
MARS 201: Medieval Encounters 
Introduction to medieval manuscripts 
Prof. Fleming 

 

For your response today, you will practice a little paleography and try to 

transcribe a bit of thousand-year-old writing. Please do the tasks described below 

on a loose piece of paper that will be collected at the very beginning of our Oct 27 

class meeting. 

Review the video that Dr. Cody assigned for Oct 6, Making Manuscripts. The 

details covered in that video—about the literal construction of manuscript—are 

generally known as “codicology” or the “study of a codex,” that is the manuscript 

book as a physical object.  

Today we are going to practice reading what is in medieval manuscripts. Even if 

you happen to know medieval languages like Latin, reading a manuscript can be 

difficult, because medieval scribes wrote differently than we do today. The study 

of the very many different styles of medieval handwriting is known as 

paleography.  On the next page, you can see a wide variety of different 

handwriting styles from the 6th-15th century.  

The next page is a manuscript page that we will examine. Start by looking at this 

image of a manuscript page, and describe what you see. Don’t try too hard to 

read it at first. Just describe the page, the handwriting, whether anything familiar 

jumps out, what is unusual about it.  

A high-resolution image of the same page can be found here. You can also flip 

through the entire manuscript, but we will focus on this one page today. 

 

https://youtu.be/nuNfdHNTv9o
https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/5836cb03-a87b-40b8-bb55-7bd438cdcd48/surfaces/c4c5db22-e71b-4a84-ad77-b7b8a85b3578/


 



 

 

 



The first step in reading a medieval manuscript is recognizing how the scribe 

writes each of the letters of the alphabet. Some will be easily recognizable, and 

some might not be. Begin by filling out this chart, drawing an example of each 

letter of the alphabet as it appears in this manuscript. 

a - 

b - 

c - 

d - 

e - 

f - 

g - 

h - 

i - 

j - 

k - 

l - 

m - 

n - 

o - 

p - 

q - 

r - 

s - 

t - 

u - 

v - 

w - 

x - 

y - 

z -

Look at the chart of handwriting above and note that “s” and “r” might not always 
look like what you’d expect (look especially at handwriting styles #5-#8).  

 

Note these additional letters, and see if you can find examples of them:  

þ is called thorn and represents the “th” sound - 

ð is called “eth” and also represents the “th” sound - 

ƿ is called “wynn” and represents the “w” sound - 

7 is called the “Tironian et” and is an abbreviation for “et” or “and” - 

 

 



 

 

Now that you have a pretty good idea what the letters should look like, transcribe 

the passage. “Transcribe” means to rewrite the words in your own letters. Don’t 

try to draw the letters like you did above, but instead write them in the way you’d 

normally write; you may handwrite or type. You don’t need to translate or even 

understand what you are writing. Here’s an example of a transcription of the first 

two lines on the first page: 

oððe on lande. Concha. scyll NOMINA FE 

Fera. wildeor. lupus. wulf. leo             RARUM 

Now transcribe the passage up, from “leo” in line 3 to “menn” in line 11. If you 

get the hang of it, try to finish the page. 

 

 


