Extracts from Thomas Shelton’s Tachygraphy or Short-Writing (1647)

Kate Loveman

Thomas Shelton devised a shorthand system called ‘tachygraphy’ in the 1620s. It

appeared in lots of editions across the seventeenth century. This is the system that

Samuel Pepys learned and used for his diary. Extracts here are from the 1647
Cambridge edition.

There are symbols for letters:
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There are symbols for common beginnings and endings of words
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There are symbols for common words (or words common in sermons). Here are some
examples:
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Vowels
When writing shorthand words, you join symbols together.

However, to show vowels in the middle or at the ends of words, you don’t write the letter
symbol for that vowel. Instead, you take your pen off the page, and then start the next
symbol in a position that signals the vowel.

Here are Shelton’s tables to illustrate the vowel positions around the symbols for ‘b’ (a
vertical straight line), ‘t’ (a line sloping down), and ‘m’ (a line sloping up).

So, to write ‘bat’, you would write the
e symbol for ‘b’ (|) and then put the
symbol for t (/) directly above it.
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To write ‘bet’, you would write the ‘b’
o symbol and put the ‘t’ symbol towards
the top right of it.

Vowels positions around ‘t’: Vowel positions around ‘m’
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