Dear Students:
Welcome to our transcribathon! I expect this to be one of the hardest things you have recently
attempted in an English class, but it should provide a wonderful opportunity for perseverance and
conquest. It is also one of the longest-lasting activities you may undertake while studying at college:
while many of your other assignments will disappear later, the pages you transcribe today may be
read and studied by scholars for years—even decades—to come.
If you join my open transcribathon sessions, I will walk you through the following steps in person as
often as needed, but if you are attempting this from home in order to earn extra credit, I hope that
you will find these directions as easy to follow as possible.
CONTEXT
In our October 25 transcribathon, we will be working on a miscellany started in the 1630s and later
owned by a man named Joseph Hall. The first two scribes copied down many pages of poetry,
prose, recipes, and other materials. About two hundred years later, a scholar and forger named John
Payne Collier wrote some poems that he thought he could pass off as being from the Renaissance,
and these are also in the book (he wrote them on any blank pages he could find in Renaissance
manuscripts). If you are reading V.a.339, you can tell the difference because most of Collier’s are
pretty well spread out on the page, while the original scribes wrote very, very tightly. (Collier also
used an ink that has not aged well and looks very orange in person, though it’s harder to see the
difference in the digital images).

L: The first two scribes’ cramped writing.

R: Collier’s better-spaced forgeries

The Folger Shakespeare Library bought this manuscript and it now lives in their vault in
Washington, D.C. They have a lot of manuscripts, catalogued by size and accession, so this one is
referred to as V.a.339. The V.a. tells you that it is small (14 cm tall by 9 cm wide). So, when it is
closed, it is just a little taller and wider than your smartphone. Fortunately, we have great images that
can be zoomed in.
Modern books tend to number pages sequentially. In most of your modern books, if you open to
the middle, that is called a page spread, and in most page spreads, odd-numbered pages are on the
right, and even-numbered pages are on the left. Joseph Hall’s miscellany does not follow this rule:
librarians have numbered every leaf (the front and back sides of a page). The front of the leaf is

abbreviated with the letter “r” (for recto, which means the right-hand page), and the back is
abbreviated “v” (for verso, which is related to the word “reverse” and describes the back side).
You may notice that some of the leaf numbers are out of order. When the Folger had the book
rebound in 1960, the binder got two gatherings mixed up. That’s why one page spread shows leaf
(or folio) 211v on the left and 217r on the right. For the same reason, folios 224v and 212r now face
one another.
PROCESS
I. The first thing you should do is look at all the images of V.a.339 on the Folger’s webpage.
https://luna.folger.edu/luna/servlet/view/search/where/V.a.339?q=V.a.339
Find two or three page spreads that look interesting, and note their page numbers (look at the guide
to the letters and numbers on the first page of this handout as needed).
If you are having trouble finding useful pages, you can look at some of the following resources to
see what types of things are available in the manuscript. (All these links are also on the EMPOP
website at https://empop.hypotheses.org/v-a-339 )
•

•

The first lines of all the poems in V.a.339.
https://firstlines.folger.edu/advancedSearch.php?sort=fol&val1=V.a.339&col1=shelfmark1
#results
A description of the most commonly taught and studied contents. http://www.celmms.org.uk/repositories/folger-v-a-300.html#folger-v-a-300_id371499

II. When you have found some pages that look interesting (and semi-legible), you’ll go to our
transcription page: https://transcribe.folger.edu/
You’ll need to enter your name. (If you hope to receive class credit, please enter your real name).

III. After entering your name, scroll down and select “EMPOP.”

IV. Once you have found the list of pages, look to see how many people have started (and
completed) the page spreads you selected. Choose the preferred spread with the fewest contributors.
(Note that once you have begun a page spread, it belongs to you forever!) Click on it.
V. When you have chosen your page, start to type the letters and words from your chosen page(s)
into the floating box.
As you type, click the “Save” button as often as possible.
It is important to type exactly the letters (or abbreviations) that you see: if you think a word is
misspelled, don’t correct it.
(Here’s part of a page I transcribed for a transcribathon last month. See how I have typed “handfull”
the way Jane Dawson did, even though it’s no longer the recommended spelling for that word.)

If you need to stop mid-transcription, you can click “Save” and then come back to your
transcription, even if it is on another computer. Make sure you note what pages you chose!

VI. If you have trouble figuring out a word, you can look for the same page on Luna, which lets you
zoom in much more closely. You can also look at the alphabet of letters that the main V.a.339 scribe
used. I find it useful to look for other instances of the same shape on a page. If you can find a
matching shape in another word and figure out that word from context and the other letters, you
may be able to make a much better guess about the puzzling shape.
If you are working at a site with an instructor, don’t be afraid to ask for help! We will often be able
to put difficult images on a projector so you can see more closely, and also to answer questions or
give suggestions.
Many people around the world will be working on this transcribathon, so please also feel free to
share your discoveries and hard work on social media. The Early Modern Poetry Online Project
(EMPOP), which is organizing the transcribathon, has designated the hashtag #EMPOPstars for
this event, so please do feel free to share, ask for help, or make suggestions for other students along
the way!
VII. When you are finished, you can use some of the other buttons to indicate titles, labels
abbreviations, and the author (if noted). Don’t worry if these are hard: getting the transcription right
is the most important part. If you are struggling with labels, you can ask me, but you may skip this
step if it is too daunting.
When you are happy with what you have done, click “Done” to save it.

(If you realize you have made a mistake, you can re-enter the document and correct it, then click
“Save” and “Done” again).

IX. If you are transcribing for Dr. Acker and want credit for this activity, please copy and paste your
whole transcription into a Word document when you are finished for the day.
Label each block of text with the appropriate folio number.
Save the file and upload it to the indicated spot on our course website.

RESOURCES AND REFERENCES
If my directions are confusing in any part, you can look at the directions on the EMPOP website:
https://empop.hypotheses.org/transcribathon
If you are interested in Collier’s forgeries, there is a list here:
http://www.csufresno.edu/folklore/Olson/COLLIER.HTM
If you’d like to know how scholars talk about manuscripts, here is an article by Dr. Angus Vine, who
teaches at the University of Stirling in Scotland:
https://dspace.stir.ac.uk/handle/1893/23064#.W8uhXaMnaia
(This may be helpful to you as you think about your own commonplace books).

