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| Reprinted from THE PHILADELPHIA MoNTHLY MEDICAL JOURMNAL,
December, 1899.]

MEDICAL PALEOGRAPHY.

By GEORGE M. GOULD, M.D.,
of Philadelphia.

MEepicINE is a forward-looking, not a backward-
looking science, and hence the study of the origins and
evolution of our guild and of its beliefs and customs are
little thought of by our earnest members. Our indif-
ference to the history of medicine was curiously and
strikingly brought home to me recently, when I be-
gan hunting for data concerning the embryology of
the signs used every day by physicians in prescrip-
tion-writing. I discovered that as the peasant does
not know what his “bow and scrape’ mean, evolu-
tionally-speaking,' and as the young mother does
not understand why she dresses her infant in a skirt
two or three feet longer than the baby itself,’ so the -
physician has no suspicion of the origins of the signs
used every day for drams, ounces, scruples, etc. After
consulting two or three dozen c%fclopedias, diction-
aries, and technical handbooks, I found that nobody
knew, and that these signs are written in the United
States a million or several million times every day,
and by highly educated men without the slightest
suspicion or comprehension of their history.®

Their origin can be understood only by a general
comprehension of the principal facts of the history
of punctuation and of general paleography. As to
general paleography, the best encyclopedias contain
epitomes of the subject which need not be repro-
duced here, except, perhaps, to mention the roles
played, (1) by the expensiveness of material upon

! Spencer explains them as the initial movements of the captive, th
himself under the conqueror's feet. P y throwing

cunsm:: mother's skirt used for the newcomer, until this became A universal
| lhdught [ should find the revelation of the mystery in a book 1
¢ A : stumbled
upon on medical symbolism, but it does not even mention the existence of the
mysteries with which I was concerned.
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which medieval writing was done. Whether upon
leaf, wood, bark, vellum, or other material, there was
a dire necessity for economy that resulted in small
writing, narrow spaces, and many contractions. (2)
To this necessity was added the constantly acting
factor of human laziness, which by a thousand devices
tried to shorten hours and lessen work by such labor-
saving things as abbreviations and signs. (3) As
everything biologic has its life-history of ambitious
and plastic youth, adult strength, weakening old age
and death, so do all styles and systems of %andwrit-
ing. The development and decay of majuscule, min-
uscule, uncial, cursive, and calligraphic handwritings
is of abundant interest psychologically as well as
paleographically. The increasing carelessness by the
fourteenth century finally led to such a degradation
that many of these contractions inaccurately applied
became tﬁe excuse for meaningless flourishes.

As a consequence we find these three factors work-
ing together most powerfully as the middle ages ad-
vanced toward the age of printing, to produce a vast
and ludicrously complicated system of contractions,
" abbreviations and signs the object of which was to
spare writers labor, and bookbuyers expense. It has
been calculated that in the French MSS. there were
as many as 5,000 distinct kinds of these artificial con-
tractions. In England the number did not rise above
1,000—though even this is no warrant for great con-
gratulation except when viewed relatively. The
nature and methods of making these contractions,
abbreviations and signs will become clearer as we
proceed, but it is only study of the reproductions or of
the originals of medieval books and MSS. that will
make the matter plain. A careful comparison of the
forms of our own printed capital letters as modified
in the small or “lower case” letters, and then as
further transformed in the cursive or script style, will
give one a glimpse into the agencies of change made
necessary first by the reduction in size, and second
by the desire in writing to avoid taking the pen from
the paper in making a new letter. That this last ob-
ject is still a factor in chirography is shown in almost
all writings ; for example by the frequent failure to dot

.ﬁi_.--a._-h« Vi



3

the letter i, and either bylnnntrﬁssing the t, or doing
by long loops and swirls.

¥ Pgncn%xngx, properly speaking, began about the
eighth century A.D., but was not fixed until after the
invention of printing. Points of various kinds were
used after each word so far back as the oldest inscrip-
tions. These dots were sometimes single, sometimes
double or triple (in the form of a triangle) or quad-
ruple (in the form of a square, though also occasion-
ally placed in the form of a circle, diamond, etc., etc.).
But the object was to separate words, not parts or
entire sentences, and hence it was not punctuation.
One author, Aristophanes of Byzantium, in the sec-
ond century B.C., used a dot at the top of the end of
a complete sentence; for an incomplete sentence,
corresponding to our own semicolon or colon, he
placed the point as we place our period; correspond-
ing to our comma he placed the dot at the middle of
the space. The example of Aristophanes, however,
was little followed—a commentary upon the intelli-
gence and conservatism of the copyists—and most
of the manuscripts of the middle ages are poorly or
not at all punctuated. In Caxton’'s Mallory's Lemorte
darthur the sole punctuation sign 1s a slanting
line, and an occasional reversed capital D, or para-
graph sign.

Tue Oricin oF MobpeErnNn PuxcruaTion MARKS
is strangell:\lr omitted in the treatises and cyclopedias.
Only in the last edition of Chambers have I been
able to find anything approximating an explanation
of, or even suggesting, their evolution. It thus trans-
pires that students of evolution, history, and embry-
ology, while spending their lives in studying the origin
of worlds or organisms, are indifferent to the origins of
the letters, punctuation marks, signs, and symbols
they make use of, every time pen is placed on paper.
The fact seems to be that our modern punctuation
marks are the conventionalized relics of some of the
most used contractions of the medieval copyists, With
the increasing demand for books, as I have before
said, the necessity of lessening the cost of material
and of labor, united with laziness to develop crowded
writing and the tremendous system of contractions.
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Tue LicATURE, DIERESIS, UMLAUT, CIRCUMFLEX,
gTc.—The horizontal line above was an early sign of
omission of letters, as e. g., ¢ for cum, adt for autem, @
for annos, etc. It probably arose from an earlier custom
of the scribes of placing such a line above an errone-
ous letter, syllable, or words, to be erased later. To
avoid the writing of the second one of a double letter,
this line was drawn over the first, and the second was
omitted—e.g., suma for summa, etc. The line in case
of  first, and then of », was but a rapid and cursive
way of making the uncial » or z above the preceding
letter ; at first it was a waving line, our circumflex’, and
then it became straight as a typical sign. This line was
also used as a ligature of @and @, at present still used,
and which was a mere picture of the linking or binding
of the twoletters. We still use the line above vowels to
indicate their long sound, the modern significance not
being essentially different from that of the elder. At
a later date the scribes also used the line, which is
only a hastily-written ligature, or letter sz, over the
last letter of many contracted words, ¢.g., gm for guo-
niam, gio for quomodo (or quoniam), etc. The two
dots of the dieresis and umlaut, which were but hur-
ried and habitually-shortened ligatures, finally came
to denote the separate pronunciation of the shortened
and contracted syllables, in which a letter or syllable
(as in zoodlogy, cooperation, etc.) was omitted. Inour
medical sign, @@, the omitted » is indicated by the
straight lines above,

Tue Periop anp THE Coron.—The Latin scribes
had alarge number of words to copy,ending in -»z2us and
-nus. To savelabor and space, they began the contrac-
tion-process by writing these terminals thus: 7, 2,
in which the # was half made and crossed with the long
s,or /. It was not long, of course, before the last trace
of the « disappeared, and the long / was reduced to the
two dots of its head and tail, that is, our colon, so that
mt : stood for -mus, &: for dus, etc. It was atlast seen
that the upper dot was useless, and its omission left us

* The circumflex, or straight line, was not always written horizontally. For
instance, JEOY was the contraction for suorum, in-which J6 represented the

letter », and ., crossed by cursive m, passed through the = |, or circumfex and
straight line to the vertical line,
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TuE SEMICOLON is what remains to us of the elision
of -ue and -e# at the end of many Latin words. It was
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Urlgllmlly written thus, ; or w1th the comma reversed,
In which the reversed comma is the hur ried and con-

-
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about the eighth century, and were fixed and uniform
by the fourteenth century. There is some doubt as
to the origin of the forms, but the same principles of
contraction and conventionalization probably hold
here as in other signs.

MisceLLANEOUSs.—Several mathematic signs also
illustrate the methods by which contractions are con-
ventionalized. In many large commercial signboards
the & of Brown & Co. will show plainly the original
Latin conjunction Et, the 7 being somewhat short-
ened. The steps by which the sign +, or plus, came
from et, are shown by the series :

ET.E7, 828 6 6% %+

In the Domesday Book e was made thus, 7, and
older forms were #, ¥, etc.

TueE Comma.—The professional writers had a special
sign for the omission ‘of the final syllable -us, so com-
mon in Latin. In the earliest MSS5. this was made
thus, 7, in which 1s still plainly visible the concavity
of the #, and the long s tailed to it. In writing this
hastily, the open concavity became closed, resulting
in the sign, 3. Thus, &9 stood for ejus, ommezs for
omnibus, etc. This sign 1s so similar to our comma,
that the suggestion seems irresistible that our comma
was adapted from this conventionalized 3 or . This
sign was also used for -¢7, as e.g., in the sign for can-
cer, in the table appended. It is possible that our
comma may have arisen by cutting off the upper part
of the semicolon, as our period came from leaving o
the upper part of the colon, but the first suggestion
seems the more probabje.

TuHe APoSTROPHE was at first a small letter, the
cursive #, written above the space or previous letter,
to denote the omission of #, or a syllable with 7 in it,
such as e», or #2. The slovenliness of the writers is
exhibited in the fact that they did not take the pen
from paper to make the apostrophe, but made a scrawl-
ing line up to the sign, and again back to the next letter
in order, That the semicolon was sometimes used to
indicate the omission of e7 is shown in the words,
aer, @ther, etc., of the old table reproduced.

Just as the circumflex accent, derived originally
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from the letter #z, passed intc_u a ‘wave-line, and then
into a horizontal bar, so the initial letter »: of the
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word minus became such a bar, and is called by us
TRTRNUS,

It seems probable that the sign =+ (divided by)
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Esse was at first written in this way : .e., in which
two dots represent each an ¢, and the two wave-lines
each a long s. This became —. by stralghtenlng‘thta
curving s lines, and finally the two dots were elimi-
nated, leaving our sign =, equal to. Other similar
forms were — s for esses, =1 for esset,and = mg for
eSSEMUS. : \ :

In b, for Zibra, pounds, the horizontal line, denoting
a contraction or omission, is made across the / and
in £, the two bars denote the double omission. The
letter s, for shillings (solidi), formerly had a bar over
it, 5, and the & of pence (denarii), had its cross, a,
both now economically omitted.

TeE “Dorring” ofF Dicits, I, and J, AND THE
«TarLiNg” ofF THE J, Erc.—With the compression
of writing, confusion would arise, the letter z not be-
ing easily distinguishable from the upright strokes of
other letters. To prevent this the 7z's were dotted.
The dotting of the digits in prescriptions is probably
due to the same necessity of avoiding mistakes, and
was made doubly emphatic by counting aloud as the
digits were dotted. The force of conservatism is
shown by the continuance of the habit of dotting the
J, when the tailing of the / made it into a /.
Although by this tailing the dot became unnecessary
the dotting was kept up. I suppose the tailing of
the last of more than one digit in prescriptions was
due to the natural desire of a “flourish” at the end
of a word, combined with the distinction and clear-
ness gained by thus differentiating the last figure of
a number.

THE Z v Viz, aND IN Oz, has puzzled a great
many people. It is simply the rapidly cursive man-
ner of making the semicolon tvhose origin has been
explained) without removing the pen from the paper.
It is not a-::curate]{ pictured by the letter z used by
modern printers, who save a font of type by using the
letter which comes nearest the written conventional-
ism. In the old table of “Chymical Signs” I have
reproduced, the sign of uncia shows the original man-
ner of making the semicolon, which was doubtless
3, t.e., the dot and comma connected by a curved
line, and the tail to the comma not so long as with
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PRESCRIPTION SIGNS,—The paragraphs preceding
the last one prepared the mind to understand the
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origin of viz,, and oz, and the explanations of these
two contractions were fiecessary to understand the
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signs used by physicians for drams and ounces. The
first stroke of the sign, 3 is the straightened out # of
uncia, and the remainder of the figure is simply our
old, now well-understood, slurred, cursive semicolon.
In the sign for drachma the & has entirely disap-
peared and the sign of the contraction has become
the sign of the whole word,—the Cheshire cat has
vanished, leaving only its grin !

The sign gr., used for grain, has not suffered, but
in that for scruple (3), the long / is crossed by the
cursive 1, and the whole conventionalized beyond the
recognition of those indifferent to evolution. The
sign for one-half, dﬁ, is, of course, the contraction of
semisiss, composed of the long and the short s.

By observing the sign in the appended table for
REE?E:?E, it will be noticed that the first given, I, is made
cursive and conventional in the second, %Z. This in-
indicates what is undoubtedly true, that the sign with

which we head our prescriptions is not the symbol of -

Jupiter representing an invocation to that deity, but
i1s simply the initial letter of Recipe crossed with the
ligature denoting a shortening or contraction.

From an old medical dictionary (Motherby's), I
have extracted two quarto pages of “ Chymical
Signs,” which make eight pages of ordinary duodeci-

mo size, I have reproduced these here in order to

illustrate the methods and objects in the sign-making
which was so popular in the middle ages. In the
first place one gets a glimpse of the desire to keep
from patients the nature of the remedy being used,
and to illustrate the proverb omne ignotum pro mag-
nifico. To stimulate the belief in the mystery and
efficacy of the science, so-called, was a method of in-
creasing the respect of the people for claptrap, or at
best for the crudest empiricism. The fact is com-
mended to those who argue for the retention of Latin
in our prescription-writing. A study of the table
will throw not a little light on the principles and
methods of making contractions, and of the evolution
of signs,

—




