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"ENGLISH” PALEOGRAPHY—-Nelson

Like other geographically--or historically--defined areas of paleography,
English paleography aims to understand and make available to a wider reader-
ship records and texts originally written in manuscript. Of course the phrase
"records and texts” covers virtually all written works produced before the
introduction of printing in the latter half of the fifteenth century. But the dis-
cipline of paleography continues to be of very great importance for the post-
Gutenberg period because most of what was written and read continued to be in
manuscripts of one kind or another; and because, as a rule, the later the
handwriting, at least to 1650, the more difficult it is to decipher. Thus more dis-
cipline and practice is often required to read manuscripts written after 1450
than before.

The most obvious goal of the science or art of paleography is to decipher
manuscript writing letter by letter (or number by number), and to understand
how abbreviations have been used to represent letters and numbers not actu-
ally written down. Additional goals may include gathering evidence for dating
manuscripts and texts; identifying the hands of particular scribes or schools of
scribes; detecting and correcting scribal errors; detecting forgeries and

" authenticating legitimate texts; re cdnstructing damaged or "lost" texts.

Transcribing texts may seem at first sight a simple matter, but actual tran-
scriptions are always fraught with problems and controversies. How are edi-
orial expansions indicated? how much guess-work is permitted to the editor?
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the print medium be a facsimile of the original? reproduce the "spirit” of the
original? merely follow the original letter by letter? Does the transeription aim
to substitute for the original? enable a mental reconstruction of the original?
or serve as a guide for a fresh perusal of the original by future scholars? Do
the same rules for transcription apply to "historical" as to "literary” docu-
ments? To what extent should technological developments be allowed to dic-
tate, control, limit, or enhance the art of transcription (consider: hand-drawn
facsimiles; record-type facsimiiles; photographic facsimiles; linotype or mono-
type transcriptions; computer-encoded transcriptions)?

Rather than offer my own bibliography of this subject, 1 advise students to

use Anthony Petti, English Literary Honds from Chaucer to Dryden, (Cambridge,
Mass: Harvard University Press, 1977), which has a much more complete bibligg-

raphy than 1 can offer. The following excerpt is from the section entitled

"Handwriting. v

Bischofl, B., G. I Lieftinck, and G. Battelli Nomenclature des derifures
libresques du IXe sidle, Paris, 1954 . ,

Brown, T. J., "English Literary Autographs, (1850-1950)," Book Collector, I-XIV,
1952-64 »

Byrne, M. St. Claire, "Elizabethan Handwriting for Beginners,” Review of English
Studies, 1, 1825 '

Crous, E., and J. Kirchner, Die Gotischen Schrifarten, Leipzig, 1928
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Day, L.F., Penmanship of the 16th, 17th and 18th Centuries, London, 1911
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Steinberg, S.H., "Medieval Writing-Masters,” Library, 4th series, XX1I, 1942

Stiennon, J., Paléographie du Moyen-Age, Paris, 1973

Strange, E. F., "The Early English Writing-Masters," Bibliografica, 111, 1897

Tannenbaum, S. A., The Handwriting of the Renaissance, London/New York, 1931
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The Script of Humanism, Oxford, 1963
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