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Introductory Paleography: A Script from the 14th Century 

What is Paleography? 
 
Merriam-Webster dictionary offers two useful definitions of the term, "paleography". The 
two definitions of this word are: 
 

• the study of ancient writings and inscriptions and 
• an ancient manner of writing; ancient writings. 

 
We can then appreciate that the term is both (1) the academic investigation of older forms of 
handwriting as well as (2) the actual handwriting itself. For our purposes, we will use the 
term "paleography" to describe the process of interpreting and recognizing letters and 
numbers in our primary sources (the manuscripts). 
 
As a historian of medieval Europe, my approach to paleography is one focused on the 
pragmatic techniques used to read text. While I appreciate the beauty and details of the 
calligraphy, in general, I view paleography as a tool. 
 
We begin our study of 14th Spanish handwriting from the Book of Municipal Acts of the City 
of Burgos (Spain) for the years 1391 and 1392 CE. The text is named “Archivo Municipal de 
Burgos (AMB), Libro de Actas Municipales Año 1391 y 1392”, LA-2”. Municipal acts 
typically include a record of the official actions, letters, orders, contracts, key personalities, 
and activities of the king’s councilmen (regidores). LA-2 is 38 folios (two-sided pages) in 
length and can be viewed online at: 
 
http://archivo.aytoburgos.es/burgos/doc?q=actas+municipales&start=1&rows=1&sort=fecha
%20asc&fq=media&fv=*&fo=and#  
 
From volume LA-2 we will study folios 1 recto, 1 verso, 7 recto, and 18 recto. Many of the 
folios of LA-2 are heavily deteriorated and therefore present an excellent opportunity to 
pursue paleographic interpretation under the most challenging of circumstances.  
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AMB Libro de Actas Municipales “Año 1391 y 1392”, LA-2, Folio 1 recto 
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AMB Libro de Actas Municipales “Año 1391 y 1392”, LA-2, Folio 1 verso 
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AMB Libro de Actas Municipales “Año 1391 y 1392”, LA-2, Folio 7 recto 
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AMB Libro de Actas Municipales “Año 1391 y 1392”, LA-2, Folio 18 recto 

  



 
Deciphering Secrets: 14th Century Paleography Manual V1.0 Page 8 of 20 
Dr. Roger L. Martínez-Dávila, CC BY-NC-ND, 2018  

14th Century Letters (Consonants and Vowels) 
 
Let us familiarize ourselves with the alphabet. Please review this collection of letters so that 
you can begin to learn some of the peculiarities of the script. Lowercase letters are used most 
often as opposed to uppercase letters. 
 
Not all letters and numerals can be found in these documents. When possible, missing 
lowercase items are supplemented with ones from Muñoz y Rivero, Jesus. Manual de 
Paleografía Diplomática Española de los Siglos XII al XVII. Madrid: Tipolit L. Faure, 1917.  
(This text is in the public domain.) 
 
Note: * are used to denote the approximate location of abbreviation notations. Abbreviated 
words are spelled-out and reported in parenthesis. 
 

Letter Individual 
Sample 

Sample Within Word 

a 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
nos encome*damos (nos encomendamos) 
 

 
calahora 
 

 
alfon* 
(alfonso) 

b 
 

 

 

  
benaue*te (benauente) 
 

 
bartolome 

C 
c 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Cuenca 
 

 
los ot*s Señores del conseio 
(los otros Señores del conseio)  
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Letter Individual 
Sample 

Sample Within Word 

c 
 

 

 
co 

(letters connected) 

 
alcall*s 
(alcalldes) 

 
et marcos g* de sedrano 
(et marcos gomes de sedrano) 

ç 
 

 

 

 
arçob*po de toledo 
(arçobispo de toledo) 
 

 
el moço 

d 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
nos encome*damos (nos encomendamos) 
 

 
c*ibdad (ciubdad) 
 

 
cadena 

e 
 

 
 

 

  
benaue*te (benauente) 
 

 
lope 

f 
 
 

 
 

 
alfon* 
(alfonso) 
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Letter Individual 
Sample 

Sample Within Word 

f 
  

fue fech*a et ot*gada 
(fue fechada et otorgada) 

g 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
galisano 
 

 
a dos dias de agosto 
 

 
Villegas 

h 
  

bach*iler (bachiller) 

I 
i  

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Infant* (Infante) 
 

 
los ot*s Señores del conseio 
(los otros Señores del conseio) 
 

 
bach*iler (bachiller) 

J 
j 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Jua* (Juan) 
 

 
Juderia 
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Letter Individual 
Sample 

Sample Within Word 

j 
  

Joh*ns (Johannes) 
 
J is also synonymous with I  
(See I - conseio or consejo) 

k No sample No sample 
 
 

l 
 

 
 

 

 
Villegas 
 

 
el mayor 

m 
 

 
 

 

 
al maestre de alcant* (al maestre de alcantara) 
 

 
el moço 

n 
 

 
 

 

 
nos encome*damos (nos encomendamos) 
 

 
Cuenca 

o 
 

 
 

 

 
entre los señor*s (entre los señores) 
 

 
galisano 
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Letter Individual 
Sample 

Sample Within Word 

p 
 

 
 

 

 
pidimos 
 

 
lope 

q 
 

 
 

 

 
como aq*llos (como aquellos) 
 

 
q* la (que la) 

R 
r 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
a la Reyna nr*a Señora  
(a la Reyna nuestra Señora) 
 

 
carta de poder 
 

 
enla torre 

S 
s  

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
Sant* (Sancte) 
 

 
a la Reyna nr*a Señora  
(a la Reyna nuestra Señora) 
 

 
nos encome*damos (nos encomendamos) 
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Letter Individual 
Sample 

Sample Within Word 

t  
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
tresientos 
 

 
entre los señor*s 
(entre los señores) 
 

 
tendero 

u 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
fue fech*a et ot*gada 
(fue fechada et otorgada) 
 

 
Ju* (Juan) 

v 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 
v*ra mc*ed 
(vuestra merced) 
 

 
varo* de sant* ju* 
(Varon de Sancte Juan) 

w No sample No sample 

x 
  

Xgara 

y 
 
 

 
 
 

 
en q* ayan 
(en que ayan) 
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Letter Individual 
Sample 

Sample Within Word 

y  
 

 
 

 

 

 
merino mayor 
 

 

z No sample 
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14th Century Numbers (Roman Numerals) 
 
Many Roman numerals appear on Folio 18 recto. However, not all numerals are found in 
ACB Registro 6 Folio 83 recto. The missing items and other variations are supplemented 
with ones from Muñoz y Rivero, Jesus. Manual de Paleografía Diplomática Española de los 
Siglos XII al XVII. Madrid: Tipolit L. Faure, 1917.  These numerals are displayed below. 
 

 
 # Individual Sample Sample Within Number 

I (1) 
 

 

 

 
III 
1+1+1=3 
 

 
LXXXVI 
50+10+10+10+5+1 = 86 

V (5) 
 

 
LXXXVI 
50+10+10+10+5+1 = 86 

X (10) 
 

 
LXXXVI 
50+10+10+10+5+1 = 86 

L (50) 
  

LXXXVI 
50+10+10+10+5+1 = 86 

C (100) 
  

XC 
10-100 = 90 

D (500) See table on next page 

M (1000) See table on next page 
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In the sample manuscript AMB LA-2 Folio 18 recto, there is one date recorded in Roman 
numerals: 
 

 
 

• The date reads, “año de myll et CCC XC I años”.  
• This date is: 1000 and 300 and 90 and 1 = 1391. 
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15th Century Abbreviations 
 
Abbreviations in text are usually indicated by a pen mark above the word or an extra pen 
mark on a letter. Scribes employed abbreviations for commonly used words as well as long 
words to conserve physical space on a document. Let us review a few of the abbreviations 
that appear in the sample manuscripts. This list of abbreviations is not an exhaustive one; it is 
intended to help you learn to recognize their appearance in manuscripts. Below are some of 
the more common abbreviations, as well as, other abbreviations not shown in the sample 
words of the alphabet. 
 
Note: An “*” is used to indicate the approximate location of abbreviation pen marks. 
 

Abbreviation 
-- 

Word 

Sample 

algn*s 
-- 

algunos 
 

  
q* los fablamos algn*s cosas  
(que los fablamos de algunos cosas) 

d*la 
-- 

de la   
en la torre d*la pue*ta de sat* m* 
(en la torre de la puerta de sancta maria) 

de 
 

eglia* 
-- 

eglesia  

et 
-- 

et d*la 
(et dela) 

 

  
 

 
 

  
 

 et d*la (et dela) 
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Abbreviation 
-- 

Word 

Sample 

m* 
-- 

maria   
en la torre d*la pue*ta de sat* m* 
(en la torre de la puerta de sancta maria) 

nro*s 
-- 

nuestros 
  

enviados nro*s me*sajeros a vos 
(enviados nuesros mensajeros a vos) 

om*s 
-- 

ombres   
om*s buenos d*l concejo 
(ombres buenos del concejo) 

p* 
-- 

pero  
(or pedro) 

  

p* 
-- 

para   

q* 
-- 

que 

 
 

 

q* 
-- 

que 
 

 
 

q* los fablamos algn*s cosas  
(que los fablamos de algunos cosas) 
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Abbreviation 
-- 

Word 

Sample 

sat* 
-- 

sancta  
 

en la torre d*la pue*ta de sat* m* 
(en la torre de la puerta de sancta maria) 

 


