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 Like the lower case letters, most of the capital 
letters written in German script have tell-tale 
features that can often be used to identify the letter 
in spite of peculiarities introduced by habits of the 
writer. Much freedom was used in the formation of 
capital letters and to unscramble them may require 
some pondering, in addition to the help of a style 
reference sheet.  
 Capital letters are used in modern German text 
at the beginning of sentences, to begin all nouns 
(persons, places or things), proper names, (cites and 
surnames), and for formal personal pronouns Sie, 
Ihnen, Ihren (you, you, your) etc. Words used, as 
modifiers (adjectives and adverbs) are not 
capitalized, even though they are formed from 
proper nouns: die Deutschen Lieder, (the German 
songs).  
 Writing conventions were slow in getting 
established, and early genealogical records are 
notably inconsistent. Rarely was the beginning of a 
sentence capitalized or punctuated. Capitals were not 
used on all nouns, even surnames, and sometimes 
the capital letters were just over-sized versions of the 
corresponding lower-case letter. In some records the 
given names are easy to read and frequently written 
in Latin script, beginning with handsome capital 
letters. The last name often appeared in another part 
of the entry, and sometimes was written with all 
lower-case letters. 

 Occasionally records are found where the entire 
pattern of capitalization is backwards: adjectives and 
verbs are capitalized, and nouns and names begin 
with lower case letters. 

Unscrambling Strategy  
 Approach script reading as though you were 
solving a puzzle. Don't get hung up unscrambling 
the first word of a church book entry, capitalized or 
not. Look at the adjacent entries. Study the capital 
letters in words usually capitalized, which are also 
written in script, like months of the year, place 
names, and recognizable given names (Heinrich, 
Georg etc). Many records have words written in 
Latin script interspersed with those in German script. 
 

 Consider what the content of the record should 
be: names, dates, places, relationships, ages, etc. 
Skip the initial letter and study the rest of the word. 
Decide whether it may be an abbreviation, and 
decipher as many lower-case letters as possible. 
Translate the neighboring words and decide if they 
are connectives (prepositions) or names and places. 
Assemble the understandable portions of the record 
and then postulate what is missing. This should 
enable you to decide whether the word with the 
troublesome upper-case letter may be an occupation, 
place, name, disease, or condition. 
 
Disguises  
 The problem of reading capital letters is not so 
much one of knowing the "styles" as it is with 
detecting and unconsciously learning the "habits" of 
the writer. Even though various styles have been 
studied, one can still be temporarily baffled by the 
writing of a scribe who has unique handwriting 
habits. 
 
 Adjacent letters, which join or overlap the 
uppercase letters, may cause them to look like a 
different letter or make them unrecognizable. Some 
writing habits cause the letters to look different than 
those in textbook sample-sheets:  
1. Stretching - The letter is uncommonly broad, 
making it appear to be two letters.  
2. Squeezing - crunching the letter so that the usual 
pen stokes are piled on one another.  
3. Skewing - dropping or elevating one side of an 
otherwise symmetrical letter.  
4. Tapering - varying the height of the letter, so 
that it is wedge shaped.  
5. Embellishing at the start and endings of letters.  
 
 The accompanying table shows some effects of 
handwriting habits on conventional "style" capital 
letters. Also shown are the tell-tale features, 
enclosed by a small circle, which may enable 
identification, even when letters have been severely 
distorted due to handwriting habits. 
(See “script.doc” or “script.pdf” in the Appendix..) 
 


