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Introduction 
 
What is palaeography? 

Literally, palaeography means óold writingô, from the Greek words ópaleosô = old, and ógraphoô 
= write. 

It is generally used nowadays to describe reading old handwriting, rather than its original 
meaning of interpretation of ancient scripts. 

We are now so used to reading print that it is becoming increasingly rare to have to read ï or 
write ï handwritten documents. Palaeography is not so much learning a new language or 
alphabet, but learning to read script again. 

If you want to practice any of the techniques in this guide, there are examples beginning on 
page 12 for you to work through.  

How do we read? 

The huamn mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by istlef, but the word as 

a wlohe. The oredr of the ltteers in the word can be in a toatl mses 

but you can still raed it wouthit any porbelm.  

We expect to recognise words and letter shapes but this doesnôt happen with unfamiliar 
handwriting. Effectively, we need to revive the methods we used when we first learnt to read: 
looking at the individual letters separately and breaking the words down into their most basic 
form. Usually very few letters are completely unrecognisable or indecipherable from the 
context. 

Spelling 

Spelling was not standardised until the 18th century, when education became more 
widespread, although even after this point there was still some variety in how certain words 
were spelt. Spelling of names and places can vary greatly, sometimes in the same document. 
Often phonetic spellings were used; if a word looks totally unfamiliar, try reading the text out 

loud, e.g. belhaus  = bellows. However, this becomes less of an issue over the course of the 

19th and 20th centuries. There are also local differences in the use of language, and the 
meaning of words has changed over time. 

Handwriting 

Styles of handwriting have been influenced by the challenges of writing with pen and ink. The 
way the shape of the letters flow results from the shape of the quill or nib. The downstrokes 
were usually heavy, with the upstrokes lighter as the pen pushed against the paper, rather 
than scratched into it. 

Cursive or ójoined-upô writing (usually sloping) had the advantage of speed, with the pen lifting 
from the paper less often, which also helped to avoid ink smudges. After the 1870 Education 
Act, more people learnt to write and a wider variety of styles were used, and so the regularity 
of handwriting was lost (unfortunately, making palaeography more tricky). 

The type of paper used can also affect handwriting. Many letters used to be written on laid 
paper, which was marked with parallel lines or water marks. Parallel wires in the paper mould 
could make the ribbing quite prominent, which can make the formation of letters uneven. 
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Techniques 
 
Palaeography is not a theory. It is a skill which, like swimming or cycling, may seem 
impossibly difficult to begin with, but will improve with practice. It is really just a case of 
ñgetting your eye inò. 

A series of techniques can be applied which will help with any difficult-to-read handwriting, 
whatever its age. 
 
Before you start 

¶ Consider the physical factors which will help to improve performance - proper light is 
essential. 
 

¶ An ultra-violet lamp can be tried for faint ink. A magnifying glass can also be of 
assistance, particularly if you are using original records. 
 

¶ If no damage will be caused to the document, try photocopying or scanning it. Take a 
high quality image so you can enlarge the text.  Copying in colour can be useful, 
although yellowed pages can be easier to read in black and white. 
 

¶ Gather information about the document if you can - it will be a lot easier if you know 
what the document is supposed to say. Early documents usually followed set patterns, 
with very regular types of handwriting, which makes them easier to understand. By the 
19th century, these structures were no longer being strictly followed, but it may still help if 
you know the context. 
 

¶ Have help at hand: know where to find help in the form of dictionaries, glossaries, 
wordlists, and so on. Use the internet as a research tool to check facts, possible place 
names, etc. 

 
While youôre reading 

¶ Try to identify individual letters: 
o Compare them with similar-looking letters on words you have already 

deciphered. 
o Look at the adjacent letters, considering which letters are likely to sit together. 

For example ïact would be more likely than ïacx. 
 

¶ Remember that with practice letter-forms become familiar, and you will begin to 
recognise whole words as you work through the document. 
 

¶ When faced with a difficult or unfamiliar style, look through the document for a passage 
you can read (more) confidently ï you donôt have to start at the beginning. Use this as a 
ókeyô to decipher the rest of the document, and to test your guesses for plausibility by 
comparison. 
 

¶ If you get stuck on a word, leave it: move on and then return when youôve got more of 
the sense of meaning, or can compare letters further on in the text. Maybe even come 
back to it another day ï sometimes after a break itôs immediately obvious. 

 

¶ Text which doesnôt make sense should be doubted, even if you think youôve read it 
correctly. Be guided by the sense required in the context. 

 

¶ Use other transcriptions, if available, for comparison. 
 



 5 

¶ Draw up your own help checklist to refer to: oddly shaped letters, unusual 
abbreviations and other idiosyncrasies of various writers. 
 

¶ If youôre spending a long time reading old handwriting, try to take a short break every 
hour or so. Focus on objects in the distance to exercise the eyes and save you from 
headaches and eyestrain. 

 

¶ If youôre trying to decipher a specimen label which has very little text, but you know who 
wrote it, contact the Archives to see if there are any letters from the same person against 
which you could compare the writing. 

 

¶ If the writing is on very thin paper, insert a piece of plain paper underneath it  
 
 
 

If youôre transcribing 

¶ Copy the text with the original spellings. 
 

¶ If you expand an abbreviated word, write the added letters out in square brackets, e.g. 
p[er]son. 

 

¶ Following the lines and layout of the original document often makes for easier reading 
and comparison. 
 

¶ Translation is when words are changed into modern spelling - you might wish to do this 
alongside the transcription if you are presenting to a wider audience. 
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Things to watch out for 
 

Letters 
 
Description Example 

Often when a word will not fit onto a line, 
it will be split onto two lines ï sometimes 
without hyphenating the two bits of the 
word, or using ó=ô on the second line. 
 

                                                             

  
= óopinion ô 

 

                                                    

 
= ócommunicatingô 

The long s, resembling an f, is usually 
the first used in a double s word, e.g. 

kindneǆs, ǆinfulneǆs. To avoid getting 

the long s and f mixed up, the f will have 
a cross stroke, even if itôs hardly 
noticeable. The context will make it clear 
whether it is a long s or an f. Writers 
would often use both long and short s, 
sometimes even in the same word. The 
long s was still used in the 19th century. 
 

        
 
= ópossession ô 

 

 
 
= ófossil ô 

With more formal language, there might 
also be an unusual use of capital 
letters, often emphasizing important 
words. 
 

  
= óTownô 

 
There can be a large difference in the 
shape between lower case and capital 
letters. 
 

         
 
Ґ ΨhΩ   ΨHΩ 
 

     
 
Ґ ΨƴΩ  ΨbΩ 
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Changed letter shapes, e.g. the letter h 
was sometimes written with the stick 
above the line of text and the arch 

curving below: ɖ, the letter p 

(particularly on the end of words), could 
often look like an f, the letter c could look 
like a capital E with its elongated tail. 
 

  
 
= óhelpô 
 

 
 
= óCreature ô 

 
Spelling was still not absolutely 
standardised in the mid 19th century, 
although increasingly so thereafter. The 
addition of an extra e or s at the end of a 
word or name is common. 

 

 
 
= ósliped ô (i.e. slipped) 

 

 
 
= óRheenoceresô (i.e. rhinoceros) 
 

Occasionally two titles are used. 
 

 
= óMr Professorô 
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Numbers 
 

Description Example 
 

Numbers also changed shape, e.g. 8, 
often when used in dates, could be an 
old-fashioned form where the top loop 
was to the right of the lower loop, 
making it tilt over. Several professions 
also wrote numbers differently, e.g. 
architects wrote 8 as two separate 
circles, one above the other, but not 
joining. 

 

  
 
= ó24/81ô 

 

Roman numerals were frequently 
used.  These were sometimes written 
in lower case, with a j at the end of 

the number, e.g. MDCCLXXXij. (See 

Appendix 1). 
 

 
 
= ô12.iii [March].17ô 
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Abbreviations 
 
Description Example 

 

The most common form of abbreviation 
was contracting a word by missing out 

letters from the middle, e.g. óWmô stood 

for óWilliamô. Sometimes a horizontal 
dash, or other mark, would be made 
over or under the missing letters to 
highlight the omission.   
 
Alternatively, letters may be omitted 

from the end of words, e.g. yest.  for 

yesterday. Sometimes a full stop would 
be placed at the end of the word, as is 
conventional now, to signify the 
suspension of the word. 
(See Appendix 2) 
 

 
= ócomp[limen]tsô  

 

 
= óansw[ere]dô 

 

 
= óY[ou]rsô 

 

 
= óD[itt]oô 

Special signs might be used to signify 
a word, e.g. the ampersand (& or a 
personal variation) for óandô. It was 
used with the letter c, &c, for óet 
ceteraô. These were still being used in 
the 20th century. 
 

    
= & (personal variations)  

 

 
= ó&cccô (i.e. etc) 

Latin abbreviations were often used. 
(See Appendix 3). 
  

= óinst.ô (instante mense, this month 

ï i.e. the 25
th

 of this month)  

 

 

 
= óultô (ultimo mense, last month ï 

i.e. the 31
st

 of last month)  
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L, s, d is an abbreviation meaning 
pounds, shillings and pence (originally 

Latin for librae , solidi  and 

denarii ).  

Before 1971, money was counted in 
pounds, shillings and pence, with 12 
pence in one shilling, 20 shillings in one 
pound, 240 pence in a pound. (See 
Appendix 4). 
By the 19th century, ólô was generally 
represented by óÃô, but ósô and ódô 
continued to be used. 

 
= 11  (old) pence  

 
 
Other things to bear in mind:  

¶ Punctuation was often erratic, sometimes even non-existent. 

¶ Abbreviations may have changed over time. 

¶ The letters u and v were sometimes interchangeable, as were i and j (e.g. 

óJamesô spelt óIamesô, or ójusticeô spelt óiusticeô) 

¶ Sometimes y and i were both used e.g. óbeingô spelt óbeying ô. 

¶ @ was sometimes used for óperô, to represent óforô, e.g. ó@lbô meant ófor one 

poundô. 
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Cross writing 
 
A decent photocopy is extremely useful when trying to decipher cross written documents. 
Cross writing was used for various reasons: 
 
ƴ as a technique to save writing paper when paper was scarce or expensive 
ƴ as a method to save weight when travelling or simply to get full value for the postage 
ƴ or even to add some privacy to personal correspondence, because it took extra effort 

to read. 
 
The writer, upon reaching the end of the page, would turn the paper ninety degrees and add a 
second layer of text. You should read it first the way you would normally read the letter, 
focusing only on the lines across the page. 
 
Then turn the page to read the cross writing, ignoring the first lines. Thin paper may mean 
that you may also have the challenge of the crossed lines of writing from the other side also 
visible. 
 
Sometimes letters were even re-crossed, where after writing the first to fourth pages in 
crossed style, the writer went back to turn the page forty-five degrees and cross write over it 
again; thus fitting six pages of writing onto one sheet of paper. 
 
It looks impossible at first glance, but once you get the knack of blocking out the different 
lines, the mind does adapt, and cross written letters are surprisingly legible. 
 
See page 16 for an example. 
 
 
 

Useful websites 
 
www.scottishhandwriting.com/cmBef.asp 

 
www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/palaeography  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.scottishhandwriting.com/cmBef.asp
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/palaeography
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Practice Documents 
 
Ultimately the key to palaeography is practice. If possible, practise with documents that have 
already been transcribed, allowing you to compare your interpretation. 
 
The following examples are of 19th and 20th Century handwriting, which you can use to try out 
the techniques covered in this guide. Transcriptions are provided on page 17. 
 
 
DF100/17/168  
 

 
 
DF100/17/169  
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DF100/17/441 
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DF100/1/2 
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WP1/3/31  
 


