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This document describes keyboarding approaches to inputting Blissymbols, from the typewriter layouts 
originally envisioned by Charles Bliss to designs intended for keyboarding a UCS-based encoding. Other 
input methods are possible making use of head-switches or eye-gaze or joysticks, but a keyboard offers 
particular utility to researchers and to those preparing educational or other materials for the user 
community. 
 
1. Handwritten templates. Because the glyphs of Blissymbols must be precise and regular in order to 
cater for various abilities in terms of visual acuity and cognition, stencil templates were first envisioned 
to contain the basic shapes needed to build up the glyphs of Bliss-characters.  

 

 
Figure 1. Drawing of a Blissymbols template from Bliss 1978:88, shown at 150%.  

 
Charles Bliss may have used a template like this template to illustrate his book. The first edition of that 
was published in 1949 and its typewritten pages were retained in the second and third edition along with 
additional material. Once Blissymbols were being used by children with disabilities, plastic templates 
were devised and came into general use in both North American and Europe. 

 

 
Figure 2. Discussion of the plastic Blissymbols templates from McDonald 1989:73. Shown at 50% size. 
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Figure 3. The three plastic Blissymbols templates described in Figure 2. Shown at 90% size.
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2. Charles Bliss’ typewriter layouts. In Figures 4 through 8 below Charles Bliss’ own unrealized ideas 
about typewriters supporting Blissymbols are given. Figures 5, 6, and 7 above are perhaps best 
understood as drafts of different types of possible layouts. A comparison might be made of their overlap 
to understand more about their approaches to they problem of Blissymbol glyph analysis. It can be said 
that in one sense, Charles Bliss’ scheme would work in practice. The bitmap font devised by Peter Reich 
to typeset the Blissymbol Reference Guide on the Apple Macintosh was based in part on a set of 
nonspacing glyph fragments which were used with a variety of whitespace characters to build up glyphs 
in a horizontal direction from left to right. Perhaps an input scheme based on this could be devised but it 
might well not be practical with a character-based encoding.  

 
Figure 4. Mapping of a glyph-fragment-based typewriter keyboard from Bliss 1978:89 (reduced to 80%). 
A keyboard layout of this sort could, in principle, be used for Blissymbols, but a Chinese-style stroke-
based input method would be difficult to design for Blissymbols as there is no prescribed stroke order, 
although shape-based rules exist for determining sorting order. 

 
Figure 5. Mapping of a different glyph-fragment-based typewriter keyboard from Bliss 1978:139. The 
relative order of the glyph fragments was doubtless intended to be somewhat mnemonic. It has never 
been considered realistic to base the UCS encoding on glyph fragments.
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Figure 6. Mapping of a different glyph-fragment-based typewriter keyboard from Bliss 1978:140. 
Typewriters with three glyphs per hammer did exist for a time; perhaps Bliss had access to one of these, 
though they were doubtless quite rare in Australia in 1949. The Century 10, made in 1920, was one of 
them; see links in the Bibliography above.  

 

 
Figure 7. Mapping of a yet another glyph-fragment-based typewriter keyboard from Bliss 1978:141.  
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Figure 8a. Beginning of a discussion about the use of the typewriter keyboard from Bliss 1978:226.  

 
Figure 8b. Continuation of a discussion about the use of the typewriter keyboard from Bliss 1978:227.  
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Figure 8c. Continuation of a discussion about the use of the typewriter keyboard from Bliss 1978:228.  

 

 
Figure 8d. Continuation of a discussion about the use of the typewriter keyboard from Bliss 1978:229.  
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3. Character-based keyboard layouts. The 1200 or so Blissymbol characters are organized as members 
of a basic 29-letter alphabet. The 29 basic letters as shown in the first two columns below are  Wavy line 
to  Diagonal line; supplementary characters follow as sub-classes of a “letter” containing characters 
representing or based on international alphanumeric characters. 
 

 
 
There is a finalized mapping now, but of some academic interest may be earlier drafts, in terms of 
rationale for various choices made The first set of mappings were made by Michael Everson a good few 
years back. Most of the basic mappings such as  to B and  to V and so on were there from the 
beginning. In early 2018 Michael met with Hasith Nandadasa and they discussed the layout which was 
relevant to Hasith’s work. Hasith took the principles forward and one iteration can be seen in Figure 9 
with a screen-shot of Hasith’s browser-based screen keyboard and a normalized version for comparison 
to other layouts below.  
 

 

 
Figure 9. Bliss-alphabet-based keyboard layout by Hasith Nandadasa, 2018-05-01.  

      Wavy line  
   Heart  
    Cross hatch  
   Building  
     Ear  
     Arrow  
     Wheel  
   Large circle  
     Small circle  
   Half circle  
     Quarter circle  
      Parenthesis  
   Square  
      Rectangle  
   Open square  

   Open rectangle  
    Right triangle  
       Dot  
   Right angle  
     Line on a base  
   Cross  
   Isosceles triangle  
   Symmetric acute angle  
   Animals  
     Asymmetric acute angle  
   Horizontal line  
       Vertical line  
      Slanted line  
   Diagonal line  
 

       (punctuation-derived) 
      (genuine punctuation) 
 (alphabets) 
       (digits) 
     (fractions) 
      (currency signs) 
   Quarter space 
   Three-quarter space 
    Nominal indicators  
   Verbal indicators  
   Adjectival indicators 

Blissymbol QWERTY keylayout, by Hasith Nandadasa, 2018-05-01
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s              Wavy line (looks like reversed S) 
b           Heart  (looks like sideways B) 
H           Cross hatch (like H with two crossbars) 
m         Building (looks like inverted M) 

f            Open rectangle (next to E OPEN SQUARE) 
d            Right triangle (looks like rotated D) 
j                Dot (j has a dot) 
l            Right angle (looks like turned L) 

                (not supported) 
          (not supported) 
                 (not supported) 
               (not supported) 
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In the first quarter of 2020 Hasith and Michael worked together comparing two various approaches, 
including making one with shift keys and one without. There were other differences. Michael did a 
frequency count of some of the Bliss-letters in order to optimize positioning of more frequent ones on the 
keyboard. One change for instance was the swapping of the mappings to the Q and R keys; in 2019 the 
Ear  was on R (mnemonic the bowl of the R) and the Quarter-circle  was in Q (mnemonic the tail of 
the Q) but this was altered because there are 41 Bliss-characters in the Quarter-circle class but only 3 in 
the Ear class, so the more frequent letter was moved to the more central position. Shifted keys were used 
for a number of characters.  

 
Figure 10. Bliss-alphabet-based keyboard layout by Michael Everson, 2020-01-30.  

 
In a browser-based implementation used for testing with users of Blissymbols, some of the shifted 
characters (for ordinary punctuation and fractions and such) were ignored as they were not relevant to the 
study Hasith was making. The punctuation-derived class, the alphabet class, and three grammatical 
classes were placed on shifted keys, as well as the  Cross-hatch class (which contains three Bliss-
characters). 
 

 
 

 
Figure 11a. Bliss-alphabet-based keyboard layout by Hasith Nandadasa, 2020-01-30.  
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s              Wavy line (looks like reversed S) 
b           Heart  (looks like sideways B) 
H           Cross hatch (like H with two crossbars) 
m         Building (looks like inverted M) 
q             Ear (has curve like the tail of Q) 
y             Arrow (looks like inverted Y) 
k             Wheel (has four spokes like K) 
p           Large circle (next to O) 
o             Small circle (looks like small o) 
u           Half circle (looks like turned U) 
r             Quarter circle (looks like r) 
c              Parenthesis (looks like C) 
w          Square (next to E OPEN SQUARE) 
g             Rectangle (next to F OPEN RECTANGLE) 
e           Open square (looks like turned E) 

f            Open rectangle (next to E OPEN SQUARE) 
d            Right triangle (looks like rotated D) 
j                Dot (j has a dot) 
l            Right angle (looks like turned L) 
t              Line on a base (looks like turned T) 
x           Cross (looks like X) 
a           Isosceles triangle (looks like A) 
v           Symmetric acute angle (looks like turned V) 
V          Animals (looks like turned V) 
n             Asymmetric acute angle (looks like N) 
h           Horizontal line (looks like crossbar of H) 
i                Vertical line (looks like I) 
/             Slanted line (looks like /) 
z           Diagonal line (looks like Z) 
Q             (punctuation-derived Bliss-characters) 

                (genuine punctuation on various keys) 
A       (for all alphabets) 
1               (all digits are supported on digit keys) 
%            (for all fractions) 
$             (for all currency signs) 
C          Quarter space 
M        Three-quarter space 
T           Nominal indicators (plural X like T) 
Y         Verbal indicators (same shape as ^) 
U         Adjectival indicators (similar shape to U) 
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Figure 11b. Bliss-alphabet-based keyboard layout by Hasith Nandadasa, 2020-01-30.  

 
Practical experience suggested that the use of shifted keys was not necessarily advantageous, and further 
study of character frequency led to a re-organization of some of the layout based on the new criterion 
“avoid shifted keys”. In Figure 12 below the final keyboard layout is given, along with a list of the 
mappings with a mnemonic for each Bliss-letter to Latin letter.  

 

 
Figure 12. Final Bliss-alphabet-based keyboard layout with mnemonics by Michael Everson and Hasith 
Nandadasa, 2020-04-23.  
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 s              Wavy line (looks like reversed S) 
b           Heart  (looks like sideways B) 
H           Cross hatch (like H with two crossbars) 
m         Building (looks like inverted M) 
q             Ear (has curve like the tail of Q) 
y             Arrow (looks like inverted Y) 
k             Wheel (has four spokes like K) 
p           Large circle (next to O) 
o             Small circle (looks like small o) 
u           Half circle (looks like turned U) 
r             Quarter circle (looks like r) 
c              Parenthesis (looks like C) 
w          Square (next to E OPEN SQUARE) 
g             Rectangle (next to F OPEN RECTANGLE) 
e           Open square (looks like turned E) 

f            Open rectangle (next to E OPEN SQUARE) 
d            Right triangle (looks like rotated D) 
j                Dot (j has a dot) 
l            Right angle (looks like turned L) 
t              Line on a base (looks like turned T) 
x           Cross (looks like X) 
a           Isosceles triangle (looks like A) 
v           Symmetric acute angle (looks like turned V) 
             supported under SYMMETRIC ACUTE ANGLES) 
n             Asymmetric acute angle (looks like N) 
h           Horizontal line (looks like crossbar of H) 
i                Vertical line (looks like I) 
/             Slanted line (looks like /) 
z           Diagonal line (looks like Z) 
L              (punctuation-derived Bliss-characters) 

                (not supported) 
A       (for all alphabets) 
1               (all digits are supported on digit keys) 
               (not supported) 
               (not supported) 
            (not supported) 
SPACE    Three-quarter space 
T           Nominal indicators (plural X like T) 
Y         Verbal indicators (same shape as ^) 
U         Adjectival indicators (similar shape to U) 
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s            Wavy line (looks like reversed S) 
b         Heart (looks like sideways B) 
3          Cross hatch (like # on the 3-key) 
7         Building (above Y ARROWS which have a point) 
2           Ear (has curve like a 2) 
y           Arrow (looks like inverted Y) 
k           Wheel (has four spokes like K) 
p         Large circle (next to O) 
o           Small circle (looks like small o) 
u         Half circle (looks like turned U) 
r            Quarter circle (looks like r) 
j             Parenthesis (has a curve like a j) 
w        Square (next to E OPEN SQUARE) 
g            Rectangle (next to F OPEN RECTANGLE) 
e         Open square (looks like turned E) 
f          Open rectangle (next to E OPEN SQUARE) 
d          Right triangle (looks like rotated D) 
.              Dot (a full stop is also a dot) 
l          Right angle (looks like turned L) 
t            Line on a base (looks like turned T) 
x         Cross (looks like X) 

a         Isosceles triangle (looks like A) 
v         Symmetric acute angle (looks like turned V) 
m        Animals (looks like M) 
n           Asymmetric acute angle (looks like N) 
h         Horizontal line (looks like crossbar of H) 
i              Vertical line (looks like I) 
q            Slanted line (above A as  is below A) 
z         Diagonal line (looks like Z) 
 
9             (punctuation-derived Bliss-characters) 
-             (genuine punctuation) 
=       (for all alphabets) 
1             (for all digits) 
5           (for all fractions) 
4            (for all currency signs) 
c         Quarter space 
,          Three-quarter space 
8          Nominal indicators (plural × like *) 
6         Verbal indicators (same shape as ^) 
0         Adjectival indicators (two away from Nominals) 
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s              Wavy line (looks like reversed S) 
b           Heart  (looks like sideways B) 
3            Cross hatch (like # on the 3-key) 
7           Building (above Y ARROWS which have a point) 
2             Ear (has curve like a 2) 
y             Arrow (looks like inverted Y) 
k             Wheel (has four spokes like K) 
p           Large circle (next to O) 
o             Small circle (looks like small o) 
u           Half circle (looks like turned U) 
r             Quarter circle (looks like r) 
j               Parenthesis (has a curve like a j) 
w          Square (next to E OPEN SQUARE) 
g             Rectangle (next to F OPEN RECTANGLE) 
e           Open square (looks like turned E) 

f            Open rectangle (next to E OPEN SQUARE) 
d            Right triangle (looks like rotated D) 
.                Dot (a full stop is also a dot) 
l            Right angle (looks like turned L) 
t              Line on a base (looks like turned T) 
x           Cross (looks like X) 
a           Isosceles triangle (looks like A) 
v           Symmetric acute angle (looks like turned V) 
m         Animals (looks like M) 
n             Asymmetric acute angle (looks like N) 
h           Horizontal line (looks like crossbar of H) 
i                Vertical line (looks like I) 
q             Slanted line (above A as  is below A) 
z           Diagonal line (looks like Z) 
9              (punctuation-derived Bliss-characters) 

-               (genuine punctuation) 
=        (for all alphabets) 
1               (for all digits) 
5             (for all fractions) 
4             (for all currency signs) 
c          Quarter space 
,           Three-quarter space 
8           Nominal indicators (plural X like *) 
6          Verbal indicators (same shape as ^) 
0          Adjectival indicators (two away from Nominals) 
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