
NOTE ON KAQCHIKEL 
ORTHOGRAPHY 

The orthography used most often in this book is the unified alphabet 

promoted by the Guatemalan Academy of Maya Languages. This alphabet 

was approved by the national congress in 1987 and now serves for all 

twenty-one Maya languages found in Guatemala. The official alphabet 

replaces all previous systems of orthography, and its use accounts for spell­

ings such as Kaqchikel (instead of Cakchiquel) and K'iche' (instead of 

Quiche). 

Following the systems of Rodriquez Guajan,Yool Gomez, Call Semeya, 

and Chacach Apen (1988: 10) and Chacach Cutzal (1990: 155), there are 

twenty-two consonant phonemes in Kaqchikel (Table 1). 

The unified alphabet has nine vowels for Kaqchikel—a, a, e, i, i, 0, 0, u, 

and u—which are being used in standardizing the written form of the 

language. The Tecpan dialect, however, can be described using only six 

vowels: a, a, e, i, 0, and u. The a is lax and in general appears only in 

stressed, or final, syllables that end with a consonant. 

In specific instances I use the older forms of spelling: in place names 

prescribed by the government (such as the Department of El Quiche) and 

T a b l e 1 . Kaqchikel consonants 
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in proper names that regularly appeared in the national print media in the 

1980s and earlier (e.g., the Rabin Ajau and Tecum Uman). However, even 

with these names I sometimes switch to spellings in the official alphabet 

to reflect more recent usages (e.g., Princess Ixmucane in 1980 becomes 

Ixmukane a decade later).As for references to the sixteenth-century K'iche' 

Maya myth-history, I use the unified alphabet to write Popul Wuj and, in 

doing so, mark Maya ownership of this historic text. 

My most difficult orthographic decision concerned the name of the 

ancient Kaqchikel capital. While it appears on government maps, in na­

tional newspapers, and all the literature for the 1980 period as Iximche, I 

have decided to use the revised spelling, Iximche', except where the word 

is part of a larger proper name with its own historical context of signifi­

cance (e.g., Colonia Iximche, Princess Iximche, or the Declaration of 

Iximche). My reasons for this decision have to do with the multiple ap­

pearances of the proper name in this work—as archaeological site, park, 

meeting ground for protest—as well as more recent attempts by Maya 

within the revitalization movement to replace the name Tecpan with 

Iximche' as the label for the entire municipality. The changes in spelling 

should remind us of the shifting and political nature of Maya orthography 

as well as the object(ive)s for which these words stand. 
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