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Basic advice for reading secretary hand 
 
 

1. paleography is NOT an exact science 
 
 

2. forgot what modern letters look like, and forget how to spell  
 
 

3. OED is your best friend (it includes archaic spellings and obsolete words) 
 
 

4. attention to detail, including punctuation, is paramount 
 
 

5. every individual has an individual, inconsistent, hand, and when hurried or incapacitated, 
the hand degenerates 

 
 

6. think of how the letters are formed—work out the directions of the pen strokes (the 
duct) and lifts—and try to reproduce those strokes in your mind (the pliancy of the quill 
pen means that lighter, thinner strokes are usually upstrokes and thicker strokes are 
usually downstrokes) 

 
 

7. compile your own alphabet from letters in the manuscript, focusing especially on letters 
with unique ascenders, descenders, loops, bowls, spurs, etc. 

 
 

8. minuscules and majuscules are often used inconsistently 
 
 

9. watch out for interference from letters in the lines above and below the line you are 
working on 

 
 

10. if you are not sure of a word, write the letters you know, and put dots or x’s to indicate 
the illegible bits (and return to them later) 
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Editorial conventions for class (semi-diplomatic) transcriptions 
 

Each transcription should begin with repository name, manuscript shelfmark, page or folio 
number, and a brief statement of editorial conventions (if diverging from the conventions 
below). Make the statement as concise and clear as possible.  
 
If you are transcribing in MS Word, make sure that automatic spell-check and automatic 
capitalization at the beginning of lines are switched off. Always transcribe consistently and 
unambiguously in your notes, to avoid heartache and frustration later.  

 
 Original spelling (including u/v and i/j, and ff for F), punctuation, capitalization, 

lineation, and indentation are maintained.  
 
 
 Superscript letters are silently lowered.  

 
 
 Abbreviations are expanded with the supplied letters italicized (except for forms of 

address (Mr, Mrs) and symbols for money (l, s, d). The orthography of the scribe is 
observed when supplying letters.   

 
 
 Thorns are replaced with italicized th, and terminal -es graphs with –es. 

 
 
 Brevigraphs such as ampersands (& and &c.) are preserved. 

 
 
 Cancelled words are struck-through.  

 
 
 Interlineal insertions remain superscript, and are marked by a caret symbol (^) if 

present.  
 
 
 Indecipherable or obliterated words appear in square brackets with dots 

representing the number of letters thought to be missing [b....es].  
 
 
 Accidental obliterations, flourishes, and line fillers are not represented in the 

transcription, but can be noted in a general description or textual note. 
 
 
 Any other special feature requiring comment, such as a change in hand, ink, 

size of script, can also be mentioned in a textual note. 

4



Pop-up Help Screen for Dromio  

Glossary of XML buttons (with examples in parentheses): 
 
Text of the Manuscript as viewed 

x ex = for expanded text in common abbreviations, shows as italics (Item) 
x del = for cancelled (i.e., crossed out) text (strikethrough) 
x ins = for interlineal insertion text, often written above crossed out text (green) 
x gap = for a gap in transcription, illegible letters replaced by periods  (…) 
x unc = for uncertain text (transcriber enters best guess) (unclear) 
x mrk = for notational mark (e.g. manicule, etc.), include one-word description of mark, 

strive for consistency (manicule) 
x img = for image/illustration (e.g. drawing), include one-word description of image, strive 

for consistency (drawing) 
 

Navigation/Tracking 
 

x ? = shows help screen 
x <xml> = shows text with xml tags in angle brackets 
x HTML = default view (in the <xml> view, shows text with editor effects) 
x Save = saves changes 
x Done = indicates transcription/encoding of page is complete 

 

Layout/Non-textual Elements 
 

x pb = for two or more pages in one image (page break) (3r) 
x cw = catchword, word or words repeated on bottom of page/top of next page  
x hd = for obvious headings (Cooking with Clarified Butter) 
x lbl = for labels in the margins (For a toothe-ache) 
x ps = for postscript text in letters (Do not forgetteth to write) 
x opn = for text of opening in letters (To my most lovinge husband) 
x cls = for text of closing in letters (Your most dejected servant,) 
x add = for added text by booksellers, etc. (only for additions obviously made much later) 

(V.a.110) 
x note = for note at the end of the text file (Transcribed by W. Shakespeare.) 

 

Content 
 

x nm = for proper names (non-fictional) (Queen Elizabeth) 
x pl = for identified places; (Stratford-on-Avon) 
x amt = for specific monetary amounts (include numeral and currency symbol) (iii s v d) 
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Semi-Diplomatic Transcription 

x ^ = for superscript text, not interlineal insertions, that should remain superscript to 
understand the meaning, such as with certain numbers (iiijxx meaning four score) 

x \^/ = for superscript text to be lowered as per semi-diplomatic convention (January) 
x ~ = macron (¯) or tilde (~), for letters such as “ñ” or “m̄” letters, following letter should 

be expanded (running for ruñing) 
x y/th = for thorn letter (looks like “y”), transcribed as “th” (ye = the) 
x <es> = for “es” graph (chyldes) 
x <er> = for “er” graph (transcribed as “er,” or ar/or/re) (peter) 
x <p> = for special “p” graph, following two letters should be expanded text, “pre,” “pro,” 

“par,” or “per” (partie) 
x ye=transcribed as “the” (the) 
x yt=transcribed as “that” (that) 
x yr=transcribed as “your” (your) 
x wth=transcribed as “with” (with) 
x wch=transcribed as “which” (which) 

 
 

Quick Reference on How to Encode Your Transcription in XML 

It is important to select the letter(s) or word with your cursor that you wish to encode first, then 
apply the encoding tag. Click on an appropriate button from the menu to apply it to the selected 
text. The style of the text changes as you encode it (i.e. deleted text appears as strikethrough).  
To remove an encoding, select the text and click on the button that applied the encoding; this will 
remove it. You can also switch to <xml> view and delete the actual angle brackets of the 
encoding. 
 
Common early modern brevigraphs (abbreviated text) have their own buttons (ye=the, yt=that, 
yr=your, wth=with, and wch=which). Simply click on the appropriate button to insert the 
abbreviated word into the transcription. 
 
The window has two views, HTML and XML. You can switch between HTML and XML by 
toggling the <xml>/HTML button. 
 
You can apply more than one XML tag to a section of text e.g., a manuscript page could call for 
encoding “To the Earl of Leicester” as both a heading and a name (<heading>To the <name>Earl 
of Leicester</name></heading>). If you get an error message, switch to the XML view where 
you can view the actual encoding tags in brackets. 
 
Remember to click the Save button frequently to save your work. Please select Done only when 
you have completed transcribing and encoding the entire page. 
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M err ,  e  li a e ha  a d ri i g,  repri ed i  a ell,  e  r du i   i li graphy 
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Common abbreviations  
 

Ao Anno 

 

Esq. Esquire 

 Esquires 

Ext, Exaite Examinant 

 Examinante 

Ho:, honoble Honorable 

honorable 

Imp, inp Imprimis, in 
primis (in the first 
place) 

In primis 

Itm, it   

 

Item 

 Inprimis, Item, Item 

La:, Lap Lady; Ladyship 

  

lre, lres lettre, lettres 

  

L:, Lo, Ld, Lp  

Lls, Llps, Lopps 

Lord or Lordship 

Lords or Lordships 
 

Maty, Matie Maiesty, Maiestie 

 

Mr Master or Mister 

 

md, mem. memorandum 
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Mrs, Mris   

 

Mistress 

 

or our 

   

pd paid 

 

Sr Sir 

  

worll, wor Worshipful, 

worship 

  

wch which 

  

wth, wt with 

   

ye the 

 

ym them  

yt that 

 

yor, yr your 

   

-mt -ment 

 procurementes 

-cõn,-sõn, -tõn -cion, -sion, tion 

affeccion 

~ above m, n, 
or vowel 
  

add an m or n 
 

man 

 commendacions 
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&c. et cetera, or etc. 

 

xp used for Christ 
(Greek chi & rho, 
the first two 
letters of the 
Greek word for 
Christ) 

Christofer 

-es graph looped down 
stroke at end of 
word, signifying 
an -es 

buttes poundes

hazardes 

-er graph hook-shaped 
upstroke, usually 
for –er but could 
also be used for 
ar/or/re 

euer neuer recouer 

aduertized generall

Reuercions 

-ur graph superscript r, 
often at end of 
word  appurtenances 

“special” p pre-, pro-, par-, 
per-, depending 
on style and use parte 

persuadid persons

parish person

 

premisses and euery parte and parcell 

 premisses 

 prosperitie 
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pnt[-es graph] presentes (often 
found in bargain 
and sale 
documents) 

presentes 

“special” s ser- or sir 

 your seruaunt 

“the” elisions e is dropped 

thonor, or “the honor” 

 

 
Sometimes something looks like an abbreviation, but actually isn’t. It may contain a superfluous 
tittle or a letter that has been superscripted for no apparent reason. 
 

 accordinge 

 you  

Sometimes a word is abbreviated, but not according to any of the rules above. 

 speciall granted bargained 
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ilary e i , he la er ur  ha d  i  gla d 
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22



23



24



25



26



27



28
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Petti, English literary hands 32



33



34



35



36



37



English county names and their abbreviations 

Bedfordshire Beds 
Berkshire Berk or Berks or Barks 
Buckinghamshire Bucks or Buck 
Cambridgeshire Cambs 
Cheshire Ches 
Cornwall Corn 
Cumberland Cumb 
Derbyshire Derb or Derbs 
Devon Dev 
Dorset Dors 
Co. Durham Dur 
Essex Ess 
Gloucestershire Glouc or Gloucs 
Hampshire Hants 
Herefordshire Heref 
Hertfordshire Herts 
Huntingdonshire Hunts 
Kent   
Lancashire Lancs 
Leicestershire Leic or Leics 
Lincolnshire Lincs 
Middlesex Middx 
Norfolk Norf 
Northamptonshire Northants or Nhants 
Northumberland Northumb 
Nottinghamshire Notts 
Oxfordshire Oxon 
Rutland Rut 
Shropshire Shrops/Salop 
Somerset Som 
Staffordshire Staff or Staffs 
Suffolk Suff 
Surrey  Surr 
Sussex  Suss 
Warwickshire  Warw or Warws 
Westmorland  Westmor 
Wiltshire  Wilts 
Worcestershire  Worc or Worcs 
Yorkshire  Yorks 
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Glossary: describing early modern handwriting 
 
Nearly all terminology for paleographical description derives from M. B. Parkes, English 
cursive book hands, 1250-1500 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969) and Anthony G. Petti, 
English literary hands from Chaucer to Dryden (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1977). Peter Beal’s Dictionary of English Manuscript Terminology alleviates the 
lack of standardization somewhat, but he focuses more on physical structures and types 
of manuscripts than on handwriting. In describing handwriting, try to follow the 
terminology listed here. While it is important to note stylistic characteristics, it is even 
more important to note individual characteristics because of their evidential value. 
 
The overall impression of the English secretary script is one of broad strokes and 
hairlines in opposite diagonals, giving the script a splayed appearance (this diminishes as 
the 16th century progresses). Key features include angular broken strokes in lobes of 
letters (which gradually evolves into curved strokes in bastard secretary form), horns, 
exaggerated descenders, short ascenders with small rounded loops. P often has an 
approach stroke, r is often twin-stemmed, the tail of g crosses over its head, d 
increasingly loses definition, c looks like modern r, and e appears in three different 
forms: two-stroke e, reverse e, and greek e. 
 
 
body the part of the letter within the (imagined) base lines 
 
linear letters in which the entire body fits within the base lines (a, c, e) 
 
supralinear letters that ascend above the line (d, b, h) 
 
infralinear letters that descend below the line (g, j, p) 
 
double-length letters that go above and below the base line, such as f, h and long s 

(in contrast to linear, supralinear, and infralinear letters; some letters 
belong to more than one class depending on how they are formed) 

 
minim the most basic linear vertical stroke; n and m are composed of 2 and 3 

minims, respectively; it is useful to count minims when trying to 
figure out a long string of letters that could be u, m, n, or i. Other 
letters with minims are c and certain forms of r 

 
ascender the part of the letter above the line; in secretary hands, ascenders 

tend to be short with small rounded loops 
 
descender the part of the letter below the line; in secretary hands, sometimes 

looped, often exaggerated. Sometimes referred to as the tail 
 
stem the upright support for linear letters such as a or r; secretary r is 

sometimes double-stemmed with crossbar at the base 
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lobe/bowl the compartment of a letter. If the compartment is closed, use lobe, if 

it is open, use bowl (as in b or d)  
 
shaft the top part of double-length letters like s or f 
 
cross-bar a stroke joining two stems, as in twin-stemmed r 
 
head-stroke the cross-bar for letters like t or f, or to close a bowl, as in g  
 
limb the curved stroke coming off the ascender in the letter h 
 
serif cross-stroke, hook, club, or knob at bottom (foot) or top (head) of 

letters such as l, f, t 
 
spur a single stroke, straight or curved, often above an a or c, sometimes 

running upwards; also referred to as a horn or cusp 
 
tilde/tittle wavy diacritic mark placed above a letter, generally to imply omitted 

letters (but sometimes done out of habit even if not signifying an 
omitted letter). Usually indicates contraction of an m, n, i, and –ion, 
as in celebracõn for celebracion 

 
uncial rounded with bent ascender (instead of looped) as in secretary d, 

where the ascender slants over the lobe 
 
thorn the Old English letter that looks like a y but acts like a th (as in ye olde 

shoppe) 
 
Tironian “et” a form of ampersand that looks somewhat like a 7 with a cross-bar, 

named after Tiro, one of Cicero’s amanuenses who derived a system 
of shorthand for recording Cicero’s speeches 

 
graph character or letter form; may consist of a letter or set of letters (such 

as ligatures or digraphs [æ and œ] 
 
ligature the running of two or more letters together to form one graph, such 

as st or ch 
 
 biting ligature when adjacent contrary curvy strokes meet, such 

as b followed by o 
 
stroke a single mark made by pen in any direction on the page 
 
 upstroke thinner, upward stroke, sometimes hairline, light 

pressure from nib 
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 downstroke thicker, downward stroke  
 otiose stroke ornamental flourish with no function 
 broken stroke a stroke made of more than one movement without a 

penlift 
 linking stroke a short, narrow stroke that joins two letters, but is not part 

of either 
 
letter position 
 
 initial  a letter at the beginning of a word 
 medial a letter in the middle of a word 
 terminal a letter at the end of a word 
 
majuscule upper case 
 
minuscule lower case 
 
autograph written in the author’s own hand (if not, then scribal); also referred to 

as holograph when the entire document is in the author’s hand 
 
script established, prescriptive style of handwriting (as opposed to hand); 

the imagined perfect form of the hand 
 
hand the individual performance of the script, can be described in many 

ways. In addition to the terms below, other, vaguer terms are also 
often employed, such as compact, messy, economical, careless (often 
modified with “very”) 

  
 set formal, carefully-formed in accordance with an accepted style 
 facile  semi-formal, semi-cursive 
 current  free, running, rapid, or cursive 
 splayed  strokes at different diagonals 
 engrossing set hand used for headings  
 
abbreviations includes contractions (omitting one or more letters from middle of a 

word, sometimes final letter or letters are superscript) suspensions 
(final letters of a word omitted), brevigraphs (ampersands and other 
symbols) 

 
line filler flourish or simple doodle at the end of a line to “justify” it 
 
deletions erasure (scraping the ink from the surface with a sharp knife; 

generally not suitable for paper), cancellation (most common form, 
text struck-through with straight lines, spirals, or criss-cross trellis 
pattern), obliteration (blotting, smudging, or otherwise completely 
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obscuring the text), alteration (superimposing one letter or word 
over another) 

 
scribal errors includes omission, addition, transposition, alteration 
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Transcribing early modern handwriting 
 
 
The goal of transcription is to produce an accurate representation of a manuscript text, either 
for quotation in a scholarly work or in preparation for creating an edited text. There are three 
basic types of transcription: diplomatic, semi-diplomatic, and modernized. Each type of 
transcription has its own benefits and uses.  
 
Diplomatic transcriptions attempt to represent typographically everything on the original 
page, including letter sizes, writing stints, abbreviations, blots, false starts, gaps, and 
interlineal insertions. Since it is nearly impossible to render all paleographical oddities in 
typescript format accurately, diplomatic transcriptions can be misleading and difficult to 
interpret. However, if you are working with pencil and paper rather than a computer, making 
an initial diplomatic transcription can actually be quite useful for writing physical descriptions 
and for understanding scribal habits.  
 
The other extreme is modernization. Ignoring the idiosyncracies of a manuscript is as 
potentially misleading as trying to represent them typographically. Normalizing spelling and 
punctuation, ignoring line endings, and expanding abbreviations depersonalize a manuscript, 
making it impossible to draw conclusions based on the unique habits of the individual scribe 
or the nature of the physical format. For some editions and audiences, of course, a 
modernized text is preferred, but you should never automatically modernize while you are 
transcribing. 
 
We’ll focus primarily on semi-diplomatic transcriptions in order to produce a fluent readable 
text that is devoid of distracting apparatus but that still maintains individual characteristics of 
the manuscript. A semi-diplomatic transcription provides nearly all of the features of a 
diplomatic transcription, but in a cleaner, clearer format since some details are relegated to 
textual notes. Editorial interventions are clearly indicated so that a reader can clearly 
distinguish between the original text and the text as edited.  
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Physical description 
 
Aside from the transcribed text itself, an edited text has five main parts: the general 
introduction (including rationale for the edition), physical description, textual 
conventions, textual commentary, and annotations. You might also want to consider 
including a glossary, biographical dictionary, and/or an index.  
 
When describing a manuscript for an edition or other scholarly work, it is important to 
include an account of its main features, both to support any claims or arguments you 
are making, and to provide a level of access that is not generally included in online or 
print catalogues. The level of detail you provide depends upon the audience, the 
publisher, its relevance to your argument, and whether or not a description exists 
elsewhere. For good narrative versions of physical descriptions, consult the essays in 
any volume of the periodical English Manuscript Studies 1100-1700. 
 
The following details are often included in a physical description:  
 
place, repository, shelfmark 
 
title, date (with evidence, if necessary), place of creation (if known) 
 
general condition 
 
summary of contents 
 
writing surface: paper (with watermark description), vellum, or parchment  
 
dimensions (height followed by width, millimeters; if leaves vary, provide dimensions for 
largest and smallest); evidence of cropping 
 
pagination or foliation (contemporary, modern, obsolete, ink, pencil, location on page). 
If unfoliated, then number of leaves (front end-leaves in roman numerals, book leaves in 
arabic numerals, back end-leaves in roman numerals) 
 
collation (if binding is not too tight), noting quires, stubs, missing leaves, inserted leaves, 
cancelled leaves (see Gaskell’s A new introduction to bibliography for formulas) 
 
description of handwriting, number of hands, identity of scribe or scribes 
 
ruling, decoration, or other special features 
 
corrections, marginalia 
 
binding 
 
provenance and ownership marks (contact curatorial staff if necessary) 
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RENAISSANCE SCRIPT AND MANUSCRIPT 

 
 

DESCRIBING MANUSCRIPTS 
 
DESCRIBING MANUSCRIPTS 
 
On the following page is a guide to information which you should record when examining a manuscript.  It is set 
out in such a way as to enable you to produce from it a full description of the manuscript.  The exact format of 
that description will depend on the type of manuscript, its complexity, and how much is known about it, and will 
involve work subsequent to your initial examination:  for instance, identifying watermarks or contents.  In your 
initial examination you should remember to bear in mind the sorts of questions which do not arise in the case of 
printed books:  e.g., was this manuscript assembled and bound before, during, or after its contents were written?  
were pages removed before or after binding?  You should remember also to expect the book to be multiple in 
various ways:  more than one paper stock, scribe, stage of transcription… 
 
Aside from the usual sources (Gaskell, Briquet, Heawood), an excellent introductory guide to binding techniques 
and terminology is: 
 
P.J.M. Marks, The British Library Guide to Bookbinding:  History and Techniques (London: British Library, 1998) 
 
See also: 
 
Howard M. Nixon and Mirjam M. Foot, The History of Decorated Bookbinding in England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1992), B620.4 (Rare Books Room) and other books at B610 and B620 
 
For provenance research try: 
 
David Pearson, Provenance Research in Book History: a Handbook (London: British Library, 1994), B873.26 
David Pearson, Provenance Indexes for Early Printed Books and Manuscripts: a guide to present resources (Huntington: D. 

Pearson, 1987), B910.7 
 
And remember: 
 
Peter Beal, A Dictionary of English Manuscript Terminology, 1450-2000 (Oxford: O.U.P., 2008) 
 
 

 
GRA 
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DATING AND DESCRIBING HANDS 

 
See the introduction to Petti, and the less dogmatic introduction to Dawson and Kennedy-Skipton, for the 
evolution of handwriting between 1500 and 1700.  Study also the descriptions of hands in these and other 
volumes. 
 
An adequate description of a hand will include information about the type of hand, whether or not it is scribal, 
how formal/cursive it is, and how the document is laid out, and will comment on particular characteristics of the 
hand and individual letter forms, both in support of the description and with a view to determining a range for 
dating.  Try to convey an impression of how the hand relates to the evolution of handwriting in the Renaissance, 
including whether it typifies certain tendencies or is atypical. 
 
 
HANDS 
Book hands the hands found in books produced by scriptoria prior to the spread of printing; such hands are 

more accommodating of attempts at codification 
Court hands general business/literary hands, including stylised hands in particular offices/professions which 

survive alongside Secretary (e.g. chancery hand, exchequer hand, etc.) 
Secretary an offshoot of the court hands of the beginning of the C16 (early-, mid-, late-Tudor, Jacobean) 
Italic created in Italy c. 1400 and popular with English Humanists from the early C16 on; only once the 

hand becomes widespread does it start to infect secretary and produce... 
Mixed  /hybrid/transitional hands, the next stage of the Italic conquest, leading to 
Round hand mid-late C17 Italic:  the hand we have inherited 
 
Martin Billingsley, The Pens Excellencie (1618) 
the Secretary . . . is so termed (as I conceive) partly because it is the Secretaries common hand; and partly also, because it is the onely 
usuall hand of England, for dispatching of all manner of businesses for the most part, whatsoever. 
 
[Italic] is conceived to be the easiest hand that is written with Pen, and to be taught in the shortest time:  Therefore it is usually taught 
to women, for as much as they (having not the patience to take any great paines, besides phantasticall and humorsome) must be taught 
that which they may instantly learne 
 
 
SCRIBAL/NON-SCRIBAL 
Though how do we define a scribe?  Someone who was paid to write and copy MSS, whether in a scriptorium, or 
as someone’s amanuensis/secretary?  And what do we call non-scribes?  Amateurs?  Features such as speed, 
regularity, legibility, use of contractions, consistency, systematic use of punctuation and letter forms, and clarity of 
layout may indicate scribal habits at work.  But there was no school for scribes.  Words like ‘professional’ may 
come in useful, but do not aim at too clear-cut a set of distinctions. 
 
 
SPEED/DEGREE OF FORMALITY 
Set/facile/rapid 
or 
Formal/cursive [and such scientific intensifiers as ‘very’, or ‘fairly’] 
 
 
DESCRIBING FEATURES OF WRITING AND LETTER FORMS 
terms from English Cursive Book Hands 1250-1500, by M.B. Parkes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969) 
script  the model which the scribe has in his mind’s eye when he writes 
hand  what he actually puts down on the page 
graph  another name for a letter form 
stroke  single trace made by the pen on the page 
minim  the shortest and simplest stroke, used to form the letters i, m, n, u 
otiose stroke a superfluous stroke, which does not form part of a letter, or indicate an abbreviation 
biting  when two adjacent contrary curved strokes coalesce, e.g. b followed by o 
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letter forms: b comprises a stem or mainstroke which rises above the general level of the other letters (ascender) 
and a lobe made with a curved stroke to the right of the stem 

 p comprises a descender and a lobe 
 h comprises an ascender and a limb 
 t comprises a shaft and a headstroke 
The body of a letter form is that part which does not include an ascender or descender 
 
 
MORE TERMS 
flourish    
holograph/autograph written in the author’s hand (e.g. letter, poem) 
capital/majuscule/upper case 
minuscule/lower case 
linear (a, c, e), supralinear (d, b, h), infralinear (g, j, p), and double-length (f, long s) letters 
initial, medial, terminal/final 
 
text hand and glossing hand [if within one passage the same writer uses two scripts, one for text, the other for 
commentary and headings] 
 
engrossing = the most formal variety of a script 
 
 
EVEN MORE TERMS [see Petti, pp. 8-9, cum grano salis] 
 
 
DATING 
Don’t be fooled by the contents - these may give a terminus a quo but never give a terminus ad quem unless you know 
the MS is autograph.  Remember that it may take some subtlety to distinguish a good Humanist Italic c. 1550 
from one c. 1620; that old men might write a hand in 1640 which they learnt in 1580, with very little difference; 
and that attempts to comment on the age or gender of the writer are almost certainly doomed.  So aim at a date-
range (e.g. 1575-1600) or a rough date (c. 1600, which I would interpret as 1590-1610).  Or (clever) use periods:  
early-Tudor, mid-Tudor, [early-/mid-/late-] Elizabethan, [early-/late-] Jacobean, Caroline, mid-century, late 
seventeenth-century.  Combine these (‘late-Elizabethan/early-Jacobean’).  They have the virtue of accommodating 
anomalies (the old man/ultra-modern young man syndrome), so a hand can be described as having typical late-
Elizabethan features even though the MS may turn out to date from 1565 or 1620.  You do know your dates, 
don’t you?  (Henry VIII 1509-47; Edward VI 1547-53; Mary I 1553-58; Elizabeth I 1558-1603; James VI and I 
1603-25; Charles I 1625-49; Charles II 1660-1685; James II 1685-88; etc.)  Try to get a feel for the general 
appearance of hands of a certain date, their slope, economy, degree of flourish, use of nib, etc.  Remember that 
spelling provides evidence of sorts (y for i; u/v), as does punctuation.  And notice how the evolution of 
handwriting is the sum of its parts - a single archaic letter form may refine the dating of a hand which might 
otherwise be only roughly dated.  Expect on the exam a hand from each half-century.  And expect to be surprised. 
 
 

GRA 
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LOCATION AND CLASS MARK [plus, e.g.,  James, Beal numbers] 

 

TITLE [quasi facsimile] 

 

 

ASCRIPTION OF CONTENTS if known, with references to printed editions or other manuscripts 

 

 

 
STATEMENT OF CONTENTS [fols <first page of main text> - <last page> ‘<first line of prose/two line of verse>...<last line/two lines>’; if there are 
discrete sections (e.g. different paper, different scribe), list each in the same way; if the contents are miscellaneous, list whatever might be identifiable] 

 

 

 

 

 

PAPER [watermark reference]; ENDPAPERS [watermark reference if not modern] 

 

 
LEAF SIZE, <length>mm x <width>mm, gilding?  MISE EN PAGE [e.g. written within a ruled frame 000mm x 000mm approx.] 

 

 
NUMBER OF LEAVES (including endleaves) ff. xx [roman numerals] + 000 + xx.  End leaves original?  Statement of (original/current) 
foliation/pagination.  Old shelfmarks, etc. 

 

 
FORMULA [numerical, e.g. 13 2-434].  Catchwords?  Other details of collation. 

 

 

 

HAND [including dating] 

 

 

 

BINDING [including book size] 

 

 

PROVENANCE 
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SAMPLE DESCRIPTION 

 

 
Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum, MS Mu 782 (formerly MS 52.D.25):  the John Bull Manuscript 
 
Contains part music, keyboard music, and songs of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.  Described in Cambridge Music 
Manuscripts 900-1700, ed. Iain Fenlon (Cambridge: C.U.P., 1982), pp. 146-49.  Keyboard music edited in toto as Tisdale’s Virginal Book, ed. 
Alan Brown (London: Stainer and Bell, 1966).  Songs by Ferrabosco edited in Alfonso Ferrabosco II: Manuscript Songs, ed. Ian Spink, The 
English Lute-songs, second series, 19 (London: Stainer and Bell, 1966). 
 
PAPER 
Printed music manuscript paper signed ‘T[homas]. E[ste].’, 293x190 mm (cropped at original binding), with 10 5-line staves per page 
arranged, sigs 1-19, as 2 systems of 5 staves each, and, sigs 20-42, as 1 system of 10 staves; printed from at least 3 paper stocks, 2 with a pot 
and grapes type watermark, the third with no watermark; the staves are framed left and right by ruled margins leaving a writing space 
approx. 260x158 mm (2 systems) or 245x158 mm (1 system); a 4th paper type, with a different watermark and unprinted, is contained in the 
last 4 leaves, 434, only.  The first, single-handled, pot watermark is similar to the type represented by Heawood 3548-54, all found in books 
in England from the 1580s and 1590s. 
 
COLLATION 
When the volume was repaired in 1982 two sets of stubs representing the first two gatherings were mounted on the inside front cover; they 
were designated A4 and B8 (-B8) by the binder.  These are not included in the collation below, which is based on the binder’s note and is 
confirmed by the pattern of watermarks, with the exception of sig. 1 which contains not two conjugate leaves as indicated by the collation, 
but two half sheets each with a watermark (the next simplest explanation, given the apparent presence of stubs between 11 and 14, is 
therefore 16 (wanting 4 leaves) but I have been unable to clarify this because of the tightness of the repaired binding): 
2o mostly in 8s:  14 (-12.3) 28 (-24, 6) 38 (-31, 2, 5) 48 (-4 1, 2) 58 (-54) 68 78 (-78) 88 (-81, 2) 98 (-96, 7, 8) 108 (-102.7) 11-128 138 (-138) 148 (-141) 15-208 
216 228 238 (-234) 24-358 3610 (-364, 5) 37-428 434 

Each gathering has its number in pencil, bottom right of 1r.  The numbering is duplicated at 15 and 19 but this is not noticed, so the 
collation in Fenlon and in the binder’s note records only 41 gatherings; the numbering of signatures above does not, therefore, coincide 
with the numbering in the volume after sig. 14. 
 
ff. i + 313 + i (front and rear endleaves are modern), foliated subsequently 1-126 in sequences interspersed with 187 blank and unnumbered 
leaves:  1-70, [9], 71-72, [60], 73-97, [115], 98-116, [3], 117-126.  Original foliation (at some points pagination):  3v-70r numbered 1-81 plus 
82 on recto of next (unnumbered) leaf; 74v-97r numbered 1-24.  The original numbering postdates the early removal of a large number of 
leaves during transcription.  The different sections do not coincide with beginnings and ends of gatherings:  the volume was bound before 
writing commenced. 
 
CONTENTS 
1r blank; 1v-2r part music, hand B; 2v-3r blank; 3v-60r part music, hand A;1 60v-70r madrigals, lute songs (voice only), and part songs (text in 
all cases incomplete:  either in one part only or incipit only), hand A, including 61v-65r (bass) vocal lines with incipits only of songs 1, 2, 4, 5, 
6, 7, 8, and 9 from John Dowland, The First Booke of Songes or Ayres (1597); 9 blank leaves; 71v-72v part music (hand C?); 60 blank leaves; 73r-v 
two songs, hand B, the second, ‘Shall I come sweet love to the[e]’ from Campion’s Third Booke of Ayres (c. 1617); 74r blank; 74v-97v 
keyboard music, hand A, except 75v-76r ‘Dowlands Lacrimae, out of my Cosine Maryes booke’, hand B; 115 blank leaves; 98v-116r continuo 
songs, hand B, including 5 MS songs (4 unique to this source) by Alfonso Ferrabosco II, all indicated with a digraph cipher ‘AF’ except 
‘Was I to blame’ which is headed ‘Ferrabosco;’, theatre and other songs by Wilson (2 songs), Lanier (1), Johnson (5), Campion (1), Henry 
Lawes (1), ‘T.E.’ (2) and anon. (3), including three songs from Fletcher’s The Mad Lover (c. 1616), one from Middleton’s The Witch (c. 1616), 
and one from Beaumont and Fletcher’s Valentinian (c. 1614), none unique to this source except for the two songs by ‘T.E.’ and two by 
anon.; 116v blank; 3 blank leaves; 117v-122v settings of psalms and devotional material, hand B, including a catechistic octave, 122r-v; 123r-
126r on the unprinted paper, poems and notes, hand B, including 123r more catechistic octaves following from 122v, and 124r ‘Like to the 
damask rose’, a disputed lyric dated by Ault to the 1620s.  A binder’s note, after repair February 1982, is on the verso of the rear endleaf. 
 
HANDS 
While there may be a third hand (hand C) at 71v-72v there is evidence elsewhere of only two hands (Fenlon sees the material ascribed above 
to hand B as dividing between two hands but they are probably two versions of the same hand; Edwards supports the latter view).  Both are 
transitional, with the earlier hand basically italic and the later hand containing more secretary features; they are distinguished clearly by their 
musical notation.  Fenlon does not believe that Bull’s hand is found in the MS.  Brown reproduces fol. 77r and fol. 75v, Fenlon fol. 83r. 
 
 

                                            
1  Identified as textless madrigals by Edwards; for a list of those identified see Edwards, Elizabethan Consort Music, I, pp. 163-65. 
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DATING 
Thomas Este worked as Byrd’s assignee after 1587; printed manuscript paper of the type used here is seen in other music MSS of the 1590s, 
such as the Cambridge lute MSS.  Jorgens, English Song 1600-1675, XII, includes lyric texts from the MS but does not reproduce the volume 
in facsimile (Jorgens provides further notes on many of the song texts under their respective first lines; most are not unique to this source).  
The evidence of dating, assuming that transcription may have occurred over a number of years, as inconsistencies in hand and notation 
conventions might indicate, suggests a period of 1615-1630 for the third portion of the MS, including ‘Was I to blame’ and hand B’s other 
entries.  Hand A’s entries would seem to date from the period of Bull’s ownership, i.e. around 1600, a speculation encouraged by the 
composers named in its portions, as Fenlon notes.  Dart suggests c.1595-1610 for the keyboard music; Brown, who believes the scribe of 
the keyboard music to be William Tisdall because pieces by him are attributed to ‘Tisdale’ not ‘Mr Tisdale’, suggests c.1615.2 
 
BINDING 
Brown calf, with elaborate gold tooled designs on covers, edges and spine (spine rebacked); top, bottom and foredge gilt and gauffered; 
book size 303x210 mm.  A photograph of the binding is included in Cambridge Music Manuscripts, p. 147.  As Fenlon notes, 146, another of 
Bull’s volumes, Cambridge University Library Rel.c.56.4, containing Sebastiani’s Bellum Musicale (1563), Arbeau’s Orchésographie (1596 edn), 
and Holborne’s Cittharn Schoole (1597), although smaller uses the same tools and decorative techniques, only differing in the text on the 
front cover; Fenlon further observes that ‘these bindings are, except for the inscription, almost identical with that of My Ladye Nevells Booke, 
a prime source for Byrd’s keyboard music evidently compiled in circles close to the composer and completed in 1591; it seems likely that all 
these books were bound in the same shop’. 
 
PROVENANCE 
The gold tooling on the front cover records John Bull’s ownership:  ‘IOHN BVLL | DOCTER OF | MVSIQUE ORGA | NISTE AND 
GENT | ELMAN OF HER MAIES | TIES MOSTE HONORABLE | CHAPPELL’.  Bull (1563?-1628) was probably Mus.D. at 
Cambridge by 1589 and became D.Mus. at Oxford by incorporation in 1592; he was organist of the Chapel Royal 1591-1613; the execution 
of the binding must therefore date from 1589-1603; he fled the country after an adultery scandal, worked in Brussels c. 1614, and was 
organist of Antwerp Cathedral 1617-28.3  The volume may have returned to England at his death, but it is more likely that it stayed in the 
country when Bull left:  the contents of the later portion of the volume coincide in date with this period but do not reflect the interests of 
Bull and go far beyond the likely extent of his access to current English songs in manuscript.  We may speculate about the identity of the 
volume’s second owner.  Bull did have connections in circles close to the Sidneys:  he was apprenticed to the Earl of Sussex, and Sussex’s 
brother-in-law Sir Henry Sidney made the recommendation which secured the young Bull the post of organist at Hereford Cathedral in 
1582.  A later owner’s name is blind tooled almost invisibly in the centre of the elaborate central device on the front and rear covers; the 
reading ‘IOSEPH AMES’ is confirmed by the C18 heraldic bookplate ‘AMES OF NORFOLKE’ pasted on fol. 1v and ruled round in red 
ink.  Joseph Ames (1689-1759), the bibliographer and antiquary, was descended from the ancient Norfolk family and collected assiduously.  
His library was sold by Abraham Langford in May 1760.  The catalogue includes our volume as lot 1004:  ‘A Book of Musique of Dr. John 
Bull, Organist and Gentleman of her Majesties most Honourable Chappell, with two Letters from Dr. Ward, relating to this curious Book  
fol.’.4  These letters are no longer found with the volume, but their contents may be surmised.  John Ward, Gresham Professor of Rhetoric, 
wrote the life of Bull in his The Lives of the Professors of Gresham College (London, 1740).  After a long list of Pepusch’s collection of Bull works 
in MS he refers unmistakably to our volume (208):  ‘There is likewise extant a folio volume, handsomly bound, in red Turkey leather, and 
gilt, with the following words stamped on the cover.  IOHN. BVLL. | DOCTER. OF. | MVSIQUE. ORGA. | NISTE. AND. GENT | 
ELMAM. [sic] OF. HER. MAIES | TIES. MOSTE. HONORABLE. | CHAPPELL.  Besides this inscription, the ruled paper shews, that 
the book was made at that time, by the letters T.E. marked upon every sheet, which stand for Thomas East...  However, few of the tunes 
have the words put to them, or the name of the composer; and Dr. Bull’s name is not to any of them, but only those of other persons; so 
that whether any of them were really made by him, or not, is uncertain.’  A footnote here tells us that ‘This manuscript is now in the 
possession of Mr. Ames...’  I have not traced the volume’s earlier or later history.  It was acquired by the Fitzwilliam Museum in 1925 (Dart, 
103). 
 
Note 
Observe how and where this differs from the guide (which is a reminder of what needs recording in situ).  The order in which you give 
information and the attention you give to each feature will depend on the purpose of the description and the nature of the manuscript. 
  

                                            
2  Thurston Dart, ‘New Sources of Virginal Music’, Music and Letters, 35 (1954), 93-106.  The two pieces by Tisdall are also edited from this 
MS in William Tisdall, Complete Keyboard Works, ed. Howard Ferguson (London: Stainer and Bell, 1958; rev. edn, 1970). 
3  See New Grove, sv ‘Bull’. 
4  [Abraham Langford], A Catalogue of the Genuine and Entire Collection of Scarce printed Books, and curious Manuscripts, of Mr. Joseph Ames, F.R.S.... 
(London, 1760), p. 71 (the sixth night’s sale). 
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RENAISSANCE SCRIPT AND MANUSCRIPT 
 

EDITING TEXTS FROM MANUSCRIPT 
 
 
Any reproduction of a text is of course an edition.  One might even say that every text is an edition, even 
a unique autograph manuscript.  But some are more edited than others.  Whether you are attempting to 
edit a manuscript or portion of a manuscript as a task in itself, or are simply quoting from a manuscript 
source as part of some other project, decisions have to be made about how best to present the 
information.  These decisions will be about your purposes in presenting the information, your 
understanding of the nature of the document, and your understanding of its relation to your readership.  
Difficult decisions, made more difficult when the manuscript contains information which is hard to 
represent in print. 
 
It is perhaps only possible to say that a transcription is not an edition if you are its reader, and that is our 
assumption with the weekly transcriptions.  In editing a text you will have to think about what features 
need to be communicated and which can be forgotten, about whether the reader needs to be given, 
somehow, a flavour of the text in its original manuscript form, or will only require the words.  And 
about what sort of commenting function you as editor will take on.  Decisions which you must be able 
to justify... 
 
Diplomatic  semi-diplomatic  old spelling  regularise punctuation  modernise punctuation  
modern spelling? 
Parallel text (edited text opposite diplomatic transcription/facsimile)? 
Annotate? 
Collate? 
Emend? 
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Numbers 
 
roman numerals 
 

x last i-digit is always represented as a j 
x don’t confuse “x” with “v” (or “p”) 
x be prepared for inconsistency and mixing of forms (xx, xxtie, xxti, xxty) 
x Sometimes roman numerals appear above other roman numerals 

 
 

Examples of roman numeral forms 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
arabic numbers 

 
x See Tannenbaum, The handwriting of the Renaissance, for different forms 
x “1” often looks like a modern “2” 
x “5” often looks like a modern “s” 

j 1 
ij 2 
iij 3 
iiij 4 
v 5 
vj 6 
vij 7 
viij 8 
viiij or ix 9 
x 10 
xj 11 
xij 12 
xiij 13 
xiiij or xiv 14 
xv 15 
xvj 16 
xvij 17 
xviij 18 
xviiij or xix 19 
xx 20 
l or L 50 
C 100 
D 500 
M or Ml 1000 

xx 

iiij 

 
 

four-score, 
4x20=80 

 
 

c 

vj 

 
 

600 
 
 

m 

iij 

 
 

3000 
 
 

          xx 

C iij iiij 

 
 

164 
 
 

    m   c  xx 

ij ix j vj 

 
 

2926 
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Money 
 
 
conversions 
 
1 pound =  20 shillings 
 
1 shilling  =  12 pence 
 
1 mark  =  13 shillings, 4 pence (2/3 of a pound)1 
 
 
abbreviations 
 
note:  abbreviations for money are never expanded in transcriptions 
 
 

l or li libri pounds 

s solidus2 shillings 

d denarius pence 

ob obolus half-penny 

q or qua quadrans farthing 

 
 
 

                                                 
1 Not an actual coin, but an amount. 
2 Solidus, denarius, and obolus are derived from names of Roman coins. 
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Dates 
 
days 

x Days are often represented in Latin 
x There are many variations in how ordinal numbers are represented. For 

example: 22° or 22th or xxijth  or xxij° = two and twentieth, or, in modern 
parlance, 22nd 

 

ordinal numbers 

1° primo first 

2° secundo second 

3° tertio third 

4° quarto fourth 

5° quinto fifth 

6° sexto sixth 

7° septimo seventh 

8° octavo eighth 

9° nono ninth 

10° decimo tenth 

11° undecimo eleventh 

12° duodecimo twelfth 

13° decimo tertio thirteenth 

14° decimo quarto fourteenth 

15° decimo quinto fifteenth 

16° decimo sexto sixteenth 

17° decimo septeo seventeenth 

18° decimo octo eighteenth 

19° decimo nono nineteenth 

20° vicesimo twentieth 

21° vicesimo primo twenty-first 

22° vicesimo secundo twenty-second 

30° tricesimo thirtieth 
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months 
 
Months appear in numerous forms, sometimes blending Latin, English, and Roman 
and Arabic numbers. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

January, Januarius, Januarij 

February, Februarius, Februarij 

March, Martius, Martij 

April, Aprilis 

May, Maius, Maij 

June, Junius, Junij 

July, Julius, Julij 

August, Augustus, Augustij 

September, Septembris, 7ber, 7bris, vijber 

October, Octobris, 8ber, 8bris, viijber 

November, Novembris, 9ber, 9bris, viiijber, ixber 

December, Decembris, 10ber, 10bris, xber 
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years 
 
 
regnal years 
 
Regnal years are calculated from the date of accession (see photocopy from Cheney 
for regnal years for Henry V through William and Mary). 
 
Note that Charles II came to the throne in May 1660, but his regnal year is calculated 
from the execution of Charles I on January 30, 1649; hence, the first year of his reign 
is regnal year 12. 
 
 
Happy New Year! 
 
In early modern England, the beginning of the historical year was celebrated on 
January 1 (this is when New Year’s gifts were exchanged), but the civil/legal year 
began on March 25 (Lady Day). Thus, the days between January 1 and March 24 
were usually dated the previous year.  
 
Thus, the day after December 31, 1601 was January 1, 1601. The day after March 24, 
1601 was March 25, 1602. 
 
Later in the seventeenth-century, double-dating was often used in documents to 
avoid ambiguity (for example, 1656/57), and January 1 is occasionally observed as 
the beginning of the year. But the beginning of the year was not officially changed to 
January 1 until 1752. 
 
However…. 
Germany, Spain, France, and other Continental countries adopted January 1 as the 
official beginning of the year in the sixteenth century, followed by Scotland in 1600. 
 
 
old style (Julian) vs. new style (Gregorian), or the 10 day lag 
 
England observed the Julian, or Old Style calendar (O.S.) until 1752. 
 
Beginning in October 1582, Catholic countries on the continent began using the 
Gregorian, or New Style calendar (N.S.) (named after Pope Gregory), skipping ahead 
ten days to realign with the solar cycle, since the Julian calendar (named after Julius 
Caesar), which introduced Leap Year, had over-corrected the problem by eight days 
each millennium. 
 
This means that: 
 

61



Letters sent to/from the continent may contain double-dating (12/22 November) to 
avoid ambiguity, and/or include “O.S.,” “N.S.,” “stylo novo,” etc.  
 
Thus, a letter dated 10/20 March 1625/26 signifies March 10, 1625 in England, 
March 20, 1626 on the Continent, and March 20, 1626 in modern reckoning. 
 
 
legal calendar 
 
Legal documents often represent the date in terms of the regnal year, followed by 
the legal term. Almanacs, the preliminary matter of the Book of Common Prayer, 
and clerks’ manuals, usually included dates and formulas for calculating the dates of 
the four legal terms, which were tied to moveable feast days. Dates were sometimes 
altered by proclamation, during plague time or other events.  
 
term   approximate duration 
 
Michaelmas  early October to late November or December (before Advent) 
 
Hilary   mid-January, for two to four weeks 
 
Easter   17 days after Easter (Quindene Pasche), for ca. four weeks 
 
Trinity 2-5 weeks, June-July (second Tuesday after Whit Sunday to 

the day after Corpus Christi) 
 
 
Easter, moveable feasts and saints’ days 
 
Sometimes letters and other documents contain some combination of month, day, 
feast day, day of the week, or regnal year. It is often possible to determine the 
precise date by referring to the various tables in Cheney.  

62



63



64



65



National Archives website (http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/latin/beginners/dating/default.htm) 

 

 

 

 

 

Dating Latin documents  
 Between 1086 and 1733, a variety of methods were used to date Latin documents. 
This page will give you a basic introduction to these methods. 
We will look at  

 Numbers 
 Dates 
 Roman numerals 
 Months 
 Days of the week 
 Feasts 
 Octave 

Remember that this is not a definitive guide. 
If you would like to look at dating documents in more detail, C.R. Cheney and M. Jones 
(eds), A Handbook of Dates: for students of British history (Cambridge University Press, revd 
2000) is the standard reference work. 

Numbers 
When numbers are written in full, they are given in these forms. 

Latin  English Latin English 
unus, -a, -um    one primus, -a, -um first 
duo, due, duo two secundus second 
tres, tria three tertius third 
quattuor four quartus fourth 
quinque five quintus fifth 
sex six sextus sixth 
septem seven septimus seventh 
octo eight octavus eighth 
novem nine nonus nineth 
decem   ten decimus tenth 
undecim eleven undecimus eleventh 
duodecim twelve duodecimus twelfth 
tredecim thirteen tertius decimus thirteenth 
quattuordecim fourteen quartus decimus fourteenth 
quindecim fifteen quintus decimus fifteenth 
sedecim sixteen sextus decimus sixteenth 
septemdecim seventeen septimus decimus seventeenth 
duodeviginti eighteen duodevicesimus eighteenth 
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undeviginti nineteen undevicesimus nineteenth 
viginti twenty vicesimus twentieth 
viginti unus twenty one vicesimus primus twenty first 
viginti duo twenty two vicesimus secundus twenty second 
viginti tres twenty three vicesimus tertius twenty third 
viginti quartus twenty four vicesimus quartus twenty fourth 
viginti quintus twenty five vicesimus quintus twenty fifth 
viginti sex twenty six vicesimus sextus twenty sixth 
viginti septem twenty seven vicesimus septimus twenty seventh 
viginti octo twenty eight vicesimus octavus twenty eighth 
viginti novem twenty nine vicesimus nonus twenty ninth 
triginta thirty tricesimus thirtieth 
quadraginta forty quadragesimus fortieth 
quinquaginta fifty quinquagesimus fiftieth 
sexaginta sixty sexagesimus sixtieth 
septuaginta seventy septuagesimus seventieth 
octoginta eighty octogesimus eightieth 
nonaginta ninety nonagesimus ninetieth 
centum one hundred centesimus hundreth 
centum et unus one hundred and one centesimus primus hundred and first 
ducenti, -ae, -a two hundred ducentesimus two hundredth 
trecenti three hundred trecentesimus three hundredth 
quadringenti four hundred quadringentesimus four hundredth 
quingenti five hundred quingentesimus five hundredth 
sescenti six hundred sescentesimus six hundredth 
septingenti seven hundred septingentesimus seven hundredth 
octingenti eight hundred octingentesimus eight hundredth 
nongenti nine hundred nongentesimus nine hundredth 
mille one thousand millesimus thousanth 

Don’t feel that you have to learn them all at once.  

If you know any French or Italian, can you see any similarities with the numbers in these 
languages? 

 

Handy Hints   
1. Keep looking for patterns when you read through the numbers.  

If you understand how the words are made up, you are more likely to remember them. 
2. Can you see any similarities with English numbers or dates? For example 

  September is our seventh month (septem means seven) 
  The decimal system is based on units of ten (decem means ten) 

Remember that a few numbers decline 
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 unus, -a, -um  
 duo, due, duo  
 tres, tria  
 ducenti, -ae, -a two hundred declines like novus, -a, -um  

Dates 
Dates are expressed using ‘first’, ‘second’, ‘third’, rather than ‘one’, ‘two’, ‘three’. These are 
always in the ablative  case. Generally, the ‘us’ ending becomes an ‘o’.  

secundo on the second 
centesimo primo die on the hundred and first day  
anno regni regis Johannis filii regis Henrici sexagesimo in the sixtieth year of the reign of 
King John son of King Henry 
anno domini millesimo ducentesimo quinto decimo in the year of our Lord one thousand two 
hundred and fifteen (or, 1215 AD)  

Roman numerals 
Numbers were expressed in Roman numerals  throughout the period covered by this 
tutorial. 

Arabic numerals ('1', '2', '3' etc.) were also used in England from the sixteenth century 
onwards. 

In Latin documents, Roman numerals were often written in lower case, rather than in capital 
letters. If a number ended in an 'i', this was often written as a 'j'. 

Classic Roman numerals  Roman numerals in medieval Latin 
documents 

I = 1 i or j = 1 
II = 2 ii or ij = 2 
IV = 4 iiii or iiij = 4 (not usually iv) 
V = 5 V or v = 5 
X = 10 X or x = 10 

XL = 40 xl = 40 A smaller numeral in front of a larger 
numeral indicates subtraction. 

L = 50 l = 50 Don’t confuse this with ‘i’.  

LX = 60 lx = 60 A larger numeral in front of a smaller 
numeral indicates addition. 

C = 100 C = 100 
D = 500  D = 500 
M = 1000 M = 1000 
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Months of the year 
menses anni mensis, -is (m.) month 
 
Latin word and English meaning  ‘month of ...’ 

Januarius, -i (m.) January mensis Januarii 
Februarius, -i (m.) February mensis Februarii 
Martius, -i (m.) March mensis Martii 
Aprilis, Aprilis (m.) April mensis Aprilis 
Maius, -i (m.) May mensis Maii 
Junius, -i (m.) June mensis Junii 
Julius, -i (m.) July mensis Julii 
Augustus, -i (m.) August mensis Augusti  
September, Septembris (m.) September mensis Septembris 
October, Octobris (m.) October mensis Octobris 
November, Novembris (m.) November mensis Novembris 
December, Decembris (m.) December mensis Decembris 

  

decimo Januarii on the tenth of January 
tricesimo primo Decembris on the thirty first of December 
vicesimo octavo die mensis Augusti on the twenty eighth day of the month of August 

Days of the week 
dies septimane septimana, -e (f.) week 

  

dies Lune Monday 
dies Martis Tuesday 
dies Mercurii Wednesday 
dies Iovis Thursday 
dies Veneris Friday 
dies Sabbati Saturday 
dies Dominica Sunday 

Feasts 
As medieval England was a Catholic  country, a large number of religious feast days were 
celebrated. Many feasts related to a particular saint . These feasts were often used to date 
events. 

For example, a charter might have been granted  
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in festo sancti Edwardi martiris  on the feast of Saint Edward the Martyr  
festum, -i (n.) feast martir, martiris (m.) martyr  

  

in vigilia festi on the eve of the feast vigilia, -e (f.) eve  
in crastino festi on the morrow of the feast crastinum, -i (n.) morrow   

Events were also dated 

ad festum on the feast 
ante festum  before the feast  
apud festum at the feast  
post festum after the feast 

For example 

ad festum sancti Johannis baptiste at the feast of Saint John the Baptist  

apud festum beati Thome martiris at the feast of the Blessed Thomas the Martyr
 

beatus, -a, -um (m.) blessed Thomas, -e (m.) Thomas 
ante festum sancte Marie virginis before the feast of Saint Mary the Virgin  
  virgo, virginis (f.) virgin 

A list of the main feasts, with the calendar dates that they correspond to, is given in C.R. 
Cheney and M. Jones (eds), A Handbook of Dates: for students of British history (Cambridge 
University Press, revd 2000). 

Octave 
An octave  is a period of eight days inclusive.  

octaba, -e (f.) octave 
octava, -e (f.) octave 

You will often see this term used in dates. 
For example  

in octava festi sancti Michaelis  on the octave of the feast of Saint Michael  
  Michael, Michaelis (m.) Michael 

The feast of Saint Michael is on 29 September. Therefore, the octave of the feast is a period 
of eight days inclusive later: 6 October. 

The table below shows you how to calculate the octave of Saint Michael. You can use the 
same principle to calculate the octave of any feast. 
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National Archives website (http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/latin/beginners/dating/default.htm) 

Feast Calendar date Day number 
Saint Michael 29 September 1 
  30 September 2 
  1 October 3 
  2 October 4 
  3 October 5 
  4 October 6 
  5 October 7 
octave of the feast of Saint 
Michael 6 October 8 
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Parkes, M.B., English cursive bookhands, 1250-1500. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969. 
 
Thomson, S. Harrison. Latin bookhands of the later middle ages, 1100-1500. Cambridge: 
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Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000. 
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Table of deeds and documents 

Type of 
Deed 

Physical 
Form/ 
Date 

Key 
Phrases 

Conside
ration 

Term 
(how 
long 
the 
transac
tion 
lasts) 

Coven
ants 
and 
Provis
os 

Other 
Notable 
Features 

Abstract of 
title 

Paper, often 
secured at the 
top by string 
or cord 

18th-20th 
centuries 

Abstract 
of the title 
of 
[owner] to 
[descripti
on of 
land] 

n/a n/a n/a Usually 
highly 
abbreviat
ed 

Admittance Parchment. 
Headed by 
name of a 
manorial court 

17th century 
onwards 

Is 
admitted 
tenant 

Not 
usually 

Accordi
ng to 
the 
custom 
of this 
manor... 

May 
contain 
covena
nts and 
proviso
s 

Signed 
by the 
steward 
of the 
manor 

Affidavit Paper 

Mostly 16th 
century 
onwards 

X makes 
oath and 
states ... 

... this 
deponent..
. 

n/a n/a n/a Signed 
by the 
deponent 
and also 
by the 
person 
taking 
his oath 

Articles of 
agreement 

Parchment or 
paper 

Mostly 16th 
century 
onwards 

Articles 
of 
Agreemen
t made 
concluded 
and 
agreed... 

Sometim
es 

n/a Covena
nt to 
execute 
the 
final 
deed 

Articles 
are often 
in 
numbere
d 
paragrap
hs 

Assignment 
of lease 

Parchment - 
paper by 19th 
century. 
Indented top 
edge 

17th century 
onwards 

Bargained
, sold, 
assigned 
and set 
over 

Sometim
es 

For the 
rest and 
residue 
of the 
said 
term  

Covena
nts as 
in the 
original 
deed 

Will 
include 
'whereas' 
clauses 
reciting 
terms of 
original 
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lease. 

Rent 
referred 
to in 
opening 
'whereas' 
clause 

Assignment 
of mortgage 

Parchment. 
Indented top 
edge 

17th century 
onwards 

Bargained
, sold, 
assigned 
and set 
over 

No 
consider
ation 

For the 
rest and 
residue 
of the 
said 
term ... 
[in a 
mortgag
e by 
demise] 

Or 

For ever 
[in a 
mortgag
e by 
conveya
nce] 

Provide
d 
always 
... 
[provis
o for 
redemp
tion of 
the 
propert
y] 

Will 
include 
'whereas' 
clauses 
reciting 
terms of 
original 
mortgage 

Bargain and 
sale 

Parchment. 
Indented top 
edge 

Early 16th 
century 
onwards 

Bargindis
avi et 
vendidi  

Have 
given, 
granted, 
bargained 
and sold/ 

Yes Imperpe
tuum  

  

For ever 

May 
include 
a 
covena
nt to 
levy a 
fine 

Memoran
dum of 
enrolmen
t usually 
endorsed 
on 
reverse 

Bond Parchment or 
paper. 

In two parts, 
on either side, 
or (from 17th 
century) one 
above the 
other. 

Noverint 
universi 
per 
presentes..
.teneri et 
firmiter 
obligari 

Know all 
men by 
these 

Penal 
sum 
reserved 
to be 
paid if 
the 
condition
s in the 
bond 
were not 
met 

n/a Specifi
es what 
is to be 
done in 
order to 
make 
the 
bond 
null 
and 
void 

Until 
1733, 
first part 
in Latin 
and 
second 
part in 
English 
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presents...
am held 
and firmly 
bound 

Building 
lease 

Parchment - 
paper by 19th 
century. 
Indented top 
edge 

17th century 
onwards 

Demised, 
granted, 
set and to 
farm let 

Sometim
es 

Specifie
d 
number 
of years 

Covena
nts 
relating 
to 
buildin
g on 
the 
land 

Yielding 
and 
paying ... 
a certain 
amount 
of rent 
per 
annum 
and/or 
services 

Certificate of 
acknowledg
ment of 
deeds by 
married 
women 

Written onto a 
deed, or 
written on 
small piece of 
parchment and 
attached to a 
deed 

1833-1882 

We do 
hereby 
certiy that 
the said X 
was at the 
time of 
acknowle
dging the 
said deed 
of full age 
and 
competent 
understan
ding... 

No n/a None Signed 
by 
Commiss
ioners 
appointe
d for 
each 
county 

Common 
Recovery 

Large.  
Parchment. 
Exemplificatio
ns written in 
archaic legal 
writing, and 
have large 
seal. 

15th century-
1833 

Tenant to 
the 
praecipe/ 
demandan
t/ vouchee 

No n/a None Property 
only 
described 
very 
vaguely 

Conveyance 
or Grant 
(after 1845) 

  

Parchment. 
Large up to 
1881, then 
smaller folded 
folios 

Usually deed 
poll after 

AB 'as 
beneficial 
owner 
hereby 
conveys' 
unto CD... 

Yes For ever May 
include 
covena
nts and 
proviso
s 

Often 
includes 
a plan of 
the 
premises 
drawn 
onto one 
of the 
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1881, despite 
describing 
itself as 'This 
indenture' 

1845-1925 

folios or 
attached 

Covenant for 
production of 
title deeds 

Parchment. 

Indented top 
edge. 

17th century 
onwards 

Do 
covenant 
promise 
and agree 

Nominal 
consider
ation e.g. 
10 
shillings 

n/a May 
include 
further 
covena
nts and 
proviso
s 

Often has 
a 
schedule 
of title 
deeds 
appended 
or 
attached 

Defeasance Parchment 

All dates 

[another 
deed, 
bond or 
recogniza
nce 
referred 
to] will be 
void and 
of non 
effect 

Usually 
mentions 
a 
consider
ation or 
penal 
sum in 
another 
documen
t of even 
date 

A term 
may be 
specifie
d 

May 
include 
further 
covena
nts and 
proviso
s 

Makes 
reference 
to a 
bond, 
recogniza
nce, 
statute 
staple or 
other 
deed 
executed 
on the 
same day 

Enfranchise
ment 

Parchment 

Mostly 19th 
century, up to 
1926 

  

Hath 
granted 
bargained 
sold 
aliened 
released 
and 
enfranchis
ed ... 
exonerate
d 
enfranchis
ed 
acquitted 
released 
and 
discharge
d ... from 
all ... 
yearly and 

Yes For ever May 
include 
covena
nts and 
proviso
s 

First 
party will 
be the 
Lord of 
the 
Manor or 
his 
trustee/s 
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other 
payments 
... rent 
fines 
heriots ... 

Feoffment (
medieval) 

Small, 
rectangular, pa
rchment, 
straight top 
edge 

12th-c.16th 
century 

Dedi 
concessi 
(feoffavi) 
et 
confirmav
i 

  

Consider
ations 
appear 
from the 
16th 
century 
onwards 

De 
capitali
bus 
dominis 
feodi / 
to be 
holden 
of the 
chief 
lord of 
the fee  

  

Imperpe
tuum / 
For ever 

Covena
nts for 
warrant
y and 
quiet 
possess
ion 

Transfers 
real 
property 
- land or 
buildings  

  

  

Feoffment 
(modern) 

Parchment. 
Usually with 
indented top 
edge 

16th century-
1845 

Concessi 
bargindisa
vi 
(feoffavi) 
et vendidi  

Have 
given, 
granted, 
(alienated, 
bargained, 
sold, 
enfeoffed) 
and 
confirmed 

Yes Imperpe
tuum  

  

For ever 

May 
include 
a 
covena
nt to 
levy a 
fine 

Memoran
dum of 
livery of 
seizin 
usually 
endorsed 
on 
reverse 

Final 
concord / 
Fine 

Small, 
rectangular, 
parchment. 
Archaic legal 
writing 

12th century- 
1833 

This is the 
final 
concord 

  

Hec est 
finalis 
concordia 

Yes - but 
a round, 
vague 
sum of 
money 

n/a None Property 
only 
described 
very 
vaguely 

Gift Small, Sciant No Imperpe Covena Transfers 
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rectangular,  
parchment, 
straight top 
edge 

12th-c. 15th 
century 

presentes 
et futuri ... 
dedi, 
concessi 
et ... 
confirmav
i  

Know all 
men 
present 
and future 
... have 
given, 
granted 
and 
confirmed 

consider
ation 

tuum / 
For ever 

nts for 
warrant
y and 
quiet 
possess
ion 

real 
property 
- land or 
buildings 

Grant 
(medieval) 

Small, 
rectangular, pa
rchment, 
straight top 
edge 

No date, or up 
to c. 15th 
century 

Sciant 
presentes 
et futuri ... 
dedi, 
concessi 
et ... 
confirmav
i 

Know all 
men 
present 
and future 
... have 
given, 
granted 
and 
confirmed 

No 
consider
ation 

Term of 
years; 
or for 
ever 

Covena
nts for 
warrant
y and 
quiet 
possess
ion 

Transfers 
incorpor
eal 
property 
- money 
or rights 

Grant or 
conveyance 
(after 1845) 

  

Parchment. 
Large up to 
c.1880, then 
smaller folded 
folios 

Usually deed 
poll, despite 
describing 
itself as 'This 
indenture' 

1845-1925 

AB 'as 
beneficial 
owner 
hereby 
conveys' 
unto CD... 

Yes For ever May 
include 
covena
nts and 
proviso
s 

Often 
includes 
a plan of 
the 
premises 
drawn 
onto one 
of the 
folios or 
attached 
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Lease Parchment - 
paper by 19th 
century.  

Indented top 
edge  

All dates. 

Ad 
firmam 
dimisi  

Demised, 
granted, 
set and to 
farm let 

Sometim
es 

Specifie
d 
number 
of years 
[lease 
for 
years] 

Or  

For the 
term of 
named 
people's 
lives 
[lease 
for 
lives] 

Will 
normall
y 
include 
covena
nts 
relating 
to the 
mainte
nance 
of the 
propert
y 

Yielding 
and 
paying ... 
a certain 
amount 
of rent 
per 
annum 
and/or 
services 

Lease and 
release 

Two 
parchment 
documents, 
usually dated 
on subsequent 
days, 
sometimes 
folded 
separately and 
sometimes 
sewn together. 
Lease 
normally 
smaller than 
release  

Indented top 
edges 

1535-1845 

Lease: 
have 
bargained 
and sold 

Release: 
hath 
granted 
bargained, 
sold, 
alienated, 
released 
and 
confirmed 
… in his 
actual 
possessio
n by 
virtue of a 
bargain 
and sale 
dated the 
day next 
before the 
date of 
these 
presents 

Lease: 5s 
or 10s 
(nominal 
rent) 

Release: 
full 
consider
ation 
money 

Lease: 
usually 
one 
year, 
someti
mes a 
few 
months 

Release: 
for ever 

Often, 
covena
nts of 
warrant
y, quiet 
possess
ion and 
further 
assuran
ce of 
title 

Lease: 
may state 
that it is 
to allow 
lessor to 
take 
possessio
n 

Release: 
may go 
on to 
detail the 
purpose 
of the 
conveyan
ce (for a 
mortgage
, 
feoffmen
t to uses, 
marriage 
settlemen
t etc.) 

Letter of 
attorney 

Parchment or 
paper. Straight 

Fecisse et 
attornasse 
(attornass

No 
consider
ation 

Time 
period 
someti

The 
thing to 
be done 

Clauses 
can be 
part of 
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top edge 

All dates 

e 
deputasse 
et in loco 
meo 
posuisse)..
. meum 
verum 
legitimum 
attornatu
m 

Made, 
constitute
d, named 
and 
authorized
... as my 
lawful 
attorney 

mes 
stated, 
or until 
the 
thing is 
done 

by the 
attorne
y is 
stated 
in 
detail 

other 
documen
ts (e.g. 
feoffmen
ts) 

Letters patent Large. 
Parchment.  

Impressive 
illumination 
and portrait of 
monarch in 
top left corner 

Great Seal 
attached 

Omnibus 
ad quos 
presentes 
litere 
perveneri
nt 
Salutem 

To all 
those to 
whom 
these 
present 
letters 
shall 
come, 
greeting 

Consider
ation 
may be 
stated, or 
may not 

Depend
s on the 
purpose 
of the 
letters 
patent - 
a grant 
would 
be for 
ever; an 
appoint
ment 
for the 
life of 
the 
appoint
ee etc. 

May 
include 
covena
nts and 
proviso
s 

- 

Mortgage by 
conveyance 

Parchment. 
Indented top 
edge 

In form of a 
feoffment, 
bargain and 
sale, or lease 
and release 

17th century 
onwards 

Bargained 
and sold 

Given, 
granted, 
sold 
[enfeoffed
], aliened, 
released 
and 
confirmed 

Yes (the 
consider
ation is 
the 
money 
lent on 
the 
mortgage
) 

For ever Provide
d 
always 
... 
[provis
o for 
redemp
tion of 
the 
propert
y] 

- 
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Covena
nts and 
conditi
ons 
regardi
ng 
repaym
ent 

Mortgage by 
demise 

Parchment. 
Indented top 
edge 

In form of a 
lease 

17th century 
onwards 

Demised, 
granted, 
set and to 
farm let... 

Yes (the 
consider
ation is 
the 
money 
lent on 
the 
mortgage
) 

Usually 
500 or 
1,000 
years 

  

Provide
d 
always 
... 
[provis
o for 
redemp
tion of 
the 
propert
y] 

Covena
nts and 
conditi
ons 
regardi
ng 
repaym
ent 

- 

Quitclaim Parchment or 
paper, with 
straight top 
edge. Often 
associated 
with other 
deeds from 
16th century 
onwards 

Any date 

Omnibus 
Christi/ 
Pateat 
Universis/ 
Noverint 
Universi 
... 
remisisse, 
relaxasse 
et ... 
quiete 
clamasse  

Have 
remised 
(given, 
granted, 
bargained, 
sold) 
released 

Usually 
no 
consider
ation 

n/a May 
include 
a 
covena
nt to 
levy a 
fine 

- 
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and 
quitclaime
d  

Recognizanc
e / statute 
staple / 
statute 
merchant 

  

Usually 
parchment 

13th century-
1863 

Noverint 
universi 
per 
presentes..
.teneri et 
firmiter 
obligari 

Know all 
men by 
these 
presents...
am held 
and firmly 
bound 

Penal 
sum 
reserved 
to be 
paid if 
the 
condition
s in the 
bond 
were not 
met 

A time 
period 
might 
be 
stated 

Specifi
es what 
is to be 
done in 
order to 
make 
the 
bond 
null 
and 
void 

  

In 
addition, 
mentions 
penalties 
'under 
the form 
of the 
statute', 
sometime
s 
specifyin
g statute 
merchant 
or statute 
staple 

Requisitions 
on title 

Mostly 19th 
century 

  

Usually 
described 
as 
'requisitio
ns on title' 
at the top 
or on the 
cover 

n/a n/a n/a Requisiti
ons in the 
left hand 
column; 
replies 
written in 
by 
another 
solicitor 
in the 
right 
hand 
column 

Statutory 
declaration 

After 1835 ... and I 
make this 
Solemn 
Declaratio
n 
conscienti
ously 
believing 
the same 
to be 
true... 

n/a n/a n/a Signed 
by the 
declarer 

Surrender Parchment. 
Headed by 
name of a 
manorial court 

Do 
surrender 
into the 
hands of 
the Lord 

Not 
usually 

Accordi
ng to 
the 
custom 
of this 

May 
include 
covena
nts and 
proviso

Signed 
by the 
steward 
of the 
manor 
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17th century 
onwards 

of the 
Manor 

manor... s 

Tenancy 
agreement 

Parchment - 
paper by 19th 
century. 
Indented top 
edge 

17th century 
onwards 

Demised, 
granted, 
set and to 
farm let 

Sometim
es 

'From 
year to 
year' 

Will 
normall
y 
include 
covena
nts 
relating 
to the 
mainte
nance 
of the 
propert
y 

Yielding 
and 
paying ... 
a certain 
amount 
of rent 
per 
annum 
and/or 
services 

Will Parchment or 
paper 

All dates 

This is the 
last Will 
and 
Testament 

Probatum, 
approbatu
m.. 

Proved, 
approved 

No 
consider
ation 

n/a n/a Original 
will is 
signed 
and 
sealed. 

Probate 
copy has 
small 
probate 
certificat
e 
attached. 
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