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Maya Writing: Linguistic Evidence for

Eastern Mayan Influence
Martha J. Macri
University of California, Berkeley

From approximately 300 A.D. to 500 A.D. the civilization known as
the Classic Mayal recorded in carvings and paintings their history,
myths, and scientific knowledge, Writing done on perishable materials
has not been preserved, and even many stone carvings have not with-
stood time. [t is Teasonable to assume that the hieroglyphic texts we
do have from the Classic Period offer a small and probably unrepresen-
tative sample of the entire corpus of Maya writing. 1In addition,
three, perhaps four, bark-paper codices date from the Postclassic
(900 A.D,-1250 A.D.) and Proto-historic Periods (1250-1521 A.D.).
Colonial sources report that many such books were destroyed by the
Spanish,

Because of cultural similarities between the Classic Maya and
Mayan speakers of the historic peried, linguistic continuity has been
assumed as well. As more is learned about the script, it becomes
clear that the Classic texts do indeed record a language rclated to
the thirty or so Mayan languages spoken in Mexico and Guatemala today.
Several of these have been proposed as being more directly related to
the language or languages of the Classic Maya than others. The Cholan
and Yucatecan families have been the traditionally favored candidates
(Thompson 1950: 160; 1977: 3), with more recent scholarship overwhel-

mingly preferring the Cholan (Kaufman 1976: 112, 117, Norman § Kaufman
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1979). In fact, the conference on phoneticism in Maya writing held at
the State University of New York at Albany in 1979 seems to have been
based on this premise.

Over the years, however, bits of information have been accumula-
ting that hint at some kind of connection with the languages now
spoken in the Guatemalan Highlands, particularly the Quichean family.
Much of the information has been dismissed as flukes resulting from
the imperfect knowledge we have of the genetic predecessors of the
Yucatecan and Cholan families (Thompson 1950: 17; Justeson § Campbell
1979).

Recently a few scholars have begun to suspect more than a random
relationship between the Classic Maya and the Eastern Mayan languages
(Justeson 1978: 245-273 (rejected in Justeson § Campbell 1979); Dut-
ting 1979: 183; James Fox, personal communication). In the following
discussion I will demonstrate how internal evidence from the Classic
Period texts suggests that certain signs were used by speakers of a
language lexically and phonologically similar to Eastern Mayan, and
that subsequently a more developed stage of the script was used to
record a language or languages sharing phonological similarities with
Yucatecan and Western Mayan.

Figure 1 shows the Mayan language family. Not all the relation-
ships are shown in detail. Kaufman (1976: 107ff) gives the time depth
for Greater Quichean (the Proto-Quichean of Campbell 1977) as 1400
B.C.-600 B.C.2 By 200 B.C. Greater Quichean split into Kekchi, Uspan-
tec, Quichean Proper, and Pokom. At the time I propose for an early

stage of Maya writing Quichean Proper would have been a single
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Mayan Kekehi

Teco
Greater Mam
Mamean Aguacatec

Uspantec
Sipacapa
Sacapultec
Greater Quiche
Quichean IEEF“ji‘
Cakchiquel
Pokomam
Eastern Pokomchi
Ixil

Kanjobal
Greater Jacaltec
Kanjobalan ﬂg}ozintlec

Tojolabal
Chuj
¥estern

Mayan

Tzeltal

Tzotzil

Greater
Tzeltalan Chontal

Chol

Chorti

Yucatec
Yucatecan Lacandon
Itza

Mopan

Huastecan Huastec
Chicomuceltec

Figure 1. Mayan Languages
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language. Cholan begins to diversify around 600 A.D., and Yucatecan
around 1000 A.D., well after hieroglyphic writing is established in

the Lowlands.
A Mayan Sound Correspondence

Abraham Halpern in 1942 was the first to offer a historical re-
construction of Proto-Mayan. Since then Swadesh (1956), McQuown
(1955, 1964), Olson (1964), Kaufman (1964, 1968, 1969), and Fox (1978)
have proposed various sets of proto-sounds. With the exception of
some of the earliest work, linguists have traditionally agreed that
Proto-Mayan had three nasal phonemes: *m, *n, and *q. Recently Fox
and Justeson (1980: 209) have suggested *nw or *g" as more accurately
describing the proto-sound represented by the so-called x/n correspon-
dence. It is not, however, the proto-sound, but the reflexes of it as
they existed at the time of the development of Maya writing which is
important here. Thercfore, while its actual features are the object
of controversy, the symbol D remains adequate for our purposes. Table
1 gives the reflexes in representative languages. *O remains /p/ in
Greater Kanjobalan, becomes /n/ in Greater Tzeltalan and Yucatecan,
and becomes /x/ in Proto-Quichean. In some Kanjobalan languages *q
has become /n/. The sound change *9—0x occurred before the diversifi-
cation of Eastern Mayan around 1400 B.C. (Kaufman 1976: 106). The
date for *O-on in Yucatecan is unknown, but for Greater Tzeltalan it
occurred after the split with Greater Kanjobalan around 1000 B.C.
(Kaufman 1976: 107). In all probability it antedates the Proto-

Classic Period (! A.D.-300 A.D.).
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Evidence from Maya Writing

There is evidence that this sound correspondence is reflected in
the glyphs. Two combinations occur very frequently in Maya writing:

4 T544, k'iin in Yucatec and

T544:116 and T561:23 (Figure 2, 1-6).
k'in in Chol, means 'sun, day.' Kelley credits Brasseur de Bourbourg
with the identification (Kelley 1962: 6) which is now universally ac-
cepted. Fox and Justeson (1980: 212) assign the value ne or ni to
T116. They quote Lounsbury as having independently assigned it the
phonetic value -n.
The na reading for T23, originally proposed by Knorozov (1967:
79), now scems established beyond a doubt (for example, Lounsbury
1979). Kelley discusses T561 and T23 together:
As originally defined by Seler (1902-1923), the glyph was
recognized as 'sky' in a context where it had T23 affixed.
This very puzzling affix is sometimes present and sometimes
absent with no obvious change in context. T561 had been
read as caan 'sky' on the basis of its context and its
association with the so-called planetary band (1976: 150).
Again he writes of T23:
It is one of the few affixes which are sometimes present
and sometimes absent without ohvious changes either in gram-
matical structure or meaning....If Knorozov is correct, T23
may be present on such glyphs as caan 'sky' as a phonetic
determinant. However, it appears so rarely in such contexts
that this explanation does not scem likely (1976: 185).

The suggestion that the affix is a phonetic determinant, a
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1. T544 k'in 2. T116 ni-, 3. T516 kaan 'sky' 4. T23 na-,

*day, sun' -in -an

&
ey =

5. T544:116 6. T561:23

gé;;;;gig;
7. Woman from Piedras Negras 8. T281:23 k'an 'yellow,
Stela 3 ripe' Yaxchilan, Lintel
10, D2

Figure 2.

(Sources: 1-4, Thompson 1962; 5, Thompson 1950: Figure 26, 51 § S55; 6,
Kelley 1976:148; Proskouriakoff 1961:17; 8, Graham § Von Euw 1977.)
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suggestion which Kelley rejected, has also been proposed by Taak. In
reference to the 'sky compound' as well as two other pairs of signs

he writes, "Although it has not yet been determined why the above
logographic signs require a VC determinative suffix, the most plausible
explanation would be polyvalence of the CVC stem' (1977: 288). .uste-
son, commenting on the frequency of TS44: 116 feels it, too, may sim-
ply be an extension of an otherwise functional practice of phonic
complementation (1978: 273). This explanation accounts for neither

the extensiveness nor the uniqueness of such a non-functional use.

On the earliest stelae T544 occurs without the -n suffix. Juste-
son makes an intriguing suggestion: "The absence of the T116 comple-
ment could indicate that the language being written on the Baktun 8
monuments was not Lowland" (1978: 273).S That is, perhaps T544 was
read as q'ix rather than k'in, This negative evidence from the earli-
est inscriptions is rather weak since examples are limited. However,
examples from Classic texts of T544 and T561 being followed by an -n
suffix are extensive. Following Justeson then, a very satisfactory
explanation would be that prior to use by Yucatecans or Cholans, the‘
signs meant q'iix 'day' and kaax 'sky' in Eastern Mayan. When the
writing system was adopted by Lowland speakers, they often, but not
always, indicated their pronunciation by the addition of a suffix con-
taining n and the appropriate vowel.

The occurrence of an -n suffix also on signs for words which have
reflexes of *n would prove that the suffix stands for /n/ and not
simply for any reflex of *n). For example, if T116 does stand for

'‘tail,' a Quichean speaker would read it xe, and a Yucatec speaker neh.
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The TS44:116 and T516:23 combinations might just as casily represent
the words q'iix and kaax. However, the T23 affix occurs with portrait
glyphs of women to indicate na ‘'woman' (from *na) and with the glyph
for 'yellow,' k'an (from 'SLEBJ so its use is not limited to words

containing reflexes of 'g (Figure 2, 7-8).
Conclusion

Therefore, the Classic Maya script cannot have recorded an East-
ern Mayan language. The sign that represents /n/ would also represent
/x/. In the language or languages recorded in the glyphs '0 had merg-
ed with *n. The only extant language families in which this has taken
place are Cholan, Tzeltalan, Yucatecan, and in some Kanjobalan lan-
guages. It would seem that the language spoken by the Classic Maya
comes from one of these groups.6

In addition, the fact that phonetic complements were at some
point needed to indicate /n/ in logographs that would not have had /n/
in Eastern Mayan, supports the hypothesis that certain signs used by
the Classic Maya were previously used by Eastern Mayan speakers. The
first writers of the Classic script knew the pronunciations of these
signs in the Eastern Mayan language, and modified the signs with af-
fixes so they could accurately record the sounds of their own language.

The 'Lowland' language identification of the Classic writing sys-
tem has, of course, been accepted as a working hypothesis by glyphi-
cists for many years. The evidence presented here gives added confir-

mation to the hypothesis that the Classic inscriptions do not record

an Eastern Mayan language, but one related to Western Mayan or
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Yucatecan.

Kaufman (1976: 117) identifies the Classic Maya of the Peten as
Cholan speakers, and those of Yucatan as Yucatecan speakers. There
are, however, more than two groups whose cultures were distinct enough
to suggest the possibility of language differences. Northern Yucatan,
the Peten, Usumacinta River sites, Palenque, Quirigua and Copan, and a
late foreign presence at Seibal probably represent more than just two
linguistic groups. At this time the language of the Classic Maya re-
mains an open question, Given the geographical and temporal span, it
is likely that more than one is involved. It is also possible that
the language or languages recorded in the inscriptions is not every-
where that of the common people. Furthermore, the language of the
Peten Maya, while certainly related to Yucatecan or Greater Tzeltalan,
may have left no direct genetic descendents, Given the thoroughness
of the collapse in the tenth century, it could have included the ex-
tinction of a language,

The identification and distribution of Mayan languages at the
time of the Classic Period is not an unsolvable problem, Careful an-
alysis of archaeological, linguistic, and glyphic data can provide
important information for our understanding of Mayan linguistic hist-

ory, and of historical linguistics in general,
Footnotes

1the term Classic Maya in this paper refers only to the civiliza-
tion using Long Count dates and a style of hieroglyphic writing shared

throughout the Peten and surrounding areas, It does not include many
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sites in the Northern Lowlands.

2The dates given here are from Kaufman's "Archaeological and 1in-
guistic correlations in Mayaland and associate areas of Meso-America"
(1976). One of five criteria on which the dates are based is glotto-
chronological calculations, Campbell (1977: 63-65) argues effectively
against the use of this method, So while Kaufman's sketch of Mayan
prehistory is the most detailed to date, and was done by a scholar
whose knowledge of Mayan languages is unsurpassed, it remains theory
rather than fact, and the actual dating of particular events is prob-
ably its weakest point. 1 give his dates as being reasonable esti-
mates when not contradicted by other cvidence.

30ccurs as a bound morpheme: 'base' c'Aclib; 'base de una casa'

4p 'TY followed by a number indicates a sign listed in Thompson's
1962 Catalog. A colon indicates that the following sign is beneath
the first, A comma indicates the second sign is to the right. Most
phonetic signs represent CV or VC syllables. Because of the CVC root
structures in Mayan languages, the second consonant is often indicated
by a phonetic syllable having the same vowel as the first sign. This
is common practice among users of syllabic writing systems throughout
the world,

SBaktun 8 covers approximately the first 400 years of this mill-
enium, that is, the Proto- and Early Classic Periods.

6'1) remains /0/ in Jacaltec and Chuj. In other Kanjoblan lang-
uages such as Kanjobal and Tojolabal it becomes /n/. Any Kanjobalan

language which had /r)/ during the Classic Period would group with
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Eastern Mayan in having three distinct reflexes of Proto-Mayan nasals.

Those not having /U/ would group with Greater Tzeltalan and Yucatecan.
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