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Old Wine into New Skins: 

The Charters Database Diplomatarium Serbicum Digitale 
 

Žarko Vujošević (Belgrade, Serbia) 

 

 

 

The topic of the following paper is the digital database of Serbian medieval 

charters and letters named Diplomatarium Serbicum Digitale (DSD), which has 

been developed at the Institute for Balkan Studies of the Serbian Academy of 

Sciences and Arts since 2015. After an introduction to the current matters of 

Serbian diplomatics, the database will be presented through its different issues: 

as a work-in-progress in frames of international cooperation; as a virtual archive 

of the Serbian medieval document production; as a toolkit for diplomatists and 

medievalists with its most important technical and research aspects.  

Due to specific historical circumstances, the preserved documentary heritage 

of medieval South-East Europe is relatively small. This especially applies for the 

countries with dominating Slavic languages with quite unequal state of diplo-

matic tradition. In the case of Serbia it comprises around 600 diplomatic units, 

Bosnia has about 400, while Bulgarian stock does not exceed moderate 30 cop-

ies.1 The most complex corpus originates from Serbia with the earliest authentic 

 
1  The still classic and most entirely study on Serbian diplomatics: Stanoje Stanojević, Studije o 

srpskoj diplomatici 1–28 (Glas Srpske Kraljevske Akademije 90–169, Beograd 1912–1935). A brief 
report on academic, editing and research issues: Žarko Vujošević, Diplomatik in Serbien und Mon-
tenegro, in: Archiv für Diplomatik, Schriftgeschichte, Siegel- und Wappenkunde 52 (Köln/Weimar/ 
Wien 2006) 531–540. Papers dealing with the Serbian medieval diplomatic production: Ljubomir 
Maksimović, Das Kanzleiwesen der serbischen Herrscher, in: Kanzleiwesen und Kanzleisprachen 
im östlichen Europa, ed. Christian Hannick (Archiv für Diplomatik, Schriftgeschichte, Siegel- und 
Wappenkunde, Beiheft 6, Köln/Weimar/Wien 1999) 25–54; Žarko Vujošević/Nebojša Porčić/Dragić 
M. Živojinović, Das serbische Kanzleiwesen. Die Herausforderung der digitalen Diplomatik, in: 
Digital Diplomatics. The Computer as a Tool for the Diplomatist?, ed. Antonella Ambrosio/Sébas-
tien Barret/Georg Vogeler (Archiv für Diplomatik, Schriftgeschichte, Siegel- und Wappenkunde, 
Beiheft 14, Köln/Weimar/Wien 2014) 133–147. 
The list of the charters and letters issued by medieval Bosnian rulers and regional lords: Milko 
Brković, Srednjovjekovna Bosna i Hum. Identitet i kontinuitet (Mostar 22010) 286–324. On chan-
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examples dating from the late 12th century and the greatest concentration from 

the mid-14th to the early 15th century. About 330 of these are documents issued 

by the highest authority – the rulers of medieval Serbia, while the rest are from 

regional lords, ecclesiastic dignitaries and various individuals.2 Typologically, 

the material is very diverse. It includes foundation and donation charters for 

monasteries and churches, international treaties, grants of privileges to temporal 

addressees, various correspondence and some other documentary genres. The 

picture is made additionally complex by the presence and mutual interaction of 

all three main European document-making traditions of the period – Greek, Lat-

in, and the autochthonous Slavic (of Serbian redaction). According to this, docu-

ments are also preserved in three languages.3 

This combination of relative scarcity and internal complexity of the material 

is compounded by wide geographic dispersion of preserved specimens, which 

also means difficult access to the documents.4 The biggest treasures of Serbian 

medieval charters and letters are situated abroad, as the State Archives in Du-

brovnik (Croatia) and different monasteries of the Mount Athos are keeping 

about 65% of them, while in Serbia itself can be found only 5%. All the men-

tioned circumstances have had a negative effect on diplomatic studies in Serbia. 

As there is neither one complete collection of editions nor a published catalogue 

with descriptions of document features relevant for research, the systematic 

examination of diplomatic production in medieval Serbia is a difficult task.5 

 
ceries in medieval Bosnia: Neven Isailović, Vladarske kancelarije u srednjovekovnoj Bosni (manu-
script of the doctoral thesis, Belgrade 2014). 
An overview of preserved Bulgarian medieval documentary production: Bulgarian Medieval Doc-
uments. The Second Bulgarian Empire, ed. Dragić M. Živojinović (the collection on the charters 
portal Monasterium, URL: <http://monasterium.net/mom/MedDocBulgEmp/collection>, July 2018). 
Edition of the donation charters issued by Bulgarian emperors: Angelina Daskalova/Marija Raiko-
va, Gramoti na balgarskite care (Sofija 2005). 

2  The list of the 325 charters and letters issued by Serbian rulers: Žarko Vujošević, Srpska vladarska 
kancelarija u srednjem veku. Studija iz uporedne diplomatike (manuscript of the doctoral thesis, 
Belgrade 2016) 83–106. 

3  About 80 % of the material is originally written in Slavic, 12 % in Greek and 8 % in Latin language: 
Vujošević/Porčić/Živojinović, Kanzleiwesen 142. 

4  See dispersion maps and commentary ibid. 134–136. 
5  Detailed report on edition projects: Vujošević, Diplomatik 533–537, cf. Vujošević/Porčić/Živojino-

vić, Kanzleiwesen 134, 137. The old project of a Codex diplomaticus in the Serbian Academy of 
Sciences and Arts resulted finally in a first volume: Zbornik srednjovekovnih cirilickih povelja i 
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Moreover, about 20% of charters are not included in collections, while several 

items have never been published in full or even at all. Therefore, researchers 

have mostly concerned themselves with smaller corpora of related documents or 

individual items, while comprehensive scholarly assessment and thereby also 

general information about the documentary heritage of the Serbian Middle Ages 

is still missing. In terms of diplomatic research, the most remarkable conse-

quences are inability to establish general criteria of document authenticity and – 

according to this – inability to define the patterns of the document-making. 

The Institute for Balkan Studies of the SASA is trying to fill this void by mak-

ing use of the advantages presented by modern information technology in the 

field of data storage, accessibility and handling. To that effect, the Institute be-

came a consortium member of the international project named “Community as 

Opportunity: The archives’ and users’ network” (co:op), which has started in De-

cember 2014 with a financial support of the European Commission and is about 

to finish in November 2018.6 The main activity of the Institute within the project 

is the digital publishing of medieval documentary heritage of Serbia and its 

neighborhood, as well as making it, where digitally possible accessible. This task 

has been realised in two ways: 1) by successive presentation of the selected ma-

terial in the web portal Monasterium, the biggest European virtual archive of me-

dieval and early modern charters;7 2) by creating the Institute’s own database, 

named Diplomatarium Serbicum Digitale (DSD). 

As a content provider for Monasterium, the Institute has made available five 

collections of charters issued by Serbian and Bulgarian medieval rulers: 1. Ser-

bian Royal Documents (“Herrscherurkunden”); 2. Serbian Royal Documents at 

the State Archives in Dubrovnik; 3. Serbian Charters in the Archives of Hunga-

ry; 4. Bulgarian Medieval Documents: The Second Bulgarian Empire; 5. Serbian 

 
pisama Srbije, Bosne i Dubrovnika I (1186–1321) (ed. Vladimir Mošin/Sima Ćirković/Dušan Sindik, 
Beograd 2011). It still contains only about 15 % of the material without incorporating the charters 
written in Greek and Latin. 

6  The project website, see URL: <www.coop-project.eu>, July 2018. 
7  The Monasterium portal, launched in 2002, contains at the time over 600,000 charters, unequally 

presented through quality images, archival descriptions, in some extent also through transcrip-
tions (mostly “retro-digitised” old editions) and diplomatic analysis – <http://monasterium.net/ 
mom/home>, July 2018. 
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Medieval Documents in the State Archives of Venice.8 This material is even-

tually to be extended with following planned collections: Documents of Serbian 

rulers preserved in Cetinje (13 charters in the National Museum, 2 in the Cetinje 

Monastery); Serbian medieval charters kept in Belgrade (15 items scattered in 

three institutions: Archives of Serbia, Museum of the Serbian Orthodox Church, 

Archives of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts); Documents of Serbian 

rulers in Mount Athos monasteries (175 documents, of which 98 are in the Hi-

landar monastery;9 microfilms, high quality photos and scans owned by the Ar-

chives of Serbia and the Hilandar foundation in Belgrade).  

While Serbian stocks on the Monasterium portal are only partially presented 

within collections built upon different criteria (some of them by archival, the 

others by “chancery” provenance), the Diplomatarium Serbicum Digitale is a com-

plete digital database of Serbian medieval documentary heritage, considering as 

document issuers all its legal and political subjects. It contains images, diplo-

matic analyses and editions of all preserved charters and letters issued from the 

late 12th to the early 16th century. This virtual archive brings together material 

that is physically dispersed in archives, libraries and private collections through-

out Europe, thus creating currently the only complete “national” archive of me-

dieval documents. Regarding the mentioned fact that one comprehensive char-

ters’ edition is still missing, it would be a big step forward in fulfilling the most 

important task of Serbian diplomatics. Moreover, at the time when digital infor-

mation technologies are increasingly entering the field of processing and pres-

entation of documentary heritage, it seemed that it would be better to shift the 

efforts aimed at producing a traditional printed edition towards producing a 

digital one.10 Simple, quick and reliable access to digitised data can considerably 

 
8  For links in the above given sequence, see URLs: <http://monasterium.net/mom/BISANU/ 

collection>; <http://monasterium.net/mom/SerbianRoyalDocumentsDubrovnik/collection>; as well 
as URLs: <http://monasterium.net/mom/RSChartersHun/collection>; <http://monasterium.net/ 
mom/MedDocBulgEmp/collection>, and <http://monasterium.net/mom/SerbMedDocsInVenice/ 
collection>, July 2018. 

9  The catalogue of the Serbian charters kept in Hilandar with their diplomatic descriptions: Dušan 
Sindik, Srpska srednjovekovna akta u manastiru Hilandaru, in: Hilandarski zbornik 10 (1998) 9–
132. 

10  Among many papers concerning digital diplomatics and charters’ editions, two essential collec-
tions should be mentioned here: Digitale Diplomatik: neue Technologien in der historischen Ar-
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enhance the use of diplomatic sources in research of almost all aspects of the 

medieval Serbian past. This “born digital” project should also give strong en-

couragement to dealing with the inadequately studied key issues relating to the 

functioning of the chancery, that is, the process of document creation. 

The idea of the Diplomatarium Serbicum Digitale has been developing in the 

Institute for Balkan Studies since the beginning of the international cooperation 

with the Monasterium consortium and the ICARUS (International Centre for 

Archival Research) association. This cooperation, especially since 2014 within 

the co:op project funded by the European Commission within the framework of 

Creative Europe Programme and co-financed by the Ministry of Culture and 

Information of the Republic of Serbia, proved to be decisive in some of the key 

aspects of the project realisation: 

1)  partner institutions, mostly national or regional archives, provided access 

to the material preserved abroad and enabled the acquisition of document 

images; 

2)  exchange of experiences and use of already established systems in the field 

of information technologies resulted in the improvement of the technical 

and software aspects of the DSD database;  

3)  participation in such multiannual international project financially support-

ed by the EU creates the necessary preconditions for sustainable teamwork 

involving experts from leading national educational and research institu-

tions (Belgrade University Faculty of Philosophy, Belgrade Institute of His-

tory, National Library of Serbia) as external associates of the Institute. 

There are of course some challenges encountered during the implementation of 

the project. The main difficulty affects collecting information about the scattered 

material and the digital recording/scanning of the documents for which permis-

sion has to be obtained from the owning institutions. 

Concerning the obtainment of the relevant archival materials and the right to 

their digital publication, the Institute for Balkan Studies has had the best expe-

 
beit mit Urkunden, ed. Georg Vogeler (Archiv für Diplomatik, Schriftgeschichte, Siegel- und 
Wappenkunde, Beiheft 12, Köln/Weimar/Wien 2009); Digital Scholarly Editing. Theory, Practice 
and Future Perspectives, ed. Matthew Driscoll/Elena Pierazzo (Cambridge 2016), especially the 
article Patrick Sahle, What is a Scholarly Digital Edition (SDE)?, 19–39. 
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rience with foreign institutions, namely the state archives in Zagreb, Dubrovnik, 

Budapest, Vienna, Bratislava and Bucharest. Most of them are ICARUS members 

and some are also partners in the co:op project. The result, which has to be es-

pecially underlined, was the permission to record and display online the whole 

collection of Serbian charters kept in Dubrovnik, which – with its 209 diplomatic 

units preserved in around 250 copies – makes up more than one third of all the 

material the project is concerned with. Somewhat different experiences with the 

State Archives of Venice, the Cetinje National Museum and the Vatican Secret 

Archives still resulted with the obtainment of requested documents. But the 

most important publishing licenses that are still missing are expected in the fu-

ture from the national institutions: either the Hilandar foundation or the State 

Archives of Serbia in case of the documents preserved in monastic archives of 

Mount Athos and the Museum of the Serbian Orthodox Church, which is keep-

ing several other items. 

The defined number of about 600 documents (units) is likely (and ideally) to 

be presented in more than 1000 digital images, since some documents have sur-

vived in several copies. Currently the images have various quality: from several 

book scans, then mostly well readable photos of 72dpi, to high resolution im-

ages/scans of 300dpi (Dubrovnik, Budapest). 
 

 
Fig. 1: DSD Homepage 
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After developing an appropriate software, the database is made accessible in 

2015 at a separate internet domain <www.bisanu.rs>, serving as a “virtual work-

space”. By the end of the project, it will be transformed into a platform for pres-

entation and use of the material included, both for academic research and infor-

mative purposes. Regarding its technical aspects, the Diplomatarium Serbicum Di-

gitale is an object-oriented database. It is written in Python programming lan-

guage and developed in Django framework. Such a database gives the possibil-

ity to provide many views of the same data in different relational levels. These 

views can be arranged and chosen by researchers through advanced full-text 

search (Fig. 2). The database’s technical sustainability as well as its forthcoming 

design adjustments will be carried out by the Mathematical Institute of the Ser-

bian Academy of Sciences and Arts after the end of the co:op project in Novem-

ber 2018. 
 

 
Fig. 2a: Advanced Search 

 

 
Fig. 2b: Advanced Search Result 
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The Diplomatarium Serbicum Digitale can be entered in several ways: 

1)  Through the charters list containing the document name (date in the for-

mat yyyy-mm-dd, author and ordinal number) and the brief abstract. 

 
Fig. 3: Charters List 

Example (see also Fig. 3): 
1327-07-09 Стефан Дечански 2013 
Повеља Стефана Дечанског манастиру Хиландару о селу Добродољани и по-
седима у Хотачкој метохији (9. jули 1327);  

2)  Through chronological data: activating the link opens a new page with 

nine new links towards individual periods (to 1276, 1331, 1346, 1355, 1371, 

1402, 1427, 1459 and after 1459). Activating any of them provides a hyper-

linked chronologically arranged list of diplomatic units from the given 

period; 

3)  Through a selection of authors: a total of 21 categories is offered (every 

ruler of the Nemanjid dynasty individually, king Vukašin, despot Uglješa, 

prince Lazar, Vuk Branković, Stefan Lazarević, Djuradj Branković, the Bal-

šić, Dragaš and Crnojević families, ecclesiastic institutions and dignitaries); 

4)  Through a directed search using any number of a total of five basic identi-

fiers of a diplomatic unit. These are (a) the ordinal number (units com-

prising several copies use the same ordinal number followed by lowercase 

Cyrillic letters whose alphabetical order reflects the relative importance of 

the copies); (b) the author; (c) the addressee; (d) the place of issue (given in 

the modern Serbian/Slavic version); and (e) the date of issue, given in the 

format yyyy-mm-dd, with unknown information marked by “x” and using 
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the extensions “taq” (terminus ante quem), “byz” (Byzantine-style year 

beginning on the given date, September 1st respectively), “tpq” (terminus 

post quem), “cca” (approximate date) or “?” (uncertain date), which are in-

visible to users on the main charter page and serve only for sorting and 

searches within the database; 

5)  Through a full text search that can be targeted to the entire contents of the 

Diplomatarium Serbicum Digitale or to the contents of individual headings 

through which each diplomatic unit is presented. 
 

 
Fig. 4a: Presentation of an Individual Unit 

Each individual unit is presented through 35 headings (see also Fig. 4): 
Document name; 
Author; 
Addressee; 
Brief abstract (one sentence with the following structure: type of document, who, 
whom, what [about]); 
Date (transferred into modern style); 
Place (in modern version, if necessary with ubication); 
Full abstract (one sentence with the following structure: author – verb [gives, con-
firms …] – addressee – what [about] in detail); 
Document tradition (original, authentic or revised copy [with discussion on dif-
ferent types as interpolated copy, pseudo-original etc. if necessary in the heading 
Commentary below], forgery); 
Original designation (as given in the charter itself); 
Place of preservation; 
Available images (list of references); 
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History of preservation; 
Editions; 
Relevant bibliography;  
Writing material (mostly parchment or paper, in several cases church walls);  
State of preservation (description of damages, if existing); 
Dimensions (length × width in mm); 
Watermark (in case of paper charters); 
Language (Serbian, Greek or Latin; copies also in Italian, Russian and Bulgarian); 
Script (Latin or Cyrillic; also style, as chancery minuscule, uncial etc.); 
Specially colored letters; 
Graphic symbols and decorations; 
Seal (here only basic description, then redirecting to separate database with images 
and detailed commentary); 
Signature; 
Logos-formula; 
Information on witnesses; 
Subsequent annotations; 
Information on time of issue (as given in the charter itself); 
Information on place of issue (as given in the charter itself); 
Information on procedure of issue (as given in the charter itself); 
Mentioned documents; 
Commentary; 
Edition basis; 
Text (transcription of Cyrillic texts given in the last version of the Cyrillic Unicode 
Standard applying modern interpunction system and grammar rules);   
Photographs. 

 

 
Fig. 4b: Presentation of an Individual Unit 
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The contents of most headings are largely or completely formalised, using ex-

pressions like “present”, “absent”, “inaccessible”, “no information” etc., in order 

to facilitate searching. 

Despite of being “born digital”, Diplomatarium Serbicum Digitale is a database 

built according to standards of a classical printed edition, as it contains critical 

text editions, images, diplomatic descriptions, extensive diplomatic analyses, 

bibliography and introductory studies, as well as explained editing methods. Its 

explicit advantages over a traditional Codex Diplomaticus are its inherency, since 

it provides the whole corpus in one location, instantly accessible, as well as fast 

and reliable access to information – considering individual units, but also in-

volving multiple units in order to perform comparative or cumulative analysis. 

Hence, the DSD collection of charters as digitised patterns of power of medieval 

Serbia should be an important step out on the field of Serbian diplomatics and 

Medieval Studies in general. 
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