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Background on YM

I VOS language (but often appears SVO due to focus
constructions or topicalization)

I Considered to be a tenseless language
I Shows temporality through aspect-mood (AM) markers

I Exhibits split ergativity
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Set-A and Set-B

I Terms borrowed from the traditional Mayanist literature

I Used to show agreement marking
I Set-A shows agreement for subjects of transitive and

intransitive verbs and possession
I Has an element that comes before stem

singular plural

1st person in (w)... in (w)...-o’on
2nd person a (w)... a (w)...-e’ex
3rd person u (y)... u (y)...-o’ob
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Set-A and Set-B

I Terms borrowed from the traditional Mayanist literature

I Used to show agreement marking
I Set-B shows agreement for subjects of various predicates as

well as agreement for the object of verbs
I Suffixes stem

singular plural

1st person ...-en ...-o’on
2nd person ...-ech ...-e’ex
3rd person ...-Ø ...-o’ob
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Set-A and Set-B

(1) [In
[A.1.SG

wéetmeyaj]-o’ob
coworker]-B.3.PL

(ti’o’ob)
(they)

‘They are my co-workers’

(2) Koolnáal-en
farmer-B.1.SG

(tèen).
(I)

‘I am a farmer.’

Examples adapted from Armstrong (2009).
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AM Markers

I Heads of VPs

I Used in non-copular sentences

I Can show temporal distance

(3) Ta’itak
PROX

in
A.1.SG

xok-ik-Ø
read-INC-B.3.SG

le
DEF

periyòodiko-o’.
newspaper-D2

‘I /have/had/will have/ almost read the newspaper,’
‘I /am/was/will be/ about to read the newspaper.’

Example from Bohnemeyer (2002).
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AM Markers

I Heads of VPs

I Used in non-copular sentences

I Can show temporal distance

I Can also show modality

(4) Yaan
OBL

in
A.1.SG

xok-ik-Ø
read-INC-B.3.SG

le
DEF

periyòodiko-o’.
newspaper-D2

‘I /have/had/will have/ to read the newspaper.’

Example from Bohnemeyer (2002).
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AM marker Status category triggered

perfective (PRV): t- completive (CMP): e.g. -aj-
proximate (PROX): ta’itak incompletive (INC): e.g. -ik-
predictive (PRED): b́ıin subjunctive (SUBJ): e.g. -Ø-

(5) T-in
PRV-A.1.SG

xok-aj-Ø
read-CMP-B.3.SG

le
DEF

periyòodiko-o’.
newspaper-D2

‘I read the paper.’

(6) Ta’itak
PROX

in
A.1.SG

xok-ik-Ø
read-INC-B.3.SG

le
DEF

periyòodiko-o’.
newspaper-D2

‘I /have/had/will have/ almost read the paper.’

(7) B́ıin
PRED

in
A.1.SG

xok-Ø-Ø
read-SUBJ-B.3.SG

le
DEF

periyòodiko-o’.
newspaper-D2

‘I will/would read the paper.’

Examples from Bohnemeyer (2002).
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Focus

(8) T=u
PFV=A.3

jàant-aj-Ø
eat-CMP-B.3.SG

òon
avocado

Pèedróoj.
Pedro

‘Pedro ate avocado.’

(9) òon
avocado

t=u
PFV=A.3

jàant-aj-Ø
eat-CMP-B.3.SG

Pèedróoj.
Pedro

‘Pedro ate an avocado.’

Examples from Verhoeven and Skopeteas (2015).
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Focus
Attempt 1

filler-gap-cxt ⇒


mtr

[
gap A

]
dtrs

〈
1 ,

[
gap

〈
1

〉
⊕ A

]〉


focus-cl, attempt 1 ⇒


mtr

[
pred +

]
dtrs

〈
1

[
pred −

]
, · · ·

〉
head-dtr 1


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Relative Clause
Looks Like Focus

(10) le
DEF

máax
who

jats’-ik-Ø
beat-INC-B.3

Juan-o’
Juan-D2

‘that person who hits Juan’1

(11) T-in
PRV-A1

wil-aj
see-CMP

le
DEF

máak
man

j-sùut=o’.
PRV-returned=D2

‘I saw the man who returned.’2

1Example from Bricker 1978 (121).
2Example from Norcliffe (2009).
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Focus and Relative Clauses
Attempt 2

filler-gap-cl

... focus-cl

... focus-main-cl rel-cl

focus-cl, attempt 2 ⇒

dtrs
〈

1 ,

[
pred +

val 〈〉

]〉
hd-dtr 1



focus-main-cl, attempt 2 ⇒

mtr
[
pred +

]
dtrs

〈
1

[
pred −

]
, ...

〉


rel-cl, attempt 2 ⇒
[ ]

12 / 37



Agent focus
The AF alternation

When the agent is focused, an alternative verb form called the AF
(agent focus) form may be used:

(12) Táan
PROG

in
A.1.SG

xok-ik
read-INC(B.3.SG)

le
DEF

perioyòodiko-o’
newspaper-D2

‘I am/was/will be reading the paper.’

(13) Leti’
it

jats’-ik-en
beat-INC-B.1.SG

‘He beats me.’

Examples from Bohnemeyer (2002).
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Agent focus
The AF form

(14) a. K-in
IMPF-A.1.SG

jant-ik-Ø
eat-INC-B.3.SG

bu’ul.
beans

‘I eat beans.’

b. *jant-ik-Ø
eat-INC-B.3.SG

bu’ul
beans

intended: ‘I eat beans.’

Examples from Tonhauser (2003).
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Agent focus
Agent-focus-rel-cl

The AF verb form also occurs in relative clauses:

(15) Le
DEF

chàan
little

xibpàal
male.child

k-u
IMPF-A.3.SG

ts’uts’-ik-Ø
kiss-INC-B.3.SG

le
DEF

x-ko’olel-o’.
FEM-woman-D2

‘the little boy who is kissing the woman’

(16) Le
DEF

chàan
little

xibpàal
male.child

ts’uts’-ik-Ø
kiss-INC-B.3.SG

le
DEF

x-ko’olel-o’.
FEM-woman-D2

‘the little boy who is kissing the woman’

Examples from Norcliffe (2009).
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Agent focus
Hierarchy of focus constructions

focus-cl

... agent-f-cl

agent-f-main-cl agent-f-rel-cl

f-main-cl other-f-cl

other-f-main-cl other-f-rel-cl
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Agent focus
mrkg hierarchy

We use the mrkg feature to posit constraints on focus (e.g.,
preventing multiple focused elements):

mrk

def

le

prefocal

inh set-a unmk

focal topical ...
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Agent focus
Final version

focus-cl ⇒


mtr

[
mrkg focal

]
dtrs

〈
1 ,
[
val 〈〉

]〉
hd-dtr 1

[
mrkg prefocal

]



agent-focus-cl ⇒


dtrs

〈
X,


cat

[
verb

status sbj | inc

]
mrkg unmk

gap

〈
X
[
role agent

]〉
⊕ L


〉


Note: agent focus does not allow completive status marking.
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Agent focus
Predicativity and agent-focus-main-cl

form 〈
Leti’ jats’iken

〉
cat | pred +


form

〈
Leti’

〉
cat | pred –

role agent



form

〈
jats’iken

〉
cat

[
verb

pred –

]

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Deictic clitics

I Deictic clitics (D) orient the speaker deictically toward the
content of the sentence.

I Attach to the end of a clause.

I The Highlander Principle: There can be only one!

I Their occurrence is licensed by the presence of a
clitic-triggering constituent.

I The morphemes are: a’, o’, e’, i’
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Semantics of deictic clitics

I a’ (D1): accessible to the speaker, this

I o’ (D2): unaccessible to the speaker, that, the

I e’ (D3): specific lexical items (e.g. way ”here”) and topics

I i’ (D4): mainly negation, but also e.g. ti’ ”there”
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Basic examples

(17) K-in
IMPV-A1

xok-ik
read-INC

le
DEF

periyòodiko-o’.
newspaper-D2

‘I read the newapaper.’ 3

(18) Wi’ij-en
hungry-B.1.SG

way-e’.
here-D3

‘I’m starving here.’4

(19) Ma’
NEG

táan
PROG

u
A3

lúub-s-ik
fall-CAUS-INC

k’áax-i’.
jungle-D4.

He is not clearing the jungle.5

3Example from Bohnemeyer (2002).
4Example from Vivas Camara (1988).
5Example from Bohnemeyer (2002).
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Clause-finality

(20) Je’el
PRSV

hun-p’́ıit
one-bit

ts’àak-a’!
cure.ATP-D1!

‘Here’s some medicine!’

(21) T́ıin
PROG:A1SG

k’al-ik
lock-INC

le
DEF

naj
house

y-etel
ONGL-with

u
A3

yabej-il-a’.
key-REL-D1

‘I am locking this house with the key.’

Examples from Bohnemeyer (2016).
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Clitic preponderance I

a’ > o’ > e’ > i’

D1 > D4

(22) Tak
even

be’òora
now

ma’
NEG

wèen-ek-en-a’.
sleep-SUBJ-B.1.SG-D1

‘Until now I have not slept.’

D3 > D4

(23) Le
DEF

ma’
NEG

k’uch-uk-en-e’
arrive-SBJ-B.1.SG-D3

káa
CON

j
PRV

jóok’
exit.B.1.SG

leti’.
(s)he

‘When I had not yet arrived, she left.’

Examples from Bohnemeyer (2016).
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Clitic preponderance II

D1 > D2

(24) tuméen
because

don
don

Ignacio
Ignacio

Bravo
Bravo

j
PRV

tàal
come

u
A.3

jets’-kun-t
quiet-CAUS-APP(B.3.SG)

le
DEF

màaya-s-o’ob
Maya-PL-PL

way
here

túun
PROG:A3

ba’atejil-o’ob-a’.
fight-PL-D1

‘. . . because don Ignacio Bravo came to pacify the Mayas who were fighting
here.’

Example from Bohnemeyer (2016).
25 / 37



Distal queue construction

distal-q-cxt ⇒
mtr

enq-d Fmax

(
1 , 2 , ... n−1 , n

)
deq-d m


dtrs

〈[
enq-d 1

deq-d none

]
, ...

[
enq-d n−1

deq-d none

]
,

[
enq-d n

deq-d m

]〉

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Phrasal construct

phrasal-cxt

... headed-cxt

head-comp-cxt

head-func-cxt

filler-gap-cxt

distal-q-cxt

clause

focus-cl

...

top-cl
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An example syntactic tree

(25) Ma’
NEG

in
A.1

w-ojel
ONGL-knowledge

le
DET

naj-a’.
house-D1

‘I don’t know this house.’
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form
〈

ma’ in wojel le naja’
〉

enq-d a’

deq-d a’


form

〈
ma’

〉
enq-d i’

deq-d ∅


form

〈
in wojel le naja’

〉
enq-d a’

deq-d a’


form

〈
in wojel

〉
enq-d ∅
deq-d ∅


form

〈
in
〉

enq-d ∅
deq-d ∅


form

〈
wojel

〉
enq-d ∅
deq-d ∅



form
〈

le naja’
〉

enq-d a’

deq-d a’


form

〈
le
〉

enq-d a’

deq-d ∅


form

〈
naja’

〉
enq-d ∅
deq-d a’


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Restrictions on the Sentential node

S =


syn



cat

[
pred +

set-a +

]
val 〈〉
gap 〈〉
enq-d 1

deq-d 1




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Topicalization

I Topicalization: a distal clitic in the middle of a sentence.

(23) Le
DEF

ma’
NEG

k’uch-uk-en-e’
arrive-SBJ-B.1.SG-D3

káa
CON

j
PRV

jóok’
exit.B.1.SG

leti’.
(s)he

‘When I had not yet arrived, she left.’6

(26) Le
DET

ts’akyaj-o’
doctor-D2

u
A.3.SG

k’aba’-e’
name-D3

Pedro-Ø.
Pedro-B.3.SG

‘As for that doctor, as for his name, it is Pedro.’
(or: ‘The doctor’s name is Pedro.’)

6Example from Bohnemeyer (2016).
31 / 37



Phrasal construct

phrasal-cxt

... headed-cxt

head-comp-cxt

head-func-cxt

filler-gap-cxt

distal-q-cxt

clause

focus-cl

...

top-cl
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Towards an account of topical clauses

topical-cl ⇒

mtr
[
mrkg topical

]

dtrs

〈
2

enq-d 3

deq-d Fmax

(
e’, 3

), 4



cat
[
pred +

]
val 〈〉

gap
〈

2

〉
⊕ L

mrkg mrk

enq-d 1

deq-d 1


〉

hd-dtr 4



33 / 37



For Further Reading I

Jürgen Bohnemeyer. The Grammar of Time Reference in Yukatek Maya.
Lincom Europa, 2002.

Grant Armstrong. On Copular Sentences in Yucatec Maya. In
Proceedings of the Conference on Indigenous Languages of Latin
America-IV., 2009.

Jessica Coon. When Ergative = Genitive: Nominals and Split Ergativity.
In Proceedings of the 27th West Coast Conference on Formal
Linguistics, pages 99–107, 2008.

Grant Armstrong. Vocabulary & Grammar Packet — Level II. In Yucatec
Maya Summer Institute. UNC-Duke Consortium for Latin American
Studies, 2014.

Elisabeth Norcliffe. Head Marking in Usage and Grammar: A Study of
Variation and Change in Yucatec Maya. Stanford University, 2009a.

Elisabeth Norcliffe. Revisiting Agent Focus in Yucatec. Stanford
University, 2009b.

34 / 37



For Further Reading II

Javier Abelardo Gmez Navarrete. Diccionario Introductorio. Espaol-Maya,
Maya-Espaol. Universidad de Quintana Roo, 2009.

Christian Lehmann. Possession in Yucatec Maya. Second, revised edition.
Universitt Erfurt, 2002.

Hans C. Boas and Ivan A. Sag, editors. Sign Based Construction
Grammar. Center for the Study of Language and Information
Publications, 2012.

Scott AnderBois. Focus and uninformativity in Yucatec Maya questions.
Natural language semantics, 20(4):349–390, 2012.

Jessica Coon. Aspects of split ergativity. Oxford University Press, 2013.

Elisabeth Verhoeven. Experiential constructions in Yucatec Maya. John
Benjamins Publishing Company, 2007.

Scott AnderBois. Personal communication, January-February 2017.

Marshall Durbin and Fernando Ojeda. Basic word order in Yucatec Maya.
Papers in Mayan linguistics, pages 69–77, 1978.

35 / 37



For Further Reading III

Rodrigo Gutierrez-Bravo and Jorge Monforte y Madera. On the nature of
word order in Yucatec Maya. Information structure in indigenous
languages of the Americas, pages 139–170, 2010.

Philip H. Miller and Ivan A. Sag. French Clitic Movement Without Clitics
or Movement. Natural Language & Linguistic Theory, 15(3):573–639,
1997.

Colette Grinevald and Marc Peake. Ergativity and voice in Mayan: A
functional-typological approach. Ergativity, valency and voice, pages
15–49, 2012.

Gregorio Vivas Camara. El hijo prdigo. Recorded by Christian Lehmann
in Yaxley, 1988.

Edward Keenan and Bernard Comrie. Noun phrase accessibility and
universal grammar. Linguistic Inquiry, 8(1):63–99, 1977.

Scott AnderBois and Grant Armstrong. On a transitivity-based split in
Yucatec Maya control. Brown University and University of Wisconsin,
unpublished.

36 / 37



For Further Reading IV

Jürgen Bohnemeyer. Bipartite indexicals in Yucatec. SULA 9:
Proceedings of the Ninth Conference on the Semantics of
Under-Represented Languages in the Americas, 2016.

Mike Reape. Domain union and word order variation in German. In
J. Nerbonne, K. Netter, and C. J. Pollard, editors, German in
Head-Driven Phrase Structure Grammar, page 151197. Stanford
University: CSLI Publications, 1994.

Elisabeth Verhoeven and Stavros Skopeteas. Licensing Focus
Constructions in Yucatec Maya. International Journal of American
Linguistics, 81(1):1–40, 2015. doi: 10.1086/679041. URL
https://doi.org/10.1086/679041.

Judith Tonhauser. F-constructions in Yucatec Maya. The proceedings of
SULA, 2:203–223, 2003.

37 / 37

https://doi.org/10.1086/679041

