ] 

In comparison to Elzey, who dismisses previous Jungian and evolutionary readings of the Nahua myth of the Suns, Carrasco sets out the colonial contexts for his reader in depth to express why examining the city as religious symbol is important to the religious historian. To understand the colonial context of destruction and then supervised reproduction is to understand the importance of the city as symbol to the Aztecs. 
Examining cosmology
After setting out prior scholarship and philosophies, both authors examine and explain the cosmology of Aztec religion. Elzey examines this through orders of human and cosmic time, in comparison to Carrasco using physical structures and orientations. 
Elzey groups the suns into two periods – Suns One to Four, and the Fifth Sun. Between these two periods were an ‘interval(s) of creation’ which ‘serve to frame the first four Suns and set them apart from the fifth.[footnoteRef:37] The end of the fifth sun heralds the end of the universe as there is no sixth sun nor, Elzey argues, any logical way for a sixth sun to exist[footnoteRef:38]. At the end of the fifty-two-year cycle, the New Fire Ceremony was held ‘by repeating in ritual the dramatic event … sacrifices of the gods’[footnoteRef:39] to postpone the end of the universe. It ‘opened a period of order and balance … incorporating past times and spaces into a single highly structured cosmos.’[footnoteRef:40] Miguel Leon-Portilla writes ‘To each of the four fundamental gods, to each of the four directions, a specified period of time within the Fifth Age was allotted for domination and subordination’[footnoteRef:41], reflected in Elzey’s argument of a structured cosmos rather than one fighting for dominance. The uniqueness of the Mexican myth, one of Elzey’s hypotheses, is effectively demonstrated by the synthesis reading of the myth. It is ‘neither an evolution beyond the earlier ages nor is it a decline from them’[footnoteRef:42], but something new altogether. [37:  Elzey, The Nahua Myth Of The Suns, p. 124. ]  [38:  Ibid.  p. 130.]  [39:  Ibid. p. 130. ]  [40:  Ibid. p. 132. ]  [41:  Miguel Portilla-Leon, Aztec Thought And Culture: A Study Of The Ancient Nahuatl Mind, (Norman; University of Oklahoma Press, 1986), accessed via https://archive.org/details/aztecthoughtcult0000leon 1/11/2022, p. 54. ]  [42:  Elzey, The Nahua Myth Of The Suns, p. 133.] 

Carrasco analyses the frontispiece image of the Codex Mendoza, a document created in the colonial context Carrasco set out earlier. To briefly outline the image, Carrasco highlights that the ‘temporal signs frame the city’[footnoteRef:43], going from ‘2 house’ counter-clockwise to ’13 reed’. Carrasco does not ‘go into details of this pattern here’ as Elzey does. In comparison, he highlights what is important to his investigation into the cosmo-magical city.  [43:  Carrasco, City As Symbol, p. 208. ] 

Using the Codex Mendoza to identify Tenochtitlan as a cosmo-magical city, Carrasco must identify ‘three aspects of spatial organization in the traditional city: the symbolism of the centre, its cardinal axiality, and its architectural parallelism between macrocosmos and microcosmos.’[footnoteRef:44] which functioned as ‘an axis mundi’[footnoteRef:45].  Ivan Sprajc sets out practice to argue that a space has significant astronomical orientations[footnoteRef:46], which we can see in Carrasco’s analysis. The city ‘attempts to coordinate supernatural forces and social forces … when a city … represents and signifies in its design and structure a cosmic struggle, a myth or divine drama.’[footnoteRef:47] Like what Elzey finds, ‘Human time … continuously rehearses the forms and patterns of cosmic time, as it is told in the myths’[footnoteRef:48].  [44:  Ibid. p. 213. ]  [45:  Ibid. p. 213. ]  [46:  Ivan Šprajc, ‘More On Mesoamerican Cosmology And City Plans.’ Latin American Antiquity, 16.2, (2005), JSTOR, <https://doi.org/10.2307/30042812> pp. 209–16. (p. 210).]  [47:  Carrasco, City As Symbol, p. 213-4. ]  [48:  Elzey, The Nahua Myth Of The Suns, p. 126. ] 

As Iwaniszewski argues, Western approaches see orders of space and time as ‘independent of any particular social and cultural context’[footnoteRef:49]. Carrasco describes the physical centre as ‘diffusing the supernatural and royal powers outward into the kingdom’[footnoteRef:50]. The royal powers were decreed, as Carrasco finds in the central part of the image. An eagle, sitting upon a blooming cactus on a rock, is the foundation myth of Tenochtitlan, as described by Diego Duran, as ‘a royal city … to which all other peoples would come’[footnoteRef:51]. The image shows four lines emanating from the centre, reflecting the four cardinal directions, and Aztec war shield as the ‘sign for authority and government.’[footnoteRef:52] Carrasco writes ‘The entire central image can be translated as ‘”Tenochtitlan has been founded and is the seat of authority.”’[footnoteRef:53] To emphasize the city as sacred, Carrasco looks at wider Aztec cosmology – the horizontal cosmos of the heavens to the underworld, and the vertical cosmos, of which the city is the foundation[footnoteRef:54]. It was by ‘divine command’[footnoteRef:55] that the city be ordered in this way, ‘to the form of the four quadrants which constitute the cosmos.’[footnoteRef:56] Just as in the re enactment of the creation of the fifth sun, this ‘microcosmic drama that took place within the macrocosmic concern’[footnoteRef:57], securing the continuation of the Aztec existence.  [49:  Stanisław Iwaniszewski, ‘Concepts of Space, Time, and the Cosmos’, in Handbook of Archeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy eds. by C. Ruggles (Springer, New York, NY 2012). pp. 3-14, p. 8.]  [50:  Carrasco, City As Symbol, p. 213. ]  [51:  Ibid. p. 215. ]  [52:  Ibid. p. 211.]  [53:  Carrasco, City As Symbol, p. 211.]  [54:  Ibid. p. 214. ]  [55:  Ibid. p. 217.]  [56:  Ibid. p. 217.]  [57:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 63.] 

Conclusion
Elzey’s approach goes into new territory, abandoning ‘allusions to stages of culture’[footnoteRef:58], and Jungian approaches to understanding myth. Instead, understanding the logic and structural processes of myth and how it structures human eschatological beliefs, origins of life and the eventual end of the earth are where ‘fruitful comparisons’[footnoteRef:59] rather than surface comparisons[footnoteRef:60] to other myths may be made. Elzey does not, however, spend much time fleshing out comparisons after his structural analysis of the myth has been done.  [58:  Elzey, The Nahua Myth Of The Suns, p. 121. ]  [59:  Ibid. p. 116. ]  [60:  Ibid. p. 120. ] 

Carrasco, in comparison, cites Paul Wheatley throughout, developing his hypotheses around Wheatley’s idea of ‘cosmo-magical’ thought and its impact on cities. Focusing on ‘Aztec city as a religious form’[footnoteRef:61], Carrasco weaves the narrative of the Codex Mendoza into previous scholarship, building a cohesive and clear argument of the city as religious form.  [61:  Carrasco, City As Symbol, p. 201. ] 

Both authors do effectively argue their hypotheses, with clear philosophies, despite no definitions for ‘cosmology’ or ‘religion’ set out, which support their arguments for novel approaches to pre-Hispanic Mexican religion. 
Word count: 2068
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