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The Mayan Script



Ancient Maya writing

Mesopotamia
(ca. 3200 BC)

Image source: Wikipedia 
(https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/79/Mesoamerica_english.PNG

Mesoamerica
(ca. 500 BC)

Egypt
(ca. 3200 BC)

Indus Valley
(ca. 3200 BC)

China
(ca. 1200 BC)

Independent writing developments

(likely) disseminated developments

Image source: Decolorear.org
http://www.decolorear.org/wp-content/uploads/un-mapamundi-para-colorear.jpg

The Maya region within Mesoamerica



"Landa's syllabary" 



Códice Dresde, p. 50
Códice Madrid, p. 26 Codex production

Image source: Museo de América, Madrid Image source: National GeographicImage source: SLUB Library, Dresden
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Examples of  Logograms

b’a-la-ma
b‘a:lam

“jaguar”  

b’a-ka-b’a
b‘akab’

“first of  the land” (title) 

b’a-ki
b‘a:k

“bone” (title) 

B’A:LAM
b‘a:lam

“jaguar”  

CHA:K
Cha:k

“rain god”  

TU:N
tu:n

“stone”  

Examples of  syllabic spellings: The Maya syllabary:

ka-b’a
kab'

“earth” (land) 

(aka “word signs”):



The Maya syllabary: Japanese Hiragana syllabary:
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1-MANIK’
ju:n manik’
“the day 1 Manik’”  

15-I:K’-AT
holaju:n ik’at
“15 Wo’ ”

JAPANESE  WRITING (LOGOSYLLABIC):

ラドクリフ、マラソン五輪代表に 1万m出場にも含み

Kanji (logograms)
Hiragana (syllabic A)
Katakana (syllabic B)

Radokurifu, Marason gorin daihyō ni, ichi-man mētoru shutsujō ni mo fukumi

"Radcliffe was elected to compete in Olympic marathon; 
10,000 m entry also possible"

MAYA WRITING (LOGOSYLLABIC):
Logograms
Syllables
Diacritical markers

i-u-ti
i-uhti
“and then it 
happened,”  

CHUM-la-ja ta 
AJAW-le
chumlaj ta’ ajawlel
“he was seated 
on the throne) 

B’AK-le WA:Y-
wa-la
b’akel wa:ywal
“the bone 
sorcerer”

AJ-pi-tzi-la O:L
aj pitzil o:l
“the one with 
ballplayer heart”

K’INICH-K’UK’-
B’A:LAM
k‘inich K’uk’ 
B’a:lam
“Resplendent 
Quetzal Snake”

K’UH(UL)-BA:K-
AJAW
k‘uhul Ba:kal ajaw
“holy Lord of  
Palenque”



Infixation:

Superimposition:

Conflation:

Pars pro toto:



Unicode Standard

• The Unicode Standard is the international standard used for the electronic 
interchange of  text



Unicode Standard: communication



Unicode Standard: searching 



Unicode Standard: archiving

• Stable format - international standard

• Important for grant applications

• Provides long-term access

• Aids in discoverability



Getting a script into Unicode

• Write a Unicode proposal that describes the script in detail

• Get approval by two standards committees (Unicode TC and ISO group)



Getting a script supported in software

• After approval (2+ years): need fonts and software support

• Cf.  Cherokee

Cherokee 
Proposal
written   

Cherokee 
approved; 
published in 
Unicode 3.0

Cherokee appears 
in Chrome 
browser/ Apple 
products

1995    1999             2005           2011

4  years                12 years



Getting a script into Unicode: 
New Developments – Univ. Shaping Engine

• Universal Shaping Engine (USE) should help reduce the time it takes for new 
scripts to be supported in fonts and applications (after approval)

12 years  >  1-3 years?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
https://blogs.microsoft.com/firehose/2015/02/23/windows-global-reach-expands-with-universal-shaping-engine-for-language-scripts/#sm.00001kzx34uhg4e22z8mxl7glf95w



Getting a script into Unicode: 
Lengthy process

• Takes patience, commitment and dedication to see a script from first 
proposal until appearance in the Unicode Standard, fonts and software. 



Script Encoding Initiative at UC Berkeley

• Helps user communities get scripts (and characters) proposed for Unicode

• Since 2002, has assisted in getting over 80 scripts into Unicode

• Keeps proposals moving forward

Meeting on Newa
script in Kathmandu, 
Nepal, 2014; first 
proposal 2000, script 
published June 2016

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First “Newa” proposal 2000, script approved June 2006
Script Encoding Initative = Universal Scripts Project 



Script Encoding Initiative at UC Berkeley

• In 2015 and 2016, set up meetings at UC Berkeley between Carlos Pallán and 
Unicode experts

• Discussed 
• Requirements of  Mayan script

• Ways to handle Mayan features in Unicode

• Funding received for 2017 from Unicode
Consortium for Mayan work by C Pallán

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First “Newa” proposal 2000, script approved June 2006



Other Hieroglyphic Scripts in Unicode

• Egyptian hieroglyphs (1,071 chars. published in Unicode 5.2, 2009)

• Meroitic hieroglyphs (published in Unicode 6.1, 2012)

• Anatolian hieroglyphs (published in Unicode 8.0, 2015)



Unicode approaches relevant to Mayan: 
Egyptian hieroglyphs clustering

• Current default display of  Egyptian hieroglyphs

• Desired layout



Unicode approaches relevant to Mayan: 
Egyptian hieroglyphs clustering

• Since 2009, Egyptologists have been using software that created images, not 
Unicode characters, to create clusters.

• Not standardized

• Not searchable

• Not widely interchangeable

• In 2015, Universal Shaping Engine was released
• Had a working model showing how clusters could be created with 3 new characters



Unicode approaches relevant to Mayan: 
Egyptian hieroglyphs clustering

• Egyptian clustering with new format characters (with Univ Shaping Engine)

• : vertical joiner

• :* horizontal joiner

• (+ ligature  joiner)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
http://www.unicode.org/L2/L2016/16018r-three-for-egyptian.pdf
: is a vertical joiner
* is a horizontal joiner
+ is  ligature joiner



Unicode approaches relevant to Mayan: 
Chinese-Japanese-Korean (CJK) descriptors

• CJK Ideographic Description Characters used to describe layout

Unicode characters:

Pattern: 

Chinese examples:



Unicode approaches relevant to Mayan: 
Chinese-Japanese-Korean (CJK) descriptors



Examples of  “simple” sign-clusters: Examples of  more complex clusters:

Unattested in CJK?
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Concordance tool Optimizes annotating/creating  
Mayan textual atabases



Towards OCR-compatible digital repositories

(examples in (LA)TEX by B. Delprat and S. Orevkov 2012)Dresden Codex page 30b, text

C1

C2

C3

C4

D1

D2

D3

D4

C1 C2

C3 C4

D1 D2

D4D3

RASTER IMAGE (i.e. scan)
static (i.e. non searchable) ENCODED TEXTUAL DATA

Dynamic (enables OCR recognition, usage of  
different fonts, querying, text-mining, etc.) 



Thank you  - Questions?

Contact: 

Carlos Pallán Gayol pallan.carlos@gmail.com

Debbie Anderson: dwanders@berkeley.edu

This talk was supported by NEH Preservation and Access grant PR-50205-15 
and the DFG (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft)
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