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Abstract
Tally marks, which form a unary numeral system, have been used for thousands of years as a 
method of counting or keeping score through the use of stroke clusters. Tally marks also predate 
modern digits, and in some cases, served as their basis for some scripts. Most tally mark systems 
represent five digits, which correspond to the number of digits on a single human hand. This pro-
posal introduces an ideographic “tally mark” system, and provides evidence that suggests that it 
requires a “plain text” representation, and should thus be encoded. Note that the UTC accepted 
these characters, their tentative names, and their tentative code points on 2016-01-27.

Introduction
Wikipedia’s very brief Tally marks article describes four tally mark systems, one of which serves 
as the basis for this proposal.
A tally mark system that is widespread throughout East Asia uses the five strokes of the ideo-
graph 正 (U+6B63) to represent the digits one through five. Once all five strokes are written, 
which completes the tally cluster, the resulting character looks like the ideograph 正. This 
system is called 正の字 (sei-no ji) in Japanese, and 正字 (zhèng zì) in Chinese. In this proposal, 
this system uses character names that begin with IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK.

Examples
The following tables illustrates how the ideographic tally mark system is used to represent the 
numbers 1 through 20:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
𝍲 𝍳 𝍴 𝍵 𝍶 𝍶𝍲 𝍶𝍳 𝍶𝍴 𝍶𝍵 𝍶𝍶

11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
𝍶𝍶𝍲 𝍶𝍶𝍳 𝍶𝍶𝍴 𝍶𝍶𝍵 𝍶𝍶𝍶 𝍶𝍶𝍶𝍲 𝍶𝍶𝍶𝍳 𝍶𝍶𝍶𝍴 𝍶𝍶𝍶𝍵 𝍶𝍶𝍶𝍶

Representative Glyphs
The representative glyphs for the characters in this proposal are used in the tables of this 
document, reflect the forms that are in common or modern use, and are also provided in the 
OpenType font that is attached to this PDF file whose glyphs are encoded from the tentative 
code points in this proposal.

http://www.unicode.org/L2/L2015/15328-tally-marks.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tally_marks
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Depending on the font, IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK FIVE may be indistinguishable from CJK 
Unified Ideograph 正 (U+6B63), but its use as a tally digit may allow it to take on a form that 
is unique from that ideograph in the same font. The representative glyph in this proposal uses 
a sans serif (aka heiti or gothic) design to distinguish it from the corresponding CJK Unified Ideo-
graph in the code charts. 

Tentative Code Points & Proposed Character Names
The characters fit into the existing block named “Counting Rod Numerals” (1D360..1D37F) 
in the “Notational systems” zone (1D000..1DFFF). The table below provides representative 
glyphs, tentative code points, proposed character names, and the code points of similar—in 
shape or meaning—characters:

Glyph Code Point Character Name Similar Characters

𝍲 U+1D372 IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK ONE U+4E00

𝍳 U+1D373 IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK TWO U+4E01 U+4E05 U+1D36E

𝍴 U+1D374 IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK THREE U+4E0B

𝍵 U+1D375 IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK FOUR

𝍶 U+1D376 IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK FIVE U+6B63

Properties
The following are the proposed properties for the five characters in this proposal:
1D372;IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK ONE;No;0;L;;;;1;N;;;;;
1D373;IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK TWO;No;0;L;;;;2;N;;;;;
1D374;IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK THREE;No;0;L;;;;3;N;;;;;
1D375;IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK FOUR;No;0;L;;;;4;N;;;;;
1D376;IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK FIVE;No;0;L;;;;5;N;;;;;

Emoji Representation
The characters in this proposal are candidates for taking on emoji style, such as to use glyphs 
that appear hand-written, or even animated via the new OpenType ‘SVG ’ table.

References, Evidence & Attestation
One of the earliest examples of IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK characters can be found on page 
136 of 理論統計学：訂正 (Riron Tōkeigaku: Teisei) by 呉文聰 (KURE Ayatoshi), published in 
1895 by 富山房 (Fuzanbō), an excerpt of which is shown below:

http://dl.ndl.go.jp/info:ndljp/pid/805763/76
http://dl.ndl.go.jp/info:ndljp/pid/805763/76
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In particular, note how the CJK Unified Ideographs ⼀ (U+4E00), 丁 (U+4E01), and 下 
(U+4E0B) are used to represent IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK ONE, IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK 
TWO, and IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK THREE, respectively.
The following modern excerpt from a Shizuoka Prefecture (静岡県) website describes the sys-
tem for the IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK characters:

Figure 5.1 on page 105 of a paper in Japanese contrasts the IDEOGRAPHIC TALLY MARK char-
acters with Western ones:

http://toukei.pref.shizuoka.jp/kids/concours/tsukurikata-t/enquete/index.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20031120223808/http://www.sci.kagoshima-u.ac.jp/~ebsa/asai01/pdf/ch05-04.pdf
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A modern English-language page that teaches how to count in Korean using the IDEOGRAPHIC 
TALLY MARK characters provides usage examples:

There was another tally mark system in use in Japan that instead used the five ideographs 
⼀ (U+4E00), ニ (U+4E8C), 三 (U+4E09), 王 (U+738B), and 玉 (U+7389), which formed 玉 
though not in the correct stroke sequence, to represent the numerals one through five.

http://easytolearnkorean.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/1200-Counting-with-tally-marks.jpg
http://dbr.library.tohoku.ac.jp/infolib/user_contents/wasan/l/k003/04/k003040083l.png
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Conclusion
Although ideographic tally marks are often written by hand, which is true of tens of thousands 
of other characters already in Unicode, the printed evidence presented in this proposal dem-
onstrates their use as genuine characters in running text or in tables, and with properties that 
indicate their numeric values. This strongly suggests a need to represent them as characters 
in “plain text” environments. The tally mark system that is in this proposal is unique, and 
forms a well-established and attested system of counting or keeping score.
Although there appears to be no previous formal proposal to encode tally marks, there was 
a lengthy discussion on the Unicode mailing list almost nine years ago, back in February and 
March of 2007, which began with a post from William J. Poser. Although the discussions were 
about Western-style tally marks, no particular conclusion was reached.
That is all.

http://unicode.org/mail-arch/unicode-ml/y2007-m02/0076.html
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   1. Choose one of the following:   
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