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19th century Seri word lists 
(Hernández 1904; Marlett 2010)
• Ramírez & Lavandera list (1850) 11 words, highly unreliable

• Bartlett list (1852) [B] ~ 170 words

• Tenochio list (1860) [T] ~ 90 words

• Pinart list (1879) [Pt] ~ 600 words

• Peñafiel list (1885) [Pf] ~ 70 words

• Loustaunau list (1887 or 1885?) [L] ~ 250 words

• McGee list (1894) [Mc] ~ 200 words

• I am deeply grateful to Stephen Marlett for providing me with copies of the Bartlett and Pinart lists.



Modern Seri phonology: no /β/, /v/ or /w/!
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19th century lists contain a sound written as 
<v> or <b>

• Modern Seri áʃox ‘star’ itóaa ‘leg, foot’

• B va-soh i-tó-va

• T bassojh itoba

• Pt vašox ittovax

• Pf Vashój

• L Vassoglh Itobbaá

• Mc ashshok at tâa



Gursky 1988: 24-25



/β/ in loanwords

• ɛ́ɛnim ‘metal, iron; knife’ ~ B bé-no, bên-nom; Pt vennom; L Bennom < 
O’odham wainomi ‘metal, knife’

• káaɾ ‘sheep’ ~ Pt kava < Spanish cabra ‘goat’

• káaj ‘horse’ ~ Pt kavai; L Cabay < Spanish caballo ‘horse’

• iʃáajo ‘Saturday’ ~ Pf Shabayo < Spanish sábado ‘Saturday’

• tóo ‘turkey’ ~ T toobo; Pt touo; L Tobbo < O’odham tohwa ‘turkey’

• ʔáaonam ‘hat’ ~ Pt avonnam < O’odham wonami ‘hat’

• sɛ́aato ‘goat’ ~ Pt sivato; L Sibathectt ‘ciervo’ < Spanish chivato ‘little goat’



Word-initially, β > Ø or ʔ

• ák ‘canvasback (a kind of duck)’ ~ Pt vak; 
L Back

• áʃox, pl. áʃɬk ‘star; planet’ ~ B va-soh; T 
bassojh; Pt vastlk, vašox-; Pf Vashój; L 
Vassoglh

• ɛɛ́nim ‘metal, iron; knife’ ~ B bé-no, bên-
nom; Pt vennom; L Bennom

• óoɬ ‘organ pipe cactus’ ~ Pt booxl 

• óot ‘coyote’ ~ T boot; Pt vootth; L Bott

• oták ‘frog, toad’ ~ Pt votak; L Botacc

• áʃ ~ ʔáʃ ‘what?, who?’ ~ Pt vaš

• ʔáaka ‘white crucillo, lotebush’ ~ Pt vakka

• ʔápχʷɬ ‘corn, maize’ ~ T bapute; Pt 
vapxol̑l̑x; L Vappoléj

• ʔápχa ‘cotton-tail rabbit’ ~ Pt vapxʼa; L 
Bapjáa

• ʔámox ‘Gambel’s quail’ ~ Pt vammox

• ʔáχ ‘arrow point’ ~ Pt vaxʼ



Intervocalically, β > Ø

• ínoɬ jáapχʷt ‘forearm’ ~ Pt inoliavapʼxa
‘muñeca’

• káaxʷ ‘seep willow’ ~ Pt kavaxʼxʼue

• káaɾ ‘sheep’ ~ Pt kava

• káaj ‘horse’ ~ Pt kavai; L Cabay

• -itaɬʔáa, pl. -itaɬʔáaxʷ ‘to buy’ ~ Pt 
sitalʼavaxxʼo ‘comprar’; mesitalʼavaxxʼo
‘vender’

• íikp -áanim ‘to forget’ ~ Pt ikpexʼavannom

• iʃáajo ‘Saturday’ ~ Pf Shabayo

• tóo ‘turkey’ ~ T toobo; Pt touo; L Tobbo

• ʔɛ́ɛn ‘cow; cattle’ ~ B é-ven; Pt hevvʼen; L 
Eheveen

• χɛ́ɛn ‘raccoon’ ~ Pt xevven; L Jeveen

• ʔɛ́ɛ ‘antelope jackrabbit’ ~ T ebe; Pt 
hevve

• jáoto ‘base of neck at the top of the 
spinal column’ ~ Pt iavotto



Intervocalically, β > Ø

• jáao ‘track (of animal)’ ~ Pt iavo (in 
month names)

• ʔáaonam ‘hat’ ~ Pt avonnam

• komkáii ‘elderly woman’ ~ T konkabre

• síip ‘boy, young man’, káii ‘grown, 
mature, older [person]’ ~ L Sippcabeé
‘joven’

• itóaa ‘leg and foot’ ~ B i-tó-va ‘my 
foot’, T itoba, Pt ittovax, L Itobbaá

• ʔant koáaχox ‘regal horned lizard’ ~ Pt 
amtkovaxʼxʼolx

• koáanɬa ‘desert tarantula’ ~ Pt 
kovantla

• koáaʃx ‘centipede’ ~ Pt kovaštl

• ikoáanx ‘poisonous sap’ ~ Pt ikovannill̂̂

• koáatxʷ ‘sweet’ ~ Pt kovattxŭĕ

• kʷkakóaat ‘to teach’ ~ Pf Cuicacovát

• ʔoɛ́ɛ ‘newborn baby’ ~ Pt ove; L Ovéd



Intervocalically, β > Ø

• ínoɬ kmoíix ‘palm of hand excluding 
the fingers’ ~ Pt inolʼkmovelx

• koíiʃ íime ‘funnel-shaped spider 
web’ ~ Pt koviš imme

• koíimax ‘coachwhip,  whipsnake’ ~ 
B ko-vé-mach; T kabimaj, kabimay; 
Pt kovimaxʼ-; L Cobbimaglj

• ʔamkanoíin ‘pot’ ~ Pt amkanovin; L 
Amcannovin

• ksóoi kʔánɬ ‘nine’ ~ T ksobbe-joaul; 
Pt ksovikanlxʼ; Pf Sovicautlj; L 
Sovécandlg

• ʔimkoi ‘those (far off)’ ~ Pt imkove

• ɛámxʷ ‘sheet lightning’ ~ B i-vám-
qua; Pt ivamxŏ; L Ibamgeg

• sɛ́a ‘teddybear cholla’ ~ Pt sivva

• sɛ́aato ‘goat’ ~ Pt sivato; L 
Sibathectt ‘ciervo’



Preconsonantally, β > i

• ʔáait ‘blood’ ~ B avt; Pt av̆at; L Aabvt

• páaix ‘Goodding willow’ ~ Pt pauxʼĕ

• áno jáait ‘afternoon’ ~ B a-na-yâuet
'evening'; Pt anoiaot; Pf Anoyavt; L 
Anollabt

• χʷáitom ‘five (in the old counting
system)’ ~ B hua-va-tʼhom; Pt
kuaotom

• -máaitχ ‘soft, tender’ ~ Pt xʼomautxʼ

• káaiɬ ‘dry lake, playa, large and 
typically dry desert basin, sand flat, 
mud flat’ ~ B ka-vilch-kʼmilcht ‘valley’; 
Pt kav̆ыxʼl ‘llano’

• ʃíiχ imáaitom ‘mute (person)’ ~ Pt 
šixxemaotom

• ʔánt jáaiɬ ‘tender plant, vegetation’ ~ 
T amptyubl

• ʔɛ́ʔɛ jáaiɬ ‘young green branch’ ~ L 
Eeyaugl ‘Yerba’



Preconsonantally, β > i (Ø after ɛ)

• ináaiɬ ‘bark’ ~ B i-na-olch

• ʔɛ́ʔɛ ináaiɬ ‘green bark’ ~ L Eheynaugl

• káaiχax ‘strong’ ~ B ka-vo-hách
‘strong’; i-pʼka-kao-kuk ‘rain’; Pt hipka
kauxalʼx ‘aguacero’; L Cabjacgl

• kʔɛ́ɛɬ ‘red’ ~ B ke-vilch ‘red’; ha-sho-
kévlch ‘wolf’; T kebls; Pt kevexʼl; L 
Quebelg ‘Colorado’; Bennomquevelg
‘Cobre’

• kóoitom ‘five’ ~ T kouton; Pt kooxtom; 
Pf Covtóm; L Coytom

• íisaχ ʔánt -óoit ‘ (to be) happy, 
content’ ~ Pf Isaj amtjuavt ‘Estoy
contento’

• kóoiɬ ‘blue, green’ ~ B ko-vilch; T 
kobslh; Pt kovыlxʼ

• -óoit ‘to dance’ ~ Pt av̆ыt; Pf Icouvt; L 
Icoott



Word-finally, β > i (Ø after ɛ)

• χaʔáai ‘windstorm’ ~ Pt xaxʼau

• ʔái ‘wind’ ~ B â-ve; T abb; Pt avы̆; L 
Abb

• χnáai ‘south wind’ ~ Pt xʼnau

• kojái ‘to make war’ ~ Pt koiav ‘guerra’

• -máai ‘(to be) quiet [person or
animal]’ ~ Pf Mav ‘silencio’ 
[interjection]

• imokɛ ́ ‘deaf’ ~ Pt imokev

• kokɛ́ ‘chili’ ~ T kokeb; L Cocquebb

• ʔíi ‘my father’ (ái ‘his father’) ~ B îve; T 
ib, ip; Pt hiv; L Ibb-yia

• -síi ‘to smell’ ~ T sibb

• ʔánt -ɸíi ‘to be morning’ ~ B ampt-po-
her ‘tomorrow’; L Amtépoffibb
‘mañana’, Ampofibb ‘mañana (el día
de)’

• ʔánt iɸíi ‘morning’ ~ B am-ti-fevʼr
‘day’; L Amtiffibb ‘día’



Syllable-final /β/ [β] ~ [βə] (ə = Pt <ы>); 
this [ə] is reflected as modern /i/
• ʔáait ‘blood’ ~ B avt; Pt av̆at; L Aabvt

• áno jáait ‘afternoon’ ~ B a-na-yâuet
'evening'; Pt anoiaot; Pf Anoyavt; L 
Anollabt

• χʷáitom ‘five (in the old counting system)’ 
~ B hua-va-tʼhom; Pt kuaotom

• káaiɬ ‘dry lake, playa, large and typically 
dry desert basin, sand flat, mud flat’ ~ B 
ka-vilch-kʼmilcht ‘valley’; Pt kav̆ыxʼl ‘llano’

• kʔɛ́ɛɬ ‘red’ ~ B ke-vilch ‘red’; ha-sho-
kévlch ‘wolf’; T kebls; Pt kevexʼl; L 
Quebelg ‘Colorado’; Bennomquevelg
‘Cobre’

• kóoiɬ ‘blue, green’ ~ B ko-vilch; T kobslh; 
Pt kovыlxʼ

• -óoit ‘to dance’ ~ Pt av̆ыt; Pf Icouvt; L 
Icoott

• ʔái ‘wind’ ~ B â-ve; T abb; Pt avы̆; L Abb

• ʔíi ‘my father’ (ái ‘his father’) ~ B îve; T ib, 
ip; Pt hiv; L Ibb-yia



Verb stems 
beginning with 
empty consonant

• A number of verbs in Seri 
begin with an “empty 
consonant” 
morphophoneme, which 
assimilates completely to 
a preceding consonant, 
but is deleted 
intervocalically:

Mood
-káp
‘to fly’

-Cáʔ ‘to vocalize’

Realis-t t-káp t-táʔ

Subjunctive irrealis tom-káp tom-máʔ

Dependent irrealis po-káp po-áaʔ

Realis-jo jo-káp jo-áaʔ

Emphatic realis χo-káp χo-áaʔ

Independent irrealis s-káp s-sáʔ

Realis-mi (i)m-káp im-máʔ



“Empty consonant” goes back to β

• 1) ʃíiχ -Cáktim ‘(to be) busy doing something’ ~ Pt šexʼe svaktomo ‘tengo que hacer’ (= 
independent irrealis ʃíiχ i-s-sáktim)

• 2) -Cámxʷ ‘(to be) shiny’, derived noun ɛámxʷ ‘sheet lightning’ ~ B i-vám-qua; Pt 
ivamxŏ; L Ibamgeg

• 3) -Cáʃox, pl. -Cáʃɬk in tóii -Cáʃox ‘to have a hole, (be) perforated’ is related to áʃox, pl. 
áʃɬk ‘star; planet’ ~ B va-soh; T bassojh; Pt vastlk, vašox-; Pf Vashój; L Vassoglh. 

• The connection between ‘star’ and ‘hole’ is found in other languages (e.g., Kolyma 
and Tundra Yukaghir. Cf. the folklore motif “stars are holes in the sky” (I55 in 
Berezkin’s catalogue: https://www.ruthenia.ru/folklore/berezkin/).



Vowel clusters

• Apart from short and long vowels, modern Seri has numerous vowel clusters:

• ai, ao, ɛa, oa, oɛ, oi

• aai, aao, ɛɛo, iio, ooi

• aii, ɛaa, ɛii, oaa, oɛɛ, oii

• aaa, ɛɛɛ, ooo, iii

• Whenever a Seri word with a vowel cluster is attested in 19th century word lists, it 
invariably has intervocalic or syllable-final /β/

• We can be reasonably certain that practically all modern vowel clusters result from the 
disappearance of /β/ (some may result from compounding or borrowing)



Syncope

• A vowel in a syllable immediately after the stressed syllable 
alternates with zero under morphological conditions: singular vs. 
plural in nouns and verbs, perfective vs. imperfective (≈ plural action) 
in verbs. 

• ínoɬ ‘hand, arm’, pl. ínɬ

• tɛɛ́poɬ ‘black-tailed jackrabbit’, pl. tɛɛ́pɬox

• ʔást ‘stone’, pl. ʔásatox



Syncope

• A vowel in a syllable immediately after the stressed syllable 
alternates with zero under morphological conditions: singular vs. 
plural in nouns and verbs, perfective vs. imperfective (≈ plural action) 
in verbs. This does not happen in stems with vowel clusters, which 
have instead a variety of vowel alternations:

• itóaa ‘leg and foot’, pl. itóoit

• káaiɬ ‘dry lake, playa, large and typically dry desert basin, sand flat, 
mud flat’, pl. káaax

• ináaiɬ ‘bark’, pl. ináaax



Syncope

• These alternations result from the loss of /β/. Before this change, the 
stems in question had regular alternation of vowel and zero.

• itóaa, pl. itóoit < *itó(o)βa, pl. *itó(o)βt

• káaiɬ, pl. káaax < *káaβɬ, pl. *káaβax

• ináaiɬ, pl. ináaax < *ináaβɬ, pl. *ináaβax

• cf.

• ínoɬ, pl. ínɬ

• tɛ́ɛpoɬ, pl. tɛ́ɛpɬox

• ʔást, pl. ʔásatox



Syncope

• These alternations result from the loss of 
/β/. Before this change, the stems in 
question had regular alternation of vowel 
and zero.

• cf. related forms with attested /β/:

• jáao ‘track (of animal)’ ~ Pt iavo (in month 
names)

• káaiχax ‘strong’ ~ B ka-vo-hách ‘strong’; i-
pʼka-kao-kuk ‘rain’; Pt hipka kauxalʼx
‘aguacero’; L Cabjacgl

sg. 

perf.

sg. 

impf.

pl. 

perf.

pl. 

impf.

-áao

‘pass (by)’

itáao itáaotim itáait itáaitoɬka

-áaiχax

‘strong’

táaiχax táiiɬχim táailaxk táailaχɬka

*-á:βo 

‘pass (by)’

*itáaβo *itáaβotim *itáaβt *itáaβtoɬka

*-áβχax

‘strong’

*táβχax *táβiɬχim *táβlaxk *táβlaχɬka
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