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The study of old handwriting is an essential tool for genealogical research, especially before 1850. If 

you’ve spent 10 minutes trying to do an “advanced” batch on FamilySearch Indexing, you’ve 

probably discovered how older handwriting, even in a language you speak, can hinder research. 

Learning to decipher old handwriting and analyze old documents will help you become a more 

skilled and insightful genealogist.  

 

What is Paleography? 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, paleography is the “study of ancient writing and 

inscriptions; the science or art of deciphering and interpreting historical manuscripts and writing 

systems.”  For genealogists it is important to remember that combination of art and science and the 

combination of deciphering and interpreting. 

 Case study: John Sharp’s 1748 letter to his father.  How do you interpret the first line?  

 

Paleographic Techniques and Standards 

As the Sharp example demonstrated, the first tip of paleography is to use the internal clues from the 

document itself. This will solve the vast majority of your transcription mysteries (assuming you are 

familiar with the script in use). In addition to tricks for deciphering the letter forms, there are also 

standard transcription practices you can use to help you manage transcribed materials. 

 Techniques and Tips 

 Overview, then line by line and letter by letter 

 Internal reference, peculiarities of the scribe 

 Sample alphabet, tracing 

 Cultural and geographical context 

 Common phrases, common sense, common pronunciation 

 Work through quickly and then come back to difficult words more methodically 

 Abbreviations, place names, spellings 

 &, פ = and/et 

 &c = etcetera 

 “p” with a line through the tail = per, par, pre, pro 

 Superscript letters (often an “r” or the last letter)  Mr = Mister, Wm = William 

 Contractions and flourishes 

 ~  `  ‘  –   ^ 

 Usually above the line, inserted where the missing letters are, or as a flourish 

at the end of the last letter 

 Practical Standards for Genealogists 



Genealogists usually don’t require full transcriptions of manuscripts, but they still need 

rigorous standards of recording and transcribing in order for the information to be useful in 

the future. You will have to decide if you want a full transcription, an extract of specific 

passages, or an abstract of only the specifically useful information. 

 Description: repository and call number, date (and various calendars), who created it, 

description of hand(s), transcription standard used 

 Semi-diplomatic transcription standard 

 Lineation 

 Preserve original as much as possible 

 (  ) or [  ] expanded abbreviation 

 &, thorn 

 Contractions, symbols 

 [    ] Added by transcriber 

 {    } Lost or illegible 

 

British Scripts in Use 1500-1800 

 Court, built from medieval legal hands, several versions, very linear, rarely in use after 1650 

 Secretary, more connected than Court hands, enters English writing c. 1500, in general use 

until mid-18th century, but lingers in some places to the 1850s 

 Italic, influenced by Italian Renaissance hands, more connected (cursive like), comes to 

England in the 16th century, but not generally used until the 18th century 

 Round, similar to Italic, in general use by 1850 

Note that this timeline is just a rough approximation, older scripts influence the writing of newer 

scripts long after the older script has been largely replaced. Additionally, legal writing (such as found 

in probate records or court proceedings) are more standardized because they are produced by a 

small group of people (usually men) with specific, specialized training. Journals and letters are more 

idiosyncratic in both their language and their handwriting and can therefore take more work to 

decipher. 

 Case Study: sample alphabets and their particularities 

 

Online Resources 

 BYU’s Script Tutorial – the most comprehensive, interactive, multi-lingual paleographic 

instruction online (in process of expanding in 2014-15), https://script.byu.edu  

 UK National Archives Paleography Tutorial – excellent sampling of early modern 

documents in both Latin and English, http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/palaeography  

 Anglo-Norman.org’s guide to medieval and early modern paleography, http://paleo.anglo-

norman.org  

 

Case Study and Handouts 

Short transcription exercises using Secretary Hand 

https://script.byu.edu/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/palaeography
http://paleo.anglo-norman.org/
http://paleo.anglo-norman.org/


 

 
 

 



 
 

 
 

 

 


