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Manuscript Investigation Assignment 
 
 
Pedagogical Aim:  To help students in an introductory medieval literature (or medieval drama) class 
investigate basic characteristics of a manuscript text (spelling, punctuation, page layout, marginal 
comments) so that they can gain a better understanding of how manuscripts differ from modern 
editions. 
 
Recommended Approach:  The assignment has worked most effectively in small groups (3-5 students, no 
more), but it can also be given as an individual assignment, either in class or as a take-home project. 
The assignment begins with general observation and conversation among students and then moves 
to a series of more specific directed questions.  
 
In-class time:  I usually allow 20 minutes of in-class time for students to complete the assignment, and 
20 minutes (at minimum) to discuss it. 
 
Materials needed:  Two versions of the same medieval text: a manuscript facsimile (or, if possible, an 
actual manuscript) and a modern edition. (This assignment template is modeled on Mankind, so I’ve 
recommended comparing the Folger’s digitized Macro Manuscript alongside the same excerpt from 
the TEAMS online edition.) 
 
Assignment 
 

1. As a group, take a few minutes to observe only the medieval manuscript text. What do you 
notice that is strange, unfamiliar, or confusing?  
 

2. Now compare the first ten lines of the play in the TEAMS edition to the first ten lines of the 
play in the Macro Manuscript. List 3 key differences between the manuscript and the edition. 
Some things you might consider: 

• What does the page layout look like? 
• How are words and names spelled? 
• How are speaking parts designated?  
• How is punctuation used (or not used)?  
• Are there editorial glosses, notes, or commentary? How are these presented?  

 
3. Next, look at both texts again and address the following: 

• Identify 2 things evident in the manuscript that you do not see in the modern 
edition. 

• Identify 2 things evident in the modern edition that you do not see in the 
manuscript.  

 



4. Now, look at just the first line of the play in the manuscript version. Can you read it? As a 
group, try to reproduce that line letter by letter, even if the words don’t immediately seem 
comprehensible. (This is called transliteration.)  
 
Once you’ve transliterated the line, look at the modern edition. How does it compare? What 
Middle English words are recognizable? Which ones still seem foreign to you?  
 
[Depending on the level of detail, you could ask students to repeat this exercise with another 
line, or set of lines.] 
 

5. Paraphrase that same line: what does it mean in modern English?  


