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Introductory Paleography: A Script from the 18th-19th Century 

What is Paleography? 
 

 
 
Source: Archivo y Biblioteca de la Catedral de Toledo. Used with permission. 
 
Merriam-Webster dictionary offers two useful definitions of the term, "paleography". The 
two definitions of this noun 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 pragmatic 
use of techniques to read text. While I appreciate the beauty and details of the calligraphy, in 
general, I view paleography as a tool. 
 
The selection we are presenting is from the Archive and Library of the Cathedral of Toledo. 
This particular item that we will use to learn introductory paleography is from the "Obra y 
Fabricas" collection. Specifically, it is an index of documents that are contained in the archive 
that pertain to the maintenance and care of the Cathedral of Toledo. 
 
Indexes and catalogues are the treasure maps of archives. Without these early efforts to 
catalogue and create abstracts of documents, it would be virtually impossible for historians to 
do their work. In many cases, these catalogues are only available as handwritten documents 
and therefore it is immeasurably helpful to generate electronic copies of them. 
 
Let's get started. Your efforts to learn this 18th-19th century handwriting will be very helpful 
to our efforts to understand the history of Jewish, Christian, and Muslim interrelations in 
Toledo. 
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The first page of the "Obras y Fabricas" section we will study pertains to those properties 
owned by the Cathedral of Toledo that were used to generate income for maintenance of the 
physical plant (the buildings) that the church needed to care for and keep in good order. 
Below is version of the entire document from Folio A41. The section we will study pertains 
to real estate owned in the Muslim quarter (aljama) and Jewish quarter (juderia). 
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Archivo y Biblioteca de la Catedral de Toledo (Spain). Archivo Secreto. Indice. Obras y 
Fabricas. 
  



 
Deciphering Secrets: 18th-19th Century Paleography Manual V2.0 Page 6 of 8 
Dr. Roger L. Martínez-Dávila, CC BY-NC-ND, 2018 

18th Century Letters (Consonants and Vowels) 
 
Let us now familiarize ourselves with the alphabet. Please review this sample of letters so 
that you can begin to learn some of the peculiarities of the script. Often, lowercase letters are 
used the most often, as opposed to uppercase letters. We will concentrate on lowercase letters 
at this time, but show you some of the uppercase letters. 
 
 

Letter Sample 
A a 

 
B b 

      
C c 

 
D d 

   
E e 

   
F f 
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Letter Sample 
G g 

           
H h 

     
I i 

     
J j 

      
k No sample 

L l 

        
M m 

    
n 

 
o 

 
P p 
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Letter Sample 
q 

 
R r 

      
S s 

    
T t 

      
U u 

     
v No sample 

w No sample 

x No sample 

y 
 

z 

 
 

 
 

 


