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What happens to the document when we transform it into data?

 

From Document to Data: 
A Preliminary Question

How can we transform complex documents  into data without losing:
 how they are made;
 how they function;
 what they mean in specific contexts;
 whether they are truly comparable. Key point:

Before scaling 
data, categories 

must be 
controlled.



What is a Document?

• The document is a constructed historical object:
•  produced according to procedures;
•  made up of material, graphic, and textual elements;
•  connected to persons, roles, and legal conditions;
•  oriented towards specific functions;
•  transmitted and preserved over time.

• A document is never immediate data!

•  

Not only text. Not only information



Two Important Levels of 
Observation

Graphic level

· script type
letter forms
ductus
degree of regularity
visual organization
…

Diplomatic level

· structure of the act;
· formulae;
· roles of the actors;
· clauses;
· marks of authentication;
· documentary functions.
…

Key point
These levels do not 

always change together.



The Principle of 
Asynchrony

• Script may change rapidly or doesn’t change.

• A paleographic change does not automatically imply a 
documentary change.

• The diplomatic structure may: remain more stable; 
adapt slowly; preserve earlier forms; change at a 
different pace.

• Methodological risk
Taking one part for the whole.



On a broad scale:
· progressive graphic realignment;

· circulation of models connected to the Norman world;
· opening towards transalpine graphic horizons.

On a close scale:
· different rhythms;

· local scripts;
· traditions still active;

· uneven effects.

From the 
Document to a 
Broader 
Phenomenon

The spread of Late Carolin 
script in the private deeds 

of South Italy

In particular in Campania 
region, 12th–13th 

centuries



Script and Documentary forms

• 1. Norman castra

• New script (Late caroline)/ documentary forms slow to 
transform/

• 2. Benevento and Salerno

• Traditional script (Beneventan type) / traditional documentary 
models/Lombard tradition

• 3. Naples and Amalfi, et …

• Traditional script (Curial type) / crystallized documentary 
forms/Byzantine tradition Key point

Graphic change 
alone is not 

enough to describe 
documentary 

change.



• Graphic level

• Beneventan script 

• Late Caroline script  (Norman minuscule)

• Curial Script

And their features

• Diplomatic level

• structure of the act 

• role of notary and judge 

• clauses 

• Marks of authentication

• Documentation typology (Charta, breve)

• Key point

• The comparison is not based on impression, but on recurrent 
indicators.

Indicators for Comparison



• Notaries, Judges, and Authentication

In Norman Southern Italy, the notary is not yet the 
fully regulated royal public notary.

Different profiles

· curials in coastal cities;
· local notaries;
· cleric-notaries;
· judge-notaries.

An example: A Rich and Complex Field of Indicators

The Authentication

In the Norman castra
The notary writes and structures the act, but validity does 
not depend on him alone.

Validity is produced by a combination of elements:

· judges;

· formulae;

· subscriptions;

· clauses;

· penalties;

· launegildum;

· guadia;

· mediators;

· witnesses.



Micro-areal analysis makes it possible to 
observe controlled documentary clusters.
It helps to keep together:
· script;
· structure of the act;
· practices;
· actors;
· functions;
· marks of authentication.

Why Micro-Areal 
Analysis?

Key point
What a micro-area is not
not simply a small geographical area 
not just a local case study 
not a pre-given political or administrative unit 
not automatically representative of a larger region 

not a shortcut to generalization



CASTRUM LIMATAE

Using micro-areal analysis to observe asynchrony in two documentary clusters from 

Norman castra.

Beneventan hinterland, 12th c. – early 13th c.
Question
When script changes, does the 
way the act is constructed also 
change?

CASTRUM TOCCI



Where are Tocco and Limata located?



A Mature 
Beneventan 
script!



•solemn protocol: + / In nomine Domini
•first-person intitulatio: Nos Salomon et Gregorius
•direct dispositio: donavimus
•boundary description: per hos fines
•Lombard legal framework: launechilt / secundum Longobardorum legem
•defence and anti-collusion clauses
•penalty clause: triginta solidos
•Iussio from judge to the notary: Berardinum notarium… scribere rogavimus
•judge’s subscription: Iohannes iudex

Diplomatic level
Tocco, 1171 perfectly reflects the structure of the charta in 
the Lombard documentary tradition of Southern Italy.



A Late caroline script!



Diplomatic level
•first-person intitulatio: Nos Stantio iudex et Sicelgarda
•woman acting with mundualdus
•act performed coram iudicibus
•legal action: venditio per fustem
•boundary description: per hos fines
•Lombard legal framework: launechilt / lex Longobardorum
•defence and anti-collusion clauses
•penalty clause: viginti regales aureos
•guadia and mediators
•rogatio to the notary: Adenulfum notarium… scribere rogavimus
•judges’ subscriptions

Diplomatic level
Tocco, 1159 perfectly reflects the structure of the charta in the Lombard 
documentary tradition of Southern Italy.



Graphic level
Tocco, 1198 The document written in late caroline (mature)



solemn opening: + / In nomine Domini
first-person author:
Ego Barbatus cognomine Marende
act before judge and notary:
coram Guillelmo iudice et Octaviano notario
legal action by symbolic transfer:
commutationis titulo per fustem tradidi
property described by boundaries:
his circumdatur finibus
stability and defence clauses:
firmiter habeant et possideant
per nostram defensionem
anti-collusion clause:
De colludio… legibus satisfaciamus
penalty, guadia, surety:
decem regales aureos
per guadiam… fideiussorem me ipsum posui
notarial correction / textual control:
inter virgulos titulatur…
notarial declaration:
Hoc breve scripsi ego Octavianus notarius quia interfui
Hoc breve scripsi ego Octavianus notarius quia interfui
judge’s subscription:
Ego qui supra Willelmus iudex

Diplomatic level
Tocco, 1198 The document is called a breve, but it still preserves much of the older 
charta structure and important news (in red!)



Castrum Tocci : Two Different Rhythms

Graphic change is visible

The documentary structure 
does not change at the same 
pace



Let us now broaden the 
perspective: the Tocco – Limata 
dossier of documents.





Diplomatic Structure documents of Castrum Tocci and Castrum Limatae



The data were first collected and structured in an 
Excel spreadsheet.



What Tocco and Limata Show

Tocco and Limata are not a general model for Southern Italy.

They are a controlled test.

They show that an apparently unified graphic phenomenon may 
cover more complex documentary situations.

Key point
A new script does not automatically produce a new document.



Limits and Extensibility

This is a first survey.

Tocco and Limata are useful because they are readable, but they do not by 
themselves represent the whole of Norman Southern Italy.

The same question must be tested in other contexts:

· Salerno and Benevento;
· Naples and Amalfi;
· Greek-Latin contexts;
· urban and curial areas.

Function of the case study
Not a general model, but a methodological test.



Archivio virtuale dell’abbazia di S. Maria della Grotta on Monasterium



From Microanalysis to Distance 
Micro-areal analysis is not the opposite of the broad scale.

It is a way of making it historically readable.

Possible method for Southern Italy

1. build controlled documentary clusters;

2. define a graphic profile;

3. define a diplomatic profile;

4. compare the profiles;

5. map distributions, clusters, and anomalies;

6. return to local contexts for verification.

… Tocco and Limata are a testing ground for a broader hypothesis on documentary change in 

Southern Italy.



•AI First? Yes, but as Exploration
• AI can detect:

• patterns 

• clusters 

• repeated forms 

• similarities 

• anomalies 

• But:

• A pattern is not yet a historical phenomenon.
A similarity is not yet a documentary equivalence.

• Key point

• AI can discover patterns.
Diplomatics must define their historical meaning.



Flat data
date
place
notary
documentary type

Interpretable data
script + form
roles + authentication
local practices
documentary logic

Key point
We should not compare labels, but historical functions.

From Flat Data to Interpretable Data



• The task of Diplomatics today

… is not to slow down the transformation of documents into 
data.

… It is to help build data that remain interpretable

Data that can scale, but still 
speak historically.



antonella.ambrosio@unina.it

Thank you !

for your attention and for travelling with me 
through charters, scripts, and forms of the act
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