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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers

Word count 2200


This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers. The two papers chosen are: Wayne Elzey, ‘The Nahua myth of the suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religion’ [Numen, August 1976, Vol. 23, Fasc 2 (Aug 1976), pp. 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, July 1987, Vol 29, no. 3, pp. 566-593]. Both were published in peer-reviewed papers intended for academic audiences, and commented on similar themes although catering for different fields of interest: Professor Elzey’s work appeared in a journal concerned with religious history, and Professor Farriss’ in one engaging with research in the social sciences. Since these articles were published decades ago, it is appreciated that only a much longer paper than this essay could fully detail which of their conclusions have been superseded by later research. I shall compare these papers by looking at three themes: how the authors examined the cosmography of two Mexican peoples, the Nahua and Maya, especially their concepts of time and its structures as reflected in the calendar; their methodology and the types of sources used; and their consideration of how this cosmology affected local culture and society. 


Theme 1: Cosmology and views of time


Both papers examined the ways in which historical cultures, particularly literate non-Western ones, viewed the passage of time. This procession is usually considered according to two models: either as a linear procession between specific temporal points, like Christian history’s path forward from creation to apocalypse, or as a cycle or linked chain of cycles involving rebirth, recreation, or repetition. Studying the Maya, Professor Farriss described the relationship between these time models and their own past times as that of ‘prologue’ (linear) and ‘prophecy’ (cyclical).[footnoteRef:1] Both authors concluded that the Nahua and Maya had combined the two models, rather than using them at separate times, although Farriss indicated that if they were used together, one would prevail.[footnoteRef:2] They rejected a Western academic tendency to separate and contrast the models, especially the notion that literate societies would tend to use linear time. Elzey’s paper was centred on a historic examination of the Nahua Myth of the Suns, which is described later: considering an academic interpretation of the Myth, which presented this clearly cyclical account as a ‘linear’ process of ‘evolutionary’ personal, political, or religious development: he found only ‘little explicit evidence’ to that effect.[footnoteRef:3] Instead he saw the separate existences of each member of a chain of sequential worlds as ‘static and autonomous’[footnoteRef:4] Farriss’ research, with a more sociologically-based view, meanwhile stressed that most literate societies were in fact naturally drawn to a cyclical view, with the Western linear concept very much an exception.[footnoteRef:5]   [1:  Nancy M. Farriss, ‘Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past: History, time, and Cosmology among the 
Maya of Yucatan’ Comparative Studies in Society and History, July 1987 Vol 29 no. 3 pp. 566-593 
<http s://www.jstor.org/stable/279039> [accessed 12 October 2020], p. 566]  [2:  Ibid., p. 572]  [3:  Ibid., p. 121-2]  [4:  Ibid., p. 123]  [5:  Ibid., p. 567] 


Allied to this view of time Professor Elzey’s chief concern, as I have mentioned, was to examine the structure and substance of a single calendrical cycle providing a model of world history, the Myth of the Suns. This cosmological account concerned a process of cosmic creation and destruction which was well known to the Mexican Nahua people (a group which also included Aztecs). It described a sequence of imperfect worlds (generally four are identified) which had been created, had flourished, and were finally annihilated before the current world, the last and best, had come into being.[footnoteRef:6] Each world in turn was presided over by one of four sequential, warring gods, who ruled as ‘suns’.[footnoteRef:7] This non-linear cycle would ultimately end apocalyptically with the destruction of the current world, when time would end: however the related ‘New Fire Ceremony’, on which I comment under the other  themes, existed as a periodic ritual, to prolong the world’s existence and allow it to continue indefinitely.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Wayne Elzey, ‘The Nahua myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religion’ Numen, 
August 1976, Vol. 23, Fasc 2 (Aug 1976) pp. 114-135 <http s://www.jstor.org/stable/3269663> [accessed 12 October 2020], p. 121]  [7:  Ibid., p. 118]  [8:  Ibid., p. 129] 


Professor Farris also examined several major Mayan calendar cycles, presenting them as proof that any linear periods found in Mesoamerican history were subsumed into an overwhelming complex of cyclical time.[footnoteRef:9] However, rather than simply illustrating a myth, she showed them to be dynamic, too. Hence the function of one cycle, the complex 260-year long ‘katun round’, was predictive as well as chronological: the entire period was formed from sequential 20-year segments, each associated with a particular, recurrent and therefore predictable kind of natural or historical event.[footnoteRef:10] By contrast, she mentioned a calculating system known as the Long Count which actually incorporated the classic linear model of time moving from a designated point.[footnoteRef:11]  [9:  Farris, ‘Remembering the Future, p. 573]  [10:  Ibid., ]  [11: Ibid., p. 572] 


In dealing with concepts of time and Mexican calendar systems both papers, despite their different viewpoints, came to similar conclusions about the value of a cyclic view or overview of time as well as its application, rather than a linear model, to literate societies. Both explored calendar systems in depth, with considerable scholarship, and in fact complemented each other’s findings.


Theme 2: Methodology and sources


Although, as the scholar Ross Hassig has maintained, there has been a surprising lack of research on Mesoamerican concepts of time, both papers engaged confidently with this subject.[footnoteRef:12] Their methodologies in dealing with complex time and calendar systems were similar, since they would both examine cyclic calendar systems in detail. Both also made a point of using sources which provided a potentially important basis for further study.[footnoteRef:13] Both papers were extremely well referenced, citing a broad range of both pre-and post-Hispanic material especially primary sources.  [12:  Ross Hassig, Time, History and Belief in Aztec and Colonial Mexico (Austin, Tx: University of Texas Press, 2002), p. xiii ]  [13:  See ] 


Professor Farriss, especially, had the advantage of working at a seminal time in Mayan studies when, as Nicholas Campion has indicated, major advances were being made in the identification and translation of Mayan scripts, and part of her work on the katun round was based on a translation made only in 1982.[footnoteRef:14]  Her examination of the Long Count was founded on stela inscriptions, and she noted the new insights provided by retranslations which redirected the emphasis of their text. [footnoteRef:15]  [14:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York, London: New York University Press, 2012) p. 56; Farris, ‘Remembering the Future’, p. 576]  [15:  ] 



Professor Elzey, meanwhile, intended to establish a set of useful hypotheses prompting further study and consideration, based on the Myth of the Suns as a ‘structural paradigm’ for an all-embracing cosmic world history and a unique sacred structure which was uniquely applicable to its culture of origin.[footnoteRef:16] His exploration of the Myth was extensive, and his citations constituted a detailed and specialised corpus.[footnoteRef:17] For example, he explained how the arrangement of glyphs on Aztec ‘calendar stones’ are indications of an interconnection between the current world and its predecessors.[footnoteRef:18] He also addressed a continuing problem with this material: so much information about Mesoamerican pre- or post-conquest culture was collected by oral transmission to Spanish authors, and risked either becoming distorted in translation or, equally importantly, from personal attitudes of the people involved.[footnoteRef:19] Religious bias, reluctance to ‘local traditions’, or even compilation of material at second hand might be implicated in the relatively number of vastly differing versions of the Myth which existed.[footnoteRef:20] His comments are congruent with his approach, in which he closely examines and variations of the myth to record such factors as differences in the number of worlds involved, their ruling gods, and the possible length of each one’s existence duration.[footnoteRef:21] Together they complement his expressed intention to stimulate further discussion and research.  [16:  Elzey, ‘The Nahua Myth’, p. 116]  [17:  Ibid., especially n. 1-3, pp. 114-5]  [18:  Ibid., p. 125 ]  [19:  Ibid., n1, pp. 114-5]  [20:  Ibid., pp. 114, 117]  [21:  Ibid., pp. 117, 119] 


Again, both papers followed a similar course, and rather than showing specific strong and week points were very much in accordance

Theme 3 Effects of the calendar on local culture and society

 
Both papers described the impact of complex time reckonings on Mesoamerican cultures, depicting the societies whose people, in Farriss’ words ‘had a crucial part to play’.[footnoteRef:22] Here, perhaps the greatest strength of Farriss’ paper lies in the way that she extended her analysis well into Mexico’s colonial period to show that the cultural importance of cyclical time continued in many different ways, thereby adding an extra depth to the calendar debate. Her succinct review of Mayans’ continuing engagement with the calendar cycle, now in more of a political and historical than a religious context, showed its importance to their identity and provided a valid basis for further historical analyses. It is, for example, complemented by the historian Camilla Townsend, writing in 2016 on Nahua life in colonial times, who shows a people retaining for themselves their preconquest 52-year religious cycle, while continuing to frame their later local and state histories within it.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Farriss, ‘Remembering the Future’ p. 589]  [23:  Camilla Townsend, Annals of Native America: How the Nahuas of Colonial Mexico Kept Their History Alive (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 4-5 ] 


By contrast, Elzy’s historical approach and deliberately narrow parameters of study, which were suitable for a historical analysis, meant that he did not engage deeply with Nahua culture in general. Perhaps, with the Myth of the Sun demonstrating their current world was as liable to destruction and dissolution into chaos as its predecessors, he might have approached the wider implications of the New Fire ceremony and shown how it affected their society as a whole. Yet that was simply not his focus. Furthermore, there is a caveat worth remembering about this ritual, due not to any fault in Elzy’s research but by later work which reflects on his findings. In his 2002 book on the uses of time in Hispanic Mesoamerica, Ross Hassig pointed out that, at some unspecified time in the precolonial past, the timing of the New Fire ceremony was changed: so that it was actually performed at a date well after its the new cycle was deemed to have begun.[footnoteRef:24] Combined with Hassig’s observations that the uses of time in this period were ‘flexible’, this serves to weaken the overall focus of Elzey’s account, raising questions about the extent to which the Nahua may have negotiated with these rituals rather than applying them strictly.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  Hassig, Time, History and Belief, pp. 38-47]  [25:  Ibid., p. 47] 


Such interpretations were far easier for Farriss to make. For the colonial Maya the cyclic calendar retained its importance, a structure which they could keep in parallel to the new Spanish system.[footnoteRef:26] Among themes she addressed, for example, was the way in which a cyclical view of history could simultaneously help and threaten an occupying power, whose predetermined rule might be easier for subjects accept in the short term but which they knew was inevitably fated to end.[footnoteRef:27] Similarly, she was able to mentions the distinction between the cyclic ‘rotation’ of political duties between those involved in different facets of government and ‘the linear record of historical time’ to confirm the overall inheritance of power, which in political terms could be seen as a pragmatic union.[footnoteRef:28] This fascinating section of her paper, demonstrating the continuing relevance of calendar cycles to Maya peoples, gives her work a continuing value. Later studies have shown that Mayan calendars still survive today, a remarkable continuation of a cultural foundation.[footnoteRef:29] [26:  Farriss, ‘Remembering the Future’, p. 582]  [27:  Farriss, ‘Remembering the Future’, p. 585]  [28:  Ibid., p. 579]  [29:  Prudence M. Rice, ‘Time, Power, and the Maya’, Latin American Antiquity, 19(3), 2008, p. 290
 ] 


A critical comparison of these papers, if anything, demonstrates how examining works written from different viewpoints can produce an enhanced view of the subject, and it has been i to see how well the content of these articles blended together.


Conclusion


This essay has compared two papers, using three themes to investigate their contents. The first theme was how the authors considered the cosmography of two Mexican peoples, the Nahua and Maya, considering concepts of time and with particular reference to use of calendars. The second theme was the methodology used in the papers. The third theme was the effect of these consideration on the cultures of the peoples concerned. The essay has found that both authors considered the cosmology of pre-Hispanic Mesoamerican societies to be extremely complex, combining linear and cyclical elements. Both authors, in dealing with these ancient and literate societies, used a wide range of sources, both pre- and post-colonial, while working themselves at a time when new translations and identification of materials, especially Mayan, were being made. Finally, it was found that the use of cyclical calendars in particular had an extensive effect on local cultures, both in religious terms including the use of ritual to keep the world in existence, and also in political terms in both pre- and postcolonial situations.
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