
The Problem 
Typing, searching, and archiving text can be a 
challenge for those working with historic materials in 
Latin American Studies – both for text in the Latin 
(Roman) script as well as text in other scripts, such 
as Maya hieroglyphs. 

One problem is that text may appear one way on a 
computer, but when sent to another device the 
characters can appear as a question mark, 
nonsense characters, or as boxes:

Not being able to reliably send text impacts 
communication to colleagues, publishers, and 
others, as well as one’s own research. 

The Key: Unicode 
A key step in making text accessible on computers 
and devices is to make sure the various signs are in 
the international character encoding standard 
Unicode. Unicode is widely supported today and 
runs on modern operating systems.

When you copy and paste text today, search on the Internet, 
write email, or send text messages, you are already using 
Unicode. (Unicode is also responsible for the emoji             
you see on your computer and devices.)

Unicode has over 143,000 characters, covering 154 
different scripts (Latin, Cyrillic, Egyptian Hieroglyphs, etc.).

Adding to Unicode
Unicode accepts requests for scripts and character 
additions so users can represent modern and historic 
languages on computers and devices.

An example of a Latin addition is the CUATRILLO (circled 
below), created by Jesuit missionaries in the 16c to 
transcribe sounds in the Mayan languages of Guatemala.

In order to accurately represent the text above, the 
character needed to be proposed and included in Unicode. 
(The CUATRILLO was proposed and published in 2008.)

More challenging are historic scripts where detailed analysis 
is still ongoing. For Maya Hieroglyphs, the complicated 
layout of the signs poses added challenges.
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Steps for proposing a script to 
Unicode
Proposing a new script to Unicode involves 
several steps:

1. A proposal needs to be written, listing all the 
characters with a representative glyph 
(image) and name. The proposal should 
include background information on the script 
and details on how the characters combine 
(if applicable).

2. The proposal is reviewed by Unicode and 
script experts, and typically gets revised.

3. When the proposal is considered complete 
and mature, it goes to the two standards 
committees for approval. (One group is 
pictured below.)

After approval, the script is published in Unicode. 

Once in Unicode, software and font vendors can 
decide to support the script in their products.

Current progress on the Maya Hieroglyphs  
Unicode proposal
• Based on his research, Carlos Pallán (Univ. of Bonn) prepared 

a document in 2019 with a list of characters from the Codices:

• The 2019 document also included the quadrat types (i.e., the 
configurations of the signs within the glyph blocks): 

• At a meeting with Unicode experts, it was recommended that 
selected Classic period characters and quadrats should be 
included, in order for the Unicode proposal to be more 
comprehensive.

• Work by Carlos Pallán, Dr. Gabrielle Vail, and colleagues is 
ongoing to identify Classic period characters and quadrats, 
thanks to a grant from NEH, AAC, and SEI (see next panel). 
The results of this work will be folded into a Uncode proposal.

• Carlos Pallán, Andrew Glass (Microsoft), and colleagues are 
working on the glyphs that will be used in the Unicode 
proposal.
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Script Encoding Initiative
Work on the Maya Hieroglyph Unicode proposal 
receives support from the Script Encoding Initiative 
(SEI) at UC Berkeley, headed by Dr. Debbie Anderson. 

SEI works with users to help get scripts and characters 
into Unicode, shepherding proposals through the 
multi-year approval process.  Another goal of the 
project is to ensure proposals have been reviewed by 
experts.

To date, SEI has assisted in getting over 70 scripts (or 
blocks of characters) into Unicode, including Egyptian 
hieroglyphs (Gardiner set), Anatolian hieroglyphs, and 
Linear A and B.

Website: https://linguistics.berkeley.edu/sei

SEI work on Maya hieroglyphs has received support 
from NEH grant PR‐ 253360‐ 17 and PR-268710-20, as 
well as a Google Research grant.

Next Steps
Work continues in identifying Classic period Maya 
hieroglyph characters (signs) and quadrats, which can 
then be added to the repertoire of characters and 
quadrats in the Unicode proposal. 

Once a preliminary proposal has been prepared, it will 
be circulated to Maya hieroglyph experts (epigraphers) 
for their careful review. 

The goal is to have a Unicode proposal ready for review 
by the standards committees by 2022.

After the script is approved and eventually published, 
then fonts should be made available, along with an input 
method. In addition, operating systems will need to be 
updated to be able to support layout of the characters. 
Access on mobile devices, such as phones, will likely 
take longer than on laptop and desktop computers.
 
The goal is for users to see: 


