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Background

• BA in Anthropology and Linguistics, University of Kansas-Lawrence, 1996


• PhD in Anthropology, SUNY-Albany, 2001


• At UNC since Fall 2004



Office hours

• Set hours for Fall 2025: 


• M 8–9 AM


• Th 9–10 AM


• Zoom link: https://unc.zoom.us/j/9130064440


• By appointment: in person (outdoors or Campus Y) or Zoom 
(email me at davidmm@unc.edu)


• Set hours will very likely change each semester


• Very Covid Cautious due to moderate persistent asthma, 
and also due to my wife having severe persistent asthma 
and being immuno-compromised

https://unc.zoom.us/j/9130064440
mailto:davidmm@unc.edu


Research topics

• Mayan historical linguistics


• Sound change


• Morphological and morphosyntactic change


• Lexico-semantic change


• Subgrouping


• Remote genealogical relationships


• Mayan epigraphy


• Grammar of Mayan texts


• Orthographic principles of Mayan writing


• Paleography


• Graphic, graphemic, orthographic, linguistic 
variables


• Lexical determinatives (aka semantic 
determinatives)


• Mayan historical sociolinguistics


• Variationist, quantitative analysis


• Social factors


• Decipherment of writing systems (several 
Mesoamerican scripts are undeciphered)


• Linguistic fieldwork and documentation


• Historical lexical semantics











Teaching

• Ling 89 Decipherment of Writing 
Systems


• Ling 138 Introduction to linguistic 
anthropology


• Ling 202 Language variation and 
change


• Ling 302 Language and power


• Ling 458 Writing Systems: Past, 
Present, Future, Fictional


• Ling 525 Comparative and Historical 
Linguistics


• Ling 558 Ancient Mayan Hieroglyphs 
(Spring 2026)


• Ling 560 Mesoamerican Languages 
and Linguistics


• Ling 561 Native Languages of the 
Americas


• Ling 490 Historical Sociolinguistics 
(will turn this into a regular course)



Advising



Mayan peoples

Rigoberta Menchú Tum

K’iche’

Briceida Cuevas Cob 

Maaya t’aan (Yucatec)

Gaspar Pedro Gonzalez 

Q’anjob’al
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Mayan linguistic diversity
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Kaufman (2017)
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Ancient city of Mutul (Tikal, Peten, Guatemala)



Epigraphic Mayan

this has bequeathed us – despite various modern depredations – one of the
richest and least disturbed archaeological landscapes in the world.

The nature of the Classic Maya political landscape has been a long-running
question, a source of fascination and no small measure of frustration for a
century or more. A sizeable number of scholars have been drawn to the
problem over that time, each bringing their own datasets and approaches to
bear. All have attempted to show how the enormous number of settlements,

map 1 Principal sites in the Maya area, which is today divided between Mexico, Guatemala,
Belize, Honduras, and El Salvador. (All maps in this volume by the author, using base maps
made available by NASA/JPL)

2 INTRODUCTION: THE QUESTIONS

Bonampak Stela 1
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Northern 
lowlands

Southern 
lowlands



Mayan orthography

• “Logosyllabic” script


• Logograms (uppercase) 
represent words


• Syllabograms (lowercase) 
represent CV sequences


• Both could be used 
separately or in various 
combinations


• Variable spellings of the 
same word were common
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Transliteration: 	 K’AYOM (a) ~ K’AYOM(-ma) (b) ~ k’a-yo-ma (c)


Transcription: 	 k’ay-om	 	 


Morpheme Glossing: 	 sing-AGENTIVIZER


Translation: 	 ‘singer’





https://www.mayadatabase.org/
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• Martha Macri


• Matthew Looper


• Yuriy Polyukhovych


• Gabrielle Vail


• 80k records (glyph blocks)


• ~ 4,850 texts


• Publication: http://
glyphdwellers.com/ 

http://glyphdwellers.com/
http://glyphdwellers.com/


Paleography (graphic variables)

• Mora-Marín (2021a): 


• Graphic variable, T168/ZB1 ʔAJAW 'lord, 
ruler', paleography, graphic designs of same 
grapheme, innovative designs replacing 
older designs, geographic differentiation 
according to designs


• Mora-Marín (2021b): 


• Graphic variable, T1/HE6 ʔu, paleography, 
innovative designs replace older designs, 
geographic restrictions, significant 
distinctions according to media (portable vs. 
monumental)
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Spelling conventions



Linguistic 
variables
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• Four linguistic variables


• Three morphological


• One phonological


• Proto-Mayan *h and 
*j (i.e. *x) > Common 
Ch’olan /j/ in initial 
and final positions


• Differences in 
orthographic resolution


• High- vs. low-
resolution variables



Other info

• https://davidmm.web.unc.edu/ 


• https://unc.academia.edu/dmoramarin


