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          INTRODUCTION
        
      

      
      Have You Heard?

      By this point, you've probably heard a thing or two about 2012. After all, it was the topic of a big-budget, star-studded movie that came out in 2009. After watching the movie, reading a magazine article, or talking to friends, you might have heard a variety of theories about what the year 2012 will bring — some of which may cause you to shake in your boots or shake your head in disbelief. You might wonder what the ancient Mayan people could possibly have known about science way back when, and how their calendar could have any bearing on today's world. If so, you've come to the right place. This book includes all the information you need to understand what this 2012 business is all about.

      The basic fact: December 21, 2012, is the last date on the Mayan calendar. Why does this matter? Well, the Maya were very sophisticated astronomers and mathematicians. Their calculations of the cycles of eclipses and the motions of Venus are almost as accurate as those made by modern astronomers, even though they were made with the naked eye many hundreds of years ago.

      Many theorists believe that the end of the Mayan calendar — December 21, 2012 — marks the end of an old cycle and the beginning of a new world age. The Maya certainly believed that the world had been destroyed several times previously, and in each case the world was remade so that life could once again continue. Depending on who you talk to or what you read, this could mean many things. Some predictions are moderate, including varying degrees of climate change, something we're already experiencing on Earth. Others suggest events on a larger scale, such as galactic superwaves, which are massive ripples in gravity that are powerful enough to ignite supernovae in their paths. Events of that magnitude would have catastrophic effects on humankind, and could even cause the end of Earth as we know it. Don't panic, though; these sorts of events are highly unlikely. While they are possible and even probable in our planet's future, chances are they will not happen in the near future.

      It's no secret that our world is currently experiencing changes that will have a significant impact on the way we live. From the strain on natural resources due to booming population growth to the extinction of certain species due to climate change, it's clear that we've reached a critical moment in our history. There's no better time for us to review humanity's relationship to the planet, and in essence, that is what this book is all about. In addition to learning about the various scientific theories and predictions, you'll read about ways that you can start making a difference in your own community. Such efforts can have a ripple effect, positively influencing other communities and, eventually, the whole world.

      Can one person or one community really prevent catastrophic planetary events? There's only one way to find out ….

    

  
    
PART ONE

Who Are the Maya?


The Maya are a group of tribal people who live in an area of Central America stretching from the Chiapas region of Mexico south through Guatemala and modern-day Honduras. The indigenous Maya still follow in the footsteps of their ancestors, and though they have been subjected to severe persecution over the centuries, they have kept their traditions and culture alive.

Learning about the Maya is the first step to unlocking the mystery of 2012.



1. When Did Mayan Civilization Thrive?

The Mayan civilization flourished for about 600 years, from around A.D. 300 to A.D. 900. This time is usually called the classic period. The beginning date of the classic period roughly corresponds to the first time that an inscription of the Mayan calendar appears. The ending date corresponds to the last point at which distinctively Mayan architecture was being built.

During this period, the Maya built a series of city-states typified by elaborate complexes with step pyramids, ball courts, and other buildings sometimes called monasteries or palaces. The centers of the cities consisted of large ceremonial structures. The pyramids and other buildings were ornately decorated with features such as stylistic heads of jaguars or rain gods; murals featuring scenes of battle, the taking of prisoners, and human sacrifice; date inscriptions in hieroglyphs; and statues of kings and gods.

The city centers were inhabited by the upper class and religious elite, who were responsible for conducting the ceremonies that the rest of the Maya relied upon. The majority of the Maya lived in small buildings that clustered around these centers, and worked in fields and gardens that radiated out into the rainforests and mountainsides. They would come into the city centers to hear the oracles spoken by the priests and to participate in the frequent ceremonies that made up Mayan life. They believed these practices were necessary to appease their gods and ensure that the harvests would be fruitful and plagues and famines would be avoided.

This aristocratic religious class practiced bloodletting, astrological divination, and sometimes human sacrifice on behalf of the gods. They wore elaborate headdresses and ornamental costumes, made pottery, and carved statues in stucco and stone. In order to cleanse themselves for a ceremony, they would offer a sacrifice involving blood every day for a specified number of days leading up to an event. Techniques included piercing the ears, passing a cord of thorns through the tongue, and even drawing blood from the penis using a stingray spine!

2. Time Was the Center of Mayan Life

For the classicera Mayan civilization, the measurement of different cycles of time was an all-consuming passion at the very center of their culture. In fact, the development of the Mayan form of writing, a system using symbolic pictures called hieroglyphs, was based on a desire to record different moments in time as accurately as possible.

The way the Maya viewed time is radically different from the way we in the industrialized world see it today. For the Maya, each day was not just a moment in time, but also a period watched over by a particular god. The god of the day would carry that time as his burden before passing it on to the next. Each god had particular influences, making one day good for hunting, for example, and each day's qualities were a unique combination of the influences of the presiding divine energies. Mayan priests and prophets would try to determine the influence of each god in order to choose the best course of action.

The Maya believed that if you had enough information about each time cycle, you could use it to see into the future. Certainly, the practice of prophecy was associated with rites and rituals, but at its core was observation of the cycles of nature. In essence, Mayan prophecy was as much a science based on the world around them as it was a religious practice.

Many of the surviving Mayan prophecies are depressing. They warn of bad harvests, disease, and political turmoil. In the midst of these, there are a few more favorable ones — such as spiritual awakenings — but they are the minority. Then again, if you took all of today's newspaper headlines of one year and used them to predict the events of the next year, it would probably make for pretty grim reading, too. This is the point of prophecy. If life were inherently stable, there would be little of value to report. Good news is not very often big news. It was the big events that the Maya were interested in predicting, and these, by nature, were more likely to include conflict and disaster.

3. The Mayan View of Time Differs from Our Own

To better understand the Mayan view of time, it's helpful to examine how the most popular current calendar came about. To do this, let's take a look at the European view of time. The life of a seventh-century European during the height of the classic-era Mayan civilization would have been dominated by saints' days and the seasons, as well as the traditional pagan holidays of equinoxes and solstices. The past and the future were still fuzzy concepts. At best, they were ideas discussed among scholars arguing about the date of the world's creation and its inevitable ending.

Most people measured periods longer than a year by the length of the reign of the current king. Because they believed that the earth was flat and that the sun and moon revolved around it, their view of the world and its sense of time were human-centered.

At the height of the classic-era Mayan civilization, on the very northern edge of Europe in a monastery, a scholar named the Venerable Bede was reinventing the Roman idea of anno Domini. First proposed by the Greek scholar Dionysius Exiguus, this dating system creates a linear chronology. It places Year 1 at the year of the birth of Jesus and dates everything in reference to that. Bede popularized this through his book, Ecclesiastical History of the English People, which was completed in 731. This convention not only established the “timeline” against which all dates are now measured, but it created a defined sense of a past and future. This established time as having a “before” and “after,” rather than as just a repeating cycle, like the seasons of the year.


Honoring Time the Mayan Way

Huge amounts of the Maya's resources were focused on keeping the necessary observations of time. The recording of dates on carved monuments, called stelae, spread like wildfire around the different Mayan centers, as each one tried to come up with the grandest, most elaborate recordings of the exact time. Auspicious or lucky dates were so important that the birthdates of rulers were occasionally changed to fit the best possible cycles. Accession to a throne was determined by the best date. This belief in the power of timing may even have been the original reason for the offering of human sacrifice, which may have started with the self-sacrifice of kings attempting to fulfill their divine roles by dying on the “best” day possible.



Though they seem like laws of nature, our laws of time are essentially theological decrees. They shape a remarkable amount of our experience, but, nonetheless, they are just conventions.

4. The Maya Disappeared circa A.D 900

It's hard to imagine that such a rich culture could have so limited a life span, but by around A.D. 900, the Mayan civilization was in steep decline. New building stopped and the pyramids and ball courts were gradually abandoned to the jungle. Around this time the low-land population dropped by around 90 percent. There has been a lot of debate about what caused the collapse of the classic-era Mayan culture. Some suggest the burdens of ritual warfare between city-states became too much, or that a great epidemic wiped out the population.

The most likely explanation is that the Mayan system of agriculture, which relied upon a method of clearing rainforest and burning the vegetation to enrich the soil, broke down under the weight of their population. As soon as the population got past a critical mass, the fields couldn't be left alone long enough for them to become fertile again. This led to a downward spiral: fields were overworked, and the carrying capacity of the Mayan system of growing corn simply collapsed.

The classic-era Maya's demise is a stark reminder that civilizations that use vital resources at an unsustainable rate face the same fundamental issues. However great the architecture, learning, or history of a people, if there is no food, there can be no civilization.

5. The Maya Counted by Twenties

The Mayan calendar is at the heart of many of the 2012 prophecies, and the Mayan system of numbers is at the heart of their calendar. To understand the calendar's beauty and power, it's helpful to compare the Mayan system of mathematics with our decimal system.

The first striking thing about the Mayan counting system is the fact that the Maya counted in twenties, rather than tens. This is called base twenty, or the vigesimal system. This number base differs from the Arabic numbers of the decimal system that we're used to, which uses the base ten system.

In the decimal system, the more zeros that follow a number, the more times it is multiplied by a factor of ten. For example, the base ten or decimal number 786 can also be written like this, showing the ones, tens, and hundreds places:

[image: illustration]

Here's another example. The decimal number 3,440 can be written:

[image: illustration]

Each extra column adds a factor of ten: increasing from ones to tens, then hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, and millions.

In the vigesimal number system, each position in a number raises the number by a factor of twenty, rather than ten. The Maya used columns of glyphs to represent the position of their numbers, rather than numerals. The higher up the column the glyph is placed, the higher the multiple of the number. Representing these vigesimal numbers in Arabic numerals looks something like this:

In base twenty, the vigesimal number 786 looks like this:

[image: illustration]

In base twenty, if we were to write the number 3,440, it would look like this:

[image: illustration]

Instead of ones, tens, hundreds, thousands, and tens of thousands, the Mayan number system went from ones to twenties, four hundreds, eight thousands, and one hundred and sixty thousands. By the time the fifth position of a number is reached, the factor of that number is sixteen times bigger than it would be in the base ten. Numbers get much bigger much more quickly than in the decimal system. Thus, it gave the Maya the ability to conceptualize very big numbers and to add to and subtract from them very quickly.

6. The Maya Had a Concept of Zero

The Maya had both a concept and a symbol for zero, something the Romans never had. Zero didn't exist in the West until the Arabic numbering system was adopted around A.D. 1000. The Mayan zero is represented as a shell, meaning that the position in the number is empty, just like the number 0 in Arabic numerals.

The Mayan symbol for one is a simple dot. For the number two, just add another dot. Add more dots for three and four. The number five is represented as a bar. Six is simply another dot placed above the bar, and further dots are added in the same way for seven, eight, and nine. Ten consists of two bars. Eleven adds another dot above those two bars and so on, all the way up to nineteen, which is written as three bars with four dots above them. Nineteen, like nine in Arabic numbers, is the highest number that can occupy any position. Twenty is represented by introducing another position. In the Maya's case, it was represented by adding another column of glyphs.


2012 PERSONALITY: Malcolm Gladwell

In his book Outliers, social psychologist and author Malcolm Gladwell suggests that one of the factors that make Asian children good at math is that the words for numbers in Asian languages are generally shorter and more logical than those in Western languages. This seemingly small advantage translates into a huge effect over time. What Gladwell shows is that these tiny differences in the speed of computation add up cumulatively to a significant overall advantage. Likewise, the Mayan vigesimal system may have had even greater advantages because of its inherent simplicity and logic.



[image: illustration]

Mayan numbers from zero to nineteen

This is a very elegant number system. Having just three symbols makes it one of the simplest ever devised. There is the shell symbol for zero, the dot represents one, and the bar stands for five. It's capable of representing big numbers very easily, and it doesn't require the memorization that the abstract symbols of the Arabic numerals from one to nine do.

7. The Importance of the Twenty Day Signs and the Tzolkin

For most Westerners, the week, the month, and the year are the most familiar and important divisions of time. For the Maya, however, a repeating cycle of twenty days was paramount. Each of the twenty days corresponds to one of the numbers from days corresponds to one of the numbers from zero to nineteen in the Mayan vigesimal counting system. Each of the days also has a glyph or symbol that corresponds to it.


Tzolkin

The Yucatec Mayan word for the 260-day count.



Each one of the day signs marks not only a quantity of time but also a quality of time. Each also has its own specific energies and connections to plants and animals. Some were considered lucky, others dangerous. They were seen not just as units of measurement, but as living entities or gods. Each of these twenty day signs has thirteen different variations, which are represented by an added number. These variations repeat to make the first bigger cycle of the calendar. Each of the numbers also has its own qualities, so the combination of the numbers and the day signs create 260 distinct possible energies.

This 260-day cycle is now called the Tzolkin, a combination of the Yucatec Mayan words tzol, meaning “to count,” and kin, meaning “a day.” This word was made up by modern academics; no one knows what the classic-era Maya actually called it. The Quiché Maya, among whom the traditions of keeping the calendar are still very strong, call it the Chol'qij. (For simplicity, I will call the 260-day cycle the Tzolkin, except when referring to the traditional Quiché practice of day keeping.) The Tzolkin is the sacred almanac from which predictions and prophecies can be made. The twenty day signs and their names in Yucatec Mayan are on the facing page.

[image: illustration]

The twenty day signs of the Mayan Tzolkin

See #19 for more information on these days.

8. Mayan Numbers Have a Biological Connection

The significance of the numbers of the Tzolkin cycle is directly related to our physical bodies. The 260-day cycle is roughly equivalent to the cycle of human pregnancy. The twenty day signs also match our twenty extremities: ten fingers and ten toes. The thirteen numbers correspond to the thirteen major articulations of the body: our ankles, knees, hips, wrists, elbows, shoulders, and neck


When Does the Tzolkin Begin?

Historians disagree about the day on which the Tzolkin calendar begins and ends. One view is that, because it is a repeating cycle, it is possible to start and end anywhere. The most common convention, however, is to start on the day One Imix or Alligator and to finish on the day Thirteen Ahau or Sun. The traditional Quiché day keepers of Guatemala begin their count on Eight Batz or Thread. This is the day corresponding to Eight Chuen or Monkey in the Yucatec. On this day the Mayan day keepers hold one of their most important ceremonies, the Wajshikib Batz, to mark the re-creation of the sacred 260 day cycle and to initiate new day keepers. Other tribes use different days.




Other Ways to Break Down the Tzolkin

Within the Tzolkin are significant smaller cycles. Every set of numbers from one to thirteen is called a trecena and is governed by the glyph that starts the series. The energy of that glyph is taken into account when doing astrological readings or divination relating to any particular day. Traditional day keepers like to hold ceremonies on the middle three days of these thirteen-day periods when the energies appropriate to this work are said to be most balanced. The energies at the beginning of the trecena are considered too weak and those at the end too strong.

The Tzolkin can also be divided by four, with each quarter corresponding to a direction and called a season. Or it can be divided by five, with each fifth sometimes being attributed to one of each of the five Mayan worlds of creation.



The harmonic of Tzolkin's 260-day cycle is also found elsewhere in the cycles of nature. The growth period of corn from planting to harvest is around 260 days. Also, at the latitude of the Maya, 260 days is the period between the zeniths of the sun (the highest point reached by the sun during its orbit around a certain point of observation), a very significant event for the Maya. The period for which Venus is visible (261 days) is also very close to one Tzolkin, and this fact was used in tracking the cycles of this planet. The synodic period of Mars, which is the amount of time the planet takes to return to the same place in the sky, is equivalent to just under three Tzolkin cycles. The Mayan records of these cycles of time are so accurate that study of Mayan calendar inscriptions has led to the discovery of astronomical cycles unknown to modern science.

Clearly, the Tzolkin was much more than just a way of counting; it was part of the fabric of Mayan identity. Until the time of the European invasion, the classic-era Maya took the glyphs of their days of birth as their given names. Though this practice has died out, there is still a traditional ceremony that happens when a child is 260 days old to mark the completion of its first Tzolkin round. The day sign of your birth is believed to be responsible for shaping the whole of your life path, and much divination and astrological reading is still done today to determine what days are most lucky based on the sign of your birth. In traditional Mayan communities, it is common to consult a day keeper in romantic matters to make sure that the signs of the lovers are compatible. Among its many facets, the Tzolkin can be seen as a combination of a biological counting system, an astrological and divinatory oracle, and one of the most elegant astronomical calendars ever devised.

9. The Haab Year Equals the Gregorian Year

Just as Westerners break up the year into twelve months, the Maya also divide the year — but instead they divide it into eighteen periods of twenty days each. The year is knows as the Haab, and each of the twenty-day sections is called a uinal and has a special glyph and name. The days of the uinal are numbered from zero to nineteen. For example, the uinal of Pop starts on the day 0 Pop, also known as the seating of Pop, and finishes on the day 19 Pop. This gives a total of 360 days, which is a round divisible number — but somewhat short of the true length of the year, which is 365.2422 days. The Maya compensated for this by adding five extra days at the end of the year called the Uayeb. These were considered unlucky days, when the gods rested and the normal barriers between the underworld and the waking world disappeared. The Maya marked this five-day period with rites of purification, fasting, and prayer, and waited expectantly for the start of the next year.


Haab

The yearly 365-day calendar.



The Maya did not make any provision for the remaining quarter day of the year and they recorded no leap year. As a consequence of this, the beginning of the year drifted conventional year over time. At the time of the European through the conventional year over time. At the time of the European invasion, the beginning of the Haab, on the day 0 Pop, was equivalent to the date July 26 in the Julian calendar. Over the passing centuries, the beginning of the Haab has drifted to the end of February.

This kind of arrangement would be unthinkable to most of us. Certainly it made the Haab ineffective as an agricultural calendar. For a while, archaeologists thought that the Maya just weren't able to work out the length of the year. This isn't the case, though, as some inscriptions actually record corrections for this backward drift. The reality is that it wasn't a big concern. Instead, they were interested in making sure that a bigger cycle called the calendar round tied up accurately. By leaving the inserted day of leap year out, they were able to achieve this.

10. The Calendar Round Merges the Tzolkin and the Haab

Believe it or not, the Maya also created yet another calendar. They meshed together the 260-day Tzolkin cycle and the 365-day Haab cycle to create a bigger calendar round cycle. The common factor between the two calendars is 18,980 days, which equals exactly seventy-three Tzolkins and fifty-two Haabs. Each day in a calendar round has a unique combination of the Tzolkin and Haab signs. Only after 18,980 days will the same Tzolkin and Haab combination be repeated. Think of this cycle, of very close to fifty-two years, as the Mayan psychological equivalent of our century.

The calendar round was longer than the average life span and was considered to be sufficient for day and date calculation for most civil purposes. If a person knew both the Tzolkin and Haab dates for a day, he would be pretty sure of the day's place in the calendar round. The synchronization of these two calendars was of extreme significance to the Maya, and much more important than having a fixed-year calendar. The reason for this is that many of the functions of the fixed-year calendar — such as accurately dating the equinoxes, the zenith passages of the sun, and eclipse cycles — were already being performed by following the 260-day cycle. In other words, they just didn't need it. Agricultural cycles were measured from these reference points and also in divisions of twenty-day periods from the first rain of the year, so the calendar round was sufficient for most purposes.


2012 PERSONALITY: Other Mesoamerican Cultures

The classic era was a rich period for culture in Central America. The Maya were surrounded by several other strong civilizations, including the Zapotec, centered in Monte Alban in Oaxaca; the Teotihuacán near present-day Mexico City; the Olmec of southern Veracruz; and the Totonac of northern Veracruz. The twenty-day cycle of time is found not just in the Mayan calendar, but also in all the Mesoamerican cultures of antiquity. The earliest recorded inscription of these glyphs goes back to Zapotec sites San Jose Mogote and Monte Alban, which may date from between 800 B.C. and 400 B.C.



What the Maya liked about the calendar round was that everything came to a perfect moment of synchronization once every fifty-two years. This type of mathematical perfection was very appealing to the Maya. It was a predictable and useful way of measuring time for them and they celebrated the end of calendar round by holding big festivals. Entire new layers were often added to pyramids to prepare them for the next fifty-two-year cycle. They set great fires, and sometimes they burned all of the huts and wooden buildings in which they lived. It was a time of great anticipation as they waited to see if the gods would grant them another fifty-two years.

Additionally, a Mayan individual's fifty-second birthday was the point at which he was recognized as a true elder, having completed what was seen as an entire lifetime. He was then effectively reborn into a second life, though during the classic period, few would have been lucky enough to live until fifty-two.

11. The Long Count Is the Calendar at the Heart of 2012

When people refer to the Mayan calendar in reference to 2012, in most cases they mean a calendar called the Long Count, also known as the thirteen baktuns. This is a cycle of approximately 5,125 years that will end, by most accounts, on December 21, 2012. The beginning date of the Long Count corresponds to August 11, 3114 B.C. in our calendar. However, the first recorded inscriptions of the Long Count actually appear around 35 B.C. at the pre-Mayan sites of Chi-apa de Corzo and Tres Zapotes. This was some 300 years before the Maya emerged as a full-fledged culture, so we know that the Long Count wasn't their invention. Even though the Maya inherited this knowledge, they took its application to spectacular new heights.

Over time, the Long Count calendar spread from city-state to city-state across the Mayan lands. Its influence eventually reached from Chiapas in the west to Guatemala in the east and the Yucatán peninsula in the north. The propagation and development of the Long Count was to become one of the greatest cultural achievements of the Maya. It became a defining characteristic of what it meant to be Mayan. City-states and their rulers competed to create the most ornate monuments and statues, incorporating significant and auspicious dates of accessions and conquests.


Baktun

A calendar period of just under 400 years



Some of these intricately carved statues are huge, up to twenty-five feet in height, and contain many elaborate inscriptions on all four sides. The artistry of Mayan carving — at the sites Copan and Quirigua, for example — is surpassed in technique and scale only by the monumental works of the ancient Egyptians.


The End of the Mayan Civilization

Around A.D. 900, for reasons still debated, the Maya started to abandon their cities. The most popular explanation is that their slash-and-burn method of agriculture used for the cultivation of corn and other crops led to an ecological collapse. As a result, they could no longer feed their population. After the classic-era Mayan decline, the surviving Mayan cities were more open to attack and invasion. The coming of the Mexica and Itzá to the Yucatán peninsula marked the end of this pure form of Mayan civilization. Widespread usage of the Long Count calendar probably only survived for 100 years after this point. Under cultural pressure from their invaders, the Maya began to radically shorten the time periods they were interested in recording. Sometime before the European invasion, knowledge of the Long Count was completely lost.



The Long Count became the unifying symbol of the Maya in the classic period, when they built their most spectacular pyramids and ceremonial centers. At this time, Mayan culture was equal to or surpassed the accomplishments of any other contemporary civilization, including those in Europe.

12. The Structure of the Long Count

The Mayan calendar, or the Long Count, is made up of five different units. The tun unit is 360 days long, a rough approximation of a Western year's length, but the Long Count doesn't have a New Year's Day, and it isn't tied to a particular starting day of the solar year. Each tun consists of eighteen uinals of twenty days each. This is exactly the same structure as the Haab calendar, where eighteen twenty-day uinals make up the main 360-day part of the year. Twenty of these 360-day tuns make a bigger unit called a katun that lasts 19.71 years.

The katun cycle was important for the Maya in making prophetic predictions, and each katun had its own qualities and characteristics. Twenty of these katuns make up one baktun. Each baktun was a period of close to 400 years — 394.25 years, to be exact. The whole cycle consists of exactly thirteen baktuns in total. This can be further subdivided into 260 katuns. These, in turn, contain a total of 5,200 tuns, the equivalent of 5,125.37 years. The different units of the Long Count are:


Tun

A calendar period of just 360 days




	Kin: 1 day


	Uinal: 20 days


	Tun: 18 × 20 days = 360 days


	Katun: 20 × 360 days = 7,200 days


	Baktun: 20 × 7,200 days = 14,4000 days


	Thirteen baktuns: 13 × 14,4000 = 1,872,000 days




A particular day in the Long Count is written as a series of all of these units, starting with the biggest number first (baktuns) and working downward to the number of days that have passed in the uinal. The first day of the thirteen baktuns is written 0.0.0.0.0 in this form of notation. The last day is 13.0.0.0.0. It is widely agreed that the thirteen baktuns began on August 11, 3114 B.C. and that they will end on December 21, 2012. To make the dates complete, the Tzolkin and Haab dates are added to the end of the Long Count.


10.5.0.0.0.

One of the last recorded dates of the classic period was carved on a stele (a commemorative stone slab) at the site of San Lorenzo. This was inscribed with the date of 10.5.0.0.0., or October 5, A.D. 928. That's ten baktuns, five katuns, and no tun, uinals, or kin — a date exactly 1,476,000 days after the beginning of the count. This was a particularly important day in the calendar, as it marked the ending of a twenty-year katun. At that time, the statue of the god of the old katun would have been replaced in the Mayan calendar temple with a statue of the new one, signifying the changeover from one period to another.



The beginning of the Long Count:

[image: illustration]

The end of the Long Count:

[image: illustration]

One of the earliest known inscriptions on a dated monument of the classic Mayan period was found at Tikal. It records the date of July 6, A.D. 292, or 8.12.14.8.15 in the notation of the Long Count. That's equivalent to eight baktuns, twelve katuns, fourteen tuns, eight uinals, and fifteen kin from the start of the Long Count — 1,243,615 days.

13. The Maya Measured the Cycle of Venus

The Maya recorded the cycles of several planets, but Venus was particularly important to them, as it was regarded as the celestial equivalent of the god Quetzalcoatl (see #22). A whole table of calculations regarding the cycles of Venus can be found in one of the three surviving Mayan books, the Codex Dresdens is (Dresden Codex).

The Maya discovered that it was possible to follow multiple cycles of time simultaneously by using the 260-day cycle as the common factor. With Venus, which has a 584-day synodic period (the amount of time the planet takes to return to the same place in the sky), they were able to calculate that 146 Tzolkin rounds would be exactly equivalent to 65 Venus revolutions. This meant that 37,960 days elapsed between incidences of Venus rising as the morning star. Venus rising as a morning star took place on 1 Ahau, its sacred Tzolkin day. This was also exactly 104 years of their 365-day Haab calendar, or two calendar rounds.

These calculations are remarkable and would have taken many generations of observation to establish. It was an incredible achievement for naked-eye astronomers, subject to the vagaries of weather, to record these events so accurately. Without the sophistication of the vigesimal calendar, especially in the form of the Long Count, none of this would have been possible. At the peak of their culture, the astronomy of the Maya was at least as developed as that of the Spanish invaders, and the Maya did not have the advantage of the invention of the telescope. It is thought that the Maya tracked the stars by watching their motions reflected in specially built pools in their ceremonial centers.


2012 PERSONALITY: Linda Schele

In the Codex Peresianus (Paris Codex), one of the surviving Mayan books, researcher Linda Schele has identified a Mayan zodiac dividing the sky into thirteen signs, rather than twelve as used in Western astrology. Another example of these interesting mathematical breakdowns is found in cycles the Maya were unable to track because they are not visible to the naked eye. For every twenty Venus rounds, there are twelve conjunctions of Uranus and Neptune. This cycle also equals exactly 2,080 Haab years or forty calendar rounds. It also makes one zodiacal age in the Mayan thirteen sign zodiac.



The fact that so many planetary cycles can be harmonized by using a combination of the Tzolkin and the Long Count strongly suggests that the Mayan vigesimal counting system is more in tune with the laws of nature than the decimal one. It has long been established in astronomy that the orbits of the planets closely correspond to whole-number harmonics. This principle is called Bode's Law. It can be used to predict where a planet's orbit is likely to fall and also what the mass of a planet is likely to be. The Mayan calendar seems to articulate a similar principle.

Within the Long Count inscriptions, the Maya recorded even more cycles, including:


	A special glyph that was used to record the phase of the moon.


	A nine-day cycle that corresponded to the nine lords of the night and a seven-day cycle that probably corresponded to gods of the earth.


	An 819-day count that was added at Palenque around A.D. 670 that seems to relate to the cycles of Jupiter and Saturn.




The Long Count brought these different cycles together in one big picture that could be used as a “snapshot” of a significant calendrical moment. The Maya could then capture this forever in stone.

14. The Short Count and the Books of Chilam Balam


When the Itzá and Mexica influences became dominant in the Yucatán around A.D. 1000, the keeping of the Long Count, which had already started to fall out of usage, went into serious decline. This was largely because the Itzá only used the fifty-two year-based calendar round. In a compromise between the different cultures of the two calendars, it was the Mayan Long Count that lost out. What replaced it was the Short Count. This abbreviated version is often illustrated as a wheel of thirteen katuns that make a circle of 260 years. The Mayan priests just shifted their focus from the Long Count cycle of the thirteen baktuns to the smaller scale of the Short Count of thirteen katuns and continued their ceremonies and divination as usual.

Both the Short Count and Long Count cycles end on the sacred day of Ahau, which is critical to the prophetic tradition of the Maya. The records of these Ahau katun prophecies were recorded in the Books of Chilam Balam. The Chilam Balam were the hierarchy of jaguar priests that made divination and prophecy. The Books of Chilam Balam has several different versions. Each is named after the town the manuscript was found in, such as Chumayel, Tizimin, and Mani. They are the only actual written records of Mayan prophecy that still exist.

The Books of Chilam Balam contain some glaring errors, and the influence of the Spanish is evident in some places, but they are, in large part, authentically Mayan. The prophecies range from the reasonably positive to the near apocalyptic but tend toward the subject matter of daily life, such as famines, war, harvests, and political stability.


Chilam Balam

The order of jaguar priests responsible for prophecy



The Chilam Balam were responsible for making the particularly important prophecy that accompanied each twenty-year katun period. These predictions were based upon what had happened in similar cycles and the results of their ritual divination. Each katun would be named after the number of the Ahau day on which it ended. For example, we are currently living in the katun 4 Ahau, the very last and two hundred and sixtieth katun of the whole Long Count. Some writers have argued that we can extrapolate from these katun prophecies and apply them to our own times. The results are often unconvincing. The evidence that the Chilam Balam still knew much about the 5,125-year cycle is debatable, but there are at least a couple of instances that seem to reference 2012 and the times we are now living in.

15. The Chilam Balam Talk of an Incoming Religion

One of the most quoted Chilam Balam prophecies talks about the coming religion of Hunab Ku. Hunab Ku is often translated as meaning “One God” but can also be interpreted as “One Sun” or “One Ahau.” One Ahau is also the sacred day of Venus. Yucatec Mayan elder Hunbatz Men translates Hunab Ku as meaning the “giver of movement and measure.” This prophecy is predicted for the katun thirteen Ahau, which is the last in the Short Count cycle of 260 years. This prophecy was given for the period A.D. 1544 to A.D. 1564, but it seems to speak about the future in general.

“At the conclusion of the katun 13 Ahau, the Itzá will see … the sign of Hunab Ku, the erect tree which will be shown so that the world will be enlightened … confusion will be finished when the bearer of the cross comes to us.” — The Book of Chilam Balam of Mani (Craine/Reidorp)


Most believe this refers to the coming of Christianity. The prophecy then asks the Itzá to receive the “bearded ones” as the messengers of a new god whose “commandments … will be good and (whose) new truth will be substituted for the old one. The Itzá will accept and worship the one True God who comes from heaven.” A parallel is drawn between the god of the Spanish and the Mayan creator god Itzamna, and it seems to be a plea to the Itzá to adopt the faith of the invaders.


The Chilam Balam Versus the Itzá

In general, the prophecies of the Chilam Balam are disdainful of both the Itzá and the Spanish, even though the later ones are frequently addressed to the Itzá. The Chilam Balam themselves were largely drawn from the Tutul clan of the Xiu tribe, which may explain the snobbery toward the less calendar-literate Itzá. Though the times they record are often gloomy, the prospects of the future appear even worse. As one Chilam Balam, Natzin Yabin Chan, puts it: “Itzá, hate your gods, forget them because they will be destroyed by the foreign god you are going to worship.”



A different version from Chumayel, however, adds the following paragraph:

“… they twist their necks, they wink their eyes, they slaver at the mouth, at the rulers of the land, lord. Behold, when they come, there is no truth in the words of the foreigners to the land.” — The Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel (Roys)


So the Chilam Balam seem to say something like, “Accept the religion of the Spanish, even though they are completely untrustworthy.” What is confusing is that the Itzá and Spanish are fairly interchangeable in the prophecies. The same insults that had been used to describe the Itzá in older prophecies are even used to describe the Spanish, including the phrase “two-day ruler,” a term used to denote the inexperience and lack of wisdom demonstrated by both sets of invaders.

16. Did the Chilam Balam Predict the End of the World?

There is a prophecy in one of the books of Chilam Balam that some think may relate to the end of the thirteen-baktun count in 2012. It talks about “tying up the bundle” of thirteen katuns but gives the date for this happening as 4 Ahau. The thirteen katuns actually end on a 13 Ahau day; it is the thirteen baktun calendar that ends on 4 Ahau. This is the date equivalent to December 21, 2012. The prophecy effectively predicts an end to the world.

“In the final days of misfortune, in the final days of tying up the bundle of the thirteen (baktuns) on 4 Ahau, then the end of the world shall come and the katun of our fathers will ascend on high.” — The Book of Chilam Balam of Tizimin (Makemson)


This is as close to a written prophecy about 2012 as can be found in the books of Chilam Balam, or in any of the surviving books of the Maya. It begins in the Makemson translation:

“Presently the Baktun thirteen shall come sailing … bringing the ornaments of which I have spoken from your ancestors. Then the god will come to visit his little ones. Perhaps ‘after death’ will be the subject of his discourse.”


This does suggest that the Maya thought the world would be destroyed in 2012, but they also believed that when the world was destroyed, it was recreated anew. This could be interpreted as a worldwide disaster rather than an apocalypse.

The prophecy finishes:

“These valleys of the earth shall come to an end. For those katuns there shall be no priests, and no one who believes in his government without having doubts.” — The Book of Chilam Balam of Tizimin


Essentially, this says that after 2012, we will be entering into a new time, uncharted by the Maya, for which “there shall be no priests.” But this is not always interpreted as an age without religion. This example of the Chilam Balam's art seems to be the one that has the most relevance to the coming end of the Long Count in 2012.

17. The Fall of Mayapan

The prophetic tradition of the Chilam Balam went into decline after the fall of the last great Mayan capital, Mayapan. Mayapan's rule over the Yucatán ended after an army, thought to be that of Aztec king Montezuma, laid siege to the capital. The invaders announced that the Maya were to abandon their calendar and that it was now the katun of the spider. The Maya were also forced to worship a serpent called a sucking snake, considered an evil spirit. This effectively ended the succession of katuns and threw the priests of the Chilam Balam into disorder.


The Tortuguero Prophecy

There is one more Mayan prophecy that relates to the calendar end date of December 21, 2012: the Tortuguero Prophecy. This was found in an inscription carved on a stele monument at the site of Tortuguero. Mayan scholars have mentioned the existence of this stele in the past, but it is only recently that Geoff Stray, the author of Beyond 2012, has brought its real significance to attention. The inscription on the monument is badly eroded, but the legible part reads:

The thirteenth baktun will be finished
    Four Ahau, the third of K'ank'in
    [Unreadable] will occur
    [It will be] the descent of the nine support gods to the [unreadable]
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