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Introduction 
This compendium is a collection of material that Helga collected on the old German Scripts.  

Prior to World War II, Germans wrote in a script that was very different from the script used in 

other European nations.  This script is now called the "old script".  Helga grew up in Germany 

but did not learn this 'old script' from her schooling.  By the time she was attending school, both 

the written and type letters that German was using already resembled letters used by the rest of 

Europe. 

 

When Helga moved to Austin, Texas with her family, she became interested in the 'old script'.  

Mostly, because she started to research both her family genealogy and her husband's family.  

That meant going through old historical records and reading old letters.  Many historical records 

were hand written, especially if the records came from the church or local governments.  Both 

the hand writing and the print was in the 'old script'. 

 

In the 1990's Hans and Helga became involved with the German Texan Heritage Society.  Once 

people realized that Helga was good at translating German into English, they would ask her to 

translate the old family letters and diaries.  Austin is in the middle of the area of Texas that was 

settled in the 1800's by Germans.  These Germans were very literate, and wrote in the 'old 

script'.  So, Helga mastered the 'old script' so that she could provide the translations.  Like any 

hand writing, the 'old script' would vary, depending on the person doing the writing.  Helga 

often stated that the hardest part of translating these old letters was figuring out the 'old script'. 

 

This compendium is only a small collection of the material and books that Helga used to read 

the 'old script'.  Helga was able to help many Texans to read the letters from their ancestors, and 

to read old German genealogy records. 
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History of the 'old Script' 

Helga collected this article, which gives a brief history of the printed script.  On the bottom left 

is an example of the 'old script' that showed up often in printed documents. 
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Little History of Writing 

Every script-writer should know the rough outlines of the history of our scripts, to see that the 

individual script was not haphazardly invented but that each has developed organically from the 

preceding one. 

The starting point for our modern printed and cursive scripts is the uppercase script of the 

Romans, the Kapitalis Quadrata, a variety of the same is the Rustika. 

In the further course, the writing takes on more rounded forms: the Unziale is created. 

Writing faster changes the appearance of the letters, and the two-line system also rises up and 

extending below. 

This is how we get to the Karolingian Minuscule via the Halbunziale. 

Minuscle means lower case letter. 

So a lower-case script was formed from the Roman upper-case script. 

From here the development goes on in two different directions. 

On the one hand, the curves of the Karolingian minuscule are broken by the Gothic style: 

it comes to the formation of the Gothic script, the Textur. 

From this, through the Renaissance in Germany, Fraktur grew and from it, in turn, in 

connection with Gothic handwriting, German cursive. 

On the other hand, in Italy, the Hurnanists brought the Carolingian minuscule to new heights 

and used the Roman Kapitalis as a capital letter. 

We call this new typeface Antiqua. 

It also gave rise to italic as a more fluent cursive, which in turn forms the starting point of our 

modern-day Latin cursive. 

The fonts mentioned here were mainly used as book fonts. 

In addition, there were brisk forms of handwriting for daily use at all times, which of course 

largely influenced the development of book typefaces. 
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Examples of "old Script' Letters 

Helga collected various guides to 'old script' to help her with deciphering print and hand written 

documents.  The following are just an example of the material she collected.  Sometime the 'old 

script' is also called 'Sütterlin' or 'Gothic' or 'Schreibschrift'. 

 

 

 
The most interesting (and frustrating) letters are e, i, m, n, and u. 
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Examples of "old Script" Words 

When certain letters are hand written together in the 'old script', then the fun begins with trying 

to translate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The above provides plenty of examples of what happens to words that use the e, i, m, n, and u.  

The words look like just a bunch of up and down diagonals. 

 

Helga's collection is quite extensive in examples of the 'old script' 
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Not only did Helga have to decipher the 'old script', the German language also changed.  Below 

is an example of how the name of the months change. 

 
Some documents also used symbols instead of words.  This chart is one example using the days 

of the week. 

 
  



Helga’s Old German Script Compendium  pg9 

 

And many words were just abbreviated.  The following is chart of common abbreviations that o 

genealogist might find. 

  
Helga's library of research material on how the German language changed over time and how 

the language was documented, is quite extensive. 
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Examples of documents using 'old script' 

The following two documents are from Herford, Helga's home town in Germany.  She found 

them while doing genealogy research on her own family.  She was researching her 

Grandmother, 'Johane' and found documents from 1879 and 1880 

 

 
 

Helga also collected documents from old Austin, Houston, and New York. 
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Translating 'old script' 

Helga liked to find things that were amusing.  The following was found in a 'Beginner's 

German' book giving an example of the 'old script' handwritten and the 'old script' in print.  

Neither is readable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Translations of 'old script' by Helga 

The following are a few examples of what Helga translated. 
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This is a document from 1868 from the Royal Prussian Government (Königlich Preuβische 

Regierung).  Following it is Helga's unfinished translation into today's script. 
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The following is a letter writing by Maria in Germany to her Uncle and Aunt in United States. The letter is dated 21 September 

1919, right after the Great War (later called WWI).  Not only did Helga have to read the 'old script', she also translated the letter 

into English. 
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Complete photo of Research Material 
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