
Becoming a Character 
 

Once upon a time, long ago a computer Sprite named Snow meet a sad looking glyph in a 
computer’s memory. The glyph was called: A. “Why are you so sad?” asked Snow. To 
which A replied: “The computer has been hunting for me for an hour and can’t find me.” 
“Why can’t he find you?” asked Snow. “Well, A, replied, my character has so many 
names and the computer can’t decide which one to use. If the computer doesn’t find me, 
the paper I am in won’t print or display correctly.” 
 
“Hmmm, sounds like your character needs to have just one name,” said Snow. “Yes,” 
replied A, “but I don’t know how to do that. Do you know how my character could get 
only one name?”  “As a matter of fact I do,” replied Snow. “You have to follow the 
Unicode Road.” “Follow the Unicode Road? That sounds hard,” sighed A. “Well it does 
take time and patience,” said Snow, “but I can show you the way.” “OK, where do we 
start,” said A. 
 
“First,” said Snow, “we have to determine if you are a character.” “What do you mean 
am I a character?” A said a little hotly. “Of course I am a character, just look in any  
English dictionary or text, I’m all over the place.” “No,” replied Snow, “you’re a glyph. 
Let me show you the difference: A A A. All of these are glyphs and what is needed is a 
single name for what they all represent, that is an abstract character.” “Well,” sniffed A a 
little mournfully, “if that will help the computer find my character, ok, I guess. Then 
what happens?” 
 
“The next step is to see if the character to represent you is in the Unicode Standard,” said 
Snow. Snow led A to a large table that had over 90,000 characters in it. “Wow,” said A, “I 
never knew there were so many characters! If they all had as many names as I do, no 
wonder the computer has such a hard time finding us.”  “Yes,” said Snow, “it was a very 
difficult time before the Unicode Road was built.”  
 
“Who built the Unicode Road?” asked A. “Oh, that is a very long story but I can tell you 
the short version before we move to the next step. A very, very long time ago as 
computers measure time, there was complete chaos in how glyphs were named by 
computers. Everyone did what was right in their own eyes. Documents could not be 
exchanged, databases could not sort properly, it was a real mess. A group of very smart 
people got together and decided that it would be better if every character had only one 
name. It was such a good idea that other people joined in and started building the 
Unicode Road. The road is much longer now than it was at the beginning and people are 
still working to make the road useful for all users in all languages.” 
 
“Look,” cried A, “there I am in the Unicode Standard, my character name is: 0041!” Well 
so you are,” said Snow. “But would you like to hear how you could get in the Unicode 
Standard if you weren’t?” “Please,” said A, “I may meet a glyph, I mean character that 
needs to take the Unicode Road.” 
 
 



“First, you have to follow the directions in ‘Where is my character’ to make sure the 
character you are looking for is not in the Unicode Standard. 
http://www.unicode.org/standard/where/ A character may not be where you expect to see 
it, as some characters are used in several scripts. Also, the glyphs that appear in Unicode 
are only representative and your character may have a different shape (called a variant). 
A good example of that is the Arabic letter hah that has four different shapes but only one 
Unicode character. But, after following all the directions from ‘Where is my character’ it 
does happen that the character is not in Unicode.” said Snow. 
 
“So, do you start writing letter to the editor and picketing the Unicode office?” said A 
excitedly. “By the way, where is their office anyway?” A continued. Snow smiled, “No,” 
she said, “you don’t have to picket the Unicode office, which is in Mountain View, 
California. They are very interested in learning about characters that need to go into 
Unicode. They have a process you can follow if you find a character that is not in 
Unicode.” “Oh,” said A, “is it hard?” 
 
“Well,” said Snow, “it takes a lot of research and attention to the requirements that you 
can find at: http://www.unicode.org/pending/proposals.html. A good place to start is to 
post a message to the public Unicode mailing list 
(http://www.unicode.org/consortium/distlist.html) where a lot of Unicode experts discuss 
Unicode issues. You need to do your own homework on a character but once you have 
done that, the members of this list can offer good advice that will help you shape you 
final proposal.” 
 
“Homework? Research?” sighed A, “I guess it just never stops. Ok, I’m still interested, 
what sort of homework and research?” “Well,” said Snow, before you post to the 
Unicode mailing list, you should read the Proposed New Characters: Pipeline Table 
(http://www.unicode.org/alloc/Pipeline.html) and the Proposed New Scripts 
(http://www.unicode.org/pending/pending.html) pages to see if anyone is working on 
your character or a script that includes it. You should also read up on the character versus 
glyph distinction in Chapter 2 of the Unicode Standard under ‘Characters, not Glyphs.’ 
Version 4.0, the latest one, can be found online at: 
http://www.unicode.org/versions/Unicode4.0.0/” “That’s a lot of reading,” said A. “Yes it 
is,” said Snow, “but it helps make your questions to the Unicode list better questions so 
others can help make your final proposal better. It always makes others more likely to 
help you over the rough spots if you have already put in some real effort.”  
 
“Scholars who work with ancient scripts should always find modern sources of 
information to include with their proposals and the names of other scholars who can help 
describe the character.” Snow continued. “Wow,” said A, “that could take years!” “Well, 
said Snow, “it does take years because other things about the character, such as how it 
interacts with other characters and its properties have to be fully developed and fitted into 
the more than 90,000 characters already in the standard. It takes a lot of patience to travel 
the Unicode Road but if you are successful, your character will forever be one of the 
characters in the Unicode Standard.”  
 



“Is there a lot more to know about the Unicode Road?” said A trying to stifle a yawn. 
“Yes,” said Snow, “I have skipped a lot of the detail so I could get to the end of the story 
before you went to sleep! All of the information about the Unicode road can be found at 
the Unicode website. (http://www.unicode.org) That is the real place to start down the 
Unicode Road.” Snow looked at A who was now fast asleep but smiling. She left a note 
marked: “Follow the Unicode Road” next to him and went off to find the next glyph who 
wanted to learn about the Unicode Road. 
 

The End. 


