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Abstract 

The German Script Tutorial (http://script.byu.edu/german) is a new online resource for 

learning how to decipher documents written in old German script. The German Script Tutorial 

provides descriptions and actual examples of each German letter. Animations demonstrate how 

each letter is written. Tests assess usersô ability to read and write letters, words, and passages. 

User accounts allow users to save their test scores and keep track of which letters they need to 

practice. The tutorial also provides basic guidelines on how to find vital (i.e., genealogical) in-

formation in old German documents. 

 

Introduction  

One of the greatest difficulties in German 

genealogical research is deciphering old docu-

ments and manuscripts written in old German 

script. The term old German script refers to the 

handwriting and typefaces that were widely 

used in German-speaking countries from me-

dieval times to the end of World War II. Al-

though old German script was based on the 

Latin alphabet, as were old English, French, 

Italian, and Spanish scripts, individual letters of 

old German script may appear to the untrained 

eye as unique as letters of the Cyrillic or even 

Arabic alphabets. Since old German script has 

not been taught in German schools since the 

1950ôs, even most native Germans are unable 

to read and write it nowadays. Thus, decipher-

ing old German documents is problematic for 

This is an old German emigration document consisting 
of printed and handwritten information. Both the hand-
writing and the printed Fraktur typeface are styles of old 
German script. 

http://script.byu.edu/german
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both native and non-native German speakers. 

Many resources are available for researchers who wish to decipher old German documents. 

Primers, textbooks, and an increasing number of websites provide useful tools to help interested 

individuals learn to read old German handwriting and typefaces. Many of these books are ex-

pensive and hard to find, however. Websites that attempt to teach old German script may be 

easier to access, although most of these are limited in their scope. The purpose of this paper is 

to describe the German Script Tutorial, a groundbreaking new web resource for old German 

script that includes many important interactive features. 

 

The German Script Tutorial Website 

The German Script Tutorial, found on the internet at http://script.byu.edu/german, was de-

veloped by the Center for Family History and Genealogy at Brigham Young University in col-

laboration with the Brigham Young University Humanities Technology and Research Support 

Center. The instructional content of the website was compiled and written by Dr. Raymond S. 

Wright, a professor of German family history and paleography; Bradley J. York, a graduate stu-

dent in German linguistics; and Raquel Klammer, a graduate student in German literature. 

Much of the instructional content was based on materials previously written by Dr. Roger P. 

Minert, a professor of German family history, and Susan H. M. Anneveldt, a researcher for the 

German Immigrant Ancestors Project. 

The structure of the German Script Tutorial website, including the underlying programming 

and graphic design, was developed by Bradley York and other employees of the Center for 

Homepage of the Script Tutorials: http://script.byu.edu/. 
This page is the gateway to the German Script Tutorial 
as well as the English, Dutch, Italian, French Spanish, 
and Portuguese Script Tutorials. 

ñWelcomeò page of the German Script Tutorial: http://
script.byu.edu/german. 

http://script.byu.edu/german
http://script.byu.edu/
http://script.byu.edu/german
http://script.byu.edu/german
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Family History and Genealogy. Individual web pages were written using current XHTML 1.1 

standards. Several dynamic and interactive features of the website, which will be described in 

the following sections, were programmed using ASP.NET and JavaScript. 

 

Navigating the German Script Tutorial 

The first page of the German Script Tutorial (entitled ñWelcomeò) is a portal for the web-

site, providing basic information and links to the following pages: ñTools & Materials,ò which 

gives information about items needed to practice writing old 

German script; ñHandwriting & Typefaces,ò which shows a 

chart of all German characters; ñTranscription Tests,ò which 

are reading and writing exercises; and ñIAP Website,ò which 

is the homepage of the Immi-

grant Ancestors Project, the 

flagship genealogical project 

of the Center for Family His-

tory and Genealogy. 

To the left of each page, 

beginning with the 

ñWelcomeò page, is a sidebar 

that allows the user to navi-

gate back and forth through 

the Script Tutorial. The side-

bar is divided into the following sections: ñGetting Started,ò 

ñHandwriting & Typefaces,ò ñExtraction Guidelines,ò and 

ñTranscription Tests.ò Links to each individual page are 

shown. Additionally, links to each previous page and next 

page are shown at the top and bottom of every individual page. 

 

ñGetting Startedò Pages 

The purpose of the pages in the ñGetting Startedò section 

is to prepare the tutorial user to learn old German Script. An 

ñQuick Linksò window from the 
ñWelcomeò page. 

Sidebar, shown at the left of every 
page. 
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explanatory introduction, found on the ñIntroductionò page, distinguishes between the three 

types of script found in most old German documents: Latin text, Gothic typefaces (which are 

more commonly referred to by the German name Fraktur), and Gothic handwriting. Gothic 

handwriting is the most difficult script and is therefore the focus of the tutorial. The introduc-

tion further explains that the most effective way to learn to read this handwriting is to learn to 

write it. 

The next two pages of this section, ñTools & Materialsò and ñPreparation,ò show the user 

what is needed to practice writing old German script. While the writing exercises of the Script 

Tutorial could be done using an ordinary pen or pencil, old-style calligraphy materials are 

highly recommended to give the user a feel for how original manuscripts were actually written. 

For instance, writing letters and words in a manner similar to the original German scribes shows 

the user, among other things, how ink may have been dispersed in the original strokes. 

The ñTools & Materialsò page suggests many materials that are useful for calligraphy, in-

cluding nibs, India ink, and tracing paper. The ñPreparationò page explains how to begin using 

these materials to make strokes. The last page of the ñGetting Startedò section, entitled ñWriting 

Example of Latin text. Example of German typefaces 
(Fraktur). 

Example of Gothic (i.e. German) 
handwriting. 

ñTools & Materialsò page, which lists the materials 
needed to practice writing old German script. 

ñPreparationò page, which describes how to use and 
maintain writing materials. 
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Practice,ò provides instructions for five simple practice strokes using nibs and India ink. These 

strokes, progressing from a single thin, upward stroke to three combined thin, thick, and thin 

strokes, are demonstrated in animations that are shown when clicked. Also on the ñWriting 

Practiceò page is a link to a blank practice sheet with lines that the user can download (as a PDF 

file) and print. 

 

ñHandwriting & Typefacesò Pages 

The pages in the ñHandwriting & 

Typefacesò section build on the simple 

exercises of the ñWriting Practiceò 

page. The first page of this section, 

ñThe Alphabet: Full Chart,ò shows the 

handwritten and Fraktur forms of all 

uppercase and lowercase letters of the 

German alphabet (including the special 

German characters ä, ö, ü, and ß) and 

the numbers 1 to 10. The pages that fol-

low contain descriptions and examples 

of each German letter and number. The 

user can skip to the description and ex-

amples of any character on the chart by 

clicking on it. 

ñWriting Practiceò page, which demonstrates several practice strokes. Users are encouraged to familiarize themselves 
with the process of making simple strokes before learning to write letters and words. 

One of many practice sheets, which the user may download (as a 
PDF file), print out, and write on. 
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Each page in the ñGothic Hand-

writingò section shows usually 

five or six German characters. 

Each page also includes a link to 

a PDF practice sheet that the 

user can download, print, and 

write on. Also shown with each 

character is an animated graphic 

of the character being written. 

While the animations show stan-

dard, ñtextbookò animations of 

each handwritten German char-

acter, the descriptions and exam-

ples do take variations into ac-

count. For example, some let-

When a user clicks on the handwritten lowercase d, for example, a new page is shown with an in-depth description, an 
animation, and three examples from actual documents. Note that these examples demonstrate variants of d. 

Handwritten and Fraktur lowercase letters, as shown on ñThe Alphabet: 
Full Chartò page. Users may click on a letter to jump to an in-depth descrip-
tion with examples from actual documents. 
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ters, such as the lowercase d, are not supposed to connect to any following letters, although ac-

tual examples by some German scribes, as shown in the in-depth description for d, demonstrate 

otherwise. 

The ñGothic Typefaces (Fraktur)ò pages also show about five or six German characters per 

page, although they do not include animations or practice sheets. Fraktur characters were not 

intended to be handwritten, but rather machine printed. Each Fraktur character on these pages 

also includes a written description and actual examples from old books or documents. 

 

Letter animation of German handwritten a. 

When a user clicks on the Fraktur lowercase a on the alphabet chart, a new page is shown with an in-depth description of 
this letter and two examples from actual books or documents. 


