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PEDER ANDRÉN

A few Outlines of Studies in Palaeography

In Sweden palaeography is not a recognized academic dicipline. It is however, an
indispensable tool for linguistics and humanities scholars in their work with older
records and historical documents.

There is also very little educational material available that addresses this subject in
general terms. Thus palaeographic tutoring often is an ad hoc business, based on the
experience the scholar/teacher has gathered through her/his own research, which
may well have been carried out many years ago using very specialised
documents/records.

The ad hoc nature or perhaps the lack of palaeographic studies, may be one reason
why undergraduate students and even researchers shy away from tasks that involve
extensive study of early archives. This in turn may lead the student, in history for
example, to base all her/his papers on studies of literature alone, which in the long
run will mean that historical research will tend to be rather a discussion of
historiography and theory building in preference to extracting new knowledge from
archive studies.

Of course, palaeographic skills are acquired through training to a greater extent than
those of many other subjects. A parallel can be drawn with the skills required to
solve crossword puzzles, which can be acquired by practice.

Nevertheless, at a time when the accessibility to historic records is being increased
through digital copying and distribution, it is important to provide the user with
tools that will be useful in the process of interpretation and comprehension.

At the National Archives, the SVAR department (Swedish Archival Information
Dept) has the responsibility of enhancing accessibility to the written cultural
heritage. Naturally, we find that an ability to read historical documents is
fundamental for accessibility.  In order to meet our responsibilities and also to teach
people how to read historical documents SVAR has produced and recently released
a digital self-instructing training program that can be used in a classroom situation,
as well as for private study.
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The digital media allow us to publish extensive collections of documents sampled
from the main archival sections, i.e. about 600 pages of documents. To produce a
similar collection in printed form would have been far too expensive and it would
have been beyond the means of many potential customers.  As far as we know the
program constitutes the most comprehensive educational material in palaeography
ever produced in Sweden.

The program also contains a brief overview of the history of written language and a
section on reading techniques, both of which are used as educational material at
Mid-Sweden University and have been included with the kind permission of the
authors.1

One problem in the production process has been to demarcate interpretation of
historical documents from discussion of their context. Of course, in research it is
impossible to distinguish between a source and its origin, but in educational material
like this it has to be done or otherwise we would end up with a tutoring program in
administrative history as well. Not that such a program would be unnecessary, but it
would be another project.

The program does however have to include some contextual information. This
information has been added in a comment attached to each document where the
origin, the type of writing and the specific details are mentioned. There is also, as a
concession to context, an introduction to the administrative history of each archival
section from which the documents were taken.

There is another problem of a more technical nature, which we have not entirely
been able to solve at this stage. Until recently there have not been any programs
available that could both produce a high quality screen image and an equally high
quality printout. We have therefore been forced to produce additional CD-ROM:s
where a limited number of documents are stored in pdf. format to be used for quality
printouts. We find this function specially important in the classroom situation where
the students work with a few pages each of the same document. This is why the
program contains documents 20 to 40 pages long.

The first page of every document is included in a separate program that enables the
user to study the writing more closely. This program is divided into three windows
where the first displays the original document and the second shows an enlargement
of the word/s/ designated. The third window show the user a transcription where a
word/words marked in the first window will also be marked in the transcription.
This module in the program makes it possible to show the writing style of the
individual scribes and to give a matrix for transcription work.
                                                          
1 Axelsson, Håkan & Anneli Sundqvist, Att läsa äldre tiders handskrift och tryck. Härnösand 1998.



122

For every document there is also an exercise with a key for self-testing.

The program presented is planned as the first step in a series of products that will
serve as educational tools and facilitate accessibility to the written cultural heritage.
We would like to see in the future a virtual laboratory for the humanities where it
would be possible to perform experiments and investigations using a growing body
of digitised images of documents, registers and databases.  One way of realizing this
vision could be modelled on three basic criteria, namely:

1.  Interpretation
Apart from producing tools for palaeography, the development of digital
dictionaries and databases containing e.g. Latin expressions, measurements and
money systems would meet an urgent need in the interpretation of historical
documents.

2.  Context
Educational materials that can explain the origin of documents and archives and
their ”zits im leben” can deepen our historic understanding. Presentations of aspects
of the local history and central administration could serve as tools for contextual
understanding. As an example a digital application that defines and visualizes
administrative boundaries and their variations over time would prove very useful for
educational purposes and would also serve as a demarcation tool to help researchers
define areas of investigation.

3.  Method
A series of tools could be constructed that would help us to form hypothesies,
extract and validate information, learn how to evaluate sources critically and thus
provide tools of aid in the process of transforming information into knowledge.

One major reason why we store ancient artifacts or documents is that we believe we
can extract new information from them. It is not primarily the items themselves that
attract us but their hidden mysteries. The keepers of those mysteries are the archives,
the libraries and the museums where the information is structured, stored and
retrieved. Today when information and communication technologies handle enor-
mous quantities of contemporary information it is time to claim ground for our
cultural heritage in this bright new digital world.

About the palaeography program

The CD contains information about reading techniques for archive documents from
the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries. The program is divided into four main sections:
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Introduction and software structure, Reading technique, history of written language,
plus a list of references.

Introduction and software structure
Presents an overview of how to navigate in the different sections of the software.

Reading techniques
Teaches a useful method for transcribing older written documents.

History of written language
Gives a brief outline of some typical grammatical rules characteristic of the time the
document was written and information regarding the development of the written
language.

Handwriting specimen
This consists of about 600 pages from 150 scanned original documents. This section
is divided into five archive sectors, which are:

Ecclesiastical archives (birth, baptism, marriage, death and burial, parish catechism
records etc.).
Juridical archives (estate inventories, statements etc.).
Archives of Civil Authorities (population registers, matters of the Swedish
enforcement service etc.).
Military archives (military rolls, tenement registers etc.).
Private archives (private correspondence, corporation documents etc.)
Each archive sector is divided into the three historical periods.  The ecclesiastical
material is also subdivided geographically.

For each document there is:
• a series of reference to sources, and in most cases comments
• a number of reading exercises
• a possibility to compare a fair copy (transcribed copy) with the original

document using the enhancement feature.

Recommended literature is a list of appropriate literature for those who want to
make a deeper study of the subject.

Requirements 200 Mhz IBM compatible pc with cd-rom and 32 mb ram 16 bit color
800*600 screensetting.
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