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MODEL OF THE UNIVERSE 

The Problem 

Ulrich KoumR 
Universitat Freiburg/Br. 

This paper examines Tzotzil concepts on day and night and how they 
are subdivided. In order to understand the indigenous cognitive system 
it is important to clarify where the sequence begins and to determine 
the periods and/or points1 within it, their lengths and how they are de
limited from each other. If the phases are conceived of metaphoricaJJy, 
it is an additional goal of the investigation to show how the various 
metaphoric images are distributed throughout the sequence. 

The principle question regards the possible existence of a pre-Co
lumbian subdivision of day and night which is comparable to the West
ern division of the day into hours. 

Such a system of reckoning time was postulated by Holland (1963: 
70; 1964: 15) for the Tzotzil of Larrainzar and -almost a hundred 
years ago- by Seier ( 1902-1923, IV: 30ff.) for the Aztec and other 
peoples of Central Mexico.2 Neither, however, provided indigenous 
expressions for their "hours" in the respective languages. Such linguis
tic material will be presented here from four "municipios" (counties) of 
the Tzotzil, including the one where Holland developed his model. 

The Tzotzillive in the highlands of Chiapas in southeastern Mexico 
and speak one of the Mayan languages. They are known to be one of 
the least acculturated ethnic groups of Mesoamerica. The preservation 
of traditional ways holds also for their manner of reckoning time, 

1 Periods are defined as lengthy stretches of time, points as brief moments in time. 
2 Apparently Holland was not aware of Seier's interpretation. 
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