
Some archaeological views on the Maya ‘2012’ prophesies 

John T. Murphy, PhD (ANL/Uchicago) 

Kerry L. Sagebiel, PhD (NIU) 

12.19.19.17.19/12.20.2012 

THE END OF THE WORLD 
(OR PROBABLY NOT) 
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• Thanks to all of you for attending! The last day on earth and you’re here? 



2012: WHAT HAVE YOU HEARD? 
• Book Titles: 

• Mayan Prophecy: the truth about 2012 Maya Prophecy - The end of the world? 

• Maya Cosmogenesis 2012: The True Meaning of the Maya Calendar End-Date 

• Mayan Calendar Prophecies: The Complete Collection of 2012 Predictions and 
Prophecies 

• 2012 The Proof. The Mounting Evidence of Our Impending Doom [Kindle Edition] 

• TV: 

• 2012: Mayan Prophecy and The Shift of the Ages  

• Etc. 

 





MEANS OF WORLD DESTRUCTION, E.G. 
• Sunspots 

• Mysterious Rogue Planets 

• Pole Shift (Crust and/or Magnetic Pole) 

• Climate Change 

• Etc? 



Overview 
 Who were the Maya? 

 Where does the ‘December 21st, 2012’ date come 
from? 

 Maya Math 

 Maya Calendars 

 Maya Astronomy 

 Maya History 

 Archaeologists’ Views on ‘2012’ 

 

 



Look smart, part I: 

Maya 

“Mayan” 
“Mayans” 

WRONG! 

 



Look smart, part II: 
Maya Aztec 











Maya Agriculture 

 



Few Domesticated 
Animals (left): 
Turkey, Hairless Dog, 
Muscovy Duck 

Commonly hunted: 
Deer, Peccary (wild 
boar), 
Tepezcuintle/Gibnut, 
Iguana 







Monte Albán, Oaxaca, Mexico 600–300 
b.c. 

Middle Preclassic/Formative 



Early Maya Cities: Uaxactún, El Mirador,  
Nakbé, and Calakmul  





Tikal, Petén, Guatemala 



Late Classic a.d. 600–900 



Math 
1 



Math 



Math 

?????????? 





Zero! 
 The Maya used a base-20 system 

 

 AND 

 

 The Maya used ‘zero’ as a placeholder, making it easy 
and practical to do calculations involving very large 
numbers 





Maya Numerals 





What were 
they counting? 

Lots of  things, probably. 

 

 

But, mostly, time. 



Crazy calendars? 

English Meaning Spanish Meaning 

Sunday Sun Domingo “Lord’s Day” 

Monday Moon Lunes Moon 

Tuesday ‘Tiu’ (War god) Martes Mars 

Wednesday Woden (Odin) Miercoles Mercury 

Thursday Thor Jueves Jove (Jupiter) 

Friday Frigga (Love) Viernes Venus 

Saturday Saturn Sabado “Sabbath” 

• 12 Months of  31, 28 (or 29), 31, 30, 31, 30, 31, 31, 30, 31, 30 and 31 days 
 

• The 9th, 10th, 11th and 12th months are named after the numbers 7, 8, 9, and 10 
 
• 7-day cycle is independent of  months 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
• But certain combinations are significant (Friday the 13th) 
• Astrological Signs? (John = Libra, Kerry = Aquarius- seems to work out…) 
 
 



The 260-day Ritual Calendar 

13 Numbers x 20 Day Names = 260 unique days 





The 365-day Solar Calendar 

18 months x 20 days per month = 360 days + 5 unlucky extra days 

In this calendar, days of   
the month are zero-indexed 
(first day is  0, second day is 1) 



The Calendar Round 

The 260-day Ritual Calendar was combined with the 365-day Solar Calendar 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This created a Calendar Round: 18,980 uniquely named days that only repeat 
every 52 years 
 



Many Calendars 
 260 – Day Ritual Calendar 

 365 – Day Solar Calendar 

 Unknown sequence of  819 days (819 = 7 * 9 * 13) 

 The “Long Count” 

 



The Long Count 
Count of  years, months, days since the beginning 
of  the current creation on August 13, 3114 b.c. 

Maya Calendrical Glyphs 



The Long Count 
 The long count was always represented using 5 

numbers in a modified ‘Base-20’ system: 

8.15.19.14.3 

 

 

 

 The 2nd term was not base 20, it was base 18 

 18 x 20 = 360 days 

 

 



9.16.10.0.0    (2 Ahau  13 Zec) 

The long count major units are also zero-indexed: 
This date is the beginning of  the 11th Tun of  the 17th 
Katun of  the 10th Baktun 



But when? Correlation 
 Originally the Maya dates were ‘floating’: we knew 

how they all related to each other, but not how they 
related to our calendar. 

 7.10.0.0.0 = ? 

 Radiocarbon dating helped with this 



• Introductory  Glyph 
 

• Which of  the 9 Lords of  the 
Underworld/Night are presiding 
 

• Lunar Series/Phase of  the Moon 
 

• Venus Calendar/Phase of  Venus 
 



9.16.10.0.0    (2 Ahau  13 Zec) =  May 7th, 751 AD 



The Long Count is very old: this fragment dates to 31 BC: 



Earliest Long Count Date from the Maya 
Lowlands 



 The Maya would erect monuments on significant 
Long Count dates- like 9.16.0.0.0 

 From 7.12.0.0.0 to 7.13.0.0.0 ≈ 20 years 

 From 7.0.0.0.0 to 7.5.0.0.0 ≈ 100 years 

 

 

 

 

 



 When the Maya wanted to talk about a day far in the 
future- maybe even a day “At the end of  time,” they 
picked a very specific date. 

 The day they picked is 12.19.19.17.19 

 If you add 1 to 12.19.19.17.19, you get: 

 13.0.0.0.0 ? No- Because there are only 13 Baktuns 
(numbered 0 – 12) 

 1.0.0.0.0.0 ? 

 5.0.0.0.0.0 ? Because we’re already in the 5th cycle? 

 0.0.0.0.0 ? Maybe we just start over? 

12.19.19.17.19 = 20 December, 2012 AD 

 



• The world is on the back of  a caiman (alligator) or turtle that swims in the 
primordial sea. 

• At the center of  the world is the World Tree (ceiba tree) that holds up the 
sky. 

• The heavens have 13 layers, often depicted as the Milky Way or a giant 
serpent. 

• The underworld/Xibalba has 9 layers. 
• Earth is in the middle. 





• Fray Diego de Landa 
(Spanish bishop) burned 
many Maya books, but he sat 
down with a Maya scribe and 
had him write down what de 
Landa thought was the Maya 
alphabet (actually syllabic) 



Writing  
• About 800 known glyphs 
• About 80-85% have been deciphered 
• Glyphs are read left to right 
• Mostly phonetic rather than 

ideographic/pictographic 
• The writing is logosyllabic—each glyph 

stands for a syllable 
• But also get glyphs that stand for whole 

words 
• This means there are mean “spellings” of  a 

word using a mixture of  full signs and/or 
syllables 

• Syllables added to make clear which 
meaning a glyph had, if  it had more than 
one meaning 

• There is also a lot of  artistic variation, 
making them difficult to read 



Maya Astronomy 



Tatiana Proskouriakoff 



Tikal Settlement Survey 



Monuments, such as stelae, documented: 
• Genealogies/ancestry (some fictional) 
• Birth 
• Marriage 
• Accession to the throne 
• Designation of  an heir 
• Rituals (calendric, coming of  age, 

autosacrifice) 
• Conquest 
• Taking of  captives 
• Sacrifice of  captives 
• Meetings with foreign dignitaries 
• Building dedications 
• Death 
• Apotheosis (turning into a god) 



Gods give corn/maize 

People eat corn to live 

Gods need blood as sustenance 

Humans give blood via sacrifice to feed the gods 

Gods thank humans through rain and good 
crops, especially corn 



Postclassic 
a.d. 900–1521 

Chichen Itzá 



Mann 2005:144 





It’s not the end of  the world! 
 Only two references exist to 12.19.19.17.19- and both are 

kings trying to say that they are so powerful they will be 
remembered for a long time 

 Other Maya ‘prophesies’ and myths talk about destruction, 
but aren’t tied to the calendar 

 There are also references in the Maya to dates before 
0.0.0.0.0 and dates after 12.19.19.17.19- using different 
‘extra’ digits 

 Neither the calendar nor the myths are always consistent! 
(So, if  you think the world will end tomorrow, you’re 
picking and choosing!) 

 And it’s always possible the correlation is wrong (!) 



The Archaeologists’ View 
 Treat the Maya with 

respect 

 They were very good 
at many things- 
including things we’re 
not good at 

 They did not need 
aliens to help build 
their civilization! 

 They knew things that 
we don’t know; but 
they did not possess 
‘esoteric knowledge’ 

 

 



 Ask the right questions 

 We have a lot to learn about (from) the Maya: 

 Economics 

 Politics 

 Statecraft 

 Domestic Life 

 Agriculture/Water Management 

 Gender Relationships (Yes, there were female rulers!) 

 Conflict and Cooperation 

 Ecological Resources/Depletion/Resilience or ‘collapse’ 

The Archaeologists’ View 



Ka’Kabish 



What were the Maya best at? Power. 

They managed power through the control of  time, 
through the idea of  esoteric knowledge, and through the 

representation of  these in art and architecture. 

 

How good were they at it? 

The stories and art they created 1,400 years ago to inspire 
fear and wonder and mystery still work. 

 

So the real questions aren’t about them- they’re about us. 



Thanks… 
Good Luck… 
Have Fun… 
And Happy 0.0.0.0.0! 



 Tonalpohualli in Aztec; Tzolkin in Maya 
 This is a ritual calendar, there was also a 365-day solar calendar 
 Combines 13 numbers X 20 day names 
 They combine to form 260 unique day names 
 People are named after the day they are born on 
 The day-name also determines the person’s personality traits and luck 
Not surprisingly, real birthdays often lied about 
 The 260 day length most likely is tied to the length of  a human pregnancy 
 Although it might also be tied to the length of  time between sowing and 

harvesting maize in some regions 
 Tying pregnancy to growing of  corn would make perfect sense to 

Mesoamerican people 



Aztec Day Signs 

Maya Day Signs 



Monuments, such as stelae, documented: 
• Genealogies/ancestry (some fictional) 
• Birth 
• Marriage 
• Accession to the throne 
• Designation of  an heir 
• Rituals (calendric, coming of  age, 

autosacrifice) 
• Conquest 
• Taking of  captives 
• Sacrifice of  captives 
• Meetings with foreign dignitaries 
• Building dedications 
• Death 
• Apotheosis (turning into a god) 



Numbers 
• Use bar (5) and dot (1) system 
• Base 20 (rather than base 10) 
• Head variants can be used for numbers 



Three calendars: 
• 260-day ritual calendar (Tzolkin): 13 numbers x 20 day names. 
• 365-day solar calendar (Haab): 20 months of  18 days + 5 unlucky days 

(Uayab). 
• Long Count (length of  time since creation on August 13, 3114 b.c.). 

Above: 260-day ritual calendar 
Right: 260 ritual + 365 solar or 
Calendar Round 



The Long Count 
• K’in = 1 day 
• Winal = 20 days (1 Maya month)  
• Tun = 360 days (about 1 solar year or 18 months of  20 days) 
• Uayab = 5 unlucky days at the end of  the solar calendar 
• K’atun = 7,200 days (about 20 years or 360 x 20) 
• Bak’tun = 144,000 days (about 400 years or 7,200 x 20) 
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