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logosyllabic writing mainly used during „classic” period (250-900 AD) 
by scribes from early Ch’olan and Yucatecan languages

(Yaxchilan, Lintel 47, MNA CD México)   

Prehispanic Mayan Writing
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logosyllabic writing mainly used during „classic” period (250-900 AD) 
by scribes from early Cholan and Yucatecan languages

Logogram bahlam ‘jaguar’

Logogram with additional syllabograms indicating
the initial and/or final consonants b and m

ba-bahlam bahlam-ma ba-bahlam-ma

purely syllabic writing of bahlam ‘jaguar’ 

ba-la-ma

(Yaxchilan, Lintel 47, MNA CD México)   (from Dürr/Schlobinski 2022: 58 after Coe 1992: 264)

Prehispanic Mayan Writing
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Mayan literature from the colonial period

since the middle of the 16th century
use of the latin alphabet (sometimes with additional characters)
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Luis de Granada, Libro de la oracion y
meditacion, translated into Kaqchikel, 
ca. 1555-1570

K’iche’ Dictionary 
Vocabulario en lengua 4iche otlatecas 

(18th century)

both ms. from
Ibero-Amerikanisches Institut Berlin



Mayan literature from the colonial period

since the middle of the 16th century

use of the latin alphabet (sometimes with additional characters)
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(Chilam Balam of Ixil, MNA CD México;       
Yucatec Maya)



Mayan literature from the colonial period

Popol Wuj (or Popol Vuh)

from Highland Guatemala 

written in K’iche’ (ca. 1554-58)

only accessible copy from ca. 1700
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(first page of ms., Newberry Library, Chicago) 



Pronominal prefixes in 16th century K’iche’
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ABSOLUTIVE ERGATIVE

1 sg in- nu- w-

2 sg at- a- aw-

3 Ø- u- r-

1 pl oj- qa- q-

2 pl ix- i- iw-

3 pl e- ki- k-

Intransitive verbs
Absolutive = subject
k-in-ulik ‘I come’
k-Ø-ulik ‘he/she comes’
k-oj-ulik ‘we come’
k-e-ulik ’they come’ 



Pronominal prefixes in 16th century K’iche’
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ABSOLUTIVE ERGATIVE

1 sg in- nu- w-

2 sg at- a- aw-

3 Ø- u- r-

1 pl oj- qa- q-

2 pl ix- i- iw-

3 pl e- ki- k-

Intransitive verbs
Absolutive = subject
k-in-ulik ‘I come’
k-Ø-ulik ‘he/she comes’
k-oj-ulik ‘we come’
k-e-ulik ’they come’ 

Nouns
Ergative = possessor
nu-wuj ‘my book(s)’
u-wuj ‘his/her book(s)’
qa-wuj ‘our book(s)’
ki-wuj ‘their book(s)’ 



Pronominal prefixes in 16th century K’iche’

Transitive verbs

absolutive = direct object; ergative = subject
k-Ø-nu-sik’ij ‘I (nu-) call him/her/them (Ø-)’
k-Ø-u-sik’ij ‘he/she calls her/him/them (Ø-)’
ka-Ø-qa-sik’ij ‘we (qa-) call him/her/them (Ø-)’
ka-Ø-ki-sik’ij ‘they (ki-) call him/her/them (Ø-)’
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ABSOLUTIVE ERGATIVE

1 sg in- nu- w-

2 sg at- a- aw-

3 Ø- u- r-

1 pl oj- qa- q-

2 pl ix- i- iw-
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Pronominal prefixes in 16th century K’iche’

Transitive verbs

absolutive = direct object; ergative = subject
k-Ø-nu-sik’ij ‘I (nu-) call him/her/them (Ø-)’
k-Ø-u-sik’ij ‘he/she calls her/him/them (Ø-)’
ka-Ø-qa-sik’ij ‘we (qa-) call him/her/them (Ø-)’
ka-Ø-ki-sik’ij ‘they (ki-) call him/her/them (Ø-)’

k-in-u-sik’ij ‘he/she (u-) calls me (in-)’ 
k-in-ki-sik’ij ‘they (ki-) call me (in-)’
k-e-qa-sik’ij ‘we (qa-) call them (e-)’

10

ABSOLUTIVE ERGATIVE

1 sg in- nu- w-

2 sg at- a- aw-

3 Ø- u- r-

1 pl oj- qa- q-

2 pl ix- i- iw-

3 pl e- ki- k-



Transitive clauses (1)
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Transitive clauses (2)
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Pivot and topic assignment
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Embedding of the subject into the object (1)

14



Embedding of the subject into the object (2)
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Concluding remarks
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