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Introduction 
Blissymbolics (Bliss, 1949) is a visual language first designed to strengthen intercultural dialogue, but 

mostly applied as a mean of compensation for people with communication impairment. Inspired by 

Chinese characters, the language is to a large degree pictorial, reducing arbitrariness in the 

relationship between symbol and meaning. The grammar of Blissymbolics is parasitic to English; it is a 

word-order based SVO language in which each basic feature of English grammar has an equivalent. 

People with moderate to severe aphasia have been able to learn symbols, but training of the 

grammar has not been successful (Funnell & Allport, 1989; Johannsen-Horbach, Cegla, Mager, 

Schempp, & Wallesch, 1985; Sawyer-Woods, 1987). 

We report a modification of Blissymbolics devised by Dr Anthony O’Donnell, an English native 

speaker (O’Donnell wished to be identified with this work and has been in the past). O’Donnell had a 

stroke which damaged posterior temporal and parietal areas, causing severe aphasia and a right 

homonymous heminopia. He sought alternatives to the languages he had mastered, but now could 

not understand or produce without many errors. He discovered Blissymbolics and over the time 

developed his own dialect (O’Donnell, Bruce, Black, & Clayton, 2010). The dialect deviates 

substantially from both his native language English and original Blissymbolics. 

This project aims to describe the properties of the dialect and explores how they may be considered 

a compensation for O’Donnell’s particular impairment.   

Methods 
We tested O’Donnell on a range of standardized assessments of word comprehension and 

production (Comprehensive Aphasia Battery; Boston Naming Test), sentence comprehension (Test of 

Reception of Grammar), verbal working memory (PALPA13), non-verbal reasoning (WASI-II Matrix 

Reasoning; Raven’s Coloured Progressive Matrices), non-verbal executive function (Brixton Spatial 

Anticipation Test) and non-verbal semantics (Pyramids and Palm Trees picture version). We elicited 

spoken English through semi-structured interviews and picture description tasks. 

In our analysis of the dialect we focused on grammatical features. Our analysis was structured 

according to the World Atlas of Language Structures (WALS; Dryer & Haspelmath, 2013). We 

analyzed samples which O’Donnell produced over many years, and over four sessions aimed to elicit 

further materials in order to satisfy WALS grammatical features. 

Results 
O’Donnell’s English contained many grammatical (in particular morphological) errors and 

paraphasias. Standardized assessments demonstrate that he had severe word production and 

sentence comprehension impairment, moderate impairment of verbal working memory and mild 



word comprehension impairment with an advantage for written language. In particular, O’Donnell 

had difficulties with non-canonical sentences and extrapositions. O’Donnell’s performance in non-

verbal tests ranged from low average (Brixton) to above average (matrix reasoning). 

Compared to English and traditional Blissymbolics, O’Donnell’s dialect shows a general reduction of 

morphology which coincides with omissions of several construction types. For instance, we did not 

find any auxiliary verbs for marking tense. We could also not elicit perfect or progressive aspects. 

Further, the dialect contains no passive voice and no copula. 

Word order is generally less restrained. O’Donnell transformed the ”action marker” in Blissymbolics 

into a subject marker, which resulted in a more free word order. In our sample we have found SVO, 

VSO, SOV and OSV word orders, with the first two appearing to be dominant. Obliques precede the 

verb, with the dominant word order XVO. In ditransitives the dialect appears constrained to verb-

subject-directObject-indirectObject. 

Discussion   

There are possible links between O’Donnell’s impairment and features of his dialect. The pictorial 

nature of the symbols may have compensated for his lexical-semantic impairment. Reduction of 

morphology (compared to English and Blissymbolics) may make the dialect easier to parse for 

someone with impaired verbal working memory. It also results in shorter visual strings which may be 

easier to parse for an individual with heminopia. 

The general loosening of word order comes with the very small morphological “cost” of introducing a 

subject marker and this may help individuals who have an impairment of word-order processing. 

While we have no conclusive evidence for such impairment in O’Donnell, it has been reported that 

aphasic individuals had difficulties with word order in Blissymbolics (Funnell & Allport, 1989). 

O’Donnell’s approach differs from other compensatory interventions in that he did not accept a 

“prescribed” language system, but tailored one to suit his language profile. We are currently looking 

for opportunities to reproduce this effort with other individuals with aphasia. 
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