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This book is the published version of the author’s doctoral thesis defended at the University of 

Leiden. It is a comprehensive analysis and interpretation of Arte de la Lengua Cholona, written 

in 1748 by the Franciscan friar, Pedro de la Mata. De la Mata’s work was copied in 1772 by Fray 

Gerónimo Clota, whose manuscript was acquired by the British Library in 1863 and is 

catalogued as Additional Ms. 25,322. 

The Arte de la Lengua Cholona (henceforth ALC) follows the Latin model typical of its time. It 

is the only extensive source of information on Cholón, which is now close to extinction if not 

already extinct. (In 1996 Alexander-Bakkerus found two descendants of the Cholón, who 

remembered some 150 words and expressions.) 

Cholón or Seeptsá has been classified as part of a small language family along with Hibito, 

although there has been some confusion and disagreement about the affiliation of both languages. 

(Note that Hibito has been extinct at least since the 1960s and may have been extinct as early as 

1825.) Both the Cholón and the Hibito lived along the eastern slopes of the Andes between the 

Huallaga and Marañon Rivers in northern Peru. There are a number of Quechua loanwords 

reflecting long-term contact with the Inca Empire or at least with speakers of a variety of 

Quechua. 

Summary 

This book is over 500 pages long, while the ALC comprised only 249 folios. The author studied 

all of the examples thoroughly and made a very careful interpretation of the probable phonetic 

values of the orthographic symbols and of the morphosyntax. The book comprises thirteen 

chapters, seven appendices, references, and an index of authors and subjects. There is also a brief 

summary in Dutch. 

The introduction in chapter 1 is followed in chapter 2 by a summary of the sources and what is 

known of the Cholón, their territory and their descendants. Chapter 3 describes the ALC 

manuscript, spelling, register, and model. 



 

 

Chapter 4 is a detailed discussion and evaluation of the vowel and consonant symbols and their 

most likely value. Eighteen consonants and five vowels are posited. (Four additional consonants 

occurring in Spanish and Quechua loanwords are listed.) 

Chapter 5 deals with syllable structure, consonant clusters, vowel harmony and suppression, 

stem alternation, consonant dissimilation and assimilation, and morphophonological processes in 

loanwords. 

In chapter 6 nominal morphosyntax is examined. Lists and examples of the possessive person 

prefixes and a “collective” prefix pa- are followed by a description of the suffixes. Twelve “case 

markers” are listed as well as five fixed combinations of suffixes. Two tables give a good 

overview of possible combinations of suffixes with nouns, pronouns, and demonstratives, and of 

case markers with other suffixes. Personal pronouns, periphrastic possessive pronouns, question 

words, indefinite pronouns, numerals, and classifiers are described. The chapter concludes with 

sections on derived nouns and nominal constructions, e.g., genitive constructions and adjectival 

use of nouns. 

Chapter 7 treats verbal morphosyntax. Cholón is an agglutinative language; verb forms consisting 

of at least eight morphemes appear frequently in the examples. Both subject/agent and object 

person reference markers are prefixes. These may be followed by an applicative prefix (h)a-. 

Some verb stems are “reducible,” e.g., k(o)t ‘to be’, in which a vowel may be suppressed, and 

others are irregular. Compound verbs are formed by noun incorporation (preceding the verb root) 

or by the verb ‘to do’ following a “bound verb.” The past tense marker can function as a “stem 

extender” and be followed by a plural marker and incompletive aspect marker. Other verb 

suffixes include anteriority, future, imperative markers, nominalizers, and subordinators. In 

complex sentences, finite verb forms can be followed by “case markers” such as -min ‘like’. 

Descriptions of impersonal verbs, neutral verbs, verbalized nouns, and fixed or idiomatic verbal 

expressions conclude the chapter. 

Chapters 8 and 9 treat adverbs and interjections. In chapter 10 discourse markers including 

reportative, indirect speech, and quotative speech markers are discussed, as well as exclamation, 

question, and vocative markers. The author’s interpretation of -wa as a topic marker (although de 

la Mata described it as a nominative ending) is a good example of her ability to make sense of 

limited and sometimes apparently contradictory data. 

In chapter 11 the five negator suffixes and the free negative ma are discussed. Chapter 12 

describes complex sentences: co-ordination, correlation, subordination, relative clauses, nominal 

predicate constructions, and irrealis or hypothetical clauses. Many relative clauses are headless 

(de la Mata analyzes them as “participles”). 

Chapter 13 is a lexicon in which all of the words in ALC are listed with part of speech and gloss; 

words of Quechua or Spanish origin are identified when recognized. The third appendix lists the 

morphemes, words, and phrases found in ALC. 



 

 

Evaluation and Comments 

The author’s careful analysis and interpretation of ALC has produced an accessible, clearly 

written grammar of a little-known and probably extinct Amazonian language – a remarkable feat 

since it was impossible to fill in gaps in the data. 

There are some typos and awkward phrases, but the felicitous wording of most of the book and 

careful attention to detail far outweigh the imperfections. 

An unusual feature of Cholón is that masculine and feminine genders are distinguished in second 

person singular pronouns and pronominal prefixes rather than in the third person. 

Features such as consonant clusters and “reducible” verb stems found also in some other 

languages spoken along the eastern slopes of the Andes are possibly areal characteristics. 

In her discussion of language classification, Alexander-Bakkerus thoroughly reviews all of the 

available literature, but leaves Cholón unclassified except as a member of a small family with 

Hibito. However, in a paper to be presented in July 2009 at the 53rd International Congress of 

Americanists, she will explore a possible remote connection of Cholón with the far-flung 

Arawakan family. As an Arawakanist reading the book, I noted possible Arawakan cognates and 

some phonotactic and morphological patterns which resemble those found in some Arawakan 

languages. I look forward eagerly to hearing her presentation and comparing her hypotheses with 

mine. 

 


