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Paleography 01.The art and science of reading historical 
handwriting 
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Paleography
Paleography is the formal name for the characteristics of handwritten text based on time period

Each time period has a number of characteristics relating to handwriting. Why?

Professional standards (secretarial shorthand, etc. )
Educational expectations 
Physical materials (ink used, writing implements, etc.)
Use 

Historians can use this information, coupled with the information contained within the actual 
writing to draw many conclusions about the text.

What are some examples you can think of where handwriting would be especially common? How 
would that be valuable for determining the context, content , audience, use and other 
determinations about the document?



Paleography
Some research areas, like medieval studies and renaissance studies (and others) have many rules 
and a pretty strict dating and assessment regime for paleography. 

For the 19th C. the main challenge is being able to read the often flowing and flowery script, but 
the language itself is not too difficult to decipher as it is pretty close to our own ways of writing 
and the spelling is mostly the same.

Some challenges still arise, though, especially with abbreviations – esp. Latin abbreviations that 
are common in legal documents

Legal language itself can be very tricky as it is today



Characteristics of 19th. C. Handwriting
Platt Spencer was a huge influence on the 
development of 19th. C. penmanship and handwriting

Taught at business and law schools

Uniform handwriting for legibility and clarity

Focus on form

Pre-typewriter script

Was superseded by later movements away from the 
flowery script

Holdover from 18th C. –this fluidity holds at both ends 
of the 19th. C – keep in mind in terms of script style







Some common abbr., conventions, and 
spelling/misspellings
Double S: oftentimes you’ll see a word 
that looks like it is spelled abyfs or abyff 
when the word is actually abyss. The 
strange double S is a hold over from 
earlier handwriting and printing 
conventions (long s). When you see this, 
transcribe as SS

&c= et cetera 

Name abbreviations: Often the 2nd use 
of a name will be abbreviated. William 
may be substituted for Wm. In letters 
where the people are known, this might 
happen from the beginning. Can be a sign 
of coding, but also more likely of sore 
hands





Advice/strategies 
CONTEXT matters: skim through the entire document and make out what you can. Try to find 
names, dates, locations, and keywords. This will help in deciphering the individual words which can 
be tricky. 

Once you find the people, see what you can learn about them – that too can help you in deciphering 
the document. The same is true with the location information 

Look for common and easy to read words as anchors in the sentence, that can help you work 
backwards to figure out the context as well

Is there standard legal language being used? (more below) Why? What can this tell you? What 
resources and other documents can you reference to figure out the meaning and impact?

Keep a record/notes of the document’s idiosyncratic spellings, abbreviations, etc. 

Use additional sheets of paper to [focus] on a line by covering the preceding and subsequent lines 
– this can help your eyes/brain focus on the specific characters in more detail without distraction. 
If you’re doing this on a computer, zoom in as much as possible before it gets blurry



Nature of the 
Documents

02
Looking at historical legal 
documents
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“The Past is a Foreign 
Country, they do things 

differently there.”
L.P Hartley, The Go-Between
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Legal documents 
Written in “legal English” which is a language all its own

Many standard phrases and document types –”boilerplate” language (standardized and reused)

Logical and dispassionate (therefore not necessarily readable for tone/emotion unlike letters)

Lots of Latin!

Lots of abbreviations and old fashioned language (e.g. messr = mister



Mise en page 
Understanding the layout of a document and the textual and non-textual elements can greatly add 
to your understanding of the document’s usage and its life during and after its creation

A very important example is what is called “marginalia” – these are the annotations found in the 
margins of a document.

Other annotations, underlining, doodles, scribblings, etc. can be vitally important to the 
understanding of the life of the document and its users

Additionally, the economy of the page can also tell you something about its origins – how the space 
is either crunched or open (crammed text or lots of space)

Not everything is evidence/valuable, though – sometimes and ink splot is just an ink splot 

The inked “seal” is common in the 19th C. as legal rules relaxed regarding wax seals





Whereas my slave William Williams has enlisted in the servce of the United States: now in consideration 
thereof. SYMBOL – William B. Duvall of Prince Georges County, State of Maryland, do here by in consideration of 
said enslavement manumit… 



Whereas my slave William Williams has enlisted in the servce of the United States: now in consideration 
thereof. SYMBOL – William B. Duvall of Prince Georges County, State of Maryland, do here by in consideration of 
said enslavement manumit… 



The person of

In the presence of or present or 
at hand

The context matters greatly when 
determining which of the symbols and 
abbreviations to use







Resources
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Paleography/handwriting resources
● Spencer, 1886, Spencerian key to practical penmanship, 

https://archive.org/details/cu31924029485467/page/n1/mode/2up
● National Archives guide to transcription, 

https://www.archives.gov/citizen-archivist/transcribe/tips 
● Smithsonian guide to transcription, 

https://transcription.si.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/transcribing_historical_handwritin
g_in_the_smithsonian_transcription_center_1.pdf 

https://archive.org/details/cu31924029485467/page/n1/mode/2up
https://www.archives.gov/citizen-archivist/transcribe/tips
https://transcription.si.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/transcribing_historical_handwriting_in_the_smithsonian_transcription_center_1.pdf
https://transcription.si.edu/sites/default/files/uploads/transcribing_historical_handwriting_in_the_smithsonian_transcription_center_1.pdf


Legal English and legal document resources
● Martin, The record interpreter: a collection of abbreviations, Latin words and names 

used in English historical manuscripts and records, 
https://archive.org/details/recordinterprete00martiala/page/n3/mode/2up 

● Bouvier, A Law Dictionary Adapted to the Constitution and Law of the USA, 
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.35112104912615 

● The Slavery, Law, and Power Project, https://slaverylawpower.org 
● Yale Law School Avalon Project, https://avalon.law.yale.edu/default.asp 

an article on law writing that can help and point towards additional sources

● Parker, Kunal M. “Context in History and Law: A Study of the Late Nineteenth-Century American Jurisprudence of 
Custom.” Law and History Review 24, no. 3 (2006): 473–518. http://www.jstor.org/stable/27641401.

https://archive.org/details/recordinterprete00martiala/page/n3/mode/2up
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.35112104912615
https://slaverylawpower.org
https://avalon.law.yale.edu/default.asp


Hands-on work
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Let’s look at a sample to try 
our skills
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CREDITS: This presentation template was created by Slidesgo, including 
icons by Flaticon and infographics & images by Freepik

Please feel free to email 
me with any questions! 

Jordan Sly
jsly@umd.edu

McKeldin Library 4239
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http://bit.ly/2Tynxth
http://bit.ly/2TyoMsr
http://bit.ly/2TtBDfr
mailto:jsly@umd.edu


Space for transcription








