Axis Mundi in Early Cosmogony 

	The axis mundi is a term derived from the Latin words axis meaning ‘line, pivot, axle’ and mundi meaning ‘world.’ The axis mundi is also referred to as the ‘center of the world, cosmic axis, world axis, etc.’ In early cosmogony the axis mundi served an important religious role in numerous cultures as a sacred space where heaven and earth intersected. Each culture conceived of the axis mundi in a distinctive and often well defined way and those differences can be appreciated both separately and when they are viewed as a part of an archetypical idea. The idea of geographical locations where access is opened to the heavens and sometimes the underworld is undeniably a significant part of both early cosmogony and the history of religions. Representations of the axis mundi vary and some cultures had more than one center of the world. It is symbolized by mountains, mounds, boulders, trees, and other natural phenomenon. Objects of human craftsmanship such as temples, poles, pillars, and ladders could also be viewed as a center axis between the ethereal and terrestrial realms. Often, manmade objects would take their form from the natural world. Ziggurats and other temples were often modeled after cosmic mountains and many pillars and poles symbolized world trees. 
	Some of the earliest conceptions of the axis mundi come in the form of mountains. The summit of a mountain was the highest point that ancient peoples were able to physically reach until recent history. Providing a dramatic backdrop and often dominating the landscape, mountains with their remote peaks were viewed by many cultures as the axis point by which one could transcend the earthly plane. Mountains could serve as the dwelling places for deities or places where on various occasions gods had crossed over from their heavenly abode and interacted with select mortals. It is well known that the Greeks conceived of Mt. Olympus as the home of the gods and that the Israelites witnessed the theophany atop Mt. Sinai (Ex. 19:16-20), but this concept was spread throughout many cultures. Each individual culture contained many important distinctions, but they also display an overall unity in the idea of their respective mountain or mountain range being a sacred connection to the spirit world. Mittal (2006) showed that the ancient Hindus conceived of both Mt. Meru in India and Mt. Kailash in Tibet as axis mundus. Accordingly, Hindu and Buddhist mandalas depict a cosmic mountain at the center from which everything flows out into the four directions. Levenson (1987) has demonstrated that both Mt. Sinai (Ex. 19:1-25) and Mt. Zion (Ps. 48:1-3) served axis mundi functions for ancient Israel. In ancient China, Birrell (1993) demonstrated that Mt. Kunlun served as the mountain at the middle of the world in Taoist mythology.
	Often temples served as an axis mundi. In the Ancient Near East, ziggurats were patterned after cosmic mountains. Usually located at the city center, these large temples were described as a ‘bond, link, axis, or center between heaven and earth’ (Sum. duranki; Akk. rikis/markas šamê u erṣeti). Although (Smith 1972) has disputed this interpretation in favor of a place of former connection and present disjunction, Seung (2012) has demonstrated that the language supports Elaide’s interpretation of these temples as examples of an axis mundi connection of heaven and earth. The city of Babylon itself had many similar titles and was build upon the ‘gate of Apsu’ (Akk. bāb apsû), so it was also a gateway to the dark watery underworld. Mannikka (2000) described how the Khmer in Cambodia patterned Angor Wat after Mt. Meru. Similar to a ziggurat, are the steppe pyramids of the Teotihuacán in Mexico demonstrated by Weaver (1993) to be a cosmic axis. Temple complexes themselves were often designed as a microcosm of the universe, having various sections with access becoming increasingly restrictive. (Beal 2004) demonstrated that, in line with other Ancient Near Eastern temples, the temple in Israel was patterned after the three realms of earth, sky, and the heavens corresponding to the outer court, holy place, and the holy of holies respectively.   
	Trees were often viewed as an axis mundi with branches stretching across the heavens and roots reaching deep down low to the underworld. Ross (1998) has shown that in Norse cosmogony, the Yggdrasil was a world tree that connected nine distinct realms. The concept of the world tree with branches reaching out toward the four directions is depicted among various ancient Mesoamerican cultures. (Wyatt 2001) has demonstrated the important religious roles of cosmic trees in the Ancient Near East. The Bodhi tree where it is taught that Siddhartha Gautama attained enlightenment serves as an axis mundi in Buddhism. The vision of Jacob’s ladder (Gen. 28:10-19) is an example of an axis mundi. Jacob lifted his head from his stone pillow and called the location the ‘house of god and the gate of heaven’ (Heb. sha’ar ha shamayim). In addition to the axis mundi being called the center or axis of the world, it is also related to as the ‘navel’ (Gk. omphalós) of the world and was often depicted as a carved stone. The ancient Mesoamerican city of Cusco means, ‘navel’ and it is the oldest existing city in the Americas. Farrington (2014) has demonstrated that the Incas believed that Cusco was a cosmic center point. Cristofaro (2017) claimed that the reflection of the sun upon the sea was likely viewed as an axis mundi in Late Bronze Age Minoan culture.  
	Numerous cultures contain the broad concepts of a world center with a cosmic tree or pillar reaching upwards and a hole descending down to the subterranean depths of the underworld. Eliade (1961:40-41) discusses the possibility of prehistoric axis mundi within a three tiered cosmogony by referencing the Semang’s giant boulder world axis called, Batu-Ribn. Under this huge stone was the door to hell and upon it grew a large tree that had formerly reached up to heaven, but was then a mere tree stump due to man’s failure. The gods cut off the Semang and withdrew to a higher heaven. This possible etiology is intriguing considering the great antiquity of occupation by both human and human ancestors at Malay. However, Smith (1972, 1978) is critical of Elaide’s approach and is concerned that the unique nature of each individual culture is often overlooked in emphasizing only one shared aspect like axis mundi. Indeed, the plethora of proposed parallels and different types of world centers has led Korom (1992) to question the validity of the concept of an axis mundi and the three tiered cosmogony of ancient peoples. However, Lewis-Williams (2004) claims that structures at the Neolithic site of Çatalhӧyük contain architectural features that express an understanding of both an axis mundi and a three tiered cosmology.
	Both as an actual geographical location or as a symbolic representation, the axis mundi was thought of as a sacred place in the world where heaven and earth meet. The specific functions of this connection of realms differed according to the framework of each culture’s cosmogonies. Though the forms of the axis mundi varied amongst different cultures, it can be    
used to illustrate similarities (e.g. deities and a tiered cosmos) and highlight differences (e.g. names and number of both deities and cosmic tiers) between cultures. The numerous examples of similar themes in early cosmogonies from cultures all over the world demonstrate an overall continuity in the concepts of both a tiered universe and an axis mundi whereby which mortals may have some type of interaction with the divine.
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