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Several different forms of proto-writing developed in Mesoamerica, but the Maya made the 
transition to true writing. 

• The oldest known examples of what appears to be pictographic proto-writing in Meso-
america date from about 600 BCE. They were produced by the ancestors of the Zapotecs in 
what is now Oaxaca. 

• It was during the “classic” period, from about 250 CE to about 900 CE, that the Maya were 
erecting their well-known monuments. The map below shows the locations of the modern 
Mayan languages.  

 

• Like Egyptian hieroglyphics, the Mayan writing system retained its pictographic outward ap-
pearance.  

 

• Fray Diego de Landa (1524–1579) went to Yucatan as a missionary in 1547 and was bishop 
of Yucatan from 1572 until his death. He burned most of the Mayan manuscripts as works of 
the devil, but he also wrote a book in which he proposed that the Mayan writing system was 
basically an alphabet. 

• The manuscript of Landa’s book was found in a library in Madrid and published in 1864. It 
contains what’s usually called “Landa’s alphabet”, which matches Mayan glyphs with roman 
letters used to write Spanish. These matches are a mixture of right (or nearly right) and 
wrong interpretations. 
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The phonograms in Mayan writing actually represented CV syllables, not phonemes. 

● In some cases, the C was a glottal stop (phonetically [ʔ]), which speakers of Spanish or 
English don’t hear as a consonant but which was a consonant phoneme (which we can 
transcribe as /ʔ/) in classical Mayan. (Non-technical descriptions aimed at English-speaking 
readers, including The Story of Writing, treat /ʔ/+V syllables as V syllables.)  

● A few of Landa’s matches were CV syllables, but he interpreted most glyphs that actually 
represented Mayan CV syllables as standing for a consonant or a vowel alone. 

● For example, Landa had matched the glyph that represents the Mayan CV syllable /ʔe/ with 
the letter e, which spells the Spanish phoneme /e/, and he had matched the glyph that repre-
sents the Mayan CV syllable /le/ with the letter l, which spells the Spanish phoneme /l/:  

   
 Mayan /ʔe/; Spanish /e/ Mayan /le/; Spanish /l/ 

In the first half of the 20th century, most scholars working on the Mayan system assumed 
that it didn’t represent phonological information at all. 

● Since the Landa alphabet was so full of errors, it didn’t provide a key to the system, but it 
was a mistake to jump to the conclusion that the Mayan system had no phonograms.  

● Not surprisingly, real progress in decipherment wasn’t possible until linguists and anthro-
pologists had done enough work on the modern Mayan languages to provide the grammars 
and dictionaries that decipherers need. 

● Remember how Champollion used Coptic to makes sense out of ancient Egyptian. There 
was no equivalent for making sense out of classical Mayan before this linguistic work on the 
modern Mayan languages. 

A Russian linguist who had never been to Mesoamerica convinced most Mayanists that the 
Mayan writing system made extensive use of syllabograms. 

● In a series of publications that began appearing in the early 1950s, the Russian linguist Yuri 
Knorosov (1922–1999) made a compelling case for phonograms in Mayan writing. 

● Knorosov didn’t convince everyone, of course. The British Mayanist J. Eric S. Thompson 
(1898–1975) accepted the idea that Mayan glyphs could be used as rebus writings for 
homonyms (that is, entire words that happened to be pronounced the same), but he denied to 
the end of his life that the system was even partially syllabic or alphabetic. 
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● There are some examples of such straightforward rebus writings. One is the use of the same 
logogram (which seems to depict a bone) to write /baak/ ‘bone’ and /baak/ ‘prisoner’: 

 

● The Maya used an extremely accurate calendar and typically dated events recorded in his-
torical documents. Mayanists had figured out the number system and the calendar long 
before the core of the writing system. The calendar is fascinating, but we’re going to focus 
entirely on how the writing system represented the classical Mayan language that it records. 

● Needless to say, even though tremendous progress has been made in the last 50 years, mod-
ern experts can’t read everything that the Maya wrote. 

Like the cuneiform systems used to write Sumerian and Akkadian, the Mayan writing sys-
tem used a mixture of logograms and syllabograms. 

● As mentioned above, each syllabogram represented a CV syllable. The classical Mayan 
lan-guage seems to have had 20 consonants and 5 vowels, so we’d expect syllabograms for 
100 different CV syllables. 

● The Mayan syllabary involved considerable polyvalence in the sense that there were 
alterna-tive syllabograms for many individual syllables. To give just one example, the 
syllable /pa/ could be written with any of these three phonograms: 

 

● For some of the 100 possible CV combinations, no syllabogram has been identified. In some 
cases, the combination may have been ruled out by Mayan phonotactics. In most of these 
cases, though, it’s probably just that the syllable was relatively rare and the phonogram or 
phonograms used to write it don’t appear very often. 

● Some graphic signs could be used either as a phonogram or as a logogram. In some of these 
cases, the phonogram clearly had developed by the acrophonic principle. For example, the 
graph below was used as a logogram to write /bih/ ‘road’ and as a syllabogram to write /bi/. 
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● In other cases, though, the word and the syllable represented by a graphic sign don’t seem to 
have any connection to each other. For example, graphic sign below was used as a logogram 
to write /tuun/ ‘stone’ and as a syllabogram to write /ku/. 

 

● CVC syllables were common in classical Mayan, and they were written with two CV syl-
labograms each. The second vowel in such a spelling was a dead vowel. For example, /tˢul/ 
‘dog’ could be spelled with the phonograms representing /tˢu/ and /lu/. Notice that the dead 
vowel matches the pronounced vowel: 

 

● Classical Mayan distinguished short and long vowels. The length distinctions weren’t repre-
sented directly in the syllabograms, but if the vowel in a CVC syllable was long, it was 
often represented indirectly by spelling the syllable with a dead vowel that didn’t match the 
pro-nounced vowel. For example, /baak/ ‘prisoner’ could be spelled with the phonograms 
repre-senting /ba/ (on the top) and /ki/ (on the bottom): 

 

The Mayan writing system made extensive use of phonetic complements to clarify the in-
tended readings of logograms. 

● There were only about 800 distinct glyphs in the Mayan system, but many of these were 
used only as logograms. A logogram was typically (but not always) accompanied by one or 
more syllabograms used as phonetic complements. 
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● For example, there was a logogram for the word /bahlam/ ‘jaguar’, but this word could be 
spelled in several different ways. In the examples below, capital letters indicates a logo-
gram, and lower-case letters indicate a phonogram. A dead vowel is enclosed in paren-
theses. 

 

● The spelling at the upper left is just a logogram, and the spelling at the lower right is just 
three phonograms. In the other three spellings, the phonograms have been added to the logo-
gram as phonetic complements. Notice that the /h/ in /bahlam/ isn’t represented in any of the 
spellings. 

A few of the CV syllabograms could also be used to represent suffixes of the form VC. 

● Some Mayan glyphs could be used either as a CV syllabogram or as a kind of logogram for 
a common suffix. 

● All suffixes written this way had the form VC, and the glyph chosen to write such a suffix 
represented the same consonant and the same vowel but in the opposite order when used as 
a syllabogram. One example is the glyph used as a syllabogram for the syllable /bi/ and as a 
logogram for the suffix /ib/, which attached to a verb stem and yielded a word meaning 
something by means of which the action of the verb could be done: 

  
 /bi/ /čum+ib/ ‘place for sitting’ 

A Mayan texts consists of a series “blocks” that are roughly square and roughly equal in 
size. A block might be only a single glyph, but more often it was a compound glyph. 

BAHLAM 

ba  BAHLAM 

ba  BAHLAM BAHLAM 

ba     la 

m(a) 
m(a) 

m(a) 
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● An individual Mayan glyph could fill an entire text block, but it was much more likely to be 
combined with others into a compound glyph. Many compound glyphs contain more than 
10 individual glyphs. The reading order of the components is usually (but not always) left to 
right and top to bottom. For example: 

 

● We’ve already seen that a single word could have several different spellings, and the Mayan 
scribes seem to have quite a bit of freedom in deciding how exactly to lay out a text. 

● In some cases, two individual glyphs were blended into one. The example below shows the 
month name /mol/ written as a blend (also called a conflation) of the syllabograms for /mo/ 
and /lo/. 

        
 /mo/ /lo/ /mol/ 

● The typical arrangement of the blocks within a text was in double columns: 
 

1 2 9 10 17 

3 4 11 12 18 

5 6 13 14  

7 8 15 16  

 

1 
3 
2 1 

3 
2 1 3 

4 2 4 


