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Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

• Yucunani, San Juan Mixtepec (Oaxaca, Mexico)

• 105 inhabitants

• Approx. 87 speakers (INEGI 2010)

Campbell 2017: 24

3



Guillem Belmar, Alonso Vásquez-Aguilar & Jeremías Salazar

Documenting tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

• Methodology / process
• Field Methods class UCSB 2019-2020

• Based on Cruz and Woodbury (2014)

• Bisyllabic words in cards, put them in provisional groups based on the tonal melodies

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 4
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Low-Low Mid-Low High-Low Rising-Low Falling-Low

kuìkà ‘comb’

ù'ùn ‘five’

vìxì ‘sweet’

ñu'ù ‘fire’

xikò ‘smell’

ità ‘flower’

má'à ‘raccoon’

ntíkà ‘wide’

súkù ‘tall’

tǐnà ‘dog’

kǔñù ‘meat’

ntǔxì ‘honey’

xîñù ‘shiny’

Low-Mid Mid-Mid High-Mid Rising-Mid Falling-Mid

và'a ‘good’

tìka ‘grasshopper’

nchìka ‘wall’

vichi ‘today’

sava ‘half’

ve'e ‘house’

í'in ‘sweat bath’

sáta ‘dove’

kuíka ‘rich’

vǎ'a ‘bad’

xǔ'un ‘money’

tǐchi ‘avocado’

--

Low-High Mid-High High-High Rising-High Falling-High

sà'án ‘language’

ntsìtú ‘full’

chò'ó ‘flea’

ña'á ‘woman’

yakuá ‘crooked’

yo'ó ‘rope’

yúyú ‘dew’

yókó ‘hot’

kú'ntú ‘lazy’

-- --

Low-Rising Mid-Rising High-Rising Rising-Rising Falling-Rising

nùnǐ ‘corn (grain)’

ñùmǎ ‘wax’

xìkuǎ ‘eyebrow’

ntuchǐ ‘bean’

saǐn ‘corncob’

chakǎ ‘fish’

kánǐ ‘long’

yúchǎ ‘young’

xínǐ ‘hat’

-- --
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Low-Low Mid-Low High-Low Rising-Low Falling-Low

ntàà ‘flat’

ììn ‘nine’

chùùn ‘star’

ñuù ‘village’

yaà ‘music’

chaì ‘chair’

séè ‘young man’

mpáà ‘co-father’

kuáì ‘horse’

-- --

Low-Mid Mid-Mid High-Mid Rising-Mid Falling-Mid

vèe ‘heavy’

ntìi ‘death’

kàa ‘metal’

iin ‘one’

yaa ‘white’

luu ‘small’

-- nǐi ‘adult’

nkuǐi ‘fox’

--

Low-High Mid-High High-High Rising-High Falling-High

-- ncheé ‘thick’

ntuú ‘day’

saán ‘always’

máá ‘mother’

íín ‘hail’

xóó ‘a little (bit)’

-- --

Low-Rising Mid-Rising High-Rising Rising-Rising Falling-Rising

ìín ‘salt’

ntàá ‘fiber’

yòó ‘moon’

naǎ ‘dark’

iǐn ‘skin’

iǐ ‘husband’

kuíǐ ‘green’

yáǎ ‘tongue’

kuíǐn ‘thin’

-- --
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Falling tones?

Low-Falling Mid-Falling High-Falling Rising-Falling Falling-Falling

-- isâ ‘day after tomorrow’

vitâ ‘soft’

lesû ‘rabbit’

kuítâ ‘tired’ Nkǒyô ‘Mexico’

Ntǔvâ ‘Oaxaca’

xǔvâ ‘hammock’

--

Low-Falling Mid-Falling High-Falling Rising-Falling Falling-Falling

kuàâ ‘approx.’ tsaâ ‘new’

tatàkeên ‘step-father’

kuíî ‘clear’

kuáâ ‘blind’

kuáân ‘yellow’

-- --
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Paster & Beam de Azcona (2004a, 2004b) 

• High

• Mid

• Low

Our suggestion

• High

• Mid

• Low

• Rising

• Falling*

*Contour tones (Rising and Falling) analyzed as sequences of level tones
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Caveat for linguistic research!

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

• Asking us to keep repeating words➔ sometimes overwhelming and 

difficult to be consistent!

• It’s like throwing twenty perfumes at somebody and ask them to recognize 

one of them!

• Tone comes naturally when we speak, but if you ask us to recognize it, that 

is NOT the same!

• Also: tone labels may or may not make sense to community members 

(high, low, rising…?). Some people talk about voz gruesa (thick voice; 

lower pitch) and voz delgada (thin voice; higher pitch).
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Teaching Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ Tone

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

• Tone melody groups 
• Choose 1 word to represent the group (e.g., group nùnǐ)

• Introduction to Tone: 
• Video of 30 words representing 10 groups (3 per group)

• Minimal pairs:
• Ìín ‘salt’, iǐn ‘skin’, iǐ ‘husband’

• You don’t want to ask somebody to pass you their husband!
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Teaching Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ Tone

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

• We need to find ways to teach tone to kids in engaging and 

entertaining ways!

• Perhaps role play games, like: each kid gets assigned an animal 

and goes around the room asking others whether they are animal 

X and saying what animal they are:
• A: Are you a dog?

• B: I am a cat!

• Tone may be the difference between: 

‘eres un burro’ or ‘soy un burro’
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Need for interdisciplinary work

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

• We need teamwork for this
• Community member (and linguists): develop material

• Teachers / educators: adapt the material

• There needs to be a dialogue between them to get the best material!!!

• We need to introduce tone early on
• It is the basis of the language! We use it for many things, like: lexical distinctions, person

marking, aspect… without mastering tone, communicating in Mixtec gets extremely tricky.
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Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ grammatical tone

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

Person
marking

• 1SG*

• 1PL.INCL

• 2SG.NFORM

• 3SG.NFORM

• 3SG.F.FORM

TAM

• Imperfective

• Perfective

• Habitual 
perfective

• Potential*

• Purposive*

• Imperative

Polarity

• Negative
Rising

13
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Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

person marking

Belmar et al. forthcoming

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

Most Mixtec languages have a set of enclitic pronouns 

which can operate on noun phrases to indicate possession, 

and on verb phrases to indicate arguments not expressed 

with a lexical noun phrase. 

Among Mixtec languages, Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ presents 

a particularly complex pronominal system:

• Distinguishes different degrees of formality and 

shows intensive allomorphy

• Use of a pluralizer enclitic =kue

• Has distinct sets of agent-like and patient-like 

enclitics, the latter of which can attach to the post-

verbal NP functioning as agent [Handout]
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1st person in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

Belmar et al. forthcoming

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

1st person singular→

=yù after a low tone (L)

=L (floating low tone) in other contexts

=L sometimes realized as a falling tone

1st person exclusive plural→ pluralizer (=kue) + =L

1st person inclusive plural→

=kó

Sometimes realized as [ɣó] or coloring the 

last vowel, especially /u/

=H

So far, it only appears in fast speech

Belmar et al. 2020
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1st person singular

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

=L sometimes realized as a falling tone

• H + =L
→ F

• R + =L
→ F

• M + =L
→ Depends on the tonal melody of the phrase

For example,

o M.M + =L
→M.L ‘ve'e’ (house) ‘ve'è’ (my house)

o L.M + = L→ L.F ‘sè'e’ (son) ‘sè'ê’ (my son)

o MM + =L
→ML ‘luu’ (little) ‘luù’ (I’m little)

But: ‘nìkee’ (P F V .leave) ‘nìkeê’ (I left)

Belmar et al. 2020
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1st person singular

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 17

Example 2
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1st person singular: L vs. F

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 18

Example 3
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1st person exclusive plural

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 19

Example 4
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1st person inclusive plural

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 20

Example 5
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1st person inclusive plural

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 21

Example 6
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*yù'ù – yù - L

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

Alternation between =yù and =L
➔ a process of segmental erosion with two different results:

• substituting the last tone of the modified element for a low level tone

• substituting the last tone of the modified element for a falling tone. 

*yù'ù (Josserand 1983) > =yù > =L

Belmar et al. 2020
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*yù'ù – yù - L

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

Words that ended with (lexical) low tone:

➔ *yù'ù > =yù

➔ =yù (see Paster 2010 ‘homophony avoidance’)

➔ Possible competition with 3s =ì. In other varieties, =ì indicates the 1s

Belmar et al. 2020
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2nd person in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

Belmar et al. forthcoming

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

2nd person singular non-formal→

=kú

Sometimes realized as [ɣú] or coloring the last vowel

Depending on the tonal melody, it may be realized with a rising tone instead

=H

If the last vowel is /u/
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2nd person singular non-formal

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 25

Example 8
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2nd person singular non-formal

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 26

Example 9
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3rd person in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

Belmar et al. forthcoming

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 27



Guillem Belmar, Alonso Vásquez-Aguilar & Jeremías Salazar

3rd person singular non-formal

Belmar et al. forthcoming

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

3rd person singular non-formal→

=ì

Often coloring the last vowel, sometimes realized as [î] depending on the tonal melody of the phrase

=à(n) 

If the word ends with /i/, =à(n) is used instead

28
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3rd person singular non-formal

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 29

Example 10
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3rd person singular non-formal

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 30

Example 11
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3rd person singular feminine formal

Belmar et al. forthcoming

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ

3rd person feminine formal→

=í

Often coloring the last vowel, sometimes realized as [ǐ] depending on the tonal melody of the verb

=á(n) 

If the word ends with /i/, =á(n) is used instead

=ñá

Possession in nominal phrases is indicated with =ñá instead. 
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3rd person singular feminine formal

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 32

Example 12



Guillem Belmar, Alonso Vásquez-Aguilar & Jeremías Salazar

3rd person singular feminine formal

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 33

Example 13
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TAM Imperfective

Perfective

Habitual perfective

Potential*

Purposive*

Imperative

Polarity:
Often with negative particles like
kuě (realis moods) or mà (irrealis

moods)
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IPFV PFV HAB.PFV POT PURP IMP GLOSS

Ntákacha Ntàkǎcha Ntsìntàkǎcha Kú ntàkǎcha Ntakacha Ntakacha Wash

Kí'in Nìkì'in Ntsìki'in Kú nkǐ'in Ki'in Kí'in Grab

Snúu Snùu Ntsìsnúu Kú snùu Snuu Snúu Take down

Káchì Nìkǎchì Ntsìkǎchì Kú nkǎchì Kachì Káchì Say

Tsítú nǐnì Ntsìtú nǐnì Ntsìtsítú nǐnì Kú nkùtu nǐnì Kutú nǐnì Kutú nǐnì Understand

Tsátsí Ntsàtsí Ntsìtsǎtsí Kú nkàtsí Kátsí Kátsí Eat (trn)

Tsítsá'an Ntsìtsá'an Ntsìtsitsá'an Kú nkàtsá'an Kàtsá'an Katsá'an Eat (itrn)

35

PROG.IPFV HAB.IPFV PFV HAB.PFV POT PURP IMP GLOSS

Kuà'àn Tsá'àn Ntsà'àn Ntsìtsà'àn Kú nkù'ùn Kù'ùn Kuà'àn Go
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NEG.IPFV NEG.PFV NEG.HAB.PFV NEG.POT NEG.PURP NEG.IMP GLOSS

Kuě ntákacha Kuě níntàkacha Kuě nítsìntàkacha Mà ntǎkacha Mà ntǎkacha Mà ntǎkachú Wash

Kuě kí'in Kuě níki'in Kuě nítsìki'in Mà kǐ'in Mà kǐ'in Mà kǐ'ún Grab

Kuě snúu Kuě nísnúu Kuě nítsìsnúu Mà snǔu Mà snǔu Mà snǔú Take down

Kuě káchì Kuě níkachì Kuě nítsìkachì Mà kǎchì Mà kǎchì Mà kǎchǔ Say

Kuě tsítú nǐnì Kuě nítsitú nǐnì Kuě nítsìtsìtú nǐnì Mà kutú nǐnì Mà kutú nǐnì Mà kutú nǐnǔ Understand

Kuě tsátsí Kuě nítsatsí Kuě nítsìtsǎtsí Mà kǎtsí Mà kǎtsí Mà kǎtsǔ Eat (trn)

Kuě tsítsá'an Kuě nítsitsá'an Kuě níntsìtsìtsá'an Mà kǎtsá'an Mà kǎtsá'an Mà kǎtsá'ǔn Eat (itrn)

Kuě tsá'àn Kuě nítsà'àn Kuě nítsìtsà'àn Mà kǔ'ùn Mà kǔ'ùn Mà kǔ'ǔn Go
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IPFV PFV HAB.PFV POT PURP IMP

H _ _ L _ _
Nì/N- + L _ _
Nì/N- + R _ _
L + R _ _

Ntsì- + IPFV

Ntsì + L_ _
Ntsì + R_ _
Ntsì + M_ _

Kú n- + L / M / R_ _
Kú + L  / M / R_ _

M _ _
H _ _
L _ _

H _ _ 
M _ _ 
L _ _

NEG.IPFV NEG.PFV NEG.HAB.PFV NEG.POT NEG.PURP NEG.IMP

Kuě + IP F V Kuě ní- + P F V

Kuě ní- + H _ _
Kuě ní- + M _ _
R + P F V

Kuě nítsì- + P F V

Kuě nítsì + H __
Kuě nítsì- + M __
Kuě nítsì- + R __

Mà + R _ _
Mà + M _ _

Mà + R _ _ 
Mà + M _ _

Mà + R _ _ + =kú
Mà + M _ _ + =kú

Realis (?) Irrealis (?)
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Imperfective

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 38

Example 14
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Negative imperfective

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 39

Example 15



Guillem Belmar, Alonso Vásquez-Aguilar & Jeremías Salazar

Habitual imperfective [Verbs of movement]

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 40

Example 16
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Perfective

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 41

Example 17
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Negative perfective

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 42

Example 18
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Negative perfective
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Example 19
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Habitual perfective
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Example 20
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Potential

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 45

Example 21
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Purposive

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 46

Example 22



Guillem Belmar, Alonso Vásquez-Aguilar & Jeremías Salazar

Negative potential / purposive

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 47

Example 23
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Negative potential / purposive

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 48

Example 24
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Imperative

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 49

Example 24
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Last Remarks

Overview of (grammatical) tone in Yucunani Sà'án Sàvǐ 50

In this ongoing work we are trying to figure out the system of grammatical tone, through 

understanding the tonal phonology, the inflectional systems, and the two all together:

• Aspect-mood involves prefixes, tone, and maybe particles before the verb stem.

• Person is expressed by enclitics, which may fuse with the host and create novel tonal patterns.

• There is a richness (both functionally and formally) in both person marking and aspect-mood 

inflection, but little apparent interaction/fusion involving the two.

• The preverbal (TAM) and postverbal (person) structure of the morphology perhaps results in this 

lack of interaction (as reported in Campbell 2016 for Zenzontepec Chatino) but differing from 

other, related languages in which person and TAM are conflated or less separable (such as 

Mè'phàà, Otomí or Yaitepec Chatino).

We are also prioritizing naturalistic data from usage to define the categories at the same time as 

filling out paradigms to understand the formal system.
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