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Introduction
Wikidata and the GND are often mentioned when dealing with Normdata
as they are well known to proof persons and places in medieval charters.
However, in many sources there are also other data that can be expressed by
standards, for example, dates. Dealing with standards was the challenge when
the project for the retro-digitisation of Regesta Imperii was begun started
in the early 2000s. This paper will describe the challenges when modelling
dates from retro-digitised sources and evaluate the usage of EDFT for that.

The Regesta Imperii
The Regesta Imperii compiles German summaries of the legally relevant
contents of imperial, royal, and papal charters of the Middle Ages. Begun in
1829, the project has a long history even in the way regesta have been laid out,
structured, and printed. As this is true for the date of issue of each regesta,
every volume had to adopt individual rules for the treatment of the digitised
data. Within the framework of the project, which was funded by the DFG,
more than 130,000 regests were digitised. The first volume of the Regesta
Imperii dates from 1829, while the last ones were only recently published.
The date formats used were correspondingly heterogeneous.

The only “Normdata” to be extracted were the dates of issue of the regesta
as the identification of places and persons was not the focus of the project.
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Figure 1: Example dates from the Carolingian Regesta
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The Carolingian regesta as the oldest example
But managing these dates was challenging as well. In the oldest volumes,
like the Carolingian regesta, the dates were organized in a kind of table. For
getting all information on a specific date of issue sometimes data from several
pages had to be collected (Figure 1).1 Uncertainty was expressed as double
zeros, e.g., 770 märz 00, when the day was unclear or hyphens and brackets
if the day was unsure and the month not known (770 – (7)).

Layout change
Then the layout was changed to a block-orientated format like in the regesta
of Henry II (Figure 2).2 The date information was printed above the regesta
text in bold fonts. Later the information of the regesta was structured in
different parts such as the regesta text and archival history. The modern style
of the regesta, e.g., in the Regesta of Henry IV., Frederic III. or Maximilan,
is very close to the layout of the online regesta at www.regesta-imperii.de
(Figure 3, 4 and 5).3

Modelling uncertainty
The digitisation project was faced with the challenge of preparing the partially
inaccurate date information in such a way that it could be retrieved via the
web interface according to a common scheme. From that all dates were
extracted and then saved according to the format, “YYYY-MM-DD”. If the
information was not clear double zeroes (“00”) were added instead, like “0770-
03-00” for an uncertain day, or “0770-00-07” for an uncertain month. Even
with these measures some levels of uncertainty were left untouched. But the
main goal in these early stages of the Regesta Imperii Online was to give
access to the digitised regesta on the web interface. The users then could read

1Böhmer, J. F., Regesta Imperii I. Die Regesten des Kaiserreichs unter den Karolingern
751-918, bearb. von Mühlbacher, Engelbert und Lechner, Johann - Nachdruck der 2. Aufl.
Innsbruck (1908) - Hildesheim (1966).

2Böhmer, J. F., Regesta Imperii II. Sächsisches Haus 919-1024. 4: Die Regesten des
Kaiserreiches unter Heinrich II. 1002-1024, bearb. von Graff, Theodor - Wien (u.a.) (1971).

3Böhmer, J. F., Regesta Imperii III. Salisches Haus 1024-1125. Tl. 2: 1056-1125. 3.
Abt.: Die Regesten des Kaiserreichs unter Heinrich IV. 1056 (1050) - 1106. 1. Lief.:
1056 (1050) – 1065, bearb. von Struve, Tilman - Köln (u.a.) (1984), Reg.-No. 4 and 5.
Regesten Kaiser Friedrichs III. (1440-1493). Nach Archiven und Bibliotheken geordnet.
H. 4: Die Urkunden und Briefe aus dem Stadtarchiv Frankfurt am Main, bearb. von
Heinig, Paul-Joachim - Wien (u.a.) (1986), Reg.-No. 6. Böhmer, J. F., Regesta Imperii
XIV. Ausgewählte Regesten des Kaiserreiches unter Maximilian I. 1493-1519. Bd. 1, Tl.
1-2: 1493-1495, bearb. von Wiesflecker, Hermann - Köln (u.a.) (1990-1993), Reg.-No. 142.
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Figure 2: Example dates from Regesta of Henry II.
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Figure 3: Example dates from Regesta of Henry IV.

the regesta themselves and interpret uncertain dates. Modelling uncertainty
in a machine-readable way was not in scope.

Figure 4: Example dates from Regesta of Frederic III.

If we had to do it again . . .
. . . we probably would have used EDTF4. As date and time formats were
specified in ISO 8601 since 2004 it has become the international standard for
the representation of dates and times. ISO 8601-2004 provided basic date
and time formats but these were not sufficiently expressive to support various
semantic qualifiers and concepts.

E.g., the examples shown could express the concept “the year 1076” (which
is the year of the road to Canossa, incidentally), it could not express “approx-
imately the year 1076”, or “we think the year is 1076 but we’re not certain.”

4For more informations on EDTF: https://www.loc.gov/standards/datetime. For his-
torical backgrounds: http://www.loc.gov/standards/datetime/background.html.
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Figure 5: Example dates from Regesta of Maximilian

In many cases these and various other concepts had therefore often been
represented using ad hoc conventions; EDTF, which since 2019 has been part
of ISO 8601, could now provides a standard syntax for that.

Regesta dates in EDTF
Now the dates in the regesta examples should be expressed in an EDTF-
compatible format. The base format of EDTF looks like the normal ISO 8601
format: YYYY-MM-DD. If concrete parts like month or day is missing
this part is left out. Our first example 770 märz 00 would then look like
0770-03 or with 0770-03-XX where XX are parts of the date which are
not known. The second example 770 – (7) can be expressed in EDTF with
qualification of an individual component of the date: 0770-XX-?07.

In the next table some examples from the Regesta are expressed in EDTF:

Example EDTF
770 märz 00 0770-03 or with 0770-03-XX
770 – (7) 0770-XX-?07
(973) Mai 6 0973?-05-06
974 - 985 - - 0974-XX-XX/0985-XX-XX
1051 März (4-19) 1051-03-04/1051-03-19
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Example EDTF
Vor 1440 November 7 /1440-11-06
Anfang Dezember 1493 1493-12-01/1493-12-07

Reality check
In the Digital Humanites research data is usually stored in databases like
MySQL or Postgres, especially when the data is to be published on the
internet. Dealing with dates often means using the available functions and
data-types of the databases available. But these databases are not able to
handle the EDTF format. So all functions for querying dates in EDTF format,
e.g., query time ranges, etc., have to be implemented by the website developer
explicitly. That’s one reason why the Regesta Imperii didn’t use EDTF but
preferred a strict date range structure with an explicit start- and end-date.
With that we get all dates in a machine-readable format ready for being used
with standard database programms.

Example EDTF startdate enddate
770 märz 00 0770-03 or with 0770-03-XX 0770-03-01 0770-03-31
770 – (7) 0770-XX-?07 0770-01-01 0770-12-31
(973) Mai 6 0973?-05-06 0971-05-06 0974-05-06
974 - 985 - - 0974-XX-XX/0985-XX-XX 0974-01-01 0985-12-31
1051 März (4-19) 1051-03-04/1051-03-19 1051-03-04 1051-03-19
Vor 1440 November 7 /1440-11-06 1440-11-01 1440-11-06
Anfang Dezember 1493 1493-12-01/1493-12-07 1493-12-01 1493-12-07

Conclusion
There are pros and cons of all systems, e.g., the expression of the date Vor
1440 November 7 in EDTF implies a date range from 0001-01-01 to 1493-11-06,
or the problem of expressing a vague year with explicit month and day with
a date range. But with a close examination of the examples it becomes clear
that modelling uncertainty involves a large degree of subjectivity5. From our
point of view, forcing an editor to express uncertainty with dates in date range

5Andreas Kuczera, Dominik Kasper: Modellierung von Zweifel – Vorbild TEI im
Graphen. In: Die Modellierung des Zweifels – Schlüsselideen und -konzepte zur graph-
basierten Modellierung von Unsicherheiten. Hg. von Andreas Kuczera / Thorsten Wübbena
/ Thomas Kollatz. Wolfenbüttel 2019. (= Zeitschrift für digitale Geisteswissenschaften /
Sonderbände, 4) text/html Format. DOI: 10.17175/sb004_003
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reaches two goals in a sufficient way: getting explicit results with recorded
subjectivity.

8


	Uncertainty as a Challenge - Normalisation of Dates in the Regesta Imperii
	Introduction
	The Regesta Imperii
	The Carolingian regesta as the oldest example
	Layout change
	Modelling uncertainty
	If we had to do it again …
	Regesta dates in EDTF
	Reality check
	Conclusion


