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A Look at Mayan Prophesies of the End of the World
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Background Information:
To understand the Mayan calendar, you must first 

understand their number system. They used a Base 20 
(vigesimal) system with a Base 5 system imbedded in 
it. They also used a zero, which was represented by a 
simplified shell glyph. Numbers were written vertically 
with the smallest set on the bottom. A one was a dot, a 
two was two dots, etc. A five was a bar, a six was a bar 
and one dot, a twelve was two bars and two dots, and a 
nineteen was three bars and four dots (fifteen plus four). 
For twenty, the numerals moved up a row. The number 
33 would be a dot in the Twenties position and two bars 
and three dots in the Ones position, as shown in the 
table. The third digit position would be for twenty times 
twenty, or 400s. The fourth would be 8000s (20 x 400), 
the next 160,000s, and so on. In addition to the simple 
number symbols, each number had a formal glyph repre-
senting the deity associated with that number.

This worked well for mathematics, but a slight change 
was needed to make it work for a calendar. Our solar 
year is just over 365 days. The Mayans, in order to make 
things come out close to the solar year, used a modifica-
tion in the second digit place. Each month (uinal) was 
twenty days long (a day is called a k’in and each day 

had its own name and glyph) and each year (tun) was 
18 months long instead of 20, plus five extra days at the 
end. These were the unnamed days, the unlucky days 
when the portals to the underworld (Xibalba) were open 
and the spirits could cross over and cause mayhem in 
the mortal world. From the year, the system reverts back 
to pure Base 20, with every 20 years called a k’atun and 
every 20 k’atun called a b’aktun. In our calendar system 
(Gregorian) a b’aktun is about 394.3 years long. Beyond, 
there are 20 b’aktun in a pictun and there are 20 pictun 
in a kalabtun (about 157,808 years).

The Maya also believed that the numbers 13 and 20 
were especially important. According to the Popol Vuh, 
a collection of stories from the K’iche’ Maya of Gua-
temala, this is the Fourth World and it was created on 
August 11, 3114 BCE. The Third World ended at the 
end of 13 b’aktun, and it is suggested implicitly that the 
Fourth World will end at 13 b’aktun as well. Count-
ing from the creation date, the 13th b’aktun will end 
on Dec. 21, 2012. What will happen then is disputed 
depending on the Mayan scholar you talk to. It could 
mean the start of a new age of enlightenment (the Age 
of Aquarius) or it could be the utter end of the world 
in some cosmic catastrophe. Astronomers and scientists 
dispute these claims, saying that other than the Winter 
Solstice, which happens every year, there are no proofs 
that anything extraordinary will happen on that date. 
However, it hasn’t stopped Hollywood movies and fringe 
websites from cashing in on the whole 2012 hysteria.
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Practicing Mayan Numbers
Using the numerals and conversions as shown in the 

tables, fill in the chart at the botton for the Mayan 
equivalent of the Arabic numbers or the Arabic transla-
tion of Mayan numbers. To check your work, go to the 
website: 

http://gwydir.demon.co.uk/jo/numbers/maya/index.htm 
 
and use the number calculator. 

Pseudoscience vs. Real Science
We often meet people who want to believe in “magic” 

or mystical events that are not rooted in scientific fact, 
either because they are un-testable assertions or because 
they are based on non-science (pseudoscience) posing 
as science or on “facts” that aren’t really supported by 
evidence. It is important to respect people’s beliefs, but 
when someone makes a claim to a scientific fact, they 
should be willing to test it or provide the source infor-
mation about how it was tested. Too many people are 
gullible; they take any statement from an authoritative-
sounding source and assume it must be true, especially 
if it is from the Internet. Yet much of what is written 
on blog sites and web pages is actually opinion and not 
based on verifiable fact, or if true, is taken out of context 
without any references that can be checked. 

Answer the questions below:
1. What are some of the proposed ways in which the 

world might end? Research what people are saying on 
the Internet and report on one of the ways they say it 
could happen and how viable that claim is from a scien-
tific perspective. For example, one possibility mentioned 
on these websites is that the Large Hadron Collider at 
CERN will somehow cause the end of the world. How 
likely is this? Is there any scientific proof either way?

A Proposed Way the World Could End: 

Scientific analysis:



2. The Mayan calendars include places for pictun and kalabtun beyond the b’aktun place. How does this contradict 
the 13 b’aktun “prophecy”?

3. Eschatology is the study of how the world might end. It is always a fascinating topic of speculation. Why do you 
think some people are obsessed by this subject?

4. When someone believes something will happen strongly enough, they act as if it were true. It can become a self-
fulfilling prophecy. In what way is the belief that the world will end on Dec. 21, 2012 (or some other future date) a 
dangerous one to society?

5. What other popular ideas can be considered pseudoscience (unsupported claims masquerading as scientific fact)?

6. For something to be considered a scientific fact, what types of proofs must it go through?

7. Why is it important for scientists to be both open-minded and skeptical at the same time?

8. Why can’t you trust everything that is written on the Internet? How can you evaluate whether a website is reli-
able or not?


