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Towards Fundamental Principles  
for Creating the Electronic Corpus

of Serbian Medieval Charters and Letters

Vladimir R. Polomac

Abstract: The paper defines the elementary principles for creating an electronic corpus 
of Serbian medieval charters and letters. The commitment to the principle of maximum 
representativeness of the corpus of medieval charters and letters, determined entirely 
by the preserved written legacy (based on manuscripts, microfilms or photographs), 
excludes the indispensability of applying the principle of balance, while simultaneously 
satisfying the principle of reliability, since charters and letters known solely by the 
edition are not included in the corpus. The selection of texts is done according to the 
diplomatic criterion by excluding the transcripts and copies of documents already 
available in the original, as well as later transcripts, chronologically and linguistically 
distant from the assumed original. This approach to the selection of texts is justified by 
the size of the corpus, as well as by the exceptional cultural and historical significance 
of medieval charters and letters. The definition of the metadata about corpus texts is 
determined by their general diplomatic properties, as well as the corpus search needs 
for diatopic, diachronic and genre variations. Conversion of texts into electronic form 
strives for fidelity to the original, encompassing the preservation of abbreviations, 
superscript letters and original punctuation, as well as the absence of accent marks and 
contemporary rules of capitalization.

Keywords: Historical Corpus Linguistics, Old Serbian language, Serbian Church
Slavonic, Serbian Medieval Charters and Letters, 12th–16th century.

1. Introduction

Although the beginnings of corpus linguistics in Serbia can be traced back to the 
end of the sixth decade of the 20th century and the compilation of the pre-electronic 
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historical corpus of the Serbian language at the Institute for Experimental Phonetics 
and Speech Pathology in Belgrade managed by Đ. Kostić, no significant attention 
was paid to this issue in Serbian linguistics in the following decades and even until 
today.1 The project by Đ. Kostić, conceived fairly ambitiously at the time, was 
suspended as early as 1962 due to the cessation of funding, only to be renewed in the 
mid-1990s due to the incentive of his son A. Kostić (2003: 260–263). Collaborators 
on the renewed project digitalized the existing project resources, modernized the 
system of grammatical annotation of texts and published eight frequency dictionaries 
of Serbian Church Slavonic sources (Kostić 2003: 263–264) in a paperback version 
accompanied by texts in electronic form, searchable by various criteria using a special 
software application.2 Besides the fact that this corpus is not publicly available on the 
Internet, its fundamental methodological drawback is the selection of texts which 
does not adequately represent the Serbian language of the 12th–18th centuries. The 
texts written in the Serbian Church Slavonic language dominate the corpus belonging 
to the 12th–18th centuries, while the representations of texts written in the Serbian 
language are based only on the edition of charters and letters of Lj. Stojanović (1929 
and 1934).

Having the aforementioned shortcomings of Kostić’s corpus in mind, as well 
as the previous experience in developing historical electronic corpora of Slavic 
languages,3 the main goal of our study is (а) to define the historical corpus of the 
Serbian language and the position of medieval charters and letters in it especially 
with regard to the principles of representativeness, reliability and balance of 
historical corpora,4 as well as (b) to define the fundamental principles for the 
preparation and collection of texts of medieval charters and letters for the corpus.5 

1 A brief history of corpus linguistics in Serbia is given by Utvić 2013: 51–55. On the need and 
principles of forming the corpus of the Old Serbian language, cf. Pavlović 2009.

2 The software application was presented in detail in Kostić and Vitić 2015.
3 Without claiming bibliographic exhaustiveness, here we refer only to Baranov 2019; Hansack 

et al. 2016; Kapetanović 2007; Kučera 1999; Kučera 2002: 249–250; Meyer 2012; Totomanova 2017, 
then on the historical subcorpora of the Russian NCRL: http://www.ruscorpora.ru/search-old_rus.html 
– and the Czech national corpus: http://ucnk.korpus.cz/diakorp.php,  then to PROIEL – a parallel corpus 
of translations of the New Testament in Old Indo-European languages: http://foni.uio.no:3000/users/
sign_in,  in which the Zograf Gospel, the Gospel of Mary and the Codex Suprasliensis are presented, as 
well as on TOROT – https://nestor.uit.no – a continuation of the PROIEL corpus, in which Old Russian 
texts are attached to Old Church Slavonic manuscripts.

4 See more details on these principles in Biber 1993; Nelson 2010: 56–60; Pavlović 2009: 136–
137; Utvić 2013: 16–17, 20–21.

5 The basic principles of orthographic normalization of the text, as well as the principles of 
lemmatization and annotation of medieval charters and letters will be considered in separate papers. The 
issue of corpus visualization, as well as the choice of search technology, deserves special consideration.
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Having in mind that Serbian medieval charters and letters represent the most 
important and extensive subcorpus of the historical electronic corpus of the Serbian 
language, defining the aforementioned elementary principles for the compilation 
of this subcorpus would be useful for building the historical electronic corpora 
of the Serbian language as a whole. The ensuing remarks represent the result of 
the lengthy and extensive investigation of charters and letters of the 14th and 15th 
centuries from the perspective of historical dialectology of the Serbian language 
and the history of the Serbian literary language (cf. only Polomac 2016; 2017),  
as well as the engagement in the preparation of texts of medieval charters and  
letters for the Dictionary of Serbian language of the 12th–18th century, a long-
term project realized within the Matica Srpska in Novi Sad and led by Jasmina  
Grković-Major.

2. Serbian Diachronic Corpus and Medieval Charters
and Letters

2.1. Corpus Definition and Text Selection

The historical corpus of the Serbian language would consist of all the 
documents written in one of the folk idioms of the Štokavian dialect, regardless 
of the document script or the religion of the scribe. The lower chronological limit 
of this corpus is determined by the oldest preserved documents from the end of 
the 12th century, while the upper limit is the end of the 18th century, all the way to 
the documents included in the Dictionary of the Serbo-Croatian Language of the 
Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts. Within the historical corpus of the Serbian 
language defined thus, the subcorpus of medieval charters and letters, with its 
antiquity, scope and dominant use of the Serbian language (in relation to Serbian 
Church Slavonic), stands out as the most important source for the history of the 
Serbian language in the Middle Ages. As such, it should consequently represent the 
outset for the compilation of a referential historical electronic corpus of the Serbian 
language, too.

When creating an electronic corpus of Serbian medieval charters and letters, 
it seems necessary to first consider the question of whether all the preserved texts 
should be included in the corpus or their selection is to adhere to the principles of 
representativeness and balance. Since the corpus of medieval charters and letters is 
primarily approached with the general goal of creating a specialized electronic resource 
that should enable (a) the development of reference grammars and lexicographic 
handbooks of the Serbian language (historical grammar, historical dictionary, 
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specialized historical dictionaries of personal and geographical names),6 as well as (b) 
the comparison of the Old Serbian language with other Slavic languages (primarily 
Old Church Slavonic, Old Russian and Old Czech) in order to reconstruct the Proto-
Slavic language structures maximum representativeness is sought by including all 
charters and letters preserved based on manuscripts, microfilms or photographs.7 
Excluding charters and letters known solely based on the edition would satisfy the 
principle of reliability of the historical electronic corpus. The ideal of maximum 
representativeness of the corpus of medieval charters and letters determined by the 
preservation of written heritage in its entirety excludes the application of the principle 
of balance.

The selection of texts could be done only according to the diplomatic criterion 
by excluding transcripts and copies of charters and letters from the corpus that are 
already available in the original or later transcripts, chronologically and linguistically 
distant from the presumed original. Such an approach to the selection of documents 
is justified by the size of the corpus, as well as the exceptional cultural and historical 
significance of medieval charters and letters, which accounts for the undoubted 
need to present every available text in its entirety in electronic form. The decision 
to include all the texts that meet the genre and diplomatic criteria in the electronic 
corpus – alongside texts written in their entirety or predominantly in Serbian – 
assumes the inclusion of texts written in Serbian Church Slavonic, as well. Potential 
preference of the linguistic over the genre criterion when choosing texts would be 
difficult to implement in practice since Serbian and Serbian Church Slavonic are 
used complementary in accordance with the principle of homogeneous diglossia in 
different types of texts (e.g. in charters addressed to monasteries),8 where switching 
from one to another idiom often occurs within the same sentence using hybrid forms.9 
The principle of selecting texts according to the genre criterion does not exclude 
the possibility of separating Serbian and Serbian Church Slavonic material through 
different corpus search options. Due to the fact that the use of two linguistic idioms 

6 S. Pavlović (2009: 135) points to the considerable falling behind of Serbian linguistics in this 
domain, stating that despite the great achievements of structural linguistics in the 20th century, we 
remained deprived of corpus-based historical phonology, historical morphology, historical derivatology, 
historical syntax, and historical vocabulary, which positions us at the back of the line of European 
national philology.

7 At this point, it is very difficult to precisely determine the size of the corpus. We assume that the 
corpus will contain at least 800,000 tokens.

8 On the use of Serbian Church Slavonic and Old Serbian   in texts of different genres of Serbian 
medieval literacy in accordance with the principle of homogeneous diglossia, for more detail see 
Grković-Mejdžor 2007.

9 More about this in Ivić 2016: 109; and Polomac 2016: 495.
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is invariably conditioned by the genre and diplomatic structure of the charter, by 
narrowing the search according to these criteria one can indirectly track the variation 
of a certain linguistic feature in the corpus according to the linguistic criterion. Thus 
– if the research question so requires – the search can be conducted on a certain
genre exclusively, or even more specifically on smaller textual units within the 
genre (protocol, text and/or eschatocol (ending)). This approach requires providing 
texts with appropriate metadata in advance, as well as labelling textual units within 
charters and letters.

Along with the overview of the medieval linguistic situation among Serbs 
determined by the use of homogeneous diglossia, when selecting texts for the corpus, 
it is necessary to refer to the contemporary linguistic situation conditioned by the 
emergence of new states and standard languages after the breakup of the former 
Yugoslavia. The new linguistic situation had no implications for the selection of texts 
for our corpus. The selection of texts is determined by the script criterion (Cyrillic 
texts) and language (texts written in Serbian (Štokavian dialect) or the Serbian 
Church Slavonic language), employing the traditional understanding of this corpus as 
Serbian in European and Serbian Slavic studies of the 19th and 20th centuries,10 as well 
as the mentioning of the Serbian name and language in the very charters and letters 
themselves.11 This procedure, of course, does not deny that parts of this corpus may 
represent the written heritage of other cultures (Croatian, Bosnian and Montenegrin) 
whose standard languages originated from the Štokavian dialect after the break-up of 
the former Yugoslavia.

2.2. Text Registry Formation

After defining the criteria for selecting charters and letters to be incorporated 
in the corpus, it seems a prerequisite to start developing the registries of texts. The 
principal theoretical and methodological issue pertains to the definition of criteria 
based on which charters and letters would be classified and marked in the registry. 
The registries of charters and letters made within the project Dictionary of the 
Serbian language of the 12th–18th century12 of Matica Srpska represent the starting 
point and foundation of the research. In these registries, charters and letters are 
marked with abbreviations indicating the archive in which they are located, followed 
by the century 

10 Cf. only Miklosich 1858; Stojanović 1929; Stojanović 1934.
11 For charters and letters of medieval Bosnia, cf. Isailović 2018: 261–282.
12 The authors of the registries are S. Pavlović (charters and letters until the 15th century) and V. 

Savić (Serbian charters from the archives of Mount Athos). We used our own registry for charters and 
letters of the 15th–16th centuries.
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in which they were created and the ordinal number in the registry indicating their 
chronology of origin. Thus, the abbreviation Д XII 1 denotes the oldest document 
from the 12th century: The signature of the Grand Župan Stefan Nemanja and Prince 
Miroslav on a Latin document (September 27th, 1186) located in the State Archives 
in Dubrovnik. In addition to the abbreviation of the document, the registries in 
question also contain the name of the document (with genre explication provided, 
possibly with both the sender and the addressee), more precise time of creation (if 
known), diplomatic status (original, transcript, copy or translation) and information 
on the most famous or available edition. In relation to the mentioned model, the 
registry of texts for the electronic corpus could be significantly simplified by 
omitting data on the archive (not linguistically relevant) and the data on the century 
of creation (this will be stated in the metadata table for each document), i.e. by 
forming a document abbreviation merely by ordinal number in the registry (e.g. 
№1, №2, etc.) which would indicate the chronology of creation. 

The registry of charters and letters for the corpus would cover the period 
whose lower chronological limit includes the oldest preserved texts from the end of 
the 12th century, while the upper limit would be determined by the discontinuation 
of Serbian medieval office activities (late 15th century) and the use of Serbian 
diplomatic correspondence of Turkish, Hungarian, Vlach and Moldavian rulers in 
the 16th century.

3. Towards Fundamental Principles for Preparing and Editing
the Texts for the Corpus

3.1. Metadata Definition

During the definition of the corpus and the principles of making the registry of 
Serbian medieval charters and letters, the basic metadata about the texts were already 
underscored. It is now necessary to consider and expand them in more detail in 
accordance with the standards for coding medieval charters developed within the CEI 
project (see https://www.cei.lmu.de/) as well as in line with the latest achievements 
of Serbian diplomatics.13 

13 Cf. only the following monographs: Porčić 2012; Isailović 2014; Isailović 2015; and Vujošević 
2015.
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The types of metadata will be presented in the following table illustrated on the 
oldest preserved charter in the corpus:

Metadata Value
Abbreviation №2
Title Charter of Ban Kulin to Dubrovnik 
Author Ban Kulin
Recipient Dubrovnik
Diplomatic status Original
General type Charter
Specific purpose type Contract
Date of creation 29th August 1189
Century of creation 12th 
Place of origin /
Region Bosnia
Office Offices of the first Bans
Scribe Radoje Dijak
Edition Mošin–Ćirković–Sindik 2011: 49–52
Recording Đorđić 1991: 65
Text compiler Vladimir Polomac
Date of text compilation 20th  March 2020

Certain types of metadata require a more detailed commentary taking into 
consideration the nature of the corpus and search requirements relevant to the 
research on diatopic, diachronic, and genre variations in the corpus. Bearing in mind 
that the language of Serbian medieval charters and letters predominantly depends on 
who the charters and letters are addressed to, when defining the recipient of charters 
and letters addressed to Dubrovnik, we merely preserved the general determinant 
Dubrovnik (without specifying particular individuals), which could enable the search 
for linguistic features by this sole criterion. When it comes to the diplomatic status of 
texts, we have already mentioned that the originals, along with transcripts and copies 
(belonging to the time of the creation of the original) for documents whose original 
we do not know, as well as translations, are taken into account. In determining the 
typological (genre and sub-genre) affiliation of the texts, we were guided by the 
diplomatic criteria elaborated in Porčić 2012 and Isailović 2014. Considering the 
general form, the texts from the territory of medieval Serbia are defined as charters 
(documents which grant or confirm a permanent right or which oblige the author 
(originator) to respect the right regulated by a contract) or letters (documents relating 
to the current administration and correspondence, with a basic purpose of conveying 
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information), and considering forms for specific purposes, as grants, contracts, 
receipts, notifications, powers of attorney, passes, orders and verdicts.14 The same 
criteria determine the texts from the territory of medieval Bosnia: charters, letters, 
notes and wills belong to general forms, while grants, contracts, receipts, notifications, 
powers of attorney, verdicts and testaments belong to the texts for specific purposes.15 
Since the date of creation is not always stated in charters and letters, the category of 
century of creation (XII, XIII, XIV, XV, XVI) was introduced, which allows us to 
search for texts according to this criterion and follow a certain linguistic phenomenon 
in a wider yet still limited time frame. As opposed to the time of creation, the place 
of creation of the document is very rarely stated in the text itself. Therefore, it was 
necessary to attach the data on geographical origin (region) to each document in order 
to be able to monitor diatopic variations in the corpus. The largest group of documents 
can be geographically linked to medieval Dubrovnik, then to the medieval Serbian 
states (Zeta, Hum, Raška, Despotate), as well as medieval Bosnia, and the smallest 
to the territory of medieval Dalmatia. Having in mind that the corpus also includes 
documents created in the 15th and 16th centuries outside the native Serbian territory, 
a smaller number of documents can be geographically linked to Albania, Bulgaria, 
Wallachia, Moldavia, Hungary and Turkey. Within the sets of documents related to 
geographical origin, a narrower differentiation can be established according to the 
offices where the documents originated.16 Exceptions are charters and letters created 
in the Serbian office in Dubrovnik, for which a narrower differentiation can be made 
according to the scribes.17 For each document the information on the most famous 
or most accessible edition is given, as well as the information on the photograph. 
Besides the long tradition of publishing and studying medieval charters and letters, 
it is especially important to underscore the availability of the largest number of 
photographs, both in the collections of archival institutions and scientific projects, 
and, more recently, in virtual archives and the increasing number of diplomatic 
studies.18

14 More details in Porčić 2012: 238–351, 390–402.
15 More details in Isailović 2014: 64–69, 595–608.
16 The examples are the charters and letters of medieval Bosnia in which the offices of the first 

bans (Ban Kulin and Ban Matej Ninoslav), bishops of the Bosnian Church, the ruling family Kotromanić 
and aristocratic families Hrvatinić, Sanković, Nikolić, Pavlović, Kosača, Vlatković, Dinjičić, Borovinić, 
Stančić, Ozrisaljić can be singled out (cf. Isailović 2014: 588–595).

17 It is known e.g. that about 300 letters can be ascribed to Rusko Hristiforović, the Serbian 
chancellor in Dubrovnik (1395–1423).

18 The portal of the European virtual archive https://www.monasterium.net also contains collections 
of Serbian medieval charters and letters at http://monasterium.net:8181/mom/BISANU/collection and 
http://www.bisanu.rs/http://monasterium.net:8181/mom/SerbianRoyalDocumentsDubrovnik/collec-
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3.2. Principles of Converting the Texts into Electronic Form

Since we have already emphasized that the corpus of Serbian medieval 
charters and letters will be formed in accordance with the principle of maximum 
representativeness, the determination to present entire texts in it, and not just selected 
paragraphs, seems natural. When converting the texts into electronic form, we strived 
to make the text as faithful to the original as possible, which means that the charters 
and letters were prepared in original graphics using the BukyVede font that supports 
the Unicode standard, respecting the following crucial principles: a) abbreviations 
and superscripts are adopted according to the original, b) the original punctuation is 
retained, where the dot is always brought to the middle of the line and separated by 
white spaces from the previous word, c) contemporary principles on the use of capital 
letters are not transferred, e) the new line is marked with a vertical line followed by 
a line number in the exponent, e) accent marks are omitted from the text. The edition 
can be illustrated by the example of the abovementioned charter (contract) of the 
Bosnian Ban Kulin to Dubrovnik from 1189:

† ꙋ име ѡца и сн҃а : и ст҃ога дх҃а ѣ бань : бо|2сьньски кꙋлинь : присезаю    ⷮбꙴѣ  кнеже |3 
крьвашꙋ : и вьсѣмь граꙉамь дꙋбровьч|4амь : правы : приѣтель : быти вамь |5 ѡⷣь селѣ : 
и до вѣка : и правь гои дрьжати |6 сь вами : и правꙋ : вѣрꙋ : до кола сьмь живь : вь|7си 
дꙋбровьчане : кире ходе : по моемꙋ владани|8ю : трьгꙋюке : годѣ си кто : хоке : 
крѣвати : го|9дѣ си кто мине : правовь вѣровь и правымь : срь҃|10дьцемь : дрьжати е : 
безь вьсакое зледи : раз|11вѣ що ми кто : да вⷭоевь воловь покⷧонь : и да имь  |12 не бꙋде : 
ѡⷣь моихь : чьстьниковь : силе : и до колѣ : |13 ꙋ мне бꙋдꙋ : дати имь : сьвѣть : и помокь 
какоре : и се|14бѣ коликоре моге : безь вьсега : зьлога примы|15сла : тако ми бж҃е помагаи : 
и сие ст҃о еваньгелие : |16 ѣ радое : диѣкь бань : писахь сию : книгꙋ : повеловь |17 бановь : 
ѡⷣь рожьстⷡа : хв҃а : тисꙋка : и сьто : и ѡсм|18ьдесеть : и деветь : лѣть : мѣсе҃ца : 
авьгꙋста : |19 ꙋ дьвадесети : и деветы : дн҃ь : ꙋсѣчение : гла|20ве : иѡвана : крьститела ⸓

tion. Among recent diplomatic studies, it seems indispensible to mention the papers published in the 
journals Stari srpski arhiv (engl. Old Serbian Archive) and Građa o prošlosti Bosne (orig. Matériauh

pour lʼ histoire de Bosnie), the monograph by Porčić 2017, as well as the current project Serbian Digital 

Collection of Charters and Letters, which is being developed at the Balkan Institute of Serbian Academy 
of Sciences and Arts (SANU).
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4. Prospective and Future Tasks

Further work on the conversion of texts of charters and letters in electronic 
form could be significantly accelerated by the use of technology for automatic 
text recognition in accordance with the principles set out in the paper by A. Rabus 
(2019). In parallel with this work, the definition of the principles of orthographic 
normalization, lemmatization and annotation of texts lie in perspective, as well as the 
publication of the first version of the corpus.19
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