
484). The final-w can best be explained by referring to Pipil. In
that language,kwa(h)-, kwa:- is “head” (Campbell 1985:312). When
a noun carries a possessive prefix, the absolutive suffix is replaced
by -w (Campbell 1985:43). The cognate form of the possessive
suffix in Classical Nahuatl is-huan(Sullivan 1988:26, 28). Thus,
the Pipil formkwa:w is very close to the Tzotzil form and to the
full syllabic spelling in the Maya texts. It may be relevant that all
but one of the glyphic examples is preceded by the Mayan pos-
sessive prefixu- (Figure 5b). The ancient Maya seem to have
borrowedkwa:w, the possessed form of the word for “vertex,
crown of the head,” as the name of a specific type of helmet.

i(yu)wal-(and then)

The last word discussed here differs from the others in that it is not
a noun but a conjunction. The phonetic spellingi-yu-wa-la i(yu)
wal occurs in two contexts, thirteen times on Stela J at Copan
(a.d. 702) and once on the undated Stela 1 of Jonuta, Tabasco. On
Stela J (Figure 6) it clearly functions as a conjunction joining
dates in a listing of tun (360-day period) endings from 9.0.1.0.0, 9
b’ak’tuns (93 400 tuns), 0 k’atuns, 1 tun, (a.d. 436), through
9.0.18.0.0, 9 b’ak’tuns, 0 k’atuns, 18 tuns (a.d. 453). In several
cases,i(yu)wal directly precedes the coefficient of the number of
tuns, making it clear that it is not a verbal prefix. It seems to have
a temporal as well as an additive meaning, “and then.” The Jonuta
stela is fragmentary, but herei(yu)walprecedes what is probably a

verbal phrase (Figure 7). A similar form,^yuual&, occurs in the
Acalan Chontal document, where it introduces subordinate clauses.
Ortwin Smailus (1975:179) translates the term into Spanish as
pues, cuando, luego, but his interlinear translation sometimes has
cuando(when) (e.g., Smailus 1975:29).

These forms differ phonologically, semantically, and function-
ally from the Yukatekiwal (all day, from morning until night)
(Barrera Vásquez et al. 1980:274; Michelon 1976:166) and the
Ch’olti’ yual, a prefix indicating the stem for the present tense or
aspect of transitive verbs (Fought 1984:50; Moran 1935 [1625]:9).
The word*iwal (and then) was reconstructed by John Justeson for
proto-Ch’olan (Justeson and Norman in Justeson 1984:350), pre-
sumably based on the Acalan Chontal document and the glyphic
examples. The first sign in the glyphic spellings, T679, is known
from Landa’s syllabary to have the valuei (Tozzer 1941:170).
Supposing an alternation of the full spellingi-yu-wa-la and T679,
which occurs frequently in Classic Maya inscriptions, epigraphers
have assumed that the spellings on Stela J were full representa-
tions of a logographic value of T679. On this basis, T679 is cur-
rently considered by some epigraphers to be a bivalent grapheme
signifying iwal as a logograph, andi as a syllabic sign. The con-
junctionii andiij (and then) in Itzaj (Hofling and Tesucún 1997:288)
and i (and then) in Ch’ol (Josserand 1997:127, note 4) is more
likely the word signified by T679 when it occurs in this logo-
graphic context.

In Nahua, the wordi:wa:n—or, in Nahuatl orthography,
i:hua:n—has the same meaning as, and is phonologically similar
to, the Acalan Chontal and the Classic-period conjunction. This
conjunction joins both sentences and words with the meaning “and,Figure 6. Copan Stela J B5-B7 (drawing by Matthew Looper).

Figure 7. Jonuta Stela 1, inscription (drawing by Matthew Looper).
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and also; and moreover” (Sullivan 1988:270). In the Florentine
Codex, it occurs in a variety of contexts—for example,^vncatca
imolpixcaoa, ioan inmolancaoan& (There were his ball-catchers
and his ball-players) (Sahagún 1959–1982:Book 8:29). It is de-
rived from the relational noun-wan(with; and; also) prefixed with
the third-person possessivei:- . In Pipil, the corresponding form is
wan. It is glossed as “and,” but in the ten examples provided,wan
always conjoins sequential actions—for example,ne ta:kat kitskih
ne michin wan kikwah(The man caught the fish and ate it), and
kitek wan kiwa:kak ka ichan(She cut it and took it to her house)
(Campbell 1985:121–123). In each case, it has the same function
as the conjunction on Stela J and in the Acalan document in refer-
ring to a temporal sequence of events.

Comparing the Nahua and Mayan forms, we see that the final
n of i:wa:n corresponds tol in iwal. Both phonemes are voiced
alveolar sonorants, which tend to be devoiced in word-final posi-
tion in Nahua and many Mayan languages (Campbell 1978:118).
This may explain the loss of nasalization in the borrowed Mayan
form. The fact that the form can be analyzed in Nahua and not in
Mayan shows that the direction of borrowing was from Nahua to
Mayan. The presence of the syllabic spellings on Copan Stela J
and Jonuta Stela 1 indicate that the word was known at least by the
time that these texts were carved in the eighth century. It was still
in use, or was borrowed independently, by speakers of Acalan
Chontal at the time of the writing of the Paxbolon papers in the
sixteenth century. Colonial documents confirm that Nahuatl speak-
ers were found in many of the communities of Campeche and
Tabasco, where the documents were produced (Scholes and Roys
1968). Several Nahuatl loans into Chontal are believed to date
from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. What is unexpected is
that the borrowing ofi:wa:n dates to the eighth century.

DISCUSSION

Table 5 summarizes the four Nahua loan words identified in the
Mayan inscriptions and their earliest dates of attestation. In addi-
tion to Nahua borrowings documented for the seventh and eighth
centuries, there is a separate Postclassic period of influence. The
precise boundaries of these episodes are not certain, however, and
await refinement by future studies. These data suggest that Nahua
influence may have been episodic, reflecting shifts in political,
economic, and cultural relationships between speakers of Mayan
and Nahua languages.

In asserting diffusion or cultural influence, it is important not
only to demonstrate that the influence has occurred but also to try
to explain the nature of the interaction (Schortman and Urban
1987:45). Clearly, the appearance of Nahua terms in Maya inscrip-
tions provides evidence that Maya elites were to some extent fa-
miliar with Nahua. Such a situation could have developed in the

context of elite Maya travel to Nahua-speaking areas, or from the
presence of Nahua-speaking enclaves in the Maya area, with whom
the Maya elites dealt on a regular basis. Either of these scenarios
is supported by the observation that two of the four words, “tax”
and “helmet,” pertain directly to elite culture. Although Classic-
period images associated withpatando not specifically indicate
trade between Maya and non–Maya people, the presence of a bor-
rowed Nahua word for the concept of taxation suggests that, at
some point, a relationship existed between speakers of Mayan and
Nahua languages that included the payment of taxes or offering of
tribute. The other,ko’haw, refers to mosaic headdresses worn by
the elite and their patron gods. Such helmets have been specifi-
cally associated with elite martial ceremonies (Hellmuth 1969;
Stone 1989). The term,yóol (heart; vitality) suggests extended
contact, through which a word for an important abstract concept
was borrowed. The Yukatekan word itself provides evidence of
this loan, and its attestation in hieroglyphic texts confirms that it
was borrowed in antiquity.

It was once believed that, in a situation of language contact,
nouns such as those listed earlier made up the majority of words
borrowed from one language into another. But the borrowing of
the discourse markeri:wa:n is typical of another category of fre-
quent borrowings. Jill Brody (1987) documents several Spanish
particles that frequently have been borrowed into Mayan lan-
guages. They include conjunctions, interjections, time adverbials,
indicators of indecision, and other discourse words. Campbell
(1985:121) notes several conjunctions borrowed into Pipil:pero,
ni, sino, y, andmas bien, as well asporké, inmediatamente, como
recuerdo, andasta (Campbell 1985:123–133). The phenomenon
has also been attested for languages outside Mesoamerica proper.
For example, Cora, a Uto-Aztecan language of northwestern Mex-
ico, hasaru ( pero), porki, o, puh ( pues), and evenkara:mpa
(caramba) (Casad 1988). The widespread borrowing of Spanish
discourse markers into indigenous languages seems to have a prec-
edent in the borrowing of the Nahua conjunctioni:wa:n into cer-
tain Ch’olan languages.

In addition to their elite contexts in the Classic period, all the
terms discussed here also occur in vernacular speech.Yóolcan be
found today only in Yukatekan.Patanis limited to contemporary
Yukatekan, Tzeltalan, and some K’ichean languages.I(yu)waland
ko’hawalso show restricted patterns of borrowing, recorded only
in Acalan Chontal and Colonial Tzotzil, respectively. The limited
attestations of these loans in contemporary languages may reflect
the survival of terms that previously were widely distributed. They
suggest that during certain periods local Maya populations, prob-
ably located in Chiapas, highland Guatemala, Tabasco, and
Campeche, interacted with Nahua-speakers frequently enough for
at least limited bilingualism to develop. The first appearance of a
Nahua term in the epigraphic record cannot necessarily be taken
as evidence of the location or the earliest time period in which
Nahua was present (e.g.,i(yu)wal at Copan, Honduras). Such ex-
amples may be the result of chance or of long-range elite inter-
actions. For instance, the appearance ofi(yu)walon Copan Stela J
may have been associated with elite interaction between Copan
and Palenque or other western centers. Ultimately, it is the archae-
ological record that must provide the evidence for the particular
regions in which the Maya were in contact with Nahua speakers.

To some scholars, an obvious candidate for the source of Nahua
influence was Teotihuacan, an important political and cultural power
in northern Mesoamerica during the Classic period (Borhegyi
1965:39; Coe 1994:105; Pasztory 1997:251). Indeed, certain

Table 5. Nahua words identified in Classic-period Maya texts

Spelling Maya Nahua English First Attestation

yo-óol-la yóol yo:l heart a.d. 642?; 683
pa-ta pat(a(n)) patla tax a.d. 683?, 723
ko-o-ha-wa ko’haw kwaw helmet a.d. 667
i-yu-wa-la i(yu)wal i:wa:n and then a.d. 702
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Colonial-period documents claim that the ancestors of the Mexica
passed through and even built the pyramids of Teotihuacan (Sa-
hagún 1959–1982:Book 10:191, 194). Two ethnohistorical ac-
counts, however, are not in agreement, suggesting a Toltec
(Ixtlilxóchitl 1891:I:38) or Totonac (Torquemada 1968:I:278) at-
tribution. Many scholars, seeing little evidence of independent
development in varieties of Nahuatl, consider the time depth too
shallow to allow for a Nahua presence at Teotihuacan (Campbell
1997:161). As an alternative, Totonac has been suggested as the
language of Teotihuacan (Justeson et al. 1985), though the pro-
posal has not met with universal acceptance (Wichmann 1998:301).

In the final analysis, only the existence of texts recorded in a
phonetic script would constitute proof of the linguistic identity or
identities of Teotihuacan. However, scholars have not yet reached
a consensus about whether Teotihuacan had such a system (Bar-
thel 1982; Berlo 1989:20; Langley 1986, 1991, 1992, 1993; Mar-
cus 1992:3). In one attempt to decipher Teotihuacan writing, Taube
makes direct use of the Nahuatl lexicon. For example, he suggests
that the root motif in Teotihuacan murals represent the Nahuatl
term tlanelhuatl (root) as a rebus signifying the locative-tlan
(place of ) (Taube 2000:51, note 5). In a similar vein, George
Cowgill (1992) associates terms from sixteenth-century Nahuatl
with certain elements of Teotihuacan iconography. For example,
one of the glyphs associated with images of flowering plants in
the murals of the apartment compound of Techinantitla represents
an inverted red basket. He suggests that this usage corresponds to
a flower known in Nahuatl astlapaluacalixochitl(red basket flower)
(Cowgill 1992:238–240). A second compound from Techinantitla
consisting of a flower and red bone is interpreted as corresponding
to the Nahuatl flower nametlapalomixochitl (red bone flower)
(Cowgill 1992:236–238). Rightly, Cowgill qualifies these obser-
vations by stating that these signs do not necessarily constitute
clear phonetic evidence. Such calques, loan translations for spe-
cific items, are known throughout Mesoamerica.

Although the question of linguistic representation at Teotihua-
can remains problematic, the fully phonetic character of the Maya
script provides an opportunity to explore the relationship of Nahua
language to Teotihuacan. In particular, one of the Nahua-derived
terms cited earlier,ko’haw, is represented in the script by a logo-
graph that has been associated with Teotihuacan iconography (von
Winning 1981). Although this example suggests connections be-
tween Maya and Teotihuacan symbol systems, it would be pre-
mature to use this as evidence of direct borrowing between two
writing systems. In particular, it is clear that the Teotihuacan art
style (sometimes referred to as “Mexican style”) was widespread
throughout Mesoamerica. Thus, it is possible that the Maya bor-
rowed this Teotihuacan-style motif from a Nahua-speaking group
that was not located at Teotihuacan proper, or even in central
Mexico.

The precise nature of contact between central Mexico and the
Classic Maya itself generates considerable debate. Whereas some
scholars think that Teotihuacan established colonies in the Maya
area by means of conquest (Cheek 1977), others believe that the
interaction occurred on a smaller scale (Demarest and Foias 1993).
In one view, the Teotihuacan–Maya relationship was mediated
through trade and diplomacy (Brown 1977; Schele and Freidel
1990:452–453, note 72). In another, several high-ranking people
from Teotihuacan are thought to have arrived in the central Peten
in the Early Classic period, ina.d. 378 (Proskouriakoff 1993;
Stuart 2000). Another mode of direct interaction is thought to
have been the movement of Maya people to Teotihuacan in the

context of ceremonial pilgrimage or trade (Carrasco 1982; Fash
and Fash 2000). In support of this theory, Maya artifacts and
styles are documented at Teotihuacan, especially during the Early
Classic period, in association with the Merchants’ Barrio (Ball
1983; Linné 1934, 1942; Millon 1988; Rattray 1986, 1990). In
addition, short painted texts in the Maya script at Teotihuacan
suggest that literate Maya were also present in central Mexico in
the Early Classic period (Taube 1999).

From the evidence provided by the present study, it seems
unlikely that Teotihuacan was the direct source of the loan of
Nahua terms to Maya script. These terms first appeared in Maya
textsafter the collapse of Teotihuacan in the mid–seventh century
a.d. It seems more likely that the sources of these Nahua loan
words were located much closer to the Maya area, possibly in the
Mexican Gulf Coast area (Veracruz and Tabasco), the isthmian
zone of Chiapas, or the Guatemalan Pacific slope. Not only are
these areas generally contiguous with or directly accessible by
water routes to the Maya areas associated with the Nahua loan
words noted earlier, but there is historical evidence for Nahua
populations in these areas.

Phonological evidence may suggest the particular branch of
Nahua that influenced the Maya script. For example, Campbell
(1970, 1978:109) discusses the impact of Eastern Nahua on Ma-
yan languages. Nahua loans into K’ichean languages can be asso-
ciated with certain dialects of the Gulf Coast. This conclusion is
supported by several phonological correspondences (Campbell
1970:7–8). Specifically,t in Nahua loans in K’ichean suggestst in
the Nahua source. (Campbell notes that this is weak evidence,
because thet/tl variation cuts across Eastern and Western dia-
lects.) Also, K’ichean forms show loss ofw in iwi, as do Gulf
(Eastern Nahua) dialects. They also haveko in place ofkwaw, also
as do Gulf dialects, andu for o. (Campbell notes that this also is
weak evidence, because theu/o variation exists in other non–
Central Mexican dialects.) Thus, the K’iche’xit ( jade, green stone)
corresponds to the Western Nahuaxihui-t, and the K’ichean (and
Yukatekan) word for “eagle,”kot, corresponds tocuauh-tli.

Analogously, the fact thatko’hawfeaturesko rather thankwaw
suggests an Eastern Nahua form borrowed by the Maya in the
Classic period. The wordxi-wi-te-i in the Dresden Codex, by
contrast, resembles a Western Nahua formxihu(i)tl (year) orxi:
hu(i)tl (comet) more closely than thexiuht- in the name of the
Aztec fire deity. If the words for the deity name and “comet” have
a common origin, it would indicate that the Dresden name was
borrowed from Western Nahua–speakers, pointing to a period of
contact much later than that reflected in the seventh-century in-
scriptions. One wonders how these words for “year” and “comet”
and the name of the fire deity are ultimately related and whether
they reflect dialect mixing in the central Mexican region.

The likelihood that the Gulf Coast was home to Nahua-
speakers with whom the Maya interacted in the Classic period
deserves an extended study that is beyond the scope of this paper.
Suffice it to say that the archaeological record provides abundant
evidence of settlement in these regions during the Classic period.
Many of these communities, such as Matacapan (Santley 1994)
and the sites of the La Mixtequilla region in Veracruz (Stark and
Curet 1994) also show connections to Teotihuacan at this time.
Indeed, several archaeologists have posited an Uto-Aztecan pres-
ence in the Gulf Coast region as early as the Late Formative pe-
riod, beginning about the fourth or fifth centuryb.c. S. Jeffrey
Wilkerson (1994:184) in particular has identified a major influx
of Nahua-speakers into the Gulf coastal region at least by the
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Early Classic period in central Veracruz in the region of El Pital
and the Sierra de Chincoquiaco. He states, “[I]n the North–
Central area, the closest coastal regions to central Mexico, the
population suddenly begins to concentrate in sizable numbers in
the lower river valleys, and particularly the deltas, during the Late
Formative period. Artifacts also suggest a pulque cult and other
new introductions by this time. This may be a time of intensive
Nahua influence, or perhaps initial presence.” In Wilkerson’s view,
Nahua influence rapidly extended along the Gulf Coast during the
Early Classic period. These populations may have participated in
the establishment of Nahua-speaking enclaves in Chiapas, Ta-
basco, and the Guatemalan Pacific coast with whom the Maya
interacted during the Classic period.

There is some archaeological support for this position from the
Maya area, as well, drawn principally from ceramics and architec-
ture. Not only are trade items from Veracruz evident in the Classic
Maya archaeological record, but many of the features of Early
Classic Maya ceramics often thought to be derived from Teotihua-
can, such as the cylinder tripod, may be more directly related to
forms typical of Veracruz and the Pacific coast (Demarest and
Foias 1993:155; Kidder et al. 1946; Laporte 1988; Laporte and
Fialko 1987; cf. Parsons 1978). Architectural profiles in the Maya
area are also similar to those found at sites in Veracruz, rather than
Teotihuacan (Pasztory 1978:109; Santley 1987). Further, it is likely
that northwestern Yucatan played a particularly important role in
this exchange. Not only did this region have particularly strong
connections with Veracruz in the Classic period, but many of the
Maya-style ceramics found in the Merchants’ Barrio at Teotihua-

can were imported from northwest Yucatan (Ball 1983), an area
likely to have been dominated by Yukatekan-speakers during the
Classic period. Such an intensive interaction with Nahua traders
from Veracruz may explain the borrowing of terms such asyo:l
into Yukatek but not into other Mayan languages.

It seems clear that the example ofkakaw, a Nahua loan into
Mayan during the Early Classic period, is not unique. Evidence
from Maya inscriptions shows several additional examples of Nahua
words loaned during the Classic period, especially during the sev-
enth and eighth centuries. The clustering of first attestations of
many of these terms from abouta.d. 650–700 may suggest in-
creased intensity of interaction between Nahua- and Maya-
speakers following the collapse of Teotihuacan. Not only are all of
these words found in the inscriptional corpus, but they are also
documented in colonial and/or modern dictionaries. Two of these
terms are specifically related to aspects of elite culture or eco-
nomic transaction. This pattern points to the elite mercantile con-
text of linguistic borrowing during the Classic period. Phonetic
evidence also suggests that principal populations with whom the
Maya came into contact were Eastern Nahua–speakers, probably
centered in the Gulf Coast or Chiapas. This pattern apparently
shifted during the Postclassic period, in which more lengthy terms
were adopted from Western Nahua. This change is also reflected
in a shift in semantic content of the borrowed terms, from simple
nouns and discourse markers to deity names or deity-related ter-
minology. These words in the script confirm what is known through
iconography, ceramics, lithics, and architecture: that Mexican and
Maya people have a long and complex history of interaction.

RESUMEN

Este trabajo examina palabras nahuas tanto en los códices mayas así
como en los textos monumentales. Estas palabras, escritas con signos
silábicos en contextos asociados con influencia foránea: nombres de di-
oses nahuatl, y palabras para yelmo, tributo, y corazón. Una de estas
palabras, la palabra entonces, es una conjunción usada con frecuencia en
discurso. Correspondencias de sonidos entre estos préstamos y las fu-

entes nahuas sugieren influencia temprana de un dialecto nahua del ori-
ente durante del período clásico. La influencia mexica en el área maya,
atribuida frecuentemente a Teotihuacan, es posible que provenga de ha-
blantes de nahua que vivían en el area del golfo. La evidencia epigráfica
muestra que hablantes de nahua tuvieron influencia en mesoamérica mu-
cho antes de lo que se suponía.
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