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abbr. abbreviated; abbreviation

abr. abridged; abridgment

AD anno Domini, in the year of the
(our) Lord

Afrik. Afrikaans

AH anno Hegirae, in the year of the
Hijrah

Akk. Akkadian

Ala. Alabama

Alb. Albanian

Am. Amos

AM ante meridiem, before noon

amend. amended; amendment

annot. annotated; annotation

Ap. Apocalypse

Apn. Apocryphon

app. appendix

Arab. Arabic

‘Arakh. “Arakhin
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Ariz. Arizona

Ark. Arkansas

Arm. Armenian

art. article (pl., arts.)

AS Anglo-Saxon

Asm. Mos. Assumption of Moses

Assyr. Assyrian

A.S.S.R. Autonomous Soviet Socialist
Republic

Av. Avestan

A.Z. Avodah zarah

b. born

Bab. Babylonian

Ban. Bantu

1 Bar. 1 Baruch

2 Bar. 2 Baruch

USED IN THIS WORK

3 Bar. 3 Baruch

4 Bar. 4 Baruch

B.B. Bava' batra

BBC British Broadcasting
Corporation

BC before Christ

BCE before the common era

B.D. Bachelor of Divinity

Beits. Beitsah

Bekbh. Bekhorot

Beng. Bengali

Ber. Berakhot

Berb. Berber

Bik. Bikkurim

bk. book (pl., bks.)

B.M. Bava metsi'a’

BP before the present

B.Q. Bava qamma

Brah. Bribhmana

Bret. Breton

B.T. Babylonian Talmud

Bulg. Bulgarian

Burm. Burmese

c. circa, about, approximately

Calif. California

Can. Canaanite

Catal. Catalan

CE of the common era

Celt. Celtic

cf. confer, compare

Chald. Chaldean

chap. chapter (pl., chaps.)

Chin. Chinese

C.H.M. Community of the Holy
Myrrhbearers

1 Chr. 1 Chronicles

2 Chr. 2 Chronicles

Ch. Slav. Church Slavic

cm centimeters

col. column (pl., cols.)

Col. Colossians

Colo. Colorado

comp. compiler (pl., comps.)

Conn. Connecticut

cont. continued

Copt. Coptic

1 Cor. 1 Corinthians

2 Cor. 2 Corinthians

corr. corrected

C.S.P. Congregatio Sancti Pauli,
Congregation of Saint Paul
(Paulists)

d. died

D Deuteronomic (source of the
Pentateuch)

Dan. Danish

D.B. Divinitatis Baccalaureus,
Bachelor of Divinity

D.C. District of Columbia

D.D. Divinitatis Doctor, Doctor of
Divinity

Del. Delaware

Dem. Demai

dim. diminutive

diss. dissertation

Dn. Daniel

D.Phil. Doctor of Philosophy

Dz, Deuteronomy

Du. Dutch

E Elohist (source of the Pentateuch)

Eccl. Ecclesiastes

ed. editor (pl., eds.); edition; edited by
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viii ABBREVIATIONS AND SYMBOLS

‘Eduy. ‘Eduyyot

e.g. exempli gratia, for example

Egyp. Egyptian

1 En. 1 Enoch

2 En. 2 Enoch

3 En. 3 Enoch
Eng. English

enl. enlarged

Eph. Ephesians
‘Eruv. ‘Eruvin

1 Esd. 1 Esdras

2 Esd. 2 Esdyas

3 Esd. 3 Esdyas

4 Esd. 4 Esdras
esp. especially

Est. Estonian

Est. Esther

et al. er aliz, and others
etc. et cetera, and so forth
Eth. Ethiopic

EV English version
Ex. Exodus

exp. expanded

Ez. Ezekiel

Ezr. Ezra

2 Ezr. 2 Fzra

4 Ezr. 4 Ezra

f. feminine; and following (pl., ff.)

fasc. fascicle (pl., fascs.)
fig. figure (pl., figs.)
Finn. Finnish

fl. floruiz, flourished
Fla. Florida

Fr. French

frag. fragment

ft. feet

Ga. Georgia

Gal. Galatians
Gaul. Gaulish

Ger. German

Git. Gittin

Gn. Genesis

Gr. Greek

Hag. Hagigah

Hal. Hallah

Hau. Hausa

Hb. Habakkuk
Heb. Hebrew

Heb. Hebrews

Hg. Haggai

Hitt. Hittite

Hor. Horayot

Hos. Hosea

Hul. Hullin

Hung. Hungarian

ibid. ibidem, in the same place (as the
one immediately preceding)

Icel. Icelandic

i.e. id est, that is

IE Indo-European

IlL. Tllinois

Ind. Indiana

intro. introduction

Ir. Gael. Irish Gaelic

Iran. Iranian

Is. Laiah

Ital. Italian

J Yahvist (source of the Pentateuch)

Jas. James

Jav. Javanese

Jb. Job

Jdt. Judith

Jer. Jeremiah

Jags. Judges

JL. Joel

Jn. John

1 Jn. 1 John

2 Jn. 2 John

3 Jn. 3 John

Jon. Jonah

Jos. Joshua

Jpn. Japanese

JPS Jewish Publication Society trans-
lation (1985) of the Hebrew Bible

J.T. Jerusalem Talmud

Jub. Jubilees

Kans. Kansas

Kel. Kelim

Ker. Keritot

Ket. Ketubbot

1 Kgs. 1 Kings

2 Kgs. 2 Kings

Khois. Khoisan

Kil. Kil'ayim

km kilometers

Kor. Korean

Ky. Kentucky

L line (pl., 11.)

La. Louisiana

Lam. Lamentations

Lat. Latin

Latv. Latvian

L. en Th. Licencié en Théologie,
Licentiate in Theology

L. &s L. Licencié es Lettres, Licentiate
in Literature

Let. Jer. Letter of Jeremiah

lit. licerally

Lith. Lithuanian

Lk. Luke

LL Late Latin

LL.D. Legum Doctor, Doctor of Laws

Lv. Leviticus

m meters

m. masculine

M.A. Master of Arts

Ma “as. Ma aserot

Ma ‘as. Sh. Ma aser sheni

Make. Makkot

Makh. Makhbshirin

Mal. Malachi

Mar. Marathi

Mass. Massachusetts

1 Mec. 1 Maccabees

2 Mc. 2 Maccabees

3 Mc. 3 Maccabees

4 Mc. 4 Maccabees

Md. Maryland

M.D. Medicinae Doctor, Doctor of
Medicine

ME Middle English

Meg. Megillah

Me l. Meilah

Men. Menahot

MHG Middle High German

mi. miles

Mi. Micah

Mich. Michigan

Mid. Middot

Minn. Minnesota

Miq. Migqua ot

MIran. Middle Iranian

Miss. Mississippi

MFk. Mark

Mo. Missouri

Mo‘ed Q. Moed qatan

Mont. Montana

MPers. Middle Persian

MS. manuscriptum, manuscript (pl.,
MSS)

Mt. Matthew

MT Masoretic text

n. note

Na. Nahum

Nah. Nahuatl

Naz. Nazir

N.B. nota bene, take careful note

N.C. North Carolina

n.d. no date

N.Dak. North Dakota

NEB New English Bible

Nebr. Nebraska
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Ned. Nedarim

Neg. Nega‘im

Neb. Nehemiah

Nev. Nevada

N.H. New Hampshire

Nid. Niddah

N.J. New Jersey

Nm. Numbers

N.Mex. New Mexico

no. number (pl., nos.)

Nor. Norwegian

n.p. no place

n.s. new series

N.Y. New York

0b. Obadiah

0.Cist. Ordo Cisterciencium, Order
of Citeaux (Cistercians)

OCS OId Church Slavonic

OE Old English

O.EM. Ordo Fratrum Minorum,
Order of Friars Minor
(Franciscans)

OFr. Old French

Obal. Ohalot

OHG Old High German

OlIr. Old Irish

OlIran. Old Iranian

Okla. Oklahoma

ON Old Norse

O.P. Ordo Praedicatorum, Order of
Preachers (Dominicans)

OPers. Old Persian

op. cit. opere citato, in the work cited

OPrus. Old Prussian

Oreg. Oregon

‘Orl. ‘Orlah

0.S.B. Ordo Sancti Benedicti, Order
of Saint Benedict (Benedictines)

p- page (pL., pp.)

P Priestly (source of the Pentateuch)

Pa. Pennsylvania

Pahl. Pahlavi

Par. Parah

para. paragraph (pl., paras.)

Pers. Persian

Pes. Pesahim

Ph.D. Philosophiae Doctor, Doctor
of Philosophy

Phil. Philippians

Phim. Philemon

Phoen. Phoenician

pl. plural; plate (pl., pls.)

PM post meridiem, after noon

Pol. Polish

pop. population

Port. Portuguese

Prv. Proverbs

Ps. Psalms

Ps. 151 Psalm 151

Ps. Sol. Psalms of Solomon

pt. part (pl., pts.)

1Pt. 1 Peter

2 Pt. 2 Peter

Pth. Parthian

Q hypothetical source of the synoptic
Gospels

Qid. Qiddushin

Qin. Qinnim

r. reigned; ruled

Rab. Rabbah

rev. revised

R. ha-Sh. Rosh ha-shanah

R.I. Rhode Island

Rom. Romanian

Rom. Romans

R.S.C.]. Societas Sacratissimi Cordis
Jesu, Religious of the Sacred Heart

RSV Revised Standard Version of the
Bible

Ru. Ruth

Rus. Russian

Rv. Revelation

Rv. Ezr. Revelation of Ezra

San. Sanhedrin

S.C. South Carolina

Scot. Gael. Scottish Gaelic

S.Dak. South Dakota

sec. section (pl., secs.)

Sem. Semitic

ser. series

sg. singular

Sg. Song of Songs

Sg. of 3 Prayer of Azariah and the
Song of the Three Young Men

Shab. Shabbat

Shav. Shavu ot

Sheq. Sheqalim

Sib. Or. Sibylline Oracles

Sind. Sindhi

Sinh. Sinhala

Sir. Ben Sira

S.J. Societas Jesu, Society of Jesus
(Jesuits)

Skt. Sanskrit

1 Sm. 1 Samuel

2 Sm. 2 Samuel

Sogd. Sogdian

Sot. Sotah
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sp. species (pl., spp.)

Span. Spanish

$q. square

S.S.R. Soviet Socialist Republic

st. stanza (pl., ss.)

S.T.M. Sacrae Theologiae Magister,
Master of Sacred Theology

Suk. Sukkah

Sum. Sumerian

supp. supplement; supplementary

Sus. Susanna

s.v. sub verbo, under the word (pl.,
S.V.V.)

Swed. Swedish

Syr. Syriac

Syr. Men. Syriac Menander

Ta“ an. 1a anit

Tam. Tamil

Tam. Tamid

Tb. Tobit

T.D. Taisho shinshii daizokyo, edited
by Takakusu Junjir6 et al.
(Tokyo,1922-1934)

Tem. Temurah

Tenn. Tennessee

Ter. Terumot

Tev. Y. Tevul yom

Tex. Texas

Th.D. Theologicae Doctor, Doctor of
Theology

1 Thes. 1 Thessalonians

2 Thes. 2 Thessalonians

Thrac. Thracian

Ti. Titus

Tib. Tibetan

1 Tim. 1 Timothy

2 Tim. 2 Timothy

T. of 12 Testaments of the Twelve
Patriarchs

Toh. rohorot

Tong. Tongan

trans. translator, translators; translated
by; translation

Turk. Turkish

Ukr. Ukrainian

Upan. Upanisad

U.S. United States

U.S.S.R. Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics

Ugqts. Ugtsin

v. verse (pl., vv.)

Va. Virginia

var. variant; variation

Viet. Vietnamese
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viz. videlicet, namely
vol. volume (pl., vols.)
Vt. Vermont

Wash. Washington
Wel. Welsh

Wis. Wisconsin

Wis. Wisdom of Solomon
W.Va. West Virginia

Wyo. Wyoming

Yad. Yadayim
Yev. Yevamor
Yi. Yiddish
Yor. Yoruba
Zav. Zavim
Zec. Zechariah
Zep. Zephaniah
Zev. Zevabim

* hypothetical

? uncertain; possibly; perhaps
° degrees

+ plus

— minus

= equals; is equivalent to

% by; multiplied by

— yields
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volume three

COSMIC VISIONS

Images offer viewers a special advantage: not only can they

compact and transmit information with great economy, they
offer a commanding perch from which to survey vast transits of time and expanses of
space. Schematic images serve as maps of the cosmos, of history, of the night sky, and
of the wanderings and pilgrimages of the
soul. Visual imagery can also present to a
single view, for purposes of meditation or
memorization, extensive bodies of thought
and teaching. Such images are often dia-
grams or charts that serve as mnemonic
devices, teaching aids, or prompts for
visualization in meditation. This manner
of imagery is able to condense a complex
array of information into a single visual
field and to serve as a graphic shorthand
for referring to or recalling teachings.

Itinerant Buddhist teachers in Tibet
and other Himalayan regions make use of
diagrams like the Wheel of Existence (a),
in which are encoded in symbolic imagery
and scenes the fundamental teachings of
Buddhism as practiced by Tibetan fol-
lowers. Nearly one meter high, the image
serves as a teaching aid for explaining the
cycle of life, the structure of the Buddhist
cosmos, the forces of evil and good, and
such essential doctrines as karma, rebirth
and its causes, and the levels of rebirth.

(a) A Tibetan cloth diagram of the Buddhist
Wheel of Existence, from the eighteenth or
early nineteenth century. /©The Newark Museum/
Art Resource, N.Y.]
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COSMIC VISIONS

(b) Navajo medicine man Victor Begay with a sand painting he
created for a healing ritual. /©Arne Hodalic/Corbis]

Other images reproduced here are cosmic maps created

for various purposes. The Navajo sand painting (b) is a
temporary device produced for the purpose of healing,
fecundity, and the restoration of order. The diagram con-
figures the ideal, balanced relations among natural forces
and divine beings, which, when they slip into imbalance
by human action, cause evil and ill health. The creation
of the sand painting and its quick and ritual destruction
bring about the resumption of cosmic balance and human

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



well-being. A Daoist hanging scroll from China (c) also
signifies the search for well-being conceived as balance
and protection from evil. Zhenwu, the perfected warrior,
is a savior figure who confronts evil on behalf of all souls
by achieving the Dao’s ideal balance of yin and yang,
symbolized in the eight trigrams above the central figure.
The rest of the image consists of seventy-two talismans,
each of which is a star diagram with script that explains
the particular protection against malevolence provided by
each configuration.

Diagrams are an especially effective way of mapping
a relationship between the scale of the human form and
the corresponding macrocosm. The human body is trans-
formed into a microcosm of larger forces. Robert Fludd’s
hermetic diagram (d) is an example of this graphic way
of discerning occult relationships between the human
form and the cosmic. The image conveys a prevailing
sense of harmony among spiritual and material domains,
described as a continuum that stretches from the divine
(the Hebrew tetragramaton at the top) to the human body
centered in the genitals. A different kind of diagram that
represents in abstract linear form the embodied connec-
tion of different levels of the cosmos appears on many

Olmec celts or stone axe heads that were illustrated and

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION
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(c) ABovE. Chinese hanging scroll depicting Zhenwu with

the Eight Trigrams, the northern dipper, and talismans,

Qing dynasty, seventeenth or early eighteenth century. /Russell
Tyson Endowment, 1999.566; reproduction, The Art Institute of
Chicago] (d) LEFT. The Diapason Closing Full in Man, an illustra-
tion from Robert Fludd’s 7/e Macrocosm, volume 1: Metaphysics
and Cosmic Origins (1617). [The Granger Collection, New York]



COSMIC VISIONS
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(e) ABOVE. A qabbalist print by Samuel Habib, used as a

mizrach, an indicator of the direction toward Jerusalem, 1828.
[©The Jewish Museum, N.Y./Art Resource, N.Y.] (f) RicuT. Erhard
Schén, The Great Rosary, hand colored woodcut. The Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1920. (20.34.1) [Photograph
©1997 The Metropolitan Museum of Art]

vertically displayed as the axis mundi, or vertical align-
ment of earth, sky, and underworld. Celts mounted on
wooden handles were used to prepare land for crops. The
figure on some celts represents a shaman applying the tools
of his trade to effect travel to the different levels of the
cosmos for the benefit of the ce/ts owner.

Diagrams are often thought to possess power of their
own. Several examples appear here. The investment of
arcane diagrams with power and hermetic significance
clearly informs the Jewish mystical or qabbalistic symbols
assembled on a single folio and portrayed with Hebrew
script (e), presumably to avoid the Bible’s injunction
against graven images, but also to charge the images with
greater spiritual potency. The hand-shaped form, for
instance, called hamsa, provides protection against the evil
eye. The elaborate printed page dedicated to the rosary (f)

offers 230 years off from the soul’s time in purgatory (note
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the angels snatching souls from flames at the bottom) for
those who pray the rosary, prescribed and guided by the
print’s compacted gathering of heavenly hierarchies who
form the “brotherhood of the rosary,” that is, those celes-
tial worthies to whom one joins one’s devotion. The circle
of colored roses signifies the different kinds of prayer and
the number of repetitions to ensure the rosary’s promised
efficacy. A Hindu practice of combining a diagram or yan-
tra with supplication is shown here (g), where a woman
is creating the image of a lotus bloom from rice flour on
the floor of a temple, while she invokes a goddess to assist
her search for a good husband. The elaborate diagram is
understood to attract divine energy and enable beneficial
contact. A similar linear intricacy characterizes the Native
American dream catcher (h), a delicate mesh of fiber
stretched on a willow frame and hung above sleeping
children to attract the ephemeral stuff of good dreams and
filter out bad dreams.

Diagrams are perhaps most widely used as maps.
Eighteenth-century Muslims could envision the organiza-

(g) RicHT. An Indian woman creates a yantra of a lotus for aid
in finding a good husband, Samayapuram, Tirchirappalli district,
Tamil Nadu, India. /©Photograph by Stephen P Huyler] (h) BELOW.
A Yurok woman holds a dream catcher during the 1994 Salmon
Festival in Klamath, California. /©Catherine Karnow/Corbis]
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tion of the mosque in Mecca by the map (i) provided in
manuscripts, showing the location of the Kabah at the
center and the entrances to the inner court of the mosque.
Jains frequently used another kind of map found in stone
relief in temples or painted portrayals. These structures
present in highly symmetrical, concentric form the hall
(samavasarana) that is built by the gods for the delivery of
a sermon by a Jina, one of twenty-four teachers who have
achieved liberation from rebirth and gather monks and
laity alike about them in order to teach the way to salva-
tion. The image maps out the key ideas of Jainism, in par-
ticular tranquility (santarasa) and nonviolence (ahimsa),
symbolized by the peaceful pairing of natural antagonists,
such as the deer and tiger or the snake and mongoose.

Mapping the astral realm and the passage of time is
pethaps one of the most universal uses for diagrammatic
structures. Stonehenge (j) is a Neolithic structure whose
functions included a precise coordination of astronomical
events with human ritual. Tibetan lamas rely on astrologi-
cal charts, such as the one reproduced here (k), to consult

(i) LEFT. An eighteenth-century map of the Haram Mosque

in Mecca. [©Giraudon/Art Resource, N.Y.] (j) BELOw. Stonehenge,
on Salisbury Plain in Wiltshire, England, constructed of sand-
stone and bluestone c. 2000 BCE. [©Jason Hawkes/Corbis]

(k) OprosITE. Srid pa ho (Divination Chart), Tibet, late twen-
tieth century, paint on cloth. Tibetan Collection, Asian Division
(82). [Library of Congress]
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the horoscope of those undertaking a journey in order to

determine an auspicious day for departure. The large
Aztec stone diagram (l), uncovered in Mexico
City in 1790, is, according to recent study, a
portrayal of an earth deity surrounded by
depictions of the major periods of cosmic
history. Outer circles represent cardinal
directions and a calendrical system of
notating recent Aztec history that
affirmed the cosmic centrality of
the Aztec empire and appears to
have declared the importance of
combat and human sacrifice as the
destiny of the empire.
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CABASILAS, NICHOLAS (c. 1322-1395), born Nicolaos Chamaetos Cabasilas;
Greek Orthodox theologian and saint. A native of Thessalonica, Cabasilas studied there
and in Constantinople. One of his teachers was his uncle Nilos Cabasilas, an adherent
and successor of Gregory Palamas in the see of Thessalonica. Cabasilas served for ten years
as counselor to the emperor John VI Cantacuzenos (1341-1354). In 1353 his name was
put forward as a candidate for the patriarchal chair, although he was a layman. During
the second half of his life, he resided in Constantinople, mostly in the monastery of Man-
gana, as a layman or as a monk, devoting himself to theological studies.

Gennadios Scholarios, the first patriarch after the fall of Constantinople, character-
ized Cabasilas’s writings as “an ornament to the church of Christ.” With an imposing
style, apophthegmatic, prophetic, and poetical, he expresses genuine religious feeling and

deep faith.

One of Cabasilas’s most important works is [nterpretation of the Holy Liturgy, a spiri-
tual explanation of what is said and done during the Divine Liturgy, which he considers
a real image of divine worship in heaven as well as of the earthly life of the incarnated
God. In his thought the participation of the church in the sacraments (musteria) is not
symbolic, but real, as is the participation of the members of the body in the heart. By
participating in the mysteries (i.e., the Body and Blood of Christ), the faithful do not
incorporate these elements into the human body as they do other food; rather, the faithful
themselves are incorporated into these elements. Human’s union with Christ, soul with
soul and body with body, brings complete peace, which makes the many one; disturbance
makes the one many.

Cabasilas’s second great work, On the Life in Christ, presents an anatomy of the spiri-
tual life in the framework of the incarnation, repeated and continued in the sacraments
of the church. Cabasilas’s thought revolves around the fact of salvation through union

Crockwise From Top LeFT cornir. Bronze of the Egyptian goddess Bastet, patron of Bubastis, as a
cat, 713-332 BCE. Louvre, Paris. [©Art Resource, N.Y.J; Ninth-century Qur'an written in
Kufic script. Abbasid dynasty, Iraq. [©Werner Forman/Art Resource, N.Y.J; Le Christ de I'Abbé
Menasprov. Louvre, Paris. [©Giraudon/Art Resource, N.Y.J; Aztec calendar stone. [©Bettmann/
Corbis]; Fifth-century CE silver Roman shield depicting Cybele in a chariot with Actis.
Archaeological Museum, Milan. [The Art ArchivelArchaeological Museum Milan/Dagli Orti] .
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with God. The destination of humankind from the moment
of its creation to the end of its history is this: union with

God.

For Cabasilas, the distinguishing property of God is
goodness. God is good in an excelling way, and the nature
of good is to pour itself out and be distributed. Thus human-
kind is created good from the beginning, both Godlike and
Christ-like, with the purpose of being united with God in
the future. The incarnate Word of God encounters a Godlike
kernel in each human being and from this encounter a new
life springs, which leads to perfection in life in Christ. Perfec-
tion is the supreme and complete gift of God. All things have
been made for perfection.

The present world is in the process of giving birth to
the inner person, who is molded and formed in the present
life, but who is born only in the future world. The moment
of transition is the most delightful of visions. “Christ de-
scends from heaven to earth brilliantly, the earth raises up
other suns toward the sun of justice. All is full of light” (Life
in Christ 6.16).

In 1983 Cabasilas was canonized a saint of the Greek
Orthodox church and his feast fixed on June 20. His writings
are widely read in many languages.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Works by Cabasilas

An unsatisfactory edition of the main texts, by Fronto Ducaeus,
is reprinted in Patrologia Graeca, edited by J.-P. Migne, vol.
150 (Paris, 1865). All modern translations of Cabasilas’s two
great treatises, based on this text, are necessarily unsatisfacto-
ry too. Explication de la divine liturgie, edited and translated
by Sévérien Salaville, in Sources Chrétiennes, vol. 4 (Paris,
1967), follows the same text collated with one Parisian
manuscript. An English translation by Joan M. Hussey and
P. A. McNulty is also available as Interpretation of the Divine
Liturgy (London, 1960). While working on my own transla-
tion into modern Greek, I prepared another, more correct
original text, based on four manuscripts; see Nikolaos Caba-
silas, no. 22 in the series “Philokalia” (Thessaloniki, 1979-).

Works about Cabasilas

Die Mystik des Nikolaus Cabasilas vom Leben in Christo, edited by
Wilhelm Gass (1849; 2nd ed., Leiden, 1899), was excellent
in its time. The work of Myrna Lot-Borodine, Un maitre de
la spiritualité byzantine au quatorziéme siécle, Nicolas Caba-
stlas (Paris, 1958), in spite of its oratorical style, is very inter-
esting. Special aspects of Cabasilas’s thought are treated in
Ermanno M. Toniolo’s La mariologia di Nicola Cabasila (Vi-
cenze, 1955); Thor Sevenko’s “Nicolas Cabasilas’ ‘Anti-
zealot’ Discourse: A Reinterpretation,” Dumbarton Oaks Pa-
pers 11 (1957): 79-171; and Jean Vafiadis’s L humanisme
chrétien de Nicolas Cabasilas: L épanouissement de la personne
humaine dans le Christ (Strasbourg, 1963). For readers of
modern Greek, two important works are Athanasios An-
gelopoulos’s Nikolaos Kabasilas Chamaetos, He zoe kai to
ergon autou (Thessaloniki, 1970) and Panagiotes Nellas’s He

peri dikaidseds didaskalia Nikolaow tou Kabasila (Piraeus,
1975).

PaNAGIOTis C. CHRISTOU (1987)
Translated from Greek by Philip M. McGhee

CABTILLATION See CHANTING

CAIN AND ABEL, the first two sons of Adam and Eve,
the progenitors of the race according to the Bible, after their
banishment from the garden of Eden (Gn. 4). Cain (Heb.,
Qayin), the elder, was a farmer; Abel (Heb., Hevel) was a
shepherd. The biblical text jumps from their birth to a later
episode when both made (apparently votary) offerings to the
Lord: Cain presented a meal offering of his fruits and grains,
while Abel offered up the firstlings of his sheep. The offering
of Cain was rejected by the Lord, and that of Abel was ac-
cepted. No reason for this is given, and generations of pious
attempts to justify this event have been made by contrasting
the intentions of the donors and the nature and quality of
their donations. Cain’s despondency led to a divine caution
to resist the temptation to sin (Gn. 4: 6-7); presumably this
refers to the jealous urges and hostile resentments Cain felt.
But the elder brother was overwrought and killed his brother
in the field. This led to the punishment of Cain: like his fa-
ther, he would not farm a fertile earth; and, like him, he
would be banished “eastward of Eden.” Fearing further retri-
bution, Cain was given a protective “sign,” whose aspect de-
lighted the fancy in later legends and art. There is a deliberate
reuse of the language of the temptation and punishment of
Adam and Eve (Gr. 3) in the ensuing account of the tempta-
tion and punishment of Cain (Gn. 4: 1-17).

The murder of Abel by Cain in Genesis 4: 1-17 is the
first social crime recorded in the Bible, and it complements
on the external level the inner temptation and misuse of will
depicted in similar language in Genesis 3. The tradition of
Cain’s act of murder and his subsequent punishment is fol-
lowed by a genealogical list that presents him as the progeni-
tor of several culture heroes. His son, Enoch, founded the
first city (Gn. 4: 18); and two other descendants, Jubal and
Tubalcain, were respectively named the cultural ancestors of
“all who play the lyre and the pipe” (Gn. 4: 21) and those
“who forged all implements of copper and iron” (Gn. 4: 22).
There is thus an anachronistic blending of Cain, whose name
means “smith,” with an ancient agricultural forebear. In so
presenting Cain as the ancestor of technology and culture,
the tradition displays a pessimistic attitude toward such
achievements (complementing the attitude taken in the
tower of Babel episode, in Genesis 10: 1-9) and shows a pro-
found psychological insight into the energies and drives that
underlie civilization. The episode of Genesis4: 1-17 may re-
flect an old literary motif of debates between farmers and
herdsmen as well as the fairly universal theme of fraternal
pairs who represent contrasting psychological and cultural

types.
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Early rabbinic interpretation drew forth various ele-
ments of the story for moral and theological emphasis. The
Midrash elaborates the psychology of fraternal strife (Genesis
Rabbah 22.7), depicts Cain’s impious rejection of divine jus-
tice when his offering is rejected but also notes his act of re-
pentance in the end (Gn. Rab. 11.13), and shows the cycle
of violence that was unleashed by Cain’s act, since this deed
led to his accidental death at the hands of his descendant La-
mech who, in grief, accidentally killed his own son as well
(Gn. 4: 23-24). Early Christian tradition focused on Abel
as the head of a line of prophets who were killed (Mz. 23:
25) and emphasized his innocent blood (cf. Heb. 12: 24);
thus they set the framework for the typology that related
Abel’s innocent death to that of Jesus and saw Cain as repre-
senting the children of the devil (1 /. 3: 12). For Augustine,
Cain was furthermore identified with the Jews. The topos of
Cain and Abel recurs in the medieval mystery plays, and the
murder of Abel was a common iconographic motif in Chris-
tian and Jewish art.
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CAITANYA. For half a millennium, Caitanya has been
revered by millions of Hindus, especially in eastern India, as
a unique human manifestation of the divine Krsna. He is un-
derstood to be Krsna come to bestow devotion (bhakti) and
salvation (uddhiral nistara) upon even the lowliest of per-
sons, while combining in himself the fair complexion and de-
votional sentiments of Radha, his divine mistress. Caitanya
is a popular shortened form of Kysna-Caitanya (whose con-
sciousness is of Krsna), the religious name taken at his ascetic
initiation (sammnydsa) by Visvambhara Misra (1486-1533),
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an ecstatic devotee and Vaisnava revivalist. To his devotees,
Caitanya is the paradigm of an emotionally intense, loving
devotion (prema-bhakti) to Krsna—which humans may as-
pire to emulate while never reaching the perfection of their
divine/human exemplar. He is also the object of their devout
adoration, affirmed to be God, Krsna, appearing within re-
cent human history to establish loving devotion as the reli-
gious norm (yuga-dharma) of the current degenerate era, the
kaliyuga (Kali age).

LIFE. Vi§vambhara (i.e., Caitanya) was born/appeared at the
onset of a lunar eclipse on the full moon day of Phalgun
month, February 27, 1486, at Navadvip town, the center of
Sanskrit learning in then Muslim-ruled Bengal. The second
son of a Vaisnava Brahman, Jagannatha Miéra, and his wife
Saci, he became a Sanskrit pandit, married Laksmi, and,
after her untimely death, wed Visnupriya. At the age of twen-
ty-two, he journeyed to Gaya to perform post-funeral rites
($raddha) for his late father and first wife. While there, he
was overwhelmed by devotion to Krsna and promptly took
initiation (d7ksa) from a Vaisnava guri, I$vara Puri. He re-
turned to Navadvip overflowing with eagerness to spread de-
votion to Krsna.

Vi$vambhara’s charismatic proselytizing led him to be
readily hailed by the Vaisnavas of Navadvip as their leader.
For about a year, he led devotional singing, acted in devo-
tional dramas, and even challenged the Muslim authorities
by leading samkirtana (collective religious chanting) proces-
sions through Navadvip. His behavior, both when in normal
consciousness and when in ecstatic states, suggested to his
followers that he was in some way God, Hari (i.e., Krsna),
manifesting himself in human guise. His engrossing passion
for bhakti to Krsna brought an end to his career as pandit
and soon culminated in renunciation of domestic life while
still childless. He received ascetic initiation from Ke$ava
Bharati in February 1510, when he took the name
Krsna-Caitanya.

Soon after taking sammnydsa, Caitanya went to the
Jagannath (Krsna) deity (i.e., sacred image) in his great tem-
ple at Puri in Orissa. For several years, he traveled intermit-
tently throughout India meeting adherents of diverse reli-
gious orientations—appealing all the while for devotion to
Krsna. His longest journey was through South India, toward
the beginning of which he met Ramananda Raya, whose
spiritual sensibilities were remarkably akin to his own. It was
Ramananda who first declared Caitanya to be not simply
Krsna, but Krsna combined with Radha. A subsequent jour-
ney toward the Vraja region—Ilocale of Mathura and Vrin-
davan—via Bengal was cut short after Caitanya began at-
tracting large crowds. Caitanya subsequently did make the
much-desired journey to Vraja via wooded tracts of Orissa,
where he spread devotion to Krsna among tribal peoples.
While in Vraja, he visited traditional sites of Krsna’s birth,
childhood, and youthful pastimes (/7/as), and is said to have
discovered still other sites.
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From 1516 Caitanya remained at Puri, where he wor-
shiped Jagannatha, engaged in his private devotions, and
counseled disciples. The latter included prominent devotees
from Bengal who would make an annual pilgrimage for the
Jagannatha Chariot Festival (ratha yatrd) in June and remain
with Caitanya for the duration of the rainy season. In his
later years, Caitanya underwent intense and prolonged devo-
tional states, often turbulent and ecstatic, pained by the sense
of separation (viraha) from Krsna. Among those who cared
for him during these tormented years was Svaripa
Dimodara, whose “notes” (kadaci), based on his intimate
observations of and communication with Caitanya, had a
crucial role in shaping the Vaisnava theology being devel-
oped by the Gosvamins (pastors) whom Caitanya had earlier
directed to settle in and around Vrindavan. There is no con-
firmed report of the circumstances of his death/
disappearance at Puri in the month of Asarh (possibly July
9) in 1533. But one early biographer, Jayananda, mentions
an injury that became septic. Vaisnava tradition affirms his
merging with the Jagannatha deity.

There are several extant accounts in Sanskrit and in
Bengali of Caitanya’s life and mission composed within
eighty years of his passing. The earliest is the Sanskrit
Krsna-caitanya-caritamrta by a childhood friend and adult
disciple, Murari Gupta. The most informative are
Vrndavanadasa’s Caitanya-bhagavara (c. 1548; in Bengali)
and Krsnadasa Kaviraja’s Caitanya-caritamrra (c. 1612; also
in Bengali but containing many Sanskrit verses). As re-
marked by Edward C. Dimock Jr. and Tony K. Stewart in
their introduction to the former’s definitive translation of
this masterpiece of Caitanya Vaisnava literature, “it is far
more than a simple biography; it is a compendium of histori-
cal fact, religious legend, and abstruse theology so complete
and blended in such proportions that it is the definitive work
of the religious group called Vaisnava, since the time of Cai-
tanya the most significant single religious group in all of east-

ern India” (1999, p. 3).

Caitanya himself, though he inspired men of great
learning and piety to compose a massive corpus of Sanskrit
texts, may have left at most eight Sanskrit stanzas, including
the following (in Dimock’s translation):

He who knows himself as humbler than the grass, who
is more forbearing than a tree, who feels no pride but
gives honor to other men, he should practice always the
Hari-kirtana. (3:20:S1. 5) He may crush my breasts in
embracing me, a slave to his feet, he may destroy my
heart by not appearing to me, he may be a libertine
wherever he wants, but still he is the lord of my heart,
and there is no other. (3:20:Sl. 10)

THEOLOGY. Caitanya’s conception of God and human-
kind—as elaborated by the theologians he inspired and guid-
ed—is grounded in the Bhagavata Purana. The divine is un-
derstood to have three modes, in order of ascending
ultimacy: brahman (conscious, but undifferentiated ground
of being), paramdtman (conscious divine soul indwelling all

individual souls), and bhagavin (ultimate conscious reality,
personal and possessed of all auspicious forms and qualities,
encompassing and surpassing brahman and paramatman).
Krsna is understood to be the quintessential bhagavin
(“Krsnas tu svayam Bhagavin’; Bhiagavata Purina 1:3:28).

Human souls (j7vas) are minute emanations, paradoxi-
cally different and yet not different (acintyabhedibheda) from
their divine source. A soul undergoes rebirth unless and until
by divine mercy (krpa) it realizes its true nature as devoted
servant of Krsna. In the present degenerate age, Krsna ap-
pears in the merciful guise of Caitanya to promulgate a sim-
pler, universally accessible religious norm for the age, namely
loving devotion to himself, evoked and expressed best
through chanting his names (namakirtana). In principle, all
persons, and especially such disfavored classes as women,
Sidras, and sinners, are eligible for bhakt, by which they may
be delivered from bondage to spiritual ignorance (avidya), sin
(papa), and rebirth (samsara). Devout souls may imitate the
roles and sentiments displayed by Krsna’s eternal compan-
ions: his servants, parents, friends, and lovers, who are de-
picted in the Bhigavata Purina and other Vaisnava texts.
The goal of human life is to enter into eternal communion
with Krsna and his divine and human companions, to partic-
ipate with them in his transcendent pastimes, expressive of
loving devotion.

The myriad theological works in Sanskrit by the
Gosvamins whom Caitanya dispatched to Vrindavan include
commentaries on the Bhagavata Purina by Sanatana (tenth
canto) and Jiva (entire text); the Bhaktirasamrtasindhu and
Ujjvala-nilamani, two reference anthologies by Ripa
Gosvamin  illustrating  devotional ~ dramatic  theory
(bhakti-rasa-$astra); inspirational dramas and poems by
Ripa Gosvamin, Raghunithadasa, and others; a liturgical-
cum-disciplinary manual, Hari-bhakti-vilisa, by Gopala
Bhatta and Sanatana; Sanatana’s Brbad-bhigavatamrta, a
“pilgrim’s progress” of a devout soul in search of ever more
favored modes of devotion and ever more intimate self-
disclosures of the divine; and the Sat-sandarbha (or
Bhagavata-sandarbha), a summa of Vaisnava theology and
philosophy by Jiva (based on a prior outline by Gopala
Bhatta).

INFLUENCE. Caitanya and the movement (often called
Gaudiya or Bengali Vaisnava) of which he was the fervent
catalyst spread devotion to Krsna throughout Bengal, Orissa,
and Vraja and to a lesser extent Assam, with scattered circles
of devotees elsewhere in India. Restoration and populariza-
tion of sites sacred to Krsna in the Vraja region owed much
to the zeal of Caitanya and his disciples. Vernaculars of east-
ern India, especially Bengali, are far the richer for a host of
original sacred biographies and hagiographies plus songs,
poems, and other Vaisnava compositions; and for numerous
vernacular translations and adaptations based on Sanskrit
texts treating Krsna, Caitanya, or Vaisnava bhakti. Bengali
culture as a whole, including its non-Vaispava Hindu and
even Muslim sectors and as refracted through modern cre-
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ative figures such a Rabindranath Tagore, has been influ-
enced profoundly by the symbolism, ethos, values, and sensi-
bilities of Caitanya’s humane and emotionally and
aesthetically refined devotion to God as Krsna. Even practi-
transgressive  Tantric yoga—the  hybrid
Vaisnava-Sahajiyas, many of whom sang Vaisnava lyrics—
have claimed to share in the heritage of Caitanya.

tioners of

Through the ministering of certain of Caitanya’s mar-
ried associates (also called Gosvamins), notably the egalitari-
an Nityiananda and the more elitist Advaita Acirya and their
descendants, as well as Vaisnava ascetics, the majority of Ben-
gali Hindus in the middle castes and considerable numbers
in the upper and lower castes had come to identify them-
selves religiously as Vaisnava in the tradition of Caitanya by
the time of British Indian ethnographic and census reports.
Even so, Caitanya Vaisnava prestige was on the wane in
urban Bengal by the late nineteenth century, despite the ef-
forts of many to revitalize, reform, and modernize the tradi-
tion. Notable among these modernizers was Kedarnath
Datta (Bhaktivinode Thakur, 1838-1914), a deputy magis-
trate of kdyastha caste. He wrote numerous Vaisnava texts,
launched a vigorous revitalization campaign, and sought to
make traditional Krsna-Caitanya bhakti comprehensible to
his rationalist contemporaries in Calcutta and elsewhere. His
son, Bimalprasad Datta (Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati, 1874—
1937), founded the Gaudiya Math, a pan-Indian network
of monastic communities and temples centered in Calcutta
and Sri Mayapur (adjacent to modern Navadvip) and dedi-
cated to preaching and publishing about Caitanya Vaisnava
bhakti. One of Bhaktisiddhanta’s disciples, Abhaycaran De
(A. C. Bhaktivedanta, 1896-1977), inaugurated the Interna-
tional Society for Krishna Consciousness ISKCON) in New
York in 1966. Its several thousand devotees, mostly non-
Indians, currently propagate devotion to Krsna-Caitanya
wortldwide using modern means of communication com-
bined with traditional chanting of the “great prayer”
(mahda-mantra): “Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna,
Krishna, Hare, Hare; Hare Rima, Hare Rima, Rima, Rima,
Hare, Hare.”

SEE ALSO Bengali Religions; International Society for Krish-
na Consciousness; Krsna, Krsnaism; Radha.
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An excellent source in English for studying the life, devotional
image, and impact of Caitanya is the Caitanya Caritamrta of
Krsnaddsa Kavirdja: A Translation and Commentary by Ed-
ward C. Dimock Jr., with an “Introduction” by Dimock and
Tony K. Stewart (Cambridge, Mass., 1999). Valuable analy-
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perceptions of him include: A. K. Majumdar’s Caitanya: His
Life and Doctrine (Calcutta, 1978), Walther Eidlitz’s
Krsna-Caitanya: Sein Leben und seine Lehre (Stockholm,
1968), Deb Narayan Acharyya’s The Life and Times of
Srikysna-Caitanya (Calcutta, 1984), and the less-than-
sympathetic book by Amulyachandra Sen, Itibdsera
S’rimz'mnya (Calcutta, 1965). Sixteenth-century accounts
(besides the Caitanya-caritimrta) of Caitanya and his disci-
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JoserH T. O’CONNELL (2005)

CAKRAS. Literally meaning a circle, wheel, or discus, the
Sanskrit term cakra plays a key role in both Hindu and Bud-
dhist traditions, particularly in their more esoteric Tantric
forms. The term has several uses in various forms of yogic
and Tantric practice. Thus cakra may refer to the circle of
worship in which a particular ritual is conducted—for exam-
ple, the highly esoteric cakra pija of Hindu Tantric rituals,
usually performed in the dead of night in a cremation
ground, involving practices that deliberately violate tradi-
tional laws of class distinctions and purity. Cakras may also
refer to circular diagrams used in meditation and the worship
of such specific deities as the famous Sri Cakras or Sri Yantra
images associated with the goddess Tripurasundari.

In Hindu and Buddhist yogic practice, however, cakra
has a more specific meaning. In these traditions it refers to
the spiritual energy centers believed to lie within the human
subtle body (suksma Sarira). The subtle body in the yogic tra-
dition is the immaterial aspect of the living being that lies
between its gross physical form and its divine spiritual es-
sence. This subtle organism is comprised of a complex net-
work of arteries (nddis, usually numbered at seventy-two
thousand), knots (granthis), and energy centers (cakras),
which correspond only roughly to the arteries and organs of
the physical body. The cakras are often imagined not just as
wheels but also as lotus blossoms with varying numbers of
petals and even in some traditions as ponds connected by an
internal network of rivers.

The most widely known list of cakras in the early twen-
ty-first century is the sixfold system, which identifies six en-
ergy centers located along the spinal column from the base
of the spine to the eyebrows, with a seventh supreme cakra
at the crown of the head. This sixfold list, however, is by no
means the only or oldest one; it became standardized only
after the publication of a translation of one relatively late
text, the Sat-cakra-niripana, by Sir John George Woodroffe
in 1919. The historical origin of the cakras as inner centers
of subtle energy is not entirely clear. Some scholars believe
that the cakras are derived from circular arrays of powerful
goddesses who were originally represented externally in tem-
ples and ritual diagrams but were then gradually internalized
and identified with energy centers within the body (White,

2003, p. 222). The earliest-known accounts of cakras as
inner circles of energy actually come from an eighth-century
Buddhist text, the Hevajra Tantra, which identifies four
cakras in the body at the navel, heart, throat, and head re-
spectively. These cakras are in turn identified with four geo-
graphical sites (piithas) in India regarded as sacred to the
Great Goddess, Devi or Sakti. The classic group of six cakras
emerged slowly; not until the ninth or tenth century, in
works like the Kaulajiiananirpaya, does one find an identifi-
able system of six energy centers called cakras. Other yogic
traditions, however, added a variety of other cakras, some
listing as many as twelve.

According to the well-known sixfold system, the name
and location of the cakras is as follows:

1. the miladhira, located between the anus and the geni-
tals, imagined as a lotus with four petals;

2. the svadhisthana at the root of the genitals, with six
petals;

3. the manipira at the navel, with ten petals;

4. the anahata at the heart, with twelve petals;

5. the visuddha at the throat, with sixteen petals;
6. the gjsid between the eyebrows, with two petals.

Above these six lies a seventh and ultimate cakra, the
sahasrdra, imagined as a thousand-petaled lotus that serves
as the divine seat of Lord Siva. Each of the cakras is also in
turn enmeshed in a complex network of correspondences
and is identified with a particular color, shape, element, cos-
mic principle, sacred syllable, and deity.

The aim of yogic practice is to awaken the divine cre-
ative energy believed to lie within every human body. This
energy is imagined in the form of a coiled serpent or
kundalini, which represents the microcosmic presence of the
divine power (sak#) of the goddess within each of us. When
this energy is awakened through meditation, it can be made
to rise upward through the body, where it successively pene-
trates the six cakras and awakens the various powers associat-
ed with each one. Finally, when it reaches the sabasrara cakra
at the crown of the head, the yogi experiences the supreme
union of the divine male and female principles—Lord Siva
and the Goddess Sakti —within his or her own body.

Although the cakras do not exist as physically measur-
able entities in the material body, they do correspond to par-
ticular psychological states and levels of consciousness. Their
opening in turn leads to “mental transformation and the
opening of the psyche to hitherto inaccessible levels of con-
sciousness” (Kakar, 1988, p. 187). On the other hand, the
malfunctioning of the cakras may also lead to a variety of
mental and physical problems. For example, a disorder in the
svadhisthana cakra at the base of the genitals can produce de-

lusion, infatuations, and sexual disturbances among other ills
(Kakar, 1998, p. 188).

One of the more remarkable figures in modern history
to describe his experience of the cakras was the great Bengali
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holy man Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa (1836-1886). Ac-
cording to Ramakrishna, the lower three cakras associated
with the anus, the sexual organs, and the navel correspond
primarily to the instinctual levels of consciousness, namely
greed and desire. The higher cakras, however, relate to the
transcendent states of consciousness found in the heart, in
mystical experience, and finally in “complete absorption in
the mystic-erotic union of Siva and Sakti” (Kripal, 1988,
p. 44). As Ramakrishna described the awakening of the high-
est cakra, it is a state of pure ecstatic annihilation in union
with the divine: “When the kundalini comes here there is
Samadpi [meditative absorption]. In this sabasrara, Siva, full
of sat [Being] cit [Consciousness] and dnanda [Bliss], resides
in union with Sakti . . . . In Samadhi nothing external re-
mains. One cannot even take care of his body any more; if
milk is put into his mouth, he does not swallow. If he re-
mains for twenty-one days in this condition, he is dead” (Di-
mock, 1966, p. 178). For Ramakrishna then, the awakening
of the seven cakras suggests that there is no rigid separation
of the physical and spiritual or the sexual and transcendent
dimensions of consciousness. Rather, the higher and lower
cakras lie on a continuum in which “mystical union and sex-
ual experience are different wavelengths of the same energetic
spectrum” (Kripal, 1998, pp. 45-46). Through the tech-
niques of yoga and meditation, sexual energy itself can be
transformed into mystical experience, greed and desire into
spiritual ecstasy.

In the early twenty-first century the cakras and tech-
niques of awakening them are found not only in esoteric
Tantric traditions but are also more widely dispersed
throughout other Indian yogic practices. They have also
made their way to the West and are now a regular feature
in much of New Age and other alternative forms of spirituali-
ty across Europe and the United States.

SEE ALsO Kundalini; Mandalas, article on Hindu Mandalas;
New Age Movement; Ramakrishna; Tantrism, overview arti-
cle; Yantra; Yoga.
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CAKRASAMVARA. The term Cakrasamvara, “the
binding of the wheels,” designates both a Buddhist scripture
and also the mandala that it describes, which is the abode
of a host of deities centering around the divine couple
Sriheruka and Vajravarahi. The text, the Cakrasamvara Tan-
tra, is also known as the Sriberuka-abhidbana (The discourse
of Sriheruka) and the Laghusamvara (Samvaralight), a name
it earned because it is a short text of approximately seven
hundred Sanskrit stanzas. It was composed in India during
the mid-to-late eighth century, and it quickly became one of
the most important Indian Buddhist Tantras, as evidenced
by the large number of commentaries and associated ritual
literature that it inspired. Like most Tantras, it is primarily
a ritual text, dedicating most of its fifty-one chapters to the
description of rites such as the production of the mandala
and the consecration ceremonies performed within it, as well
as various other ritual actions such as homa fire sacrifices, en-
chantment with mantras, and so forth. It is a rather cryptic
text, one which never gives sufficient information for the
performance of these rituals and that often obscures crucial
elements, particularly the mantras, which the text typically
present in reverse order or in codes via an elaborate scheme
in which both the vowels and consonants are coded by
number.

The Cakrasamvara Tantra is classified by Buddhists as
a Yogini or Mother Tantra, a designation that reflects the
focus of the text upon female deities, who constitute a signifi-
cant majority of the deities in the tradition’s main mandala.
It also reflects a focus on practices that, in a Buddhist monas-
tic context at least, were deemed transgressive, such as sexual
yogic practices as well as animal sacrifice and apparently even
anthropophagy. Another characteristic of texts of this genre
is an influence from non-Buddhist, particularly Saiva,
sources, as is most notable in the appearances of the deities
themselves, who are quite similar to fierce Hindu deities such
as Bhairava and Kali. This reflects the complex origins of the
text, which probably was inspired by teachings and practices
of the loosely organized groups of “accomplished ones” (sidd-
ha), male and female practitioners of yoga who, generally
speaking, do not seem to have had strongly defined religious
identities. Their teachings, and the texts derived from them,
seem to have been an important influence on the develop-
ment of both Buddhist and Hindu Tantric traditions. The
Cakrasamvara Tantra was particularly influenced by quasi-
heretical Saiva groups such as the Kapalikas, who were infa-
mous for their transgressive practices, that is, their employ-
ment of violence, meat eating, intoxicants, and sexuality as
key elements of their spiritual practice.

According to the myths constructed to account for the
origin of the Cakrasamvara tradition, the undeniable similar-
ity between the Cakrasamvara deities and practices and those
of their Saiva competitors is not accidental, but a direct result
of the “historical” revelation of the tradition. While there are
several versions of the myth, all agree that this revelation was
triggered by the takeover by Saiva deities of twenty-four sa-
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cred sites scattered across the Indian subcontinent. There,
they engaged in transgressive practices such as wanton sexu-
ality and sacrifice of living beings. In order to put an end to
their “misbehavior,” the cosmic Buddha Mahavajradhara,
along with his retinue, assumed the appearance of these Saiva
deities and then subdued them, in the process transforming
the Indian subcontinent into the Cakrasamvara mandala.
This myth reflects the mixed origins of the tradition and ex-
presses a Buddhist awareness that one of their more impor-
tant textual and ritual traditions shared more than superficial
similarity with those upheld by rival Hindu groups.

By far the most important ritual element of the Cakra-
samvara tradition is its mandala. Tt is called the Three
Wheeled, or #ricakra, because its primary structural element
is three wheels or concentric circles that are correlated both
to the Triple World, or #railokya, of ancient Indian cosmolo-
gy (that is, the heavens, earth, and underworlds) and to the
three Buddhist psychophysical realms of body, speech, and
mind. At the center of mandala, in a palace atop the cosmic
mountain, is Sriheruka and Vajravarahi in sexual embrace,
surrounded by the Four Essence Yoginis, Dakini, Lama,
Khandaroha and Rapini. They are in turn surrounded by
the Three Wheels, three concentric Mind, Speech, and Body
wheels, each of which has eight pairs of deities in sexual em-
brace, for a total of twenty-four couples, corresponding to
the sacred sites. At the periphery of the wheels are eight fierce
goddesses, who guard the mandald's gates and corners. This
brings the total number of deities to sixty-two, thirty-seven
of which are female. Lastly, artistic depictions of the mandala
usually show it as surrounded by the “eight great charnel
grounds,” inhabited by fearsome beasts and evil spirits.

This mandala has been deployed in several important
ways. It has been remapped across the Kathmandu Valley
and Tibet, where many of the sites associated with the
mandala continue to be important pilgrimage places. Addi-
tionally, it is also mapped onto the human body, with the
pilgrimage sites and associated deities linked to various parts
of of the body. In the contemplative “body mandala’ prac-
tice, the adept visualizes the mandala within her or his body,
which is seen as a microcosmic version of the universe in its
ideal form, as the pure abode of the mandala deities. These
practices helped ensure the successful transmission of the
Cakrasamvara tradition to Nepal, Tibet, and Mongolia,
where it is still practiced today.
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CAKRAVARTIN is a Sanskrit noun referring to an ideal
universal king who rules ethically and benevolently over the
entire world. Derived from the Sanskrit cakra, “wheel,” and
vartin, “one who turns,” the term cakravartin (Pali, cakkavat-
#7) in classical Hindu texts signifies that all-powerful mon-
arch “whose chariot wheels turn freely” or “whose travels are
unobstructed.” Such a ruler’s unsurpassed and virtuous rule
is described as sarvabhaumas it pertains to all creatures every-
where. Buddhist and Jain literatures describe their enlight-
ened founders (the Buddha or Buddhas and the tirtharikaras,
respectively) in similar terms, the notion being that religious
truth transcends local or national limitations and applies to
all people everywhere. This idea is particularly evident in
Buddhist oral and scriptural traditions, which frequently
refer to Gautama as a cakravila cakravartin, an illuminator
of dharma (life in adherence to compassionate truth) in all
regions of the world. From the symbol of the turning wheel,
a sign of universal sovereignty, comes the description of the
Buddha as dharmacakrapravartayati, “he who sets the wheel
of law in motion,” and thus the name of his first sermon,
Dharmacakrapravartana Sitra (Pali, Dhammacakkappavar-
tana Sutta; The sitra on the turning forth of the wheel of
dharma), in which the Buddha presents his insights into the
Four Noble Truths. After his death in 480 BCE, Gautama’s
followers cremated his body and enshrined his relics in a
stupa, just as they would have done with a universal mon-
arch.

HisTORY OF THE CAKRAVARTIN AS AN IMPERIAL IDEAL. The
general South Asian notion that the king was to have exten-
sive rule dates at least as far back as the high Vedic era (1200—
800 BCE) and possibly to the centuries preceding. The Vedic
ritual coronation of the king (Rajasiya), for example, was
preceded by a ceremony in which a wild stallion was left to
wander at will throughout the land for an entire year, at
which time it was sacrificed in the important rite known as
the A$vamedha, and all of the territory it had covered in that
year was held to be the king’s domain. The actual term cakra-
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vartin was known in the late fifth and early fourth centuries
BCE by the compilers of the Maitri Upanisad, who used the
noun when listing the names of several kings who had re-
nounced their royal prerogatives in favor of the life of ascetic
contemplation (Maitri Upanisad 1.4).

Direct discussions of the cakravartin as an imperial ideal
appear as early as Kautilya’s Artha Sastra (c. 300 BCE), a court
manual of polity, diplomacy, economy, and social behavior.
In his descriptions of the range of an emperor’s influence
(cakravarti-kSetra), Kautilya notes that the king should un-
dertake any task he feels will bring him and his people pros-
perity and that he should have power “from the Himalayas
to the ocean.” Kautilya may have had in mind the prestige
and hopes of the first Mauryan king, Candragupta, who
reigned from about 321 to 297 BCE and whom Kautilya re-
portedly served as chief minister. Candragupta was perhaps
the first ruler to unify all of the lands from the shores of
the southern tip of India to the Himalayas in the north and
the Kabul Valley in the northwest. Edicts and other lessons
inscribed on pillars and cliffs describe the last Mauryan king,
Asoka (d. 238 BCE?) as a cakravartin under whose patronage
the Buddhist Dharma spread throughout South and South-
east Asia. Chroniclers in the courts of the Satavahana emper-
ors (first to second centuries CE) similarly defined their king-
doms as that world extending from the eastern, southern,
and western oceans to the mountains. The Guptas, too,
viewed themselves as the rulers of empires. Skandha Gupta
I, who reigned from 455 to 467 CE, for example, is depicted
in the Janagadh inscriptions (dated mid-fifth century CE) as
a leader whose rule was the entire earth bounded by the four
oceans and within which thrive several smaller countries.
The Western Callukyas (sixth to eighth and tenth to twelfth
centuries) described themselves as the emperors of the lands
between the three seas, while the Vijayanagara rulers (four-
teenth to seventeenth centuries) labeled themselves the mas-
ters of the eastern, western, southern, and northern seas.

Thus the South Asian political imagination up to the
seventeenth century generally included the ideal of a unified
rule, and various kings have identified themselves as univer-
sal monarchs: hence the common royal titles samrij
(“supreme monarch,” i.e., the one who rules over all princes
and principalities), rdjidhirdja (“king above kings”), ekarija
(“the only king”), parama-bhattirka (“most venerable lord”),
disampati (“lord of the lands”), and digvijayin (“conqueror
of the regions”).

Buddhist and Jain literatures have distinguished three
types of cakravartin. A pradesa cakravartin is a monarch who
leads the people of a specific region and may be thought of
as a local king. A dviipa cakravartin governs all of the people
of any one of the four continents (dviipas, literally “islands”)
posited by ancient Indian cosmologies and is, accordingly,
more powerful in the secular realm than the pradesa cakra-
vartin. Superior even to a dviipa cakravartin, however, is the
cakravila cakravartin, the monarch who rules over all of the
continents of the world. It is the political paramountcy of
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the cakravila cakravartin with which the Buddha’s religious
supremacy is compared.

RELIGIOUS DIMENSIONS OF THE CAKRAVARTIN IDEAL. The
source of the image of the king as a cakravartin is not to be
found, however, in its political history. Rather, it is the pow-
erful and evocative South Asian mythic and religious themes
regarding the cakravartin with which various kings identi-
fied. According to South Asian sovereign myths (many of
which suggest a solar origin), the cakravartin—here, a para-
digmatic figure—while deep in meditation sees a peaceful
and pleasantly glowing wheel (cakra) turning slowly in the
sky above him. Knowing this wheel to be a call to unify all
peoples, the king leads his armies out in all directions to the
farthest horizons, all the way to the universal ring of moun-
tains (cakravila) that lie beyond the oceans and that mark
the final edge of the concentric world. Guided by the celestial
wheel, and borne upon the atmosphere by flying white ele-
phants and horses, he ends all strife and suffering as he brings
all people everywhere under his virtuous rule. Thus,
cakravilacakravarti cakram vartayati: the universal monarch
turns the wheel of righteousness throughout the whole
world.

The mythic cakravartin, therefore, was a ruler in whose
virtue and strength all people, regardless of their homeland,
could find guidance. He was a pacifying leader whose power
was embodied in his unifying skills. Hence it may be no co-
incidence that the religious traditions in which the cakravar-
tin is given the most prestige revolve around the ideologies
and aspirations of the ksarriya class of Indian society, that
group who were to protect society, serve as its soldiers, rule
its courts, and sit on its thrones. For some ksasriya communi-
ties, as, for example, those represented by the epics
Mabhibhirata and Ramayina (c. 300 CE), the most appropri-
ate person to become a universal monarch was somebody
who already was a king, someone who could extend his rule
through martial and diplomatic skill.

Even for some ksatriya traditions, however, the true
cakravartin renounces the political life of the secular king and
guides the people through the power of his spiritual virtue.
Such is the case for the early Jain and, particularly, Buddhist
communities, whose histories of their founders suggest the
notion that to them religious truth is more powerful and uni-
versal than political prestige. According to both Jain and
Buddhist literatures, both Vardhamina Mahavira (the most
recent of the twenty-four Jain tirthamkaras) and Siddhartha
Gautama (the Buddha) were born into powerful royal fami-
lies, both displayed the characteristic physical signs of a
mahapurusa (“great man”), and thus were certain to become
secular cakravartins. Both traditions further maintain that
their founders, however, chose not to enjoy the political
power and privileges incumbent on the universal monarch
but, rather, to seek understanding of the deepest dimensions
of existence itself and—especially in the case of the Bud-
dha—to teach that understanding to all.

SEE ALsO Kingship, article on Kingship in East Asia.
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CALENDARS: AN OVERVIEW

The absence of a historical dimension and the scant attention
paid to the religious aspect of the question are the most nota-
ble limitations of the specialized literature on calendars dut-
ing the nineteenth century and into the first decade of the
twentieth century. Thus, such monumental works as L.
Ideler’s Handbuch der mathematischen und technischen
Chronologie (Berlin, 1825-1826), F. Ginzel’s work of the
same title (Leipzig, 1906-1911), and even the entry “Calen-
dars” in James Hastings’s Encyclopaedia of Religion and Eth-
ics, vol. 3 (Edinburgh, 1910), although they provide indis-
pensable  information, liccle
unconnected descriptions of various calendars. These de-

amount to more than

scriptions are not satisfactorily situated against the back-
ground of the cultures in question, but are treated as if they
are solely concerned with chronology and astronomy.

The sacral aspect of the question has, however, been dis-
cussed in the subsequent scientific literature, in which the
specialists are divided into two opposing camps: those who
believe the calendar originated as a secular phenomenon
purely utilitarian in its purposes (a view accepted by the ma-
jority of scholars), and those who believe it was originally a
religious institution (Ernst Cassirer, Martin P. Nilsson,
Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, Gerardus van der Leeuw,
Mircea Eliade, and others). Less common are harmonizing
positions such as that of Bronislaw Malinowski, who in an
article on the calendar of the Trobriand Islanders (Journal of
the Anthropological Institute 57, 1927, pp. 203ff.), viewed
systems for computing time as meeting both practical and
sacral demands.

Disagreement on the subject has been largely overcome
since the publication of such works as Eliade’s Cosmos and
History: The Myth of the Eternal Return (New York, 1954)
and Angelo Brelich’s Introduzione allo studio dei calendari fes-
tivi (Rome, 1955). The reality of periodicity in the world;
the religious importance of this periodicity in helping to
overcome the crisis that is coextensive with human existence
(the duration of which is irreversible) by establishing fre-
quent contact with the sacred time proper to the feast or fes-
tival (which is outside of ongoing duration); the parallelism
between natural and sacral periodicity, both of which have
as a constant a continual renewal in the same forms, so that
in even the most diverse civilizations the sacral periodicity
provides an effective means of keeping a timely eye on the
natural periodicity—all these ideas are now well established
in our discipline. As a result, any modern work on any aspect
of the vast complex of problems raised by calendars must
nowadays start with the acceptance of a concept that proves
to be constant across the most varied cultural contexts and
the most diverse calendrical forms and manifestations, name-
ly, that time is of interest not in and of itself and as a simple
fact of nature, but only as a dimension of life that can be sub-
mitted to cultural control.

Such control is very difficult to exercise over something
abstract, especially in social contexts still far from possessing
even rudimentary astronomical knowledge. Nevertheless, by
making use of a procedure now familiar to historians of reli-
gion, the various civilizations managed to gain this kind of
control. They did so especially by concretizing time, whether
this be understood in absolute terms or in relation to the var-
ious measurements (hours, days, months, years, etc.) that
were gradually imposed on time, depending on the culture
in question.

Mythology makes clear how the chronological dimen-
sion (especially if limited to the distinction and alternation
of the light and dark times of the day, or to the lunar phases,
which are harmoniously ordered within the arc of the
month) can acquire such a material form in the minds of the
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peoples under study that it becomes the subject of stories
without causing the least disturbance in the civilizations in-
volved. It is told, for instance, that time was wrapped in
leaves (the Sulka of New Britain); enclosed in a bag (the Mic-
mac of Nova Scotia); kept in a box (the Tlingit of the U.S.
Northwest Coast) or a trunk (the Hausa of the Sudan) and
later taken out; extracted from the wattles of a fowl (the
Nandi of northeastern Africa); hidden and found (the Pomo
of California); hung up (the northern Paiute of Nevada);
hoisted up to heaven (the Pomo; the Aleut of Alaska);
pierced by arrows (the Caddo of eastern Texas); or cut up
with an obsidian knife (natives of Mota in Melanesia). In
each case, time is looked upon not only as something very
concrete but also and especially as something capable of

being handled at will.

Meanwhile the concrete treatment of time was strength-
ening this tendency toward materialization of the chronolog-
ical sphere, for the latter was being treated in such a way as
to acquire an ideal spatial coherence. As a macroscopic exam-
ple, one can cite the persistent attempts to identify time with
space, both in language and in the calendar, by the primitive
cultures of North America—a tendency also found at a
higher cultural level in the Aztec calendar, and in the Indo-
European area as well (Miiller, 1967). In addition, a real spa-
tiotemporal dimension is found in Roman religion, where
close, complex, and functional relations are discernible in the
mythological tradition and in cult, as well as in the calendri-
cal linking of the two, between time and Terminus (the sym-
bol of boundaries and, at the same time, a divinity in charge
of the juridical, political, and sacral aspect of territory).
Moreover, the projection of a cosmic framework on the lay-
out of the circus, and this in such a detailed form (with the
aid of a rich set of symbols) as to make the circus a universe
in miniature, automatically transformed the chariot races in
the arena into the course of the sun through the arc of the
year.

Thus, it can be a rather short step from the concretiza-
tion of time to its material embodiment. The example just
given shows how, while the spectator at the circus (which is
assimilated to the vault of heaven) feels himself to be witness-
ing the calendrical rotation of the sun, the charioteer is a di-
rect protagonist in this drama as he drives his chariot.

Yet the title “protagonist of time” belongs with greater
justice to those who, through actions in which it is not easy
to distinguish the sacred and profane dimensions, do not
limit themselves to concretizing and materializing time but
also embody it in a true calendrical system. Thus the native
who in certain cultures uses knotted cords for computing
time does not simply concretize this dimension by pinning
it down to so many firmly fixed points of its otherwise limit-
less and therefore uncontrollable extension but also defines
it in a calendrical manner that, though rudimentary, proves
functional in relation to the needs of his society. The astron-
omer in ancient Peru, who used stone columns called “tools
for knotting the sun” (inti-huatana) as a position for observ-
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ing the stars, did not merely give material form to that which
in and of itself would be simply the calculation of solstices
and equinoxes; he also carried this materialization to a higher
level by developing a calendar that was primarily a means of
binding the heavenly corps in its otherwise incoherent and
unusable movements. (But note, too, among the Aztecs, the
“knot of years,” or xiuhmolpilli, a great cycle of fifty-two solar
revolutions subdivided into four periods of thirteen years
that were described as “knotted together,” #halpilli) The
magistrate in ancient Rome who was in charge of the ritual
hammering in of the clavus annalis (“nail of the year”) on the
Ides of September (which was New Year’s Day in one of the
many Roman calendrical systems) thereby not only turned
time from an abstraction into something that could be
pinned down but also compelled it to remain, from one Sep-
tember to the next, within the limits of the solar year.

It is possible to view in a similar perspective those who,
in civilizations already familiar with writing, either ideally or
in actual fact superintended the compilation of calendars,
and this specifically in the form of inscriptions. In this case
the concretization of time was accomplished either by bind-
ing the dimension of time to stones and/or metals, which
were moved about or incised to this end, or by imprisoning
it in the no less constraining nets of the various graphic
forms. Evidence here is the widespread use in the ancient
Near East of the alphabet as a calendrical memorandum as
early as the second millennium BCE (Bausani, 1978), as well
as the example, cited above, of the clavus annalis, which in
early Rome was regarded both as a palpable sign of the year
and as a functional “writing” of a chronologico-juridical kind
at a time when few people could read the symbols of the al-

phabet.

The key role played by human beings in these opera-
tions whereby time is concretized and straitjacketed (espe-
cially within the compass of, and for the purposes of drafting,
calendrical systems that are more or less developed according
to cultural level and social demands) is such that, in case of
need, the materialization of time can be further specified by
giving it human traits in the true and proper sense. This spec-
ification may be limited to introducing into the calendar the
physiological thythms of those who are the protagonists of
time. This is seen in the assimilation, widespread and found
in the most diverse cultures, of the lunar month of twenty-
eight days to the menstrual cycle of the same duration; or
in the projection of the period of human gestation (260 days)
onto the identical time period of nine lunar revolutions, as
in the Aztec ronalamatl or the Numan calendar at Rome.

But this process of specification can also lead to a more
or less concealed identification of a segment of time (located
within the calendar and thus describable in precise terms)
with a part or belonging of a person who usually enjoyed an
important sociocultural and, in particular, religious status.
Thus, as a result of Islamic influence on the Cham of Cam-
bodia, to give but one example, the first three days of every
lunar cycle are assimilated to the three favorite wives of
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Muhammad, and every year of the twelve-year cycle is equat-
ed with one of the Prophet’s members.

Finally, this process can even find expression in a per-
sonification of time in its various parts. Thus in Achaemenid
Iran the retinue of the magi seems to have usually comprised
365 young men dressed in red, one for each day of the year,
with the color symbolizing the lighted period of the day. At
Rome, on the Ides of March (New Year’s Day, according to
one of the many Roman calendrical systems), all the negative
aspects of the old year were eliminated through the ritual ex-
pulsion from the city of the mythical carpenter Mamurius
Veturius.

This kind of progressive, and in some cases even parox-
ysmic, personification of time seems on closer examination
to be simply an expression of the persistent tendency to re-
create, on several distinct but complementary levels, the tem-
poral dimension that is so important at the human level, thus
asserting the priority of the unqualifiedly cultural essence of
time over the mere natural fact of time.

If, on the one hand, this cultural point of reference is
indispensable because it is linked to any latent or open calen-
drical system, on the other hand such a system, whatever its
character (heliacal rising of a constellation; blooming of a
species of plant; period of sowing and/or harvesting; migra-
tion of animals; etc.), becomes by this very fact a field of ac-
tion for the cultural process, which immediately begins to act
therein in the form of well-defined and often massive inter-
ventions. In the case, widespread in both higher and primi-
tive civilizations, of a discrepancy between the lunar and
solar years, for example, the intervention takes the form of
an intercalation that makes up for the difference; in other
words, a portion of human, cultural time is inserted into the
living body of natural time, which is computed on the basis
of the revolution of the heavenly bodies.

The awareness that the intercalated period is the work
of man, and the conviction that, as such, it merits a privi-
leged position are made manifest at various levels. This is
seen in the view that the year, having been thus manipulated,
is now complete as compared with nature’s presumably de-
fective version of it, whence the designation—prevalent
among various primitive peoples, but also found in Mesopo-
tamia, Rome, and China—of the year or month as “full” or
“empty.” It is seen too in the systematic insertion of such in-
tercalated periods immediately after moments in the calendar
that sanctioned human control over the world of nature: at
Rome, for example, the intercalation came immediately after
the celebration of Terminalia, a festival that appealed to
mythical time in order to give sacral confirmation to the cul-
tural definition of space. Further evidence is found in the
tendency to locate during the intercalated period those
events that were of capital importance for the particular civi-
lization and that evidently could not be left to the blind and
irrational course of nature’s time, precisely because these
events were due in the maximum degree to the human will
and creativity. A prime example: the definitive liquidation

of monarchic rule, which was constantly assimilated to the
negativity of the period of origins, in order to make way for
a republic was traditionally dated by the Romans on the very
day, February 24, on which the intercalation usually began.

A negative proof pointing in the same direction is the
resistance to and even rejection of intercalation in those civi-
lizations that most clearly show the assimilation of natural
time to sacred time. Such rejection was preferred despite the
inevitable practical nuisances it entailed—above all, discrep-
ancy with the rhythm of the seasons. Two examples among
many can be cited. First, in ancient Egypt (which adopted
the practice of intercalation only in the Alexandrian period,
and then not without hindrances) an oath not to intercalate
was taken by the pharaoh, who, in his capacity as the future
Osiris and, therefore, an important participant in the field
of action proper to the sun god Re, was probably reluctant
to intervene in a dimension of reality that was projected in
its ideal form onto the sacral level. Second, Muhammad cate-
gorically prohibited changing the number of the months,
which “Allah ordained . . . when he created the heavens and
the earth” (sirah 9:36 of the Qur’an), and which “Allah has
sanctified” (sizrah 9:37). Thus the Islamic lunar year, though
without any correspondence to the seasons, has proved sur-
prisingly functional for a religion now practiced in varying
latitudes. Such interventions in the course of time became
even more drastic in the great calendrical reforms of Julius
Caesar (46 BCE) and Pope Gregory XIII (1582 CE).

This kind of attempt to reduce time to a cultural cre-
ation is even more pronounced in those widespread cases in
which the most varied means are used to emancipate time
from natural phenomena on which calendrical computation
is usually based and to replace these phenomena with others.
Thus, the Aztecs chose the duration of human gestation, and
not the Venusian year to which astronomy bears witness, as
the basis of the ronalamatl; the Egyptians based their calendar
on the rising of Sirius (Sothis), “the second sun in the heav-
ens,” and not on the true sun; while, in the most diverse
primitive cultures, it is the periodic return of the ancestors,
regarded as dispensers of foodstuffs, and not the particular
seasonal moment that gives a specific economic meaning to
the great New Year festival. Comparable motivations proba-
bly explain the otherwise incomprehensible perseverance, on
the part of the most varied types of civilization, in adopting
lunisolar calendars and continuing to use them right down
to the present day, despite such problems as the discrepancy
between festive complex and seasonal moment, the conse-
quent necessity of intercalating, and so on. It is as though
this very difference of a few days or parts of a day represents
a kind of margin of security for man, who thus has leeway
to act on natural time instead of passively enduring it.

This desire to be actors rather than spectators in the de-
velopment of calendrical time is even more evident in those
systems in which, by highly artificial means, months are es-
tablished whose duration is identical with or superior to the
lunar month, and in which a short period is set apart and
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defined in a special way, independent of the features this pe-
riod may assume from time to time in any other culture. By
way of example, we may think of the five “supernumerary”
(nemontemsi) days that the Aztecs set apart at the end of the
360-day year, considering them to be nefasti (taboo) and un-
suited for work of any kind; or, in the Egyptian calendar, of
the epagomenai (“superadded”) days that did not conclude
the old year, as might have been expected, but were a prelude
to the new year, a kind of “little month” directly linked to
the mythical time in which the gods were born. Similarly,
in the Zoroastrian religion the “days of the Gathas” were
added to the end of the year; on these days, the celebrants,
assuming the title of Saoshyant (“rescuers”), participated rit-
ually as protagonists in the renewal of the world. Along the
same line, but at a more advanced level, is the creation of
units of time comprising several or more days, months, years,
centuries, or even millennia, which apparently, at least, are
independent of the rhythms of nature. Examples include the
very widespread seven-day week (already used in Mesopota-
mia); the cycles of three days and three, seven, and thirty
years among the Celts; the seven-year period, the jubilee, and
the groups of seven-year periods among the Hebrews; the
octaereris or eight-year period of the Greeks; the Aztec xiuh-
molpilli; and the Indian kalpa.

But perhaps the most radical humanization of the chro-
nological dimension (the one in which the cultural interven-
tion into nature is the most extensive, and the dependence
on nature for the computation of time is reduced to a mini-
mum that is obscured and even deliberately ignored) is found
in cases in which the historical situation determines and de-
fines the calendar. We may pass over those restructurings
that are promoted or imposed on time by important politi-
cians (i.e., the aforementioned Julian reform). In some civili-
zations, the personal name of the ruler was given to the cur-
rent year (eponymy among the Assyrians and in the classical
world, the “regnal name” in prerevolutionary China), or
events of capital importance led to a complete resystematiza-
tion of the calendrical pattern, the beginning, rhythm, and
shape of which, though in substance inevitably following tra-
ditional lines, had to be at least formally determined by the
new order of things. The prime example here is the French
revolutionary calendar, which, though it started at a particu-
lar equinox, numbered 365 days, needed periodic intercala-
tion, and linked the new names of the months with seasonal
motifs, nonetheless presented new features: a beginning
(September 22) that officially coincided not with the autumn
equinox but with the inauguration of the republic (Septem-
ber 22, 1792); the abolition of the seven-day week in favor
of the decade or ten-day week; the elimination of feasts; and
the nonetheless festive solemnization of five or six days (sig-
nificantly called sans-culottides) added at the end of the year
as a definitive break with Christian worship.

In connection with the historicization of time, one may
also consider such phenomena as the adoption of calendrical
systems belonging to other civilizations, as, for instance, the
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entrusting of calendar reform in China in 1629 to the Jesuits,
and the adoption of the Gregorian calendar as the only valid
one for civil purposes by the republican government of
China in 1930; the acceptance by Japan in 1684 of the Chi-
nese calendar as reformed by the Jesuits and then in 1873
of the Gregorian calendar; and the adoption of the Gregorian
calendar by Russia after the October Revolution in 1917 and
by various primitive peoples as they gradually accepted the
lifestyles of the Western civilizations. Finally, there is the ten-
dency, which practical considerations and economic reasons
have made stronger than ever in our day, to create a universal
and perpetual calendar that is binding on all. Such a calendar
would be supremely artificial, since it seeks to be as indepen-
dent as possible of natural rhythms, but for that very reason
would transcend the various cultures.

SEE ALsO Chronology; Sacred Time.
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CALENDARS: MESOAMERICAN CALENDARS
In 1555 Bishop Diego de Landa wrote:

The natives of Yucatan were as attentive to the matters
of religion as to those of government and they had a
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high priest whom they called Ah Kin (Daykeeper) Mai
. . . . He was very much respected by the lords . . .
and his sons or nearest relatives succeeded him in office.
In him was the key of their learning . . . . They pro-
vided priests for the towns when they were needed, ex-
amining them in the sciences . . . and they employed
themselves in the duties of the temples and in teaching
them their sciences as well as in writing books about
them . . . . The sciences which they taught were the
computation of the years, months and days, the festivals
and ceremonies, the administration of the sacraments,
the fateful days and seasons, their methods of devotion

and their prophecies. (Tozzer, 1941, p. 27)

When he wrote those words, Bishop Diego de Landa correct-
ly perceived the extraordinary attention paid time and calen-
dar by the Maya of Yucatdn even several centuries after their
classical heyday. It is likely that these Ah Kin were among
the elite of Maya culture. One eighth-century scribe from the
city of Copén received a royal burial. His remains were found
elaborately laid out, ink pots, brushes, and all, next to the
ruler he served. Though his trappings seem far more modest
in comparison to those of his precontact predecessor, the
modern Maya day keeper is still one of the most important
and highly regarded members of society. Seated at a cardinal-
ly oriented table adorned with bowls of incense and lighted
candles, he arranges piles of seeds and crystals drawn from
his divining bag in an attempt to “borrow from the days” the
answers to questions posed by his clients: Will I be cured of
the disease that plagues me? Will my daughter’s marriage be
successfully consummated? Will my crop tide the family over
this year?

Basic CALENDRICAL UNITS. For the Maya a single word,
kin, signified time, day, and sun. In both meaning and
glyphic form it suggests that the art of timekeeping was inti-
mately connected with the practice of astronomy. The direc-
tions of the petals of the floral design that makes up the kin
glyph likely correspond to the extreme positions of the sun
along the horizon. Cosmograms also exemplify the space-
related time system employed by most ancient Mesoameri-
can cultures. Found on both pre-Columbian and colonial
documents, these diagrams can be thought of as exercises in
temporal completion. For example, page one of the Féjér-
vary-Mayer Codex from highland Mexico consists of a quad-
ripartite glyph in the shape of a Maltese cross. Carefully posi-
tioned within the symmetric floral design are all the things
that belong to each of the four sides of space: gods, plants,
trees, birds, even parts of the body; moreover the four direc-
tions are color coded. But time is also spatially divided, each
region of the world being assigned its share of the twenty
days of the Aztec week. The so-called year bearers, the names
of successive New Year’s Days, are placed one at each of the
tips of the cross. Circumscribing the world is the ultimate
Mesoamerican number for time: 260 dots, one to each day,
arrayed in 20 units of 13. These 260 days make up the Maya
tzolkin (called by the Aztecs tonalpohualli), a ritual calendar
known as the “count of the days.”

Unique in the world, the number 260 served as the base
of practically every Mesoamerican calendar that has survived.
Its origin is debatable, but there can be no question that one
of its factors, the number twenty, was derived from the num-
ber of fingers and toes on the body. The other factor, the
number thirteen, represents the number of layers in the
Maya heaven. Beyond this, however, it seems that the human
body can be further implicated in the origin of the zolkin.
The average duration between human conception and birth
is close to 260 days (on average 266). Modern Maya women
in highland Guatemala still associate this sacred count with
the term of pregnancy. The #zolkin also turns out to be a con-
venient approximation to the length of the basic agricultural
season in many areas of southern Mexico, where it probably
originated.

Celestial phenomena are also implicated in establishing
Mesoamerica’s fundamental time pillar. Nine moons (about
265 days) represent the 9 “bloods” taken away by the moon
from pregnant women to give lives to their newborn. Lunar
and solar eclipses occur at seasonal intervals commensurate
with the zzolkin in the ratio of 2 to 3 (3 times the “eclipse
year” of 173.5 days nearly equals 2 times 260 days). Thus
the ancient astrologer could easily warn of certain days vul-
nerable to the occurrence of an eclipse. The planet Venus,
the patron star of war in Teotihuacdn (the ancient city of
highland Mexico built around 100 BCE), was also revered by
the Maya at a time when the New World’s most precise cal-
endar was being developed. The duration of its appearance
as morning star averages 263 days—again close to a zzolkin.
And if all these harmonies were not enough, in southernmost
Mesoamerican latitudes the year is divisible into periods of
260 and 105 days by the (2) days in the annual calendar
when the sun passes overhead.

Mesoamerican people were further cognizant of the sea-
sonal year. Abhorring fractions, the Maya measured their
year, ot haab (Aztec, xiuhmolpill), at 365 days. They divided
the year into eighteen months, each of which was twenty
days in length, with a concluding five-day month (an un-
lucky period thought to reside outside the year). Eschewing
leap years, ancient Mesoamericans easily kept track of the an-
niversary of the tropical year within the haab.

Cycle building emerges as a central theme of Me-
soamerican calendrics. The strategy seems to have accumu-
lated small cycles to make bigger and bigger ones. One of the
larger cycles was the calendar round, a period of 52 years
consisting of 18,980 days, the lowest common multiple of
the #zolkin and the haab (52 x 365 = 73 x 260). This time
loop thus records the interval over which name and number
combinations in both cycles repeat themselves. Perhaps not
coincidentally, it is also about equal to the length of a full
human life. The completion of a calendar round was quite
a momentous occasion. Spanish chronicles record that Aztec
priests timed this “year binding” event by proceeding to a
special place outside ancient Mexico City called the Hill of
the Star. There they carefully watched the Pleiades to see

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



whether they would pass the zenith. If they did, it would be
a sign from the gods that time would not come to an end.
Instead, a new era would be granted to humanity.

To judge by the archaeological and epigraphic evidence,
Maya mathematics was almost exclusively devoted to day
keeping. About half a millennium before the beginning of
the common era a system of numeration developed in south-
ern Mesoamerica. It probably emanated about 600 BCE from
the region of Monte Albdn, Oaxaca, but was not without
Olmec antecedents from the Gulf Coast. The Maya em-
ployed only three symbols to produce numbers written in the
hundreds of millions: a dot was equivalent to one, and a hori-
zontal bar (uniquely Maya) was equivalent to five, whereas
a variety of symbols represented zero. Each of these symbols
likely derived from hand gestures.

Unlike its Western counterpart, the Maya zero repre-
sented completeness rather than emptiness. Temporally it
was regarded as the moment of completion of a cycle, as in
the turning of a chain of nines to zeroes on the odometer of
an automobile at the conclusion of a large-distance unit trav-
eled. A seashell often represented the Maya zero, perhaps be-
cause its roundness was intended to depict the closed, cyclic
nature of time. The grasping hand, which like a knot ties up
or bundles the days and years together into completed pack-
ages, also serves as a zero in many of the inscriptions. The
dot and bar numerals probably derived from the tips of the
fingers and the extended hand respectively. The Maya ex-
pressed large time intervals in a notational system utilizing
place values, quite like the Arabic system, which was devel-
oped independently in the Middle East after the fall of the
Roman Empire.

STRUCTURING DEEP TIME. Just as it is part of human nature
to cling to life, many societies attempt to extend their power,
lineage, and legacy. Hierarchically organized societies are in
the best position to do this. Often they bureaucratize time,
giving it a deep structure that goes beyond the immediate
confines of remembered generational experience. The Maya
utilized their mathematical system to create history. They ac-
cumulated years to make scores of years. Heaping score upon
score was a logical extension of their vigesimal (base twenty)
system. The “long count” is a five-digit tally that marks an
event in lapsed time from the most recent creation. One
finds most long counts carved on stelae dating from 100 BCE
to 900 CE. These display the effigy of a ruler, usually in full
regalia, accompanied by a hieroglyphic text that details his
or her ancestral history, described in terms of the intervals
between seminal events (birth, accession, conquests, mar-
riage, death). To add depth and historical permanence, the
dating of these events often seems to have been contrived to
fic with repeatable cosmic time markers, such as the reap-
pearance of Venus as morning star, eclipses, and solstices.

To obtain the equivalent in the Gregorian calendar of
any long count date appearing in the Maya inscriptions, one
must be able to match with certainty at least one long count
date with a date in the Gregorian calendar. Until the late
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twentieth century there had been considerable disagreement
about just how to do this. According to the most widely ac-
cepted  scheme, the so-called Goodman-Martinez-
Thompson correlation, the zero point of the most recent
starting position of the long count was August 12, 3114 BCE,
a date on which astronomers have found no momentous ce-
lestial event to have occurred. The next cyclic overturn will
take place on December 8, 2012.

CALENDARS AND CREATION. The concept of successive cre-
ation-destruction cycles is central to understanding Me-
soamerican timekeeping. For example, despite the terrifying
effigy at its center, the famous Aztec Sun Stone provides a
pictorial narrative of a cyclic cosmogony in which people
play an active role. Tonatiuh, the sun god, a flint knife de-
picting his lolling tongue, grips the firmament with his claws.
He cries out for the blood of human sacrificial hearts that
he may keep the world in motion. The four panels that sur-
round Tonatiuh represent previous ages, or “suns,” as the Az-
tecs called them. The first cosmogonic epoch (upper right)
was the “Sun of Jaguar,” named after the day “4 Jaguar” in
the 260-day cycle on which it terminated (the head of the
jaguar is surrounded by 4 dots within the panel). During this
epoch the inhabitants of the earth, the result of the gods’ first
try at a creation, were giants who dwelled in caves. But they
did not dill the soil as expected, and so the gods sent jaguars
to eat them. In the second sun, the “Sun of Wind,” symbol-
ized by the day “4 Wind” (upper left), another less than per-
fect human race was blown away by the wind. The gods
transformed these creatures into apes that they might better
cling to the world, an act said to account for the similarity
between apes and people. In the third creation, the “Sun of
Fire-rain” (the symbol of “4 Rain” is at the lower left), some
people were permitted to survive by being transformed into
birds to escape from the destruction of the world by volcanic
eruptions. The fourth creation, the “Sun of Water,” depicted
at the lower right, ended with a flood that followed torrential
downpours. But this time a transformation from people into
fish kept the people from perishing entirely. The symbol “4
Water” marks this epoch. The Aztecs believed they existed
in the “fifth sun,” of which the symbolic date “4 Movement”
houses the effigy of Tonatiuh and the other four ages. (The
four large dots of this day sign’s coefficient are easily recog-
nizable on the periphery of the four panels that denote the
previous suns.) According to most Mesoamerican cosmogon-
ies, the universe was destroyed and re-created anew, each age
providing an explanatory temporal framework in which to
categorize different forms of life and to relate them to the
present human condition.

Two distinct points about Mesoamerican concepts of
time emerge in such creation stories. First is the oscillating,
repetitive nature of the events taking place. Previous suns
were thought to have been creative ventures that failed to
achieve the necessary delicate balance between gods and peo-
ple. Creation time repeats itself, but it is punctuated by peri-
ods of destruction. Second, each present contains a piece of
the past. Each attempt at creation tries to account for the
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present state of humankind by referring to what remains in
the world. Fish and birds are really human kin, the failed
children from archaic creations. People were not destined to
dominate them, as Old Testament Genesis requires. Rather,
people must revere them, for nature is part of people.

According to the Aztec chronicles, the gods made sacri-
fices in order to bring about the world in its present condi-
tion. They performed these sacrifices at the ancient pyramids
of Teotihuacdn when, in the aftermath of a struggle among
themselves, one of their number sacrificed himself to the cer-
emonial fire, thus promising to become the first rising sun.
Such stories have a Darwinian ring to them: life is a struggle
filled with key transitory moments. But unlike the Western
view, theirs was a cosmology with a purpose. Human action,
in this case blood sacrifice to the gods, was necessary to ex-
tend the fifth or present epoch. It mediated the balance of
violent forces that might erupt as they still do in the fragile
highland environment. After all since the gods sacrificed
themselves for people, it is only reasonable that people
should offer sacrifice as payment of the debt to them.

CARRYING THE BURDEN OF TIME. Perhaps no monumental
imagery better expresses the essence of Maya time than Stela
D of Copén. This larger than human-size monolith is dedi-
cated to rituals conducted at the juncture of a series of impor-
tant time cycles. Eight squared-off images carved in high re-
lief confront the eye at the top of the monument. Each
depicts a humanoid figure carrying an animal that represents
a bundle of time. They employ tump lines, common devices
used by modern Maya peasants to carry a load of wood or
a sack of citrus by tying one’s pack to a band that presses
tightly about the forehead, thus leaving the arms to swing
free and perform other tasks. Each porter is a full-figure
glyph that represents a number. Thus the uppermost figure
in the left block, number nine, is distinguishable by the
markings on his youthful chin. He carries a heavy load of
bakruns of time, 144,000-day periods consisting of 20 x 20
x 360 days. The old god of number 15, shown in the upper-
most right block, hauls katuns (scores of 360-day periods).
Fully transliterated, the numbered portion of Stela D reads:
It was after the completion of nine baktuns, fifteen katuns,
five tuns (360 days), zero uinals (20 days), and zero kin, reck-
oned since creation day, that such-and-such an event took
place. Thus Stela D becomes the resting place of the numbers
at the end of their long journey (/ubay in Kekchi Maya), who
finally let their burden fall 1,405,800 days (3,849 of our Gre-
gorian years) after the last creation. Likewise 4atun prophe-
cies from postconquest texts repeatedly refer to time as a bur-

den: “This is the removal of his burden . . . fire is his burden
. . . (In reference to the fifth katun)”; “On the day of the
binding of the burden of Lord 5 Ahau.” Writes one chroni-
cler, “According to what [the Indians] say [these four first
days] are those which take the road and bear the load of the
month, changing in time” (Thompson, 1950, pp. 59-61).
Time then appears as some sort of essence to be carried or
borne along the roadway of eternity, finally seated or brought
to rest at various stopping points.

Monuments such as Stela D attribute the completed
cycle of time to the ruler and his dynasty. Stela D gives time
a name and proclaims it to belong to the ruler, who is as-
signed various other titles that connect him to his otherworld
ancestors. The side opposite the numbers leaves no doubt
that it is the ruler who is being exalted. Dates of his accession,
marriage, and victories in battle adorn the glyphic text. So
high is the relief on the monument that the ruler seems al-
most to emerge from the cut stone, appearing larger than life,
fully garbed with ritual paraphernalia in hand. He wears an
enormous headdress and facial mask, his bloodletting instru-
ments draped from his loincloth. Perhaps the ruler himself
once stood before the citizenry in front of his monument
performing the rite of genital bloodletting with the spine of
a stingray to seal his bond with his ancestors. Here was a
demonstration of the continuity of dynastic rulership that
also guaranteed the continuity of time.

Two seminal qualities of the Maya concept of time from
the dynastic histories comprise these time capsules wrought
in stone. First, one has the sense that, whereas the arrow of
time points toward the future, it is pushed from behind rath-
er than tugged forward, a stark contrast to the teleological
or purposive forward pull of time embedded in the Judeo-
Christian tradition. Circumstances in the past, even before
the creation of the world, had set the number gods on their
journey. It was those four events, enacted in the realm of the
ancestor gods, that determined the future course of human
history, the creation of the lineage, the journey of the four
founders of modern Maya culture to the right place to build
the city. Their journey parallels in space the long arduous
track along the road of time undertaken by the number gods
who bear their ponderous freight. The Popol Vub, the sacred
book of creation of the Quiché Maya, states that the ancient
word is the potential and the source for all that is done in
the present world. “How should it be sown, how should it
dawn?” the gods ask themselves as they contemplate the cre-
ative act (D. Tedlock, 1985, p. 73). Events that took place
then, by the creators, the founders, the so-called mother-
fathers, are responsible for setting time on its course toward
the present.

A second seminal quality of Maya time inherent in the
monumental inscriptions is more difficult to grasp, especially
when contrasting it with the Western historical view of time,
which clearly separates human history (arrived at via the tes-
timony of people) from natural history determined from the
testimony of things, such as events in the sky, in the land-
scape, signs in plants and animals. Thus events in the history
of the dynasty are directly linked with cosmic events. For ex-
ample, many of the paramount happenings in the life of 18
Rabbit (called Waxaklahun-Ubah-K’awil in modern orthog-
raphies), the name of the ruler depicted on Stela D, are tied
directly to the appearance of the planet Venus at key posi-
tions in the sky. This habit of creating a single frame for nat-
ural and human history is quite common across Mesoameri-
ca. It is reflected especially vividly in the Aztec year annals
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in which depictions of volcanic eruptions, eclipses, comets,
and shooting stars appear linked to victories in battle and the
deaths of emperors. Aztec history consists of like-in-kind
events, both natural and civic-social, matched up repeatedly
over multiple fifty-two-year cycles of time.

In many instances these astronomical events were regis-
tered in preferentially aligned calendrical, ceremonial archi-
tecture. For example, Temple 22 at Copdn possesses a slot-
like viewing chamber on its western facade that marks the
appearance of Venus at the beginning of the rainy season.
Buildings that deviate from the prevailing grid structure and
buildings of unusual shape at Uxmal, Chichén Itzd, and
other sites also contain Venus alignments. Classic Maya sites
in the Petén rain forest include a number of solar “observato-
ries.” These specialized architectural assemblages consist of
a pyramid on the west side of an open plaza that overlooks
three smaller structures on the east. Viewed from the top of
the former, the sun rises over each of the latter on seminal
dates of the year, for example, the solstices, the equinoxes,
and especially dates measured at multiples of twenty days
from the passage of the sun across the zenith. In the high-
lands of Mexico the largest building in the Aztec capital, the
Templo Mayor, was deliberately aligned with the sun at the
equinox. Such structures might better be conceived as “the-
aters” than “observatories.” They are sacred places that offer
the appropriate setting for cosmically timed ritual.

CALENDARS AND CODICES. In addition to the monuments,
the books (misnamed “codices”) constitute a second major
medium of information concerning Mesoamerican time and
calendars. But here the message is quite different. If the mon-
umental inscriptions, related to a program of public display,
were intended to exalt the rulers and legitimize their descent
from the gods, the content of the codices seems relatively eso-
teric and private, consisting of omen-bearing texts to be read
only by high-status priests. Only four pre-Columbian codi-
ces have survived. Their content, expressed in what have
come to be called almanacs, is almost exclusively concerned
with divinatory rituals cyclically timed in remarkable detail.
In a minority of cases the timings are based on astronomical
phenomena encoded in tables that might properly be called
ephemerides, even though their content is largely astro-
logical.

The manifold ways the almanacs are laid out, challeng-
ing the eye of the reader to dance about the page in order
to pursue a temporal journey, bespeak a playful intercourse
between time and the Ah Kin. Time’s arithmetic flows verti-
cally or zigzaggedly; in some cases the black and red numbers
that comprise, respectively, the intervals and resting points
in a text are scattered about a single prognostic or divinatory
picture like so many loose tokens dropped randomly upon
it from above. In many instances the numbers seem to take
on an irrational, almost mystical quality akin to the Pythago-
rean way of dealing with numbers.

One thinks of an almanac in the West as a compilation
of useful information, most of it adapted to local space-time.
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One usually finds in an almanac a calendar for each month
that gives all the holidays. There is also astronomical infor-
mation, such as sunrise, sunset, moon phase tables, and
eclipses for the year, coupled with meteorological informa-
tion and tide tables for major local harbors. Information con-
cerning weather predictions and the positions of the plane-
tary bodies in the signs of the zodiac is also provided. Add
to these data nonquantitative information on food recipes
and proverbs and the modern almanac, updated and altered
slightly from year to year, becomes a handy compendium
that both amuses and instructs in practical matters and per-
haps offers advice regarding personal behavior.

Maya almanacs feature many of these same aspects.
They contain both invocations and divinations that deal with
the weather, agriculture, drilling fire with sticks, and disease
and medicine in addition to the fates and ceremonies. Their
purpose seems to have been to bring all celestial and human
activities into the realm of the sacred almanac of 260 days.
As is the case in the monumental inscriptions, duration
emerges as the support beam in the framework of Maya
calendrics in the codices. Each phase seems to be based on
a perceived forward movement of time from an event located
at the start of the text, to which “distance number” intervals
are added. Every round of time in a Maya almanac begins
with a starting day name and number in the zzolkin. One
then proceeds via black distance numbers to red dates, each
accompanied by a picture and glyphic block that convey the
appropriate debt payment and (usually) an accompanying
omen. The participatory role of the Maya worshiper is also
reflected in the content of the codices. The business of laying
out the calendar that prescribes Maya ritual behavior must
have been complex. A multitude of offerings needed to be
made to the gods at the proper places and times when the
gods of number dropped their loads, and the periods be-
tween ritual events surely were not arbitrary. Long thought
to be endlessly cyclical in nature, many almanacs, studies
suggest, may have been fixed in real time. And like modern
almanacs, they may have undergone repeated revision and re-

copying.

The most exquisitely complex and esoteric almanacs,
termed ephemerides, deal with precise astronomical predic-
tion. Known since its rudimentary elements were deciphered
early in the twentieth century, the Venus table in the Dres-
den Codex chronicles the appearance and disappearance
dates of that planet over several centuries. Accompanying
pictorials at the middle of each frame show the Venus deity
Kukulcan flinging daggers of omen-bearing light on victims
who lie impaled below them. A correction table enables the
Venus calendar to stay on track for five hundred years with
scarcely a day error. Maya astronomers seem to have been at-
tracted by the perfect 8 to 5 commensuration between the
Venus cycle of 584 days and the seasonal year of 365 days
as well as by the larger commensuration between 65 Venus
cycles and two 52-year calendar rounds. Adjacent ephemeri-
des in the Dresden Codex were used to predict eclipses and
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to chart the movement of Mars, whose 780-day cycle com-
mensurates with the zzolkin in the exact ratio of 3 to 1.

Studies suggest that other pages of the Dresden Codex
as well as certain pages of the Madrid Codex also mark astro-
nomical events. Venus deities, looking much like those in the
Dresden, also appear in the Borgia group of codices from
highland Mexico. In the Anales de Quaubtitlan, a colonial
document from the Mexican highlands, are specific state-
ments about which class of people shall suffer wounds from
the piercing rays of Venus, called Quetzalcoatl in the central
Mexican pantheon:

And as they (the ancients, the forefathers) learned.
When it appears (rises). According to the sign, in which
it (rises). It strikes different classes of people with its
rays. Shoots them, casts its light upon them. When it
appears in the (first) sign, “1 alligator.” It shoots the old
men and women. Also in the (second) sign, “1 jaguar.”
In the (third) sign, “1 stag.” In the (fourth) sign, “1
flower.” It shoots the little children. And in the (fifth)
sign, “1 reed.” It shoots the kings. Also in the (sixth)
sign, “1 death.” And in the (seventh) sign, “1 rain.” It
shoots the rain. It will not rain. And in the (thirteenth)
sign, “1 movement.” It shoots the youths and maidens.
And in the (seventeenth) sign, “I water.” There is uni-

versal drought. (Seler, 1904, pp. 384-385)

In stark contrast with the Maya texts, the so-called picture
books of highland Mexico, which also include ritual ceremo-
nial prescriptions, have generally been regarded as devoid of
real-time astronomical events; that is, the Mexican codices
have been characterized as celebrating time cycles, whereas
the Maya books were thought to be more event specific.
However, this traditional picture has been challenged by
studies that offer evidence, specifically in the Codex Borgia,
that real-time astronomical events were recorded in the mid-
dle of the fifteenth century. Scholars now regard Mesoameri-
can (especially Maya) mathematical, astronomical, and ca-
lendrical achievements to have been rather more like those
of the ancient Middle East; that is, closer to the sort of quan-
titative science that led to modern astronomy.

SEE ALSO Aztec Religion; Maya Religion.
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At the time of the Spanish conquest of the New World in
the early sixteenth century, the peoples of Mesoamerica and
the Andes were living in highly developed civilizations sup-
ported by well-integrated political and religious organiza-
tions. The Aztec, Mixtec, and Maya of Mesoamerica pro-
duced codices in which are described their gods, priests,
religious paraphernalia, and so on. Their knowledge was or-
ganized by way of an elaborate calendar that bore no rela-
tionship to any kind of calendrical system known to the
Spanish. The chroniclers soon realized, however, that an im-
portant aspect of these Mesoamerican calendars was the re-
peating succession of 260 days. The 260-day “year” was di-
vided into thirteen “months,” each comprising twenty days
irrespective of observations of the sun, moon, and other ce-
lestial bodies.

Unlike the Mesoamericans, the Andean peoples did not
leave codices or a hieroglyphic script (as was used, for in-
stance, by the Maya from their early history onward). They
apparently had no tradition of a historical chronology and
left no dated monuments. However, a recent analysis of Pe-
ruvian guipus—knotted strings that were used for various ad-
ministrative purposes—demonstrates that Andean peoples
were capable of highly abstract, mathematical thought. Ac-
cordingly, we may assume that the conclusion reached by
certain Spanish chroniclers that the quipus were used for ca-
lendrical purposes is valid. Indeed, José de Acosta, an early
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chronicler who thoroughly studied the cultures in both parts
of what we now call nuclear America and who compared the
Andean and Mesoamerican calendars, favored the Andean
system because of its technical accomplishments. Thus it
may be reasonable to assume that the political and religious
needs of the Andean states crystallized into a common calen-
drical tradition of a complexity comparable with that of Me-
soamerica; but its organizing principles may have been as dif-
ferent from those of the Mesoamerican tradition as these
differed from the European.

AccounTs BY EARLY CHRONICLERS. When the Spanish
conquistadors entered Cuzco, the capital of the Inca Empire,
the Inca territory stretched from what is now northern Ecua-
dor south to Chile and Argentina. Spanish chroniclers have
left us some data on the astronomical and calendrical ideas
of the people living on the north coast of Peru, a rich descrip-
tion of myths and rituals of Quechua-speaking peoples in
central and southern Peru, and some bits and pieces of astro-
nomical and calendrical lore from the Aymara-speaking peo-
ples living around Lake Titicaca. But it was only in Cuzco
that the chroniclers became aware of the rich tradition of the
Inca’s history, myths, and rituals, as well as of their seasonal
activities (e.g., agriculture and llama husbandry) and astro-
nomical observations and beliefs about the sun, moon, and
stars. Many scattered data of critical importance in the recon-
struction of the Inca calendar have survived. Nonetheless, al-
though some chroniclers may have been aware of the impor-
tance of some of these data for the reconstruction of the
calendar, they themselves recorded little more than the
names of the months. They assumed that the Inca calendar
comprised twelve months but barely analyzed what kinds of
“months” they were in fact dealing with. The actual recon-
struction of the Inca calendar—going well beyond the
chroniclers’ list of twelve names—enables us to realize the
magnitude of the debt owed by the Inca to the states and cul-
tures that preceded them: those of Huari, Tiahuanaco, and
Chavin in the Andean highlands and those of Nazca, Mochi-
ca, and Paracas on the coast. The Spaniards’ interpretations
of the Inca data provide only a faint idea of what a pre-
Conquest calendar might have looked like.

Some seventeen years after the Conquest, Juan de Be-
tanzos became the first chronicler in Cuzco to attempt an ac-
count of the months. His description, however, is inextrica-
bly interwoven with a recording of Inca history, especially
with those events that concern the legendary reorganization
of Cuzco after the city had successfully rejected a foreign at-
tack. He intimates the close relationship between Cuzco’s
calendar and its political organization, an aspect with which
he was probably more familiar than any later chronicler. But
he leaves the technical problem of the calendrical count unre-
solved. In 1574, the priest Cristébal de Molina wrote the
first detailed account of calendrical rituals in Cuzco. Juan de
Polo de Ondegardo, a lawyer, had probably written a similar
report some years earlier, but it was lost. In 1584, the third
Council of the Peruvian Church published a shorter version
of Polo’s calendar; it is this version, or the knowledge of the
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existence of a longer report, that heavily influenced all later
accounts given by the major chroniclers (e.g., Cavello de Bal-
boa, Murua). Only the later indigenous chronicler Felipe
Poma de Ayala provides substantial new information on the
economic use of the calendar; and yet another indigenous
chronicler, Juan de Santa Cruz, refers to the mythological
data pertaining to it. The description given in 1653 by
Bernabé Cobo, the last chronicler, is probably the most faith-
ful to those of Polo and Molina.

POLO AND MOLINA’S INTERPRETATIONS. Although they
themselves do not seem to have grasped the calendrical prob-
lem completely, Polo and Molina give us the best evidence
with which to evaluate the character of the months. Polo, for
example, tells us, “[The Inca] divided the year into twelve
months by the moons, and the other days that remained were
added to the [different] moons themselves.” Polo claims to
be speaking of synodical months, that is, those that mark the
period between new moons in a sequence independent from
the solar year; nonetheless, he says that the eleven days that
these twelve months are short of a year were added to the in-
dividual months. If he is right on this last point, we can as-
sume that the Inca calendar had solar months, each thirty or
thirty-one days long, bearing no connection to the phases of
the moon. Polo refers to certain monthly observations of
sunrises and sunsets that reinforce this claim. When consid-
ered together with important information from Molina,
Polo’s critical data underscores the fact that the Inca calendar
included synodical, as well as solar, months.

According to Molina (1574), the Inca year began with
the lunar month marked by the June solstice; this month
started with the first new moon after the middle of May. Mo-
lina, however, was still using the Julian calendar; his “middle
of May” is thus equivalent to May 25 in the Gregorian calen-
dar, which was not introduced to Cuzco until ten years after
Molina wrote his account. Accordingly, any month begin-
ning with a new moon after May 25 would include the date
of the June solstice, June 21 (Zuidema, 1982a).

Molina then describes the subsequent lunar months,
stressing in particular the observations of a new moon and
full moon in the fourth month. This was the month in which
crops were planted and all women, including the queen, cele-
brated the moon. Molina then comes to the seventh month,
Capac Raymi (“royal feast”), during which noble boys were
initiated into manhood. During the eighth month, Capac
Raymi Camay Quilla (“royal feast, moon of Camay”), rituals
were dedicated to the rains, which would subside in the
months to come. Molina’s section on the seventh month has
a day-to-day account of its ritual events but makes no refer-
ence to the moon; the eighth month, however, is described
solely in terms of the lunar cycle.

Polo says that Capac Raymi originally began in January
but was later moved back to December, the month “when
the Sun reaches the last point on its road towards the South
pole.” Whatever historical information he thought could be
derived from this statement, the most satisfactory reading in
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calendrical terms would be that Capac Raymi ended on the
December solstice itself and that Camay Quilla began there-
after. Molina’s description of ritual held at the end of Capac
Raymi also seems to imply the same conclusion. But if both
Polo and Molina were right about the lunar character of the
months, then it is possible that a given Capac Raymi may
not have included the December solstice at all, for the month
of Inti Raymi could have begun just after May 25 (there are
211 days from May 25 to December 22; seven synodical
months have only 206). From these data alone we cannot de-
termine exactly how the Inca solved this calendrical discrep-
ancy but we can conclude that they were aware of it and had
probably devised a solution.

Later chroniclers, including modern writers, did not
take into account Molina and Polo’s critical data, although
they sometimes opted for either lunar or solar months. Thus
Clements R. Markharm (1910) interprets the calendar as
consisting of solar months; the first month, he says, starts on
the June solstice. John Howland Rowe, on the other hand,
in his influential article “Inca Culture at the Time of the
Spanish Conquest” (1946) chooses—on the authority of
Polo, he claims—Ilunar months. Later studies on Inca culture
generally follow Rowe’s example. These accounts differ by
as much as two months in their assessment of the location
in the calendar of a particular month, making the relation-
ship between specific ritual and seasonal activities difficult
to understand.

ARCHAEOASTRONOMY AT CORICANCHA. The calendrical
problem cannot be resolved on the basis of Molina and
Polo’s data alone. Fortunately, research on the alignment of
certain Inca buildings (Zuidema, 1982a; Aveni, 1981; Urton
and Aveni, 1983; Urton, 1981; Ziolkowski and Sadowski,
1984) enables us to evaluate additional types of calendrical
and astronomical data. I will mention here the data based on
the architecture of the Coricancha (“golden enclosure”)—
propetly known as the Temple of the Sun—and on the ritu-
als and myths associated with it. Located in the center of
Cuzco, the Coricancha included four one-room buildings
that served as temples, each facing the other two by two. The
more important buildings were said to face the rising sun
during the June solstice. But exact measurements by Antho-
ny F. Aveni and myself revealed that the temples face the
point on the horizon at which the sun rises on May 25. This
alignment not only supports the validity of Molina’s data re-
garding when the Inca year began but also helps us interpret
other significant information. For example, in exactly the
same direction of the sunrise, but just beyond the horizon,
is a legendary place called Susurpuquio, well known for its
important role in Inca mythology. It was here that Pachacuti
Inca, the king who set the Inca on the road to conquest, had
met his father, the sun god, who predicted that he and his
people would share a future filled with military success. The
direction toward Susurpuquio coincides closely with that of
the rise of the Pleiades, the “mother” of all stars. The reap-
pearance of the Pleiades in early June, after they had disap-
peared from the southern sky for some fifty days, generally

marked the beginning of the year for people in central and
northern Peru. In Cuzco, the full moon of the month that
included the June solstice would have occurred after the Ple-
iades first rose in the morning sky. The Inca data on the Ple-
iades, the sun, and the moon replicate in detail the more gen-
eral Andean concepts of celestial, calendrical, and social
order established in relation to the Pleiades; we see here the
Inca debt to the Andean cultures that preceded them.

CALENDRICAL SOCIAL DIVISION. Another way to further our
understanding of the Inca calendar is to analyze the integra-
tion that obtained between the calendar and the empire’s po-
litical hierarchy and its territorial organization. Betanzos cites
this integration but gives no technical details on it. An anon-
ymous, but rather early and well-informed, chronicler men-
tions how Pachacuti Inca, the king who reorganized Cuzco,
divided the population of the Cuzco Valley into twelve
groups. His purpose was to make each group take “account
of its own month, adopting the name and surname of that
lunar month, and of what it had to carry out in its month;
and it was obliged to come out to the plaza on the first day
of its month by playing trumpets and by shouting, so that
it was known to everybody” (my translation, from Madrtua,
vol. 8, 1908). Whereas his father had brought order to the
observance of lunar months, Pachacuti Inca erected pillars
on the horizon from which the sun could be observed. This
was an attempt to integrate the months into an account of
the solar year.

THE CEQUE CALENDAR. Based on original information from
Polo, Cobo describes a similar problem with the calendar
and establishes the close link between customs of each Cuzco
group and astronomical observations. His description is
based on an important Andean political concept, which ex-
presses the visual and directional relationship between the
political divisions and their political and ritual center. For
this purpose the Inca employed a system of forty-two “direc-
tions” called ceques (“lines”).

The ceques were imaginary lines that radiated from
Coricancha to points on the horizon. They were distributed
in groups of three over four quarters of the territory; in one
quarter, however, fifteen directions, that is, fourteen ceques
(in this case, two ceques were taken together as one), were
used. The twelve political divisions of Cuzco were individu-
ally associated not only with a different group of three ceques
but also with one particular ceque in each group. Each ceque
linked the division with the location of the land in the valley
that it had been given by Pachacuti Inca. Lands in the fourth
quarter were also divided between only three divisions; we
notice that in this quarter the fourteen ceques were also re-
bundled into three groups of ceques (which had four, four,
and six ceques, respectively).

Each of the twelve political divisions had an important
ritual obligation to bring offerings to a cultic place on the
horizon. The sun would then arrive at this place, either at
sunset or sunrise, sometime during its annual journey. These
twelve places on the horizon were called sayhuas; two extra
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ones, called sucancas, were necessary to comply with astro-
nomical observations. The ceque system used the whole hori-
zon, although the sun rises and sets in only part of it. There-
fore a sayhua or sucanca was not necessarily located along a
ceque that stretched between the horizon and the land of the
political division that was in charge of its cult. People first
worshiped a series of cultic places, called huacas, that were
located along the three ceques associated with their division.
They would then turn to the corresponding sayhuas, located
in another direction, and offer the remains of whatever had
been served to the huacas.

Cobeo lists the huacas that were served before the saybuas
and sucancas. 1f this list is complete (328 huacas), as it indeed
appears to be, then it allows us to suggest various calendrical
consequences. Although it would not be appropriate here to
carry out a technical analysis of Cobo’s list, certain general
characteristics of such a ceque calendar can be proposed.

One observation of the sun was made along a ceque radi-
ating from the Temple of the Sun: the one toward sunrise
on May 25. Perhaps one other solar observation was made
along a ceque in the opposite direction. But all other solar
observations were done from higher places just outside town.
Based on our data on stars and certain huacas in the ceque
system, we believe that all risings and settings of stars were
observed from the Temple of the Sun. In contrast to the say-
huas—upright, manmade stone pillars that were used for ob-
serving the sun—the huacas were mostly natural topographi-
cal features whose worship was part of a cult to the earth. The
rather irregular numerical distribution of the huacas over the
ceques and groups of three ceques seems to be conditioned by
their calendrical use. The number of huacas—on ceques, on
groups of ceques, and in each of the quarters—reveals that
the Inca were concerned with bringing in line the worship
of the moon during its full and new phases (these phases
occur every twenty-nine and one-half days) with a cult of the
sun (the sun is the cause of the moon’s phases), as well as
with a cult of the stars (against which the moon shifts its po-
sition every night). The year can thus be divided into twelve
solar months of thirty or thirty-one days each, while the
moon will reach the same position among the stars every
twenty-seven and one-third nights. Rituals during full and
new moons carried out a balancing act between these two cy-
cles related to the sun and the stars; one cycle occurred dur-
ing the day and the other at night, while the moon can be
observed both day and night.

MYTHS AND LEGENDS. Irrespective, however, of where a
technical analysis of the ceque calendar leads us, the data
given by the anonymous chronicler and by Polo and Cobo
allow us to integrate Inca ideas of time and space with their
calendrical rituals, legendary history, and myths. Each politi-
cal division carried out rituals during the particular month
after which it was named; we can assume, therefore, that each
group’s ideas about its function in society, its past, and its
origin myths are relevant for an understanding of its rituals.
Each group worshiped its own mythical ancestor (in the form
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of a mummy). Influenced by certain ideas of hierarchical
order, the Inca integrated these ancestors into the legendary
history of their royal dynasty. This line of thought explains
why ten of the twelve political divisions were linked genea-
logically to the dynasty and were called panacas (collateral
lines of descent from the royal family). The remaining two
divisions represented the autochthonous population of the
valley of Cuzco, which had been conquered by the Inca.

Specific myths about panacas and former kings should
help us interpret calendrical rituals. The anonymous chroni-
cler gives us one clue on how to proceed. He claims that each
division—that is, each panaca—took its name from its par-
ticular month. Thus we can argue that the highest-ranked
panaca, called capac ayllu, was in charge of the initiation ritu-
als of noble youths, who were also called capac churi (“royal
sons”). These rituals occurred during the month of Capac
Raymi, which ended on the December solstice. Another
panaca, called aucailli (the “victory song” that was chanted
at harvest time), implying that its rituals were conducted in
April. But these examples seem to be more exceptions to than
confirmations of the rule, and only one chronicler (Murua)
relates a myth explicitly linking two political divisions to cer-
tain months of the year and their rituals (Zuidema, 1982b).

What makes the following myth interesting is the rela-
tionship it establishes between dynastic legends and myths
in Inca culture. Pachacuti Inca—who appears in the myth
as the son of the first mythical founder of the royal dynasty—
establishes a pact with a giant. During a month of heavy
rains, the giant comes down on the rushing waters of a river
some thirty kilometers from Cuzco. As the rains threaten to
destroy the city, Pachacuti, who is characterized in this myth
as a brash young warrior, persuades the giant to retreat, and
he himself turns to stone. According to the myth, it is be-
cause of this pact with the giant that the Inca celebrated
Capac Raymi in December. A sequel to the myth deals with
the heroic feats of a son of Pachacuti Inca, whose conquests
and marriage explain why the Inca celebrated their feast of
planting (normally assigned to the month of September, but
here to October 1).

Other, more legendary versions of the first myth convert
Pachacuti Inca into the ninth king of the dynasty and the
giant into his father, Viracocha Inca; it is these conversions
that allow us to relate their panacas to specific months. These
versions present Pachacuti Inca as the reorganizer of the city,
its political system, and its calendar. Both kings are seen as
historical persons, but their mythical aspects crystallize them
into deities in their own right: they become the thunder god,
worshiped by Pachacuti Inca as his personal god, and Vi-
racocha, the god whom the Spanish misinterpreted as the
Inca creator god. Viracocha Inca, the king, was thought to
be the ancestor of the high priests of Cuzco. It may be sug-
gested here that the giant in the myth should be associated
with the society’s concerns during the month of March. This
was the month in which the priests of the Sun carried out
rituals intended to curtail the rains and to prepare for the
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forthcoming dry season and harvest; they also directed the
building of dams in mountain lakes to store irrigation water
for use during the dry season.

No dynastic legends like those found at Cuzco were re-
corded for central Peru by the Spanish chroniclers, who do,
however, relate stories of battles, similar to that between
Pachacuti and the giant, that were fought between the thun-
der god and a primordial deity in the times before a great

flood.

The story of Pachacuti Inca functioned on two different
temporal levels in Cuzco: as a myth that was related to the
yearly calendar and as a dynastic legend. It should be ob-
served, therefore, that the temporal sequence was not the
same in both cases. In the myth, the giant is associated with
a calendrical concern (in March) that followed the one asso-
ciated with Pachacuti Inca (in December). In the dynasty,
Viracocha Inca is the father of Pachacuti Inca. Dynastic in-
terest established a kind of causal link between the legendary
versions of the stories told about succeeding kings. But the
myths, as seasonal versions of the same stories, did not follow
the same temporal sequence.

Here it is probably more the calendrical rituals that, in
terms of a closed annual cycle, can bring unity into Inca
thought, integrating the cosmological and political aspects of
their society. On the basis of the data on Inca months in the
chronicles, Henrique Urbano has evaluated the dialectical re-
lationships between the gods Viracocha and Inti (Sun), who
symbolize the opposing values of water and fire, respectively.
Both are associated with animal symbols: Viracocha with the
amaru (“serpent”), which is related to farming and the fertili-
ty of the earth, and Inti with the guaman (“falcon”) and
puma (“mountain lion”), which both represent warfare. In
this occurrence, Inti is emblematic of society and of the in-
side, while Viracocha symbolizes nature and the outside.

RiTuAL AND THE INCA CALENDAR. The analytical value of
the data available allows us to study various other aspects of
the Andean calendar. One aspect, that of human sacrifice,
was of capital importance in the Inca state, establishing polit-
ical alliances and hierarchical relationships between peoples
brought under imperial rule. Victims from all parts of the
empire were brought to Cuzco, either to be sacrificed there
or to be sent elsewhere to be sacrificed. In journeying to and
from Cuzco, they traveled along routes that were as straight
as possible and that, like the lines radiating from Cuzco, were
called ceques. The data suggest that the system of human sac-
rifices was integrated into the calendar. Various kinds of ani-
mals were sacrificed according to the particular occasion;
they were eaten or burned, and their blood was also used.
Furthermore, ashes, including those of textiles and other
products, were saved so that they could be thrown into rivers
at appropriate times of the year.

The most important sacrifices of all, however, were
those of llamas. These animals were used for various ritual
purposes according to their variety (alpaca, llama, guanaco,

vicufia), color, age, and sex. The system of llama sacrifice can
be reconstructed (Zuidema and Urton, 1976). Iconographic
evidence from the Huari and Tiahuanaco (1-1000 CE) cul-
tures demonstrates how deeply rooted llama sacrifices were
in Andean society.

Another important aspect of Andean culture is that of
divination, studied by E.-J. de Durand (1968). However, the
numerous data relating to its importance for the calendar
have yet to be coordinated.

CONCLUSION. The Andean calendar as an exact numerical
system for computing days in the year did not survive the
onslaught of Western civilization. Many rituals and calendri-
cal customs were integrated, however, into the Catholic cal-
endar; many scholars have reported on this syncretism (Ur-
bano, 1974; Poole, 1984). Their studies, as well as the data
from numerous monographs on present-day Andean socie-
ties, are extremely valuable in helping us to understand the
symbolic values of pre-Conquest rituals. Also, the knowledge
of astronomy found among present-day Andean peoples has
its principal roots in pre-Conquest culture, notwithstanding
the fact that their ancestors were able to integrate Spanish
learned and popular notions about the sky and weather into
their own systems (Urton, 1981).

The amount of ethnohistorical data that is available for
reconstruction of the Inca and other Andean calendars is
broader and deeper than had previously been assumed. In
Peru, indigenous calendrical notions did not have the over-
whelming impact on the Spaniards as they had in Mexico.
Interestingly, it is those data that did not seem important to
the Spaniards—that did not threaten their missionary and
political interests and that lost their significance in colonial
society, although they nevertheless happened to be report-
ed—that are the most helpful in understanding pre-
Conquest Andean culture and its calendar.

SEE ALSO Ethnoastronomy.
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