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VESTIGES OF EARIN MAYA TIME CONCEPTS IN 
A CONTEMPORARY MAYA (CUBULCO ACHI) 

COMMUNITY: IMPLICATIONS FOR EPIGRAPHY* 

Helen NEUENSWANDER 
Summer Institute of Linguistics 

Bishop Diego de Landa (Tozzer, 1941: 27, 63-4) showed that the 
knowledge of highly sophisticated methods for conceptualizing and 
recording the passage of time was the peculiar possession of special­
ists in the Maya society. Nash ( 1957: 149) correctly predicted the 
demise of such specialists in the geographic area occupied by Cubulco, 
Baja Verapaz,t "south of a line which runs through Nebaj, San Cris­
tobal, and Santa Cn1z in Guatemala" and suggested that their demise 

* Presented at 77th. Annual Meeting, American Anthropological Associa­
tion, Los Angeles, California, November 14·-18, 1978. 

1 The municipio of Cubulco is located in the departamento of Baja Verapaz 
in the central highlands of Guatemala. Cubulco Achl, a Quichean language, 
is spoken -only in this municipio; approximately 75 percent of the 20 000 Cu­
buleros speak Achi; the remainder speak Spanish. The Achl do not refer to 
themselves by this name (acla£ means "man"), but as Aj-Cubul winak "of­
Cubulco people." Fray Dionisio de Zuniga, between the years of 1610 and 
1636, wrote his works in "the C'achi language of Santiago Cubulco" (Estrada 
Monroy, 1972). The municipio covers an area of approximately 60 square 
kilometers and has jurisdiction over seventeen aldeas (hamlets which may 
boast a school, marketplace, store, and church) and twenty-two caserlos (scat­
tered groups of houses with no formal organization). The town center is 
located in a valley at an altitude of 880 meters, but some of its aldeas in the 
surrounding mountainsides are located at altitudes of up to 2 000 meters. 
The linguistic environs include Rabinal Achi (Quichean) on the east, Pocom­
chi on the northeast, Uspantec on the northwest, the Quiche dialects of 
Sacualpa and San Andres Sacabaja on the west, and the Quiche of Joyabaj 
on the southwest. On the south, the Spanish-speaking towns of Granados 
and El Chol separate Cubulco from the Cakchiquel towns of San Juan and 
San Pedro Sacatepequez. Mayers ( 1966: 274) calculates the time depth be­
tween Achl and Quiche to be aproximately 13 centuries, in contrast to 
approximately 5 centuries between Achl and Cakchiquel. 

Data for this paper have been collected by the author from 1953-1978, 
while working with the Summer Institute of Linguistics. 
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may be traced to the failure to regularly elect them, incorporating 
them into the existent political structure. The longtime absence of 
such elected calendar specialists in Cubulco leads one to expect that 
these descendants of the ancient Maya have been divested of the 
means for precisely calculating time. Suprisingly, such is not the case. 
The Cubulco Achi nonspecialist possesses a well de'veloped system 
for pinpointing an event in time several years backward or forward 
without recourse to the numeration, day names and month names 
of either the Gregorian calendar or the 260-day or 365-day cycles 
utilized by their ancestors. While the twenty day names of the 260-day 
divinatory calendar are known to a few native priests ( ah 'ih2 "of days/ 
sun") , their use is mainly restricted to divinations. 

The foregoing would seem to suggest that the demotion of the 
Achi calendar specialists precipitated the development of a new time 
system or the adoption of a foreign system. Quite to the contrary, 
the hypothesis I wish to propose here is that the Maya layman has 
retained, from earliest times, a high level of proficiency in the art 
of telling time and that the unit upon which his most exacting 
calculations are based is now, as then, the lunar cycle. In order 
to test this hypothesis, it is necessary to consider the following: 

I) the cognitive structure of time held by the Achi. 2) certain hier­
oglyphic structures displayed in the inscriptions nnd codices of the 
Classic Period, (A. D. 250-900), and 3) apparent similarities in the 
current and ancient structures which imply survivals in the current 
structures. The presumptuousness of such a task has not evaded me, 
and I take into account both Thompson's encourageme·nt and Vogt's 
warnings as I be·gin. Thompson said: " It is my conviction that we 
shall interpret the glyphs only by relying heavily on the beliefs, the 
religious symbolism, the mythology, and to a lesser extent, the every­
day activites of the Maya, because such concepts surely are imbedded 
in the structure of each glyph" (1960: 34, 35) . However, Vogt 
cautioned that "no ethnographer believes in the existence of survivals 
of beliefs and patterns of behaviour found 1 300 years ago", but added 
that "we may be permitted to project current data back in time and 
to advance hypotheses about survivals that may profitably be further 

2 Linguistic examples in Achi utilize the following phonemic representations : 
a, e, i, o, and u (with no short-long vowel contrast phonemic for Achi); 
p, b, (b'), t, t', k, k', q, ', tz, tz' (c, c'), ch, ch' ((:, C') , s, x (s), h, m. 
n, I, w, r, and y. Stress falls on the last syllable of the word, phrase, or utterance. 
Symbols within parentheses give the usual I. P. A. (International Phonetic 
Alphabet) representations for the preceding phonemes. 
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