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YERKISH
A Visual Language for 

Computer-Mediated Communication by an Ape

Marco Bettoni, Steinbeis Consulting Center

Knowledge Management and Collaboration (KMC)

10th DUXU 2021 

Part of the 23rd HCI International Conference, HCII 2021

Virtual Event, 24-29 July 2021
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1. Introduction

2. Two videos about the use of Yerkish (< 3 min.)

3. Operational Methodology by Silvio Ceccato

4. Yerkish examples A, B, C (see paper)

5. Lexigram classes and Correlators of Yerkish

6. A Yerkish conversation with Lana (6.5.1974)

7. Conclusion

Link to online material: www.weknow.ch/yerkish

Agenda
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• YERKISH is a visual language

• with a «correlational» grammar (focuses on cognition)

• developed by Ernst von Glasersfeld

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ernst_von_Glasersfeld)

• https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yerkish

• Yerkes Primate Research Center in Atlanta

• LANA project, 1970-1976

• Principal investigators: Ernst von Glasersfeld, Duane M. Rumbaugh

• abilities of great apes to communicate with humans by means of a 

language 

• introduce a computer for monitoring, recording and reacting to all 

sentences

• use a visual language, in view of the success of the chimpanzee 

Washoe with the American Sign Language

Introduction
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• The Yerkes Primate Research Center in Atlanta (Georgia, USA)

• Timothy Gill, researcher &  Lana, 7 years old chimp

• Communication: electronic keyboard, master computer

• Lexigram board

• Computer monitors what Lana says, printed record 

1 2

4 45

Lana in action 1977 – scene 1 (1’15")
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Lana in action 1977 – scene 4 (1’:32”)

• A memorable occasion: Tim tries to trick Lana (June 11, 1975)

• Tim puts cabbage in the machine instead of chow

• Lana: “Tim put chow in machine?” – Tim: “Chow in machine”

• Lana: “Chow in machine?” – Tim: “Yes”

• Lana: “No chow in machine” – Tim: “What in machine?”

• Lana: “Cabbage in machine” – Tim: “Yes, cabbage in machine”

• Lana: “Tim move cabbage out of machine?” – Tim: “Yes”   

2

4 45
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Operational Methodology: Fundamental principle 

Consider any mental content

(perceptions, concepts, thoughts, words, etc. )

as a result of

attentional operations
adapted from Silvio Ceccato (1914-1997)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silvio_Ceccato
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The operational approach to language

Correlational relation

CATEGORIZATION & PERCEPTION

CORRELATION (triad)

SENTENCE

Correlator (attent. function)
LH correlatum

RH correlatum

“? Tim   move cabbage   out of   machine”

Language

Thought

Attentional Operations / Units

based on attentional operations
by an attentional system

Semantic relation
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Correlations – Triads of percepts and concepts

<question>   Tim      move    cabbage  out of   machine

C 22

. .

C 14

. .

C 29

C 02
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Correlation example A
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Correlation example B
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Correlation example C
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Lexigram Classes
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Correlators
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Conversation with Lana, May 6th, 1974
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• Lana learned to communicate in Yerkish

• mediated through a computer

• capable of forming correct sentences

• able to form new sentences

• How?

• Hypothesis

• The correlational structure of Yerkish matches and activates

the intellectual abilities of apes (and of similar animals …)

Conclusion
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http://www.weknow.ch/Prof. Dipl.-Ing. ETH Marco Cesare Bettoni
Steinbeis Consulting Center
Knowledge Management and Collaboration (KMC) 
CH 4059 Basel - Switzerland
A Steinbeis-Network Enterprise
------------------------------------

Social Media Presence

1.http://www.linkedin.com/in/marcobettoni
2.https://www.xing.com/profile/Marco_Bettoni
3.https://twitter.com/MarcoBettoni
4.https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Marco_Bettoni
5.http://ffhs.academia.edu/MarcoBettoni
6.http://marco-bettoni.blogspot.com/
7.http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User:Marco_Bettoni
8.http://www.facebook.com/marco.bettoni.17

Office: +41 61 331 16 82 –
Mobile: +41 79 426 63 59
marco.bettoni@weknow.ch
www.steinbeis.de/su/2142
www.weknow.ch/marco/events.html


