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       Welcome to the                                                                                 “32 – year book” of The Codex. 
 
 
                                             
                        lajcha’ k’atun   jun        tun       hun  
 
  
  
  

 
Now in its 32nd year, The Codex continues to 
publish materials of substance in the world    
of    Pre-Columbian   and Mesoamerican 
studies. We continue that tradition in this 
issue. 
 
The stories from The University Museum’s 
Tikal Project keep coming and we are happy to 
continue publishing them in The Codex. In 
this issue, Olga Stavrakis and Cedric Puleston 
share more pages from Dennis Puleston’s 
journal of his summer at Tikal in 1963. They 
have also provided excerpts from his field notes 
of his excavations of chultuns, and Burial 144 
at Tikal in particular, giving us a glimpse into 
the day-to-day life of a field archaeologist and 
the excitement when unexpected materials are 
recovered. 
 
David Mora-Marín returns to our pages in The 
Grammar In the Script column with the 2nd 
part of his discussion and analysis of the Initial 
Sign Collocation (ISC).   
 
And Lady Sharp Tongue reports on royal life 
and succession at Piedras Negras. 
 
Although The Codex  has  become a 
publication of substance in  the world    of    
Pre-Columbian   and Mesoamerican  studies, 
we  do  not plan  to  rest  on  our laurels.  We 
welcome suggestions for new features and 
ideas for future issues that will build on our 
success.  
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                                   GRAMMAR IN THE SCRIPT   
 

 
LEXICAL EVIDENCE FOR THE “INITIAL SIGN” OF EPIGRAPHIC MAYAN AS 
ʔAY ‘EXISTENTIAL PARTICLE’ 
Part 2 of 3 
by 
David F. Mora-Marín 
University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill 
davidmm@unc.edu 
 

In the first part of this series (Mora-Marín 2023), an epigraphic and quantitative 
analysis employing a dataset prepared with the Maya Hieroglyphic Database (Looper 
and Macri 1991–2022) showed that the Initial Sign Collocation (ISC), shown in Figure 
1, represents an expression of the general shape <ʔay(al)>, and that the Initial Sign 
(IS) itself, T617/1M3 (and various allograms, signs bearing the same value), functions 
as a logogram with the basic value ʔAY, but potentially ʔAY(AL), given the occasional 
use of the syllabogram la (5.38% of cases), primarily at the end of the ISC, suggesting 
a spelling of either a grammatical suffix or enclitic that includes a consonant /l/. It 
was also shown that the three ʔa-la-ya spellings are likely motivated visually by the 
large, main-sign shape of T534/ZA2 la, rather than linguistically. In this second part, 
I review previous lexical proposals for the ISC and offer an assessment and revision 
based on the orthographic constraints proposed in the first part (Mora-Marín 2023), 
and the historical linguistic constraints presented here.  
 

 
A 

 
 

B 
 

C 

Figure 1. The Initial Sign Collocation and associated syllabograms.a) ISC on Balakbal Stela 5. 
Drawing from Justeson and Mathews (1990:112, Fig. 8). b) IS Main Sign, T617/1M3. Drawing by 
author based on drawing in Tokovinine and Estrada-Belli (2015:204). c) Syllabograms ʔa, ya, la 
on ISC from Tikal Stela 31. Drawing by the author based on drawing by Linda Schele. 

 
 

Three sets of proposals have been presented in the literature: 1) an existential 
particle, ʔay (MacLeod 1990; Mora-Marín 2001, 2005; Law and Stuart 2017); 2) a 
deictic particle, lay or ʔalay (Boot 2003; MacLeod and Polyukhovych 2005); and 3) a 
quotative/reportative particle ʔal-iy (Grube 1991; Lacadena 2004a; Beliaev and 
Davletshin 2006; Beliaev et al. 2013). For the past decade and a half, the second 
proposal has gained the most adherents (e.g. Colas, Reeder, Webster 2003:2; Grube, 
Lacadena, and Martin 2003:49, 51, 62; Lacadena 2004a:184, note 116, 187–188; 
Tunesi and Lopes 2004:1; Stuart 2005:13; Beliaev and Tunesi 2005:2; Boot 2009:23, 
2016:12; Bíró 2011:276; Krempel and Davletshin 2011:27; Houston 2012; 
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Polyukhovych and Tunesi 2012:100; Gronemeyer 2014:469, note 975, 504, note 1002; 
Tsukamoto and Esparza Olgún 2014:35; Krempel et al. 2017:11, 2018:663, 675; 
Prager and Wagner 2017:3; Kerry 2018:499; Bíró, MacLeod, and Grofe 2020:131; 
Grube 2022:142). I have, myself, oscillated between the first two, at times favoring the 
first one for syntactic and contextual reasons (Mora-Marín 2001, 2004, 2005), at times 
favoring the second one for orthographic reasons (Mora-Marín 2004, 2007). The lexical 
evidence presented here, together with the previous discussion of the orthographic 
patterns (Mora-Marín 2023), as well as the forthcoming discussion of morphosyntactic 
constructions (Mora-Marín n.d.), will support and account for the existential particle 
option in a more comprehensive manner than previously attempted. 

 
The paper is organized as follows. First, I review the lexical evidence for each 

major proposal and assess each proposal’s validity on linguistic and orthographic 
grounds, favoring the existential particle proposal. I then discuss some of the 
implications of such proposal, before presenting the conclusions and next steps.  

 
Lexical Options 
 

Next, the three major proposals are reviewed and tested against the 
orthographic constraints presented in Mora-Marín (2023). It is assumed that 
Epigraphic Mayan represents varieties of the Ch’olan and Yucatecan languages (e.g. 
Justeson and Fox 1989; Houston et al. 2000; Lacadena and Wichmann 2000, 2002; 
Josserand and Hopkins 2002; Mora-Marín 2009; etc.), primarily, and that such 
varieties evolved in the context of intense sociolinguistic interaction in the Maya 
lowlands starting prior to the differentiation of Greater Tzeltalan into distinct Ch’olan 
and Tzeltalan subgroups, during the Preclassic period, and thereafter continuing 
during the Classic and Postclassic periods. This area of intense interaction is referred 
to as the Greater Lowland Mayan contact area (Justeson et al. 1985), and included, to 
a lesser extent, other Mayan languages, including Greater Q’anjob’alan (especially 
Chujean) and Greater K’ichee’an (especially Q’eqchi’). Subsequently, after the 
differentiation of Greater Tzeltalan, and indeed, after the differentiation of Ch’olan into 
Eastern and Western Ch’olan, the Tzeltalan and Western Ch’olan languages also 
engaged in close contact, exhibiting diffusion of lexical and morphological traits (e.g. 
Kaufman and Norman 1984; Mora-Marín 2008). 
 
First Option: Existential Particle 
 

MacLeod (1990) was the first to propose a value for the IS based on the 
existential particle, proto-Ch’olan *ʔayan, as reconstructed by Kaufman and Norman 
(1984:116). Mora-Marín (2001, 2004, 2005) has analyzed the ISC as spelling the 
existential particle. More recently Law and Stuart (2017) transcribed one example of 
the IS as AY and of the ISC as ayal, but did not discuss or justify their rationale. Next, 
I review the historical and comparative data for the existential particle and offer a brief 
assessment of its fit for the orthographic patterns reviewed in first part of this series. 

 
Kaufman with Justeson (2003:1413) reconstruct the existential particle of 

proto-Mayan as *ʔar ‘be.there’, with cognates in every major branch, though in several 
branches and languages (e.g. Huastecan, Greater K’ichee’an), the cognates have 
experienced significant functional shift, and different morphemes or lexemes have 
replaced them in their original function. Both Justeson et al. (1988:126) and Kaufman 
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with Justeson (2003:1414) also reconstruct Lowland Mayan *ʔay.aan (same as *ʔay-
aan), an areally diffused form, with cognates generally agreeing on the gloss ‘hay 
(Spanish), there is/are (English)’.1 Table 1 presents the relevant comparative data for 
the Ch’olan and Tzeltalan languages, while Table 2 presents the data for Yucatecan. 
 
Table 1. Ch’olan and Tzeltalan data pertinent to reflexes of proto-Mayan as *ʔar 
‘be.there’. 
 
Languages Lexemes Glosses Sources 

Ch’ol ʔan 

ʔan-ku 

ʔan-ik 

ʔan-ix ora 

ʔan to yom 

ʔan-äch 

mach’an (Sab.) 

maʔan (Sab., Tila) 

 

ya(ʔ) + (ʔ)an 

There is 

If there is 

If there were 

It has been some time (since) 

There is still lacking 

There is (i.e. affirmative) 

No, there is no/none 

No, there is no/none2 

 

Allí estuvo 

Aulie and Aulie (2009:5) 

 

 

 

 

 

Aulie and Aulie (2009:55) 

Aulie and Aulie (2009:5) 

 

Vázquez Álvarez (2011) 

Acalan <ayan> 

<an(-i)> 

<ya-an-an-ob-i> 

Había, hay, hubo 

Había, hay 

Los que habían quedado 

Smailus (1975) 

Yokot’an ʔan 

ʔahn-e(l) 

ya + ʔan, yaʔan 

 

ma(h)=ʔan 

mach ʔan 
(mach’an) 
 

ʔan, ʔayan 

 

ʔa- 

to exist in a state or condition 

be in a place 

there + be, there is/are 
(impersonal) 
 
not any, nothing 

no, not any, none 

 

verbo existencial, haber, estar, 
tener 
 

already begun (aspect marker) 

Knowles (1984:109-110) 

 

Knowles (1984:109, 289) 

 

Knowles (1984:437) 

 

 

Keller and Luciano (1997:32, 
33) 
 

Knowles (1984:229–232) 

                                                         
1 Kaufman (2015:807–808) has also observed that in some languages certain locative deictics or demonstrative 
adverbs appear to make use of a reduced form of pM *ʔar, namely *-r, “metanalyzed as a derivational suffix”: #wa-r 
‘here’ (e.g. Yucatecan *wa(ʔ)y…eʔ ‘here’; K’ichee7 war[aal ‘here’), #tye-r ‘there’ (e.g. Tzeltal tey ‘there’; Tzotzil 
te ‘there’), #le-r ‘there’ (e.g. Tzeltal ley ‘there’), #b’a-r ‘where’ (e.g. Tzeltal b’a(y) ‘where’, Tzotzil b’u(y) ‘where’, 
Tz’utujiil b’aar ‘where’), among others. In addition, Kaufman (2015:109) suggests that “Proto-Mayan *7ar 
survives in K’ichee7 as the basis of the third personal pronoun ʔare7.” Here it is worth noting that among the 
cognates that support the reconstruction *ʔar, Kaufman also includes Q’eqchi’ ʔar-in ‘here’ and ʔar-an ‘there’ (cf. 
also Kaufman with Justeson 2003:1413). Thus, while Greater K’ichee’an is the only branch that replaced pM *ʔar in 
its function as an existential particle, several of its languages did preserve it with shifted functions. 
2 The examples for maʔan provided by Aulie and Aulie (2009) make it clear that it is the negative existential: 
c’uxtayem cha’an ma’an ja’al ‘está triste porque no llueve (he is sad because there is no rain)’ (2009:23), che’ 
ik’t’ojñal ma’an uw ‘cuando está muy oscuro no hay luna (when it is very dark there is no moon)’ (2009:37). 
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Ch’olti’ <aya>, <ayan> 

<chumul> 

<matac>, <maian>,  

<ma chumul> 

<aber>, <tener tambien> ‘there is; 

to have’ 

<no ai> ‘there isn’t’ 

Robertson et al. (2010:295) 

Ch’orti’ ʔay 

ʔayan 

ʔayix 

 

 

ʔayan 

ʔayan ʔayan(ob’) 

ʔayan ~ ʔayix 

ʔayen (Pelillo 
Negro) 

Be, have, own 

There is (are) 

There used to be, there was (long 

ago) 

 

there is, there are 

there are various (things); various 

already has 

there is, there are (variant) 

Wisdom (1950:455) 

 

 

 

 

Hull (2016:56) 

 

Hull (2016:57) 

proto-
Ch’olan 

*ʔayan there is/are (pt) Kaufman and Norman 
(1984:116) 

proto-
Tzeltalan 

*ʔäy  

*ʔay.an (Tzo), 

*ʔay.in (Tze) 

there is (pt) 

to be born, to live (vi) 

Kaufman (1972:95) 

 

Table 2. Yucatecan data pertinent to reflexes of proto-Mayan as *ʔar ‘be.there’. 

Languages Lexemes Glosses Sources 

Yucatec yàan 

mináʔan (~ náʔan) 

ʔan 

there is; compulsive aspect 

there isn’t 

there is 

Bricker et al. (1998:5, 185, 312) 

Itzaj yaan 

yaan > yan 

maʔan 

exist, be, have 

obligative aspect  

there are not 

Hofling with Tesucún 
(1997:433, 693) 

Lakantun yaan 

mänaʔn ~ mänaʔ 

be, exist, have; obligative aspect  

not be any, be none; there isn’t 

any 

Hofling (2014:221, 404) 

Mopan yan 

maʔ yan 

exist, be, have; obligative aspect 

Negative of existential 

Hofling (2011:299, 473) 

 

With the diffused Lowland Mayan form *ʔay-aan, Justeson et al. (1988) and 
Kaufman with Justeson (2003) account for both proto-Ch’olan *ʔayan and proto-
Yucatecan *yaan or *yàan.3 However, it is clear that Yucatec (Table 2), at least, also 

                                                         
3 Kaufman’s (1991:3) proposed vowel nuclei correspondences among the Yucatecan languages, in this case 
specifically for *CV:C, involve Yucatec CV:C (i.e. CV̀VC), Southern Lakantun CVVC, Northern Lakantun CVC, 
Itzaj CVC, and Mopan CVC. With the partial exception of Itzaj yaan ~ yan, these correspondences support a 
scenario of proto-Yucatecan *yaan. 
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attests to ʔan (e.g. b’ix ʔan-ik-ech ‘how are you?’, ʔan-tal ~ yan-tal ‘to exist (inchoative)’). 
Such form, ʔan, is consistent with what is attested in Western Ch’olan (Ch’ol ʔan, 
Yokot’an ʔan ~ ʔayan) (Table 1). Thus, a more complex picture, involving diffusion, 
perhaps at different stages, of both *ʔay-aan and *ʔan, with *ʔay-aan diffusing earlier, 
prior to the differentiation of proto-Yucatecan, and *ʔan diffusing later, perhaps 
between a Western Ch’olan language and Yucatec, specifically, is plausible.  
 

MacLeod (1990:34) notes that Wisdom (1950:455, 491) lists ay, ay-an, and ay-
ix for Ch’orti’, which indicates that in proto-Ch’olan *ʔayan was still analyzable as 
*ʔay-an, and indeed, that speakers retained *ʔay in some contexts without *-an. The 
additional Ch’orti’ data in Table 1 support this. Kaufman with Justeson (2003:1413) 
also list Ch’orti’ ay as a reflex of proto-Mayan *ʔar. With this in mind, Table 4 
presents comparative data for the existential particle in the Greater Tzeltalan 
languages. 

 
Kaufman and Norman (1984:116) proposed the suffix *-an of proto-Ch’olan 

*ʔayan to be an innovation in Ch’olan. Justeson et al. (1988:126) specifically suggest 
the suffix in question to be an inchoative suffix, (pre-Ch’olan) **-aan > (proto-Ch’olan) 
*-an. The low tone and long vowel of the Yucatec form yàan provides the rationale for 
the reconstruction of the derivational suffix *-aan with a long vowel, given the change 
*V:C > *V ̀:C attributed to proto-Yucatecan (Justeson et al. 1985:15). In this way, 
Lowland Mayan *ʔay-aan would have given rise to yàan in Yucatec(an): *ʔay-aan > 
[ʔa]y-aan > yaan > yàan. Nevertheless, it is the Yucatecan correspondence, exclusively, 
that provides the basis for the reconstruction of the inchoative suffix in question as **-
aan > *-an.  

 
Based on the data and discussion so far, the reconstructions in Table 3 are put 

forth. It is proposed that proto-Ch’olan employed *ʔay ~ *ʔay-an ‘existential particle’, 
and that proto-Western Ch’olan employed *ʔayan ~ *ʔan. Moreover, it can be proposed 
that one of the two forms attested in Yucatec (ʔan) agrees with Western Ch’olan *ʔan, 
specifically, suggesting a somewhat late chronology for the diffusion of the form into 
Yucatec, that is, following both the breakup of proto-Ch’olan into Eastern and Western 
branches, and the differentiation of Yucatecan, affecting only Yucatec.4 
 

Table 3. Proposed reflexes in relevant, intermediate proto-languages. 

Languages Lexemes Glosses Sources 

proto-Ch’olan  *ʔay ~ *ʔay-an there is/are (pt) This paper 

proto-Western Ch’olan *ʔayan ~ *ʔan there is/are (pt) This paper 

proto-Yucatecan *yaan there is/are (pt) This paper 

proto-Yucatec *yàan ~ *ʔan there is/are (pt) This paper 

 

                                                         
4 It might seem tempting to propose that Ch’ol ya(ʔ) + (ʔ)an ‘s/he/it was there’ and Yokot’an yaʔan ‘there is/are 
(impersonal)’ be posited as the source of Yucatecan *yàan. However, such a form would have been likely perceived 
by Yucatecan speakers as yáʔan, not yàan. 
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 The majority of spellings of the ISC would very easily fit a shape based on the 
existential particle just reviewed: approximately 92 % of all spellings would easily 
accommodate a logographic value ʔAY for the IS. However, the remaining spellings 
require a form of the general shape <ʔayal> or <ʔaya(l)> or <ʔayla(h/ʔ)>, which leaves 
a residue (i.e. <…al> or <…la(h/ʔ)>) that is not easily accounted for in the data 
presented so far. I return to this residue in the next subsection. 
 
 It is also worthwhile to note that in the Greater Lowland Mayan languages, but 
especially Ch’olan and Tzeltalan, the existential particle may take certain inflectional 
suffixes and enclitics, including absolutive person markers (Ch’olan, Tzeltalan); status 
suffixes like -ik or -uk ‘optative/subjunctive’ (Ch’olan, Tzeltalan) as well as -el 
‘incompletive of intransitives’ and -i ‘completive’ (Acalan, Yokot’an); modal enclitics 
such as -uk ‘emphatic’, -ix ‘already’, (Ch’olan, Tzeltalan), as well as -to ‘still, yet, as yet’ 
and -äch ‘affirmative, indeed’ (Ch’olan); the enclitic -bi ‘reportative’ (Ch’ol); and deictic 
enclitics such as -e(’) (Tzeltalan), among others. A more thorough discussion of the 
inflection, cliticization, and derivation of this particle would be illuminating but 
beyond the scope of this paper. 
 
Second Option: Demonstrative Deictics 
 

MacLeod and Polyukhovych (2005) and Boot (2003) have argued for a deictic 
demonstrative function of the ISC. Before surveying the pertinent Ch’olan and 
Yucatecan data, it is necessary to back up a bit to the earliest stages of Mayan, 
following Kaufman’s (2015:771–809) reconstruction of demonstratives and articles.  
 

Kaufman states that, across Mayan languages, “Deictic markers are shared 
among noun modifiers, locative adverbs, and temporal adverbs,” and also that “Most 
Mayan languages have two positions where deictic elements can appear, [a] before the 
noun head and its adjective and classifier modifiers, and [b] after the noun head” 
(2015:771). He refers to the prenominal deictics as generic determiner or Det, first 
position demonstrative or DemA, and article or Art; and he refers to the postnominal 
deictics as second position demonstrative or DemB. And he proposes a template of the 
form Det DemA Art… NOUN…DemB, with Det and DemA capable of occurring on their 
own, but with DemB likely co-occurring with DemA but not occurring on its own 
(2015:772). Kaufman (2015:774) provides a full chart of reconstructed deictics in their 
relative positions.  
 

Given MacLeod and Polyukhovych’s early and recent ideas on their proposed 
<ʔalay> reading for the IS and ISC, typically translated as ‘this here’ or ‘here’ or ‘this’, 
the Ch’olan, Tzeltalan, and Yucatecan forms in Table 4 will be discussed.  
 

Table 4. Deictic markers in relevant languages. 

Languages Morphemes Glosses Sources 

Ch’ol ʔilawä  

ʔilayi 

ʔili 

ʔiliyi 

here 

here 

this (one) 

this (one) 

Aulie and Aulie (2009:37-38) 
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ila 

iwäʔ 

here (closer than iwäʔ) 

here 

Vázquez Álvarez (2011:275–277) 

Acalan <ylay> ~ <ylahi> 

…ilah=i 

this 

this 

Smailus (1975:47, 51, 63, 112)  

Becquey (2014:422) 

Yokot’an ʔida ~ -da 

wida ~ -da 

-da (e.g. an-on-da ‘I am 
here’) 

here 

here 

here 

Knowles (1984:123, 266–267) 

Keller and Luciano (1997:480) 

Becquey (2014:422), Keller and 
Luciano (1997:17) 

Ch’olti’ <ila> ~ <illa> this Robertson et al. (2010:295) 

Ch’orti’ irah, tamerah, taarah 

 

ira, -ra (cf. tara, ta-ra) 

 (e…) ira 

here 

 

here 

this… here 

Wisdom (1950:455, 484) 

 

Hull (2016) 

Hull (2016) 

Proto-Ch’olan *ʔila(-i) this, that Kaufman and Norman (1984:139) 

Proto-Ch’olan *ʔila(-i) ~ *=la this, that; here This paper 

Tzeltal ʔil this/that Kaufman and Norman (1984:139) 

Col. Yucatec <lay> ~ <lai> That/there Bricker (2019:54) 

Mod. Yucatec le  Bricker (2019:54) 

 

The relevant forms correspond to some of Kaufman’s (2015:773) DemA and 
DemB reconstructions: 1) *ʔil ~ *ʔin ‘neutral demonstrative’ (cf. Kaufman 2015:783-
784), *la ~ *le ‘that/there’ (cf. Kaufman 2015:791-792), both cases of DemA; and 2) 
*+a ‘right here: very near to speaker’ (cf. Kaufman 2015:793-794) and *+i ‘here: fairly 
near to speaker’ (cf. Kaufman 2015:795-796), both cases of DemB. Kaufman also 
notes that the deictic value of *ʔil ~ *ʔin ‘neutral demonstrative’ is determined by the 
accompanying DemB (2015:805). Next, I review the reflexes of these forms in Ch’olan 
and Yucatecan. 

 
The Ch’olan deictic demonstrative *ʔila(-i) can be analyzed as consisting of a 

reflex of proto-Mayan *ʔil ~ *ʔin (DemA) followed by *+a (DemB), and optionally 
followed by *+i (DemB), perhaps due to reanalysis of *ʔil and *+a as a single 
morpheme, proto-Ch’olan *ʔila.  

 
With regard to *la ~ *le (DemA), Kaufman adds that “In some languages it is the 

basis of the definite article, and it can mean ‘this/here’ if combined with the 
appropriate DemB,” and he also favors *la as the original form from which *le could 
have been derived when combined with a DemB such as *+e ‘there: not near and not 
far; complement to definite article’ (2015:805). Importantly, in the case of Yucatecan, 
the Colonial Yucatec data make it clear that Yucatec le originated in Colonial Yucatec 
<lay> ~ <lai> (Bricker 2019:54), perhaps consisting originally of *la+i, with *+i 
corresponding to Kaufman’s proto-Mayan *+i ‘here: fairly near to speaker’ (DemB). In 
this scenario, a pre-Yucatec *la+i could have resulted in Yucatec le through partial 
assimilation (fronting, raising) of the /a/ to the final /i/.  
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To review, then, following Kaufman’s model, the proto-Ch’olan deictic 
demonstrative *ʔila(-i) would be a reflex of proto-Mayan *ʔin ~ *ʔil ‘neutral 
demonstrative’, requiring an enclitic deictic (e.g. *+a, *+i) for more specific deictic 
reference, while the Yucatecan deictic demonstrative *lay would be a reflex of proto-
Mayan *la ~ *le ‘this/here’.5 In other words, in Kaufman’s model, the Ch’olan and 
Yucatecan forms are not cognate. This is important because MacLeod and 
Polyukhovych’s (2005) original proposal for the IS was a logographic value LAY based 
on the Colonial Yucatec form <lay> ~ <lai>. This would require proposing that the IS 
was based on a Yucatecan lexeme, not a Ch’olan one, and furthermore, that such 
Yucatecan lexeme is not even cognate with the Ch’olan equivalent. Given the fact that 
the ISC is a very early component of Mayan writing, present even in Late Preclassic 
texts, and that the basic structure of Mayan writing is based on Ch’olan, such a 
proposal seems unlikely. 
 

Another important point regarding MacLeod and Polyukhovych’s (2005) 
proposal pertains to a specific form they have cited in the Acalan manuscript (Western 
Ch’olan) as evidence for proto-Ch’olan *ʔila(h)(-i) ‘this, that; here’. In such manuscript, 
a sequence <analay> appears (Smailus 1975:26). In such sequence, those authors 
have argued, the demonstrative appears as <alay>, a form consistent with their 
proposed reading of the ISC as ʔa-LAY. Nevertheless, there are several problems with 
this identification.  

 
First, such case, <analay>, would be the only instance of the demonstrative 

deictic as <alay> in that manuscript; elsewhere, it occurs six times as <ylay> and 
<ylahi>. As the data presented in Table 4 show, contemporary Yokot’an, presumably 
the most closely related form of Ch’olan to the variety attested in the Acalan 
manuscript, attests only to forms of the demonstrative with the first vowel /i/: wida, 
ʔida, besides the reduced form -da. So do the other Ch’olan languages (Ch’ol, Ch’olti’, 
Ch’orti’). So, if the ISC is representing this deictic, an exceptional situation would be 
obtained: the variety of Ch’olan represented in the texts would be the only variety of 
Ch’olan in which, given the hundreds of instances of the ISC beginning with ʔa 
(94.23% of 672 cases spelled with the T617/1M3 main sign or by means of only 
syllabograms), the demonstrative deictic would have had a basic shape <ʔalay>, 
ultimately derived from proto-Ch’olan *ʔila(h)(-i) (and from proto-Mayan *ʔil ~ *ʔin), 
and eventually reflected in all varieties of Ch’olan with an initial /ʔi…/ sequence, 
rather than /ʔa…/. We would therefore have to explain, phonologically, why the ISC 
bears a vowel /a/ in the first syllable instead of the pan-Ch’olan vowel /i/.  

 
Second, if <alay> in the sequence <analay> is not a spelling error, and if it 

indeed corresponds to the demonstrative deictic (proto-Ch’olan *ʔila(h)(-i)), the form 
<alay> would have to be analyzed as reflecting a case of perseverative vowel 
assimilation triggered by the vowel of <an> in the preceding syllable. Vowel 
assimilation is a sound change in which the value of one vowel changes in part or in 
total due to the influence of a different vowel in the vicinity, whether immediately 
adjacent or in a preceding or following syllable. Mora-Marín and Frazier (2021) analyze 
numerous examples of vowel assimilation in the Greater Tzeltalan languages. An 
instance of anticipatory vowel assimilation would be the case of Yokot’an b’ek’et ‘body’ 

                                                         
5 The proto-Ch’olan form *ʔila(-i) ‘this; here’ is thus very likely originally composed of *ʔil+a, but it would seem 
that *ʔil+a was reanalyzed as *ʔila (monomorphemic), hence the addition of *-i. 
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from proto-Ch’olan *b’ak’-et. A case of perserverative vowel assimilation would be 
proto-Ch’olan *ʔixik from proto-Mayan *ʔix-oq ‘woman’. The form <alay> in the Acalan 
manuscript, if in fact corresponding to the demonstrative deictic that is otherwise 
attested as <ylah> or <ylahy> in the same manuscript, would have to be explained as 
a case of perserverative vowel assimilation due to the vowel of the preceding form 
<an>, in the sequence <analay>. This form <an> may correspond to the existential 
particle, attested as <ayan> and <an> in Acalan and Yokot’an. This would not be the 
problem in and of itself. The problem, all uncertainties aside for now (e.g. whether the 
<an> of <analay> is the existential particle, or whether the <alay> of <analay> is really 
the demonstrative deictic), is that in the ancient spellings of of the ISC, 94.23% of 
which bear ʔa, there is no phonetic basis for a phonological process of vowel 
assimilation. Indeed, the vast majority of the hundreds of instances of the ISC appear 
at the very beginning of a text, with nothing preceding the ISC itself that would explain 
how a vowel /i/ became [a]. Again, the spelling <alay> only appears once, as part of 
the longer construction <analay>; the demonstrative deictic otherwise appears spelled 
<ylay> or <ylahi>. This means that the conditioning factor for the possible vowel 
assimilation is not the vowel of the second syllable of the deictic particle, but the <a> 
of the preceding root <an> in <analay>. 

 
Third, the expression <analay> is unique and of unclear etymology: it is the 

complement of the preposition <ta> in the phrase <unacahibal ayan ta analay>, 
translated in the manuscript itself as ‘comienza ahora aquí (it begins now here)’. The 
first component, <unacahibal>, is analyzable as a possessed nominalization ‘its first 
beginning’ (u-na-cah-ibal) (Smailus 1975:145), based on proto-Ch’olan *kaj ‘to begin’. 
The second, <ayan>, is the existential particle ‘there is’. The third, <ta>, is the generic 
preposition ‘in, at, on’. The phrase <ta analay> is translated in the manuscript as ‘now 
here’ or ‘here’. This suggests that part of the sequence <analay> ought to consist of the 
demonstrative deictic, otherwise attested in the Acalan manuscript as <ylay> or 
<ylahi>. Smailus (1975:26), though, offers a different translation for this passage, as 
‘que empieza como va abajo (which begins as [shown] below)’, but does not explain or 
justify it; in fact, his morpheme-by-morpheme gloss retains the original translation 
instead of his revised translation. Perhaps it is this alternative translation with ‘abajo’ 
that led Dmitri Beliaev (personal communication, 2023) to offer an alternative analysis 
of <analay>. He commented “I think it could be alan-ay ‘below’ with -ay clitic (compare 
<ta chanay> "earlier" in 155:27),” and if so, “<anal> [of <analay>] could be a 
metathesis from original /alan/ 'below’.” Indeed, the expression <ta chanay>, literally 
‘at/on above’ (based on chan ‘sky; up/above’), is used to refer, metalinguistically, to 
the narrative, specifically to something (a name) mentioned previously. It stands to 
reason that alan ‘below’, if it was in fact what was intended with <anal> in <analay>, 
would be used similarly, as a complement to a preposition, to refer to what will be 
mentioned later (‘below’). The problem with this interpretation is that not one of the 
contemporary Ch’olan languages has preserved a reflex of proto-Mayan *ʔahlaŋ ‘below, 
beneath, under’ (Kaufman with Justeson 2003:391). Furthermore, such a proto-
Mayan form would have been inherited in proto-Ch’olan as *ʔahlan (the Acalan 
manuscript does not generally represent preconsonantal /h/ or /j/). Instead, common 
Ch’olan supports the reconstruction of proto-Ch’olan *ʔeb’-al ‘below, under’ (Kaufman 
and Norman 1984:139), completely unrelated to proto-Mayan *ʔahlaŋ; in Yokot’an, 
specifically, the vowel /e/ of proto-Ch’olan *ʔeb’-al assimilated to the suffixal vowel, 
/a/, resulting in -aba ‘debajo de’ (Keller and Luciano 1997:338). Still, Beliaev’s 
suggestion would make more sense, in my opinion, given its structural and discourse-
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pragmatic parallel to the <ta chanay> construction, than an analysis in which <ta 
analay> in fact consists of <ta> ‘generic preposition’, <an> ‘existential’, and <alay> 
‘this, here’. At the very least, it can be said that the <ta analay> expression is rather 
opaque, and its analysis will remain tentative given its unique attestation. 
 
 Importantly, the evidence presented in Table 4 allows for three revisions to 
Kaufman and Norman’s (1984:139) proto-Ch’olan *ʔila(-i) reconstruction. Based on the 
glosses available in both Eastern and Western Ch’olan, I propose the following gloss: 
‘this/that; here’. Second, given the Acalan attestation <ylahi> and the Ch’orti’ 
attestations irah, I propose the revised proto-Ch’olan reconstruction *ʔila(h)(-i). And 
third, given the reductions in Ch’orti’, -ra(h), and Yokot’an, -da, I propose that proto-
Ch’olan *ʔila(h)(-i) could be reduced to *-la(h). This takes into account the subsequent 
change of proto-Ch’olan *l > r in Ch’orti’, and the still poorly understood 
correspondence of Yokot’an [d] with /l/ in other Ch’olan languages (cf. Mora-Marín 
2009:118).6 
 
Reportative and Quotative Particles or Verbs 
 

Grube (1991), Lacadena (2004a, 2004b), Beliaev and Davletshin (2006), and 
Beliaev et al. (2013), possibly among others, have suggested the ISC spells a form 
based on the proto-Ch’olan transitive root *ʔäl (~ *häl?) ‘to say’. I begin by examining 
the linguistic details of their proposals next, and then, examining the possibility of 
other reportative and quotative particles or verbs.  

 

Grube (1991:224) wondered 

whether the “Initial Sign” reads ah3-?Vl-ih and refers to Proto-Cholan *yäli “it 
said” or “he said it” (3.Sg.Erg.-SAY-compl.-3.Sg.A; from Proto-Cholan *äl “say,” 
Kaufman and Norman 1984:116), with the initial y- for the 3.Sg. ergative 
pronoun perhaps not represented. This would render a reading al or Vl for the 
“mirror” grapheme T617. 
 

This may be the first suggestion of a reading based on ‘to say’ for the ISC. 
However, as already explained in the first part of this series (Mora-Marín 2023), the 
chronological development of spelling patterns of the ISC support a value <ʔay> or 
<ʔaya(l)> or <ʔayal>, with the /y/ immediately following the first vowel.  

 

Grube (1991:224) also suggests that T617/1M3 is the main sign version of 
T24/1M4 li. Previously, MacLeod (1990:60) had made the observation that T617/1M3 
and T24/1M4 are graphically distinct, with one being the inverted version of the other. 
In addition, more recently, Mora-Marín (2022) has explained that T24/1M4 originated 
as a hook-shaped sign, losing the hook-shaped component during the second half of 
the sixth century, toward the end of the Early Classic period. Prior to that, it differed 
systematically from T617/1M3, which has never exhibited a hook-shaped element. 
The two constitute distinct graphemes. That said, Mora-Marín (2022) notes, 

                                                         
6 Mora-Marín (2009:118) also discusses what appear to be cases of excrescence of [d] after some cases of /n/ in 
Yokot’an, another change that requires more careful documentation and description. 



37 
 

T24/1M4 began to graphically converge with T617/1M3, over time, during the Late 
Classic period, but such convergence is of no relevance to the problem at hand. 
 

Later, Lacadena (2004a, 2004b) favored a reading ʔAL for T617 based on the 
proto-Ch’olan root *ʔäl (~ *häl) ‘to say’, and a reading a-AL-ya for the ISC, which he 
transliterated as al[ii]y ‘so it says’. Lacadena, unfortunately, did not elaborate on his 
analysis. His translation implies a transitive analysis, which would require inflection 
with y- ‘third person singular ergative (prevocalic)’, and no such morpheme is apparent 
in this spelling, unless one argues that ya, which appears last in the spellings 
(including those analyzed by Lacadena), was intended to be read first, requiring that 
one analyze ʔa-ʔAL-ya as ya-ʔa-ʔAL for y-al-a-Ø ‘s/he/it says it’. This is not a plausible 
analysis of the signs arranged the way they are: there exist at least 390 examples 
where ya occurs last in this collocation, and not one where it occurs first.  
Alternatively, one could suggest an antipassive analysis: such analysis would allow for 
an active ‘s/he says/said’ interpretation (not ‘it says’, since an antipassive verb would 
take an agent as its subject), without need of an object/patient (i.e. ‘s/he says/said 
it’), but it would require an antipassivizing suffix, such as -w-i/a or -n-i/a, which is not 
in evidence in the spelling: there are no syllabograms wi (or wa) or ni (or na) ever 
associated with the ISC. More plausible would be a passive derivation with -h-, 
resulting in ʔa[h]l. Such a form would require suffixation with -i in the completive and  
-el in the incompletive, and a spelling ʔa-ʔAL-ya does not provide evidence for such an 
analysis: out of the hundreds of examples, one would expect multiple instances of ʔa-
ʔAL-li and ʔa-ʔAL-li-ya to point to a suffix -i. Perhaps, one could argue, the ya is used 
as the “anterior event indicator,” but a major problem arises if one does so: the vast 
majority of instances where ya is used with verbs in such a function constitute 
references to a previous action stated earlier within the text, but the vast majority of 
PSS texts with an ISC, again hundreds of examples, begin with the ISC, with no prior 
events mentioned or implied. 

 
Along the same lines, Beliaev and Davletshin (2006:29) have transcribed the 

ISC as ’a-’AL-ya, transliterated as ’alay and translated as ‘Así dice (so it says)’; Beliaev 
et al. (2013:52–53, 58, 162) have also transcribed the ISC as ’a-’AL-ya, transliterated 
either as ’alay or ’a’alay, and translated it as ‘así dice (so it says)’ or ‘se dice (it is 
said)’. Note that there are two problems here. One has already been raised with regard 
to Lacadena’s (2004a) approach: a reading ‘it says’ implies a transitive verb, which 
’alay could not be, or an antipassive verb, which also is not apparent in the ’a-’AL-ya 
spelling, not to mention that an antipassive verb would require an agent (i.e. almost 
always human) as its subject, not some inanimate entity (cf. ‘it’ in English translation). 
The second problem, also attributed to Lacadena’s approach, is that a passive 
interpretation ‘it is said’ would require an intransitivized (passive or mediopassive) 
form of the root ʔal ‘to say (something)’, and thus a form such as ʔa[h]l-i, calling for 
either a spelling ʔa-li (or ʔa-ʔAL-li) for ʔa[h]l-i-Ø ‘it was said’, akin to the common 
mediopassive expression ʔu-ti for ʔu[h]t-i-Ø ‘it was finished; it happened’, or perhaps a 
form ʔa[h]l-aj, yielding either a spelling ʔa-la-ja (or ʔa-ʔAL-la-ja or ʔa-ʔAL-ja) for ʔa[h]l-
aj-Ø-Ø ‘it was said’, akin to the common passive expression K’AL-la-ja for k’a[h]l-aj-Ø-Ø 
‘it was wrapped/closed’. The ISC, however, does not ordinarily take T24/1M4 li or 
T181/ZU1a ja. Yes, there are a very few instances where T181/ZU1a ja occupies the 
graphic main sign position normally occupied by T617/1M3, replacing the latter, and 
resulting in a spelling ʔa-ja-ya; but there are no cases where ja follows T617/1M3, nor 
are there cases where ja follows both T617/1M3 and la. Instead, it appears that 
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scribes from some specific regions began to render T617/1M3 more and more like 
T181/ZU1a over time (graphic convergence), during the Late Classic period, but not 
earlier. As already mentioned, T617/1M3 and T24/1M4 are graphemically and 
graphically distinct, and thus, one could not argue that a sequence ʔa-IS could spell 
ʔa-li.  
 

If a regular inflection or derivation of the verb ‘to say’ is not feasible, what about 
a grammaticalized version of it, perhaps in the form of a reportative or quotative 
particle? Indeed, the function attributed to the ISC by scholars like Grube, Lacadena, 
and Beliaev et al. agrees with the function of a reportative particle more than that of a 
finite verb. Importantly, there are already two different reportative particles 
reconstructible to proto-Ch’olan *ʔab’i and *cheʔ (Kaufman and Norman 1984:139), 
both of which have been already proposed for Epigraphic Mayan as ʔa-b’i (Xcalumkin 
Column 2, Vase K8017) (Boot 2009:11), and che-ʔe/he-na (Vases K1440, K5453, 
K1229, among others), respectively (Grube 1998; Hull 2002, 2003). Next, I address 
these options.  

 
Starting with the data in Table 5, one common reportative particle is 

reconstructed to proto-Ch’olan as *ʔab’i ‘it is said’ by Kaufman and Norman 
(1984:139), who note “See ub’-i (591),” referring to proto-Ch’olan *ʔub’-i ‘to hear; to 
feel, notice’ (1984:135), from proto-Mayan *ʔab’-i (Kaufman with Justeson 2003:210). 
Kaufman and Norman thus propose that the reportative particle is a grammaticalized 
form of the derived transitive stem ‘to hear; to feel, notice’. It must be noted that 
Hopkins and Josserand with Guzmán (2016:19) have suggested an alternative that 
also seems very plausible: “It appears to be a reduced form of the past participle of the 
verb ’al ‘to say’, i.e., ’al-b’il, ‘(it is) said’, although we have frequently glossed it ‘they 
say’.” I favor the connection to ‘to hear; to feel, to notice’ given that it requires less 
phonetic erosion (*ʔab’-i ‘to hear; feel, notice’ > pre-Ch’olan *ʔab’i > ‘reportedly; it is 
said’ > Ch’ol ʔab’i ~ -b’i, etc.) than the alternative based on ‘to say’ (ʔal-b’il > ʔa[l]-b’i[l] 
> ʔab’i), and also because in Ch’ol texts, it would appear that ‘to say’ is still used as a 
quotative verb, but it is used in its active transitive inflection, rather than a passive 
participial inflection, in such function. Any grammaticalization of ‘to hear; to feel, 
notice’ into a reportative particle likely would have taken place prior to the proto-
Ch’olan change of *a > u in *ʔab’-i > *ʔub’-i, argued in Mora-Marín and Frazier 
(2021:10-11, Table 4) to be a case of anticipatory vowel assimilation at a distance. 
This grammaticalization may have taken root much earlier, in fact, given that the 
particle can be reconstructed to Western Mayan as *ʔaab’ii (Kaufman with Justeson 
2003:740). Finally, the Ch’orti’ form chaʔyi appears to be a blend, or compound, of che 
(cf. Table 7) and ʔaʔyi, as already noted by Hull (2003:4). 
 

Table 5. Reportatives forms in /…b’i…/ 

Languages Morphemes Glosses Sources 

Ch’ol -b’i 

 
 
 
ab’i 
 

reportative; second-position 
clitic 
 
reportative, they say 
 
 
listen! 

Vázquez Álvarez (2011:68) 

 

 

Warkentin and Scott (1980:94) 
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¡abi! 
 
abi 

 

’abi 

 

thus 

 
 
they say 

 

Aulie and Aulie (2009:163) 

 

 

 
Hopkins and Josserand (1990:305) 

Acalan <abi> thus  Smailus (1975:167)  

Yokot’an ʔaʔi 

 

 

 

 

 
 
a’i 
 

 

’a’i 

it is said, reported speech 

frequently used after a verb 
(‘to say’, ‘to sense’) 
 

s/he says (negating 
responsibility) 
 

reportative; “in all contexts it 
occurs in final position in the 
clause” 

Knowles (1984:221) 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Keller and Luciano (1997:37) 
 

 
 
Osorio May 2005:141 

Ch’olti’ <abi> <disen> ‘they say’ Morán (1695:23) 

Ch’orti’ ayi’ ~ ayi 

 

 

e’yni 
 
 
 
cha’yi 

reportative; they say, it is said 

reportative; they say, it is said 

 

 
 
quotative, evidential; dicen que 
le dijo/dijeron (they say they told 
him/her/them) 
 

all appear after verb or quoted 
expression 

Hull (2016:57) 

 

 

Hull (2016:139) 

 

Hull (2016:92) 

Proto-Ch’olan *ʔab’i 

*ʔub’-i 

it is said 

to hear, feel, notice 

Kaufman and Norman (1984:139) 

Kaufman and Norman (1984:139) 

Western Mayan *ʔaab’ii reportedly; it is said Kaufman with Justeson (2003:740) 

Proto-Mayan  *ʔab’.i to hear, feel Kaufman with Justeson (2003:210) 

Tzeltal ʔab’i dicen (que) Kaufman with Justeson (2003:740) 

Mocho’ ʔaab’(ii) dicen (que) Kaufman with Justeson (2003:740) 

Tuzanteko ʔab’iʔ 

ʔab’i: 

ʔab’in.a-:n 

remember 

dicen (they say) 

entender 

Kaufman with Justeson (2003:740) 

Mod. Yucatec b’in reportedly, it is said Bricker et al. (1998:32) 
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The second reportative/quotative particle reconstructed to proto-Ch’olan, and 
also attested in Epigraphic Mayan as che-ʔe/he/na (Grube 1998; Hull 2002, 2003; 
Mora-Marín 2004), is proto-Ch’olan *cheʔ. The terms in Table 6 are particles traced to 
this etymon, though the correspondences are not entirely predictable, particularly the 
vowel, appearing as /e/ in Ch’olan but /i/ elsewhere. Otherwise, the etymon exhibits 
the correspondences expected of pM *k, namely, *ch in Greater Tzeltalan. It is possible 
that the /e/ vowel in Ch’olan is the result of vowel assimilation to the vowel of *-en 
‘first person singular absolutive’, as the particle may be inflected for person 
agreement. Kaufman and Norman (1984) suggest that the two proto-Ch’olan 
reconstructions, *cheʔ ‘thus’ and *cheʔ ‘it is said’ may actually constitute a single 
etymon. I support the suggestion. Noteworthy is the fact that Ch’ol, Yokot’an, and 
Ch’orti’ all provide evidence for an inflected form cheʔen, and thus it is possible to 
propose that proto-Ch’olan bore both *cheʔ and *cheʔen. As already noted, the Ch’orti’ 
form chaʔyi is likely a blend of che and ʔaʔyi. 
 

Table 6. Reportative forms in /chV(h/ʔ)/ 

Languages Morphemes Glosses Sources 

Ch’ol che’en 

che’ob mi yäl 

 

chebi 

 

chejachi 

che’ 

che’en 

che’et 

che’i 

che’ob 

reportative 

 

 

thus 

 

así nada más 

thus 

así dice (so he says) 

so you must say 

thus 

Warkentin and Scott (1980:95) 

 

 

Sabanilla dialect, Aulie and Aulie 

(2009:26) 

Aulie and Aulie (2009:27) 

Acalan <che> thus Smailus (1975:136)  

Yokot’an che’en thus Keller and Luciano (1997:37) 

Ch’olti’ <che> <dise> ‘s/he says’ Morán (1695:25) 

Ch’orti’ cheh 

u-che-en 

cheh e winik 

cheen [cheh-en] 

chenah 

tuk’a war 

achenah 

 

cha’yi 

 

 

say, speak 

he tells me 

the man said 

I said 

be said, spoken, told 

what is being said 

 

quotative, evidential; dicen 

que le dijo/dijeron (they say 

they told him/her/them) 

 

Wisdom (Stross with Marhenke 

:698) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hull (2016:92) 
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che 

quotative verb, 

quotative/evidential particle 

 

 

Hull (2016:92) 

 

Proto-Ch’olan *cheʔ 

*cheʔ 

quotative particle 

thus 

Kaufman and Norman (1984:139) 

Proto-Ch’olan *cheʔ ~ *cheʔen quotative particle; thus This paper 

Central Mayan *kih quotative verb Kaufman with Justeson (2003:739) 

Col. Yucatec <cih> quotative verb Kaufman with Justeson (2003:739) 

 

The readings <ʔay>, <ʔayal>, and <ʔaya(l)>, argued to be the most likely forms 
of the ISC in the first part of the present series (Mora-Marín 2023), are inconsistent 
with the reportative forms just reviewed. 

 
Discussion 
 
 Neither a reportative nor a deictic value fits the spelling patterns of the ISC, 
which support an identification with the existential particle, proto-Ch’olan *ʔay ~ 
*ʔayan, specifically with the first and earliest of the two variants.  
 

While the vast majority of spellings (approximately 92% of all texts) require 
simply a reading <ʔay> for the ISC, a significant number with an explicit syllabogram 
la require explanation. One option is that the scribes occasionally intended to write a 
suffix -al or -aal. Unfortunately, this is where the problem arises: no such suffix is 
known to occur with the existential particle in any of the Greater Tzeltalan languages. 
It could be an example of the -V1l ‘stative participle’, resulting in a form ʔay-al, a 
possibility supported by the fact that the existential particle can be inflected with 
other verbal inflectional suffixes, including status suffixes, such as -ik ‘dependent 
status’: Ch’ol anik ‘si hubiera (if there were)’ (Aulie and Aulie 2010:5). At the very least, 
phonologically, it does not require exceptional behavior (i.e. unexplained vowel 
assimilation). Similarly, orthographically, a spelling such as (ʔa-)ʔAY-ya could have 
been intended, via the abbreviation practice of final consonant deletion, as a partial 
spelling of <ʔaya(l)>. 
 
 Another option is available. It is well documented in Greater Tzeltalan that the 
existential particle may take deictic enclitics. The Yokot’an example, an-on-da ‘I am 
here’, cited in Table  4, is a case in point: it shows ʔan ‘exist’, -on ‘first person singular 
absolutive’, and -da ‘here’, the latter being the reduced form of wida or ʔida, where the 



42 
 

contemporary d can be traced to earlier *l.7 An example from Ch’orti’ follows in which 
the to ‘still (todavía)’ cliticizes to ʔayan (Hull 2016:300)8:  
 

(1) u-ch’urkab’ e ixik  ayan-Ø-to  u-nej 
 A3-infant DET woman EXIST-B3-still  A3-tail 
 ‘The young baby of the woman still has his tail’ 
 

Given these types of occurrences, one could propose that the la syllabogram in 
spellings like (ʔa-)ʔAY(-ya)-la or (ʔa-)ʔAY-la(-ya) could represent the reduced form of 
proto-Ch’olan *ʔila(h)(-i) ‘this, that; here’, namely, *-la(h). This would yield a form ʔay-
Ø-la(h) consisting of ʔay ‘exist’, -Ø ‘third person singular absolutive’, and -la(h) ‘this; 
here’. In spellings such as (ʔa-)ʔAY-ya, in contrast, which constitute the vast majority, 
only ʔay-Ø ‘it exists’ is called for, and there is no room for a partial spelling (or 
underspelling) of -la(h) ‘this, that; here’, since such form could not be spelled with the 
[a] of ya.  
 

Conclusions 
 

The root represented in the ISC is a reflex of proto-Greater Tzeltalan *ʔay (< 
proto-Mayan *ʔar), retained in proto-Ch’olan as *ʔay ~ *ʔayan. As already explained in 
Part 1 of this series, this reading is supported by logosyllabic (ʔa-ya-IS, ʔa-IS-ya, ʔa-IS-
ya-la) and syllabic (e.g. ʔa-ya) spellings, as well as a chronological development of the 
earliest spellings. The three ʔa-la-ya spellings seemingly pointing to a reading <ʔayal> 
not only appear later (Late Classic), but they are also likely the result of visual 
motivations: the preferred location of a graphic “main sign” above a graphic “affix 
sign.” 
 

The la syllabogram that appears in a minority of cases could point to a suffix -al 
or -aal, or to a reduced enclitic -la(h). I am now favoring the alternative that such cases 
are meant to represent the reduced form of proto-Ch’olan *ʔila(h)(-i) ‘this, that; here’, 
namely *-la(h), resulting in *ʔay-Ø-la(h) ‘there is (it exists) here’. 

 
Part 3 of the series will review the morphosyntactic contexts of the existential 

particle in the Ch’olan, Tzeltalan, and Yucatecan languages, and compare these to the 
most common contexts of the ISC in Classic texts. It is proposed that the contexts are 
consistent, and that the most common use of the ISC was the aspectual or evidential 
function of the existential particle. 
 

 
                                                         
7 Ch’ol allows the clitics -to ‘still’, -ix ‘already’, and -ku ‘emphatic’, as in an-to ‘there is still more’, an-ix ‘there is 
(are), yes’, and an-ku ‘hay, pues (yes, there are indeed)’ (Attinasi 1973:67, 193, 195). It may also take the 
distributive pluralizer -tak as in an-tak y-uj-il-äch ‘there are some who know’ (Attinasi 1973:158). It also occurs 
with -äch ‘indeed, affirmative’, as in an-Ø=äch je’e ‘it (the raccoon) also exists’ (EXIST-3B=AFFR also), and -bi 
‘reportative’, as in an-Ø=bi cha’-tyikil la=k-pi’äl-ob tsajñ-Ø-o’=bä ‘that there were two of our friends who went 
shopping’ (Vázquez Álvarez 2011:236, 247). 
8 The following abbreviations for interlinear glossing are used: 3 = third person; A = Set A pronominal (ergative), B 
= Set B pronominal (absolutive), DET = determiner, EXIST = existential particle.  
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