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Overview of this talk

• Perspective of a research team

• “Small” subject

• What kind of research are we conducting?

• What kind of data do we use & what are their 
problems?

• What it is the output of our research?



Grammar of Medieval Greek!

• 5-year research project, funded by the AHRC

• 2 full-time research associates, 2 consultants, 2 project 
leaders

• Covers the period of 1100-1700

• Uses a wide as possible corpus of published material 
as primary sources

• Aims to produce a Grammar of vernacular Greek in 
book form



(Computing) resources in the domain of 
Medieval Greek

• Dictionary of Medieval Greek not concluded yet

• No reliable electronic corpus available

• Very early stages of automated linguistic processing

• No register of authors & works compiled

• Not all key-texts available in modern editions



Compiling a Grammar for an extinct language

textual sources

linguistic 
theory / 
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Workow for the creation of the Grammar

Collection of published 
material

Language description and 
analysis

Compilation of Grammar



Language description = 
metalinguistic annotation

• Application of markup

“Unambiguous declarative metalanguage 
inserted or otherwise associated with 
primary linguistic data to identify items 
for processing that software cannot 
otherwise reliably treat.”

McCarthy 2002:  104



Use of a database tool for collection and 
annotation of text excerpts

• Relational database

• Implemented with the use of FileMaker Pro

• The database is not designed to model the texts we 
are using but the task of the ‘grammarian’ in 
interpreting the linguistic evidence found in them

• Users of database are experts

• Primary data are recorded and labelled as dened by 
the theoretical model 



The world of megabytes

• Present population of the database:

• ca. 20.000 richly annotated text excerpts

• ca. 1.300 bibliographical entries (many annotated)

• ca. 1.300 records about individual sources (literary 
documents and literary texts)

• Is quantity the only criterion of “good” research?



The 
Grammar 
database



Challenges



Textual multiplicity

Medieval texts
are unxed with multiple 

versions

Different editorial 
practices and 

interpretations

readings in 
the app. cr.

text differs 
from edition to edition



Imperfect information

• “Fuzzy” dating of manuscripts (ante / post terminus) 
and texts (“surely after 1541, not before 1590”)

• Alternative dating – certainty & precision

• Unknown provenance (areal distribution?)

• Unknown authors



Linguistic variation

learned

vernacular

oral written



Interpretation is everywhere

• Transcription of manuscript

• Collation of manuscripts and creation of edition

• Linguistic annotation of the edited text

• Interpretation of collected annotations

• There is no such thing as a “uniform” opinion



Distribution of “raw” Grammar material

• A very small percentage of collected excerpts will be 
used in the published Grammar

• Why not make the rest available?  (Creative 
commons)



The next stage?



Attitudes towards data distribution

• Reluctance to distribute “unchecked” material

• Tendency to consider collected material own 
property

• Whose intellectual property are the annotations?

• Who will have access to my data?



Dissemination challenges

• “Data” are fairly useless without documentation

• How do I document the appraisal procedure?

• Are “raw” database data (at text or XML les) more 
important from the theoretical model and the design 
elements?

• Longevity guarantee?



How about Web 2.0?



Editions and reference material are available 
online





Why can I embed video & sound on my site 
and not chunks of text?


