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Manuscript Transcription:  

Black Book of Carmarthen, Pages 14-24 

 

 The first step taken in completing this exercise was to write out every line by 

hand. This allowed me to figure out what letters were familiar, and which were new or 

potentially abbreviated. I do not know Welsh, so the page selection was chosen at 

random. I could not locate sources that specified if there were any abbreviations that were 

common in Welsh manuscripts, therefore I relied on Adriano Cappelli’s Lexicon 

Abbreviaturarum to translate any unfamiliar letters or abbreviations. I then went through 

each line transcribing these letters and abbreviations in full modern lettering. There were 

two towards the end of the transcription that I could not find an identical symbol or an 

equal within the lexicon which leads me to believe they could be Welsh specific or 

specific to the author. These were “𝑜𝑒” and “𝑟𝑐” located on page 24. These abbreviations 

only appeared once within the selected pages therefore there was no contextual evidence 

to deduce their meaning from. Page 19 contains an entry on the bottom of the page that is 

not fully legible due to age, therefore I could not transcribe this section. It appears to be 

written in another hand which leads me to believe that it was a later addition to the 

manuscript. 



 The page selections come from the Black Book of Carmarthen, which is the 

earliest surviving complete manuscript written in Welsh. According to the National 

Library of Wales, it was most likely written by one author over a period of a few years. 

The text is mostly poetry containing stories of Welsh heroes as well as some poetry 

concerning Myrdden, or Merlin. The scribe is unknown. 1 

 The full manuscript, including pages 14-24 which were transcribed, can be found 

here on the National Library of Wales official website: 

https://www.library.wales/discover-learn/digital-exhibitions/manuscripts/the-middle-

ages/the-black-book-of-carmarthen 

This is the best way to view the document as the website allows viewers to easily zoom 

in and see details clearly. I chose to link the document instead of taking screenshots to 

use as still images as screenshots of the document become pixelated when zooming in. 

 After transcribing a few pages from the manuscript and learning some of the 

document’s history one aspect of the way manuscripts were written became evident. This 

is that while spelling is largely language dependent and will therefore vary from 

document to document, the Black Book of Carmarthen shows that if a document was 

written in the Roman alphabet, the abbreviations used by scribes remained the largely 

same. This is further evidenced by the content of the book, as it was most likely written 

by a religious scribe who would have known Latin but chose to write these poetic tales in 

 
1 Llyfr Du Caerfyrddin, pg. 14-24, The National Library of Wales (1225 – 1275) 
 

https://www.library.wales/discover-learn/digital-exhibitions/manuscripts/the-middle-ages/the-black-book-of-carmarthen
https://www.library.wales/discover-learn/digital-exhibitions/manuscripts/the-middle-ages/the-black-book-of-carmarthen


Welsh as a labor of love with abbreviations common to them from religious text instead 

of creating an entirely new set of Welsh specific abbreviations.  
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