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Building a Historical Corpus of Croatian Correspence

Abstract:

My project is an attempt to learn about linguisti@nge and variation in a linguistic
community (Croatian speakers at the turn of thentigéh century) whose written language
was undergoing the process of standardization. ¢@mpiling a corpus of personal
correspondence, consisting of four types of writtessages (traditional letters, postcards,
calling cards, and telegrams) written at 10-yeterirals between 1875 and 1925, from the
personal collection of Istrian politician VjekosI&pirti¢ (1848-1933), kept in the Croatian
State Archives. The collection contains some letvetitten by Spiti¢ himself, although the
vast majority consists of letters sent to him Hdyeotpeople from all levels of society. Most
historical corpus projects of this type have focuse English and other Northern European
languages with longer traditions of literacy. Tisithe first such study on Croatian, as well as
one of the first historical studies of the Croati@mguage based upon natural language use
rather than, say, the language of literature. Mt will this research be a contribution to the
study of language change and variation, but théetof the letters themselves will be of

interest to researchers in other fields of studghsas history or ethnology.

1. Introduction

Although many different works describe the histofyhe Croatian language, most of
them cover the topic in from the top down, usingraples from Croatian literature and
official documents published in Croatian in pasitaees, or describing the legal and social
status of the Croatian language in relation tddhguages of power that were used in the
lands where Croatian was spoken (ltalian, Germamgirian, and Turkish). Few works
focus on the Croatian language as it was usederyday communication in the past. With
this in mind, | have commenced on a project thatighserve as an interesting tool for those
interested in the study of how Croatian was usdtérperiod when it was becoming
standardized. | am currently compiling a corpupafsonal letters that were written in the

late nineteenth and early twentieth century.



2. CEEC - The Model

My project uses as its model the Corpus of Earlglieh Correspondence (CEEC), a
project that was initiated in the early 1990s by ®innish scholars of Early Modern English,
Terttu Nevalainen and Helena Raumolin Brunberg. TB&C was conceived as a tool for
the study of historical sociolinguistics. The prtjhas continued since then and at present
includes about 12,000 letters written by about @,28ople between 1403 and 18@d(pora
of Early English Correspondeneeebsite). The primary goal of the project is takne
how variationist sociolinguistic models can be a&plo historical linguistics. For this
purpose, the project originally compiled two conmpéntary corpora: one containing the text
from all of the transcribed letters, and the ottwntaining relevant sociolinguistic
information about each of the letter writers. Tlastumajority of the letters in the corpus are
from published editions of personal letters in vhilse original spelling was retained. The
CEEC team transcribes these letters by scanninigables in which they were printed and
editing them. When problems occur, they consultttiginal letters themselves, if they still
exist. Sociolinguistic data on the letter writessaved in a data file and shows each
correspondent’s dates of birth and death, sexabmik, social mobility in their lifetime,
place of birth, main place of residence, native ater languages, among other data.
(Nevalainen & Raumolin-Brunberg 50) In order touresthat there is enough linguistic data
for each informant, the project set ten medium-enetters as the minimum for a letter
writer to be included in the corpus (although tieiguirement is sometimes waived in cases
of people in less well-represented groups, sut¢heatower social ranks and women). Since
the first version of the CEEC (1410-1681) was fieid as a plain-text file in 1998, it has
been parsed and subsequently made available putiie as the Parsed Corpus of Early
English Correspondence (PCEEC). In addition, aareston to the corpus is also being
compiled (1681-1800), so that research can be dorike mechanisms of language change

over a time span of four centuries (Raumolin-Bruglk# Nevalainen).

3. A Historical Corpus of Croatian Correspondence

Inspired by the CEEC and how its compilers weaatening the realm of
sociolinguistics so that its methods could be usestudy patterns of change in real time over
several centuries in the past, it occurred to naettie same method could be used to study
language change Croatia. In 2006, as part of ariwdesociolinguistics course | was teaching

at the University of Zagreb, | decided to take ma# class of students to the Croatian



National Archives in order to see what kind of peia letter collections they had in their
files. Thanks to the enthusiasm and generositgwésml employees at the archivese were
allowed to examine various letters written in tAinineteenth century. During those visits,
| discovered one collection that was different friiva rest. This was the massive personal
collection of Vjekoslav Spii¢, which spans more than sixty years from the 18&0% until
the early 1930s.

3. Vjekoslav Spiti¢ — a multi-faceted man

Vjekoslav Spidi¢ was born in the Istrian village of Spini, near Kastav, a town in
the hills overlooking the ports of Rijeka and Ojzatin 1848. After attending the local
primary school, he went on to the Croatian GymmasiuRijeka, passing his Matura exams
in 1868. He then studied theology in Gorizia anédte, where he was ordained as a
Catholic priest in 1872. Intending to follow a carén education, he proceeded to study
history and geography in Prague and Vienna. In T#if&i¢ found employment at the male
teachers’ college in Koper, where future teachéGroatian (as well as Slovene and Italian)
were trained to work in primary schools throughistiia and the Kvarner Islands. In 1882,
he was appointed the inspector of schools in teiiclis of Koper and Voloska, a post which
he held until 1888. That year he was transferretie¢deachers’ college for women in
Gorizia. In 1892, Spiti¢ was relieved of his services as an educator, lsecaiuhis political
activities during the elections of 1891, but maifdy giving a speech at the Zagreb
agricultural fair in Autumn 1891 in which he saldt Istria, then a province in the Austrian
half of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, should beexed to Croatia proper, then a
kingdom within the Hungarian half of the monarcBg(c 9, S#i¢ & Stréi¢ 99-100).

In 1882 he was first elected as one of three Grimathe Istrian Assembly. He served
in that body continuously until its dissolutioni816. In 1891 he was elected to the House of
Representatives of the Imperial Council in Vienr@ntinuing to serve in that capacity until
the end of the Austro-Hungarian state in 1918. lde served in the Istrian provincial
government in 1890 and 1891. (Beuc 9)

Spirti¢ decided upon a career in the clergy because hedsrrd it the best means

for him to help the Croats of Istria (8t & Strci¢ 99). In the mid-nineteenth century, Istrian
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society was unevenly divided between an Italiarekpey, mostly urban minority holding the
vast majority of the wealth and power, and a r&yic-speaking majority concentrated in
rural areas, most of whom had little access to &tilut or economic improvement. His entire
life’s work — as priest, educator, historian, poign — was dedicated to defending the rights
of the Croatian and Slovene people of Istria. Thisld be done via two routes of action — by
taking part in politics and by improving literacgcheducation in general among the rural
Croatian population. Because S@inwas a leading actor in both of these areas, heahad
enormous number of contacts with whom he correspdmegularly.

As a historian, Spin¢ decided to save all of the correspondence thagdeived. He
rightfully believed that this collection of lettersuld some day serve as a historical record.
Late in his life, he donated all of his correspameto the Croatian national archives in

Zagreb, where they are kept today.

4. The Spidi¢ Collection

The Spiri¢ collection consists of 132 archival boxes contairspirti¢'s personal
notes and journals, documentation related to hisiges in Istrian politics and education,
manuscripts of his literary compositions and hisadrtreatises, personal identification
documents, his correspondence, and miscellaneouspapers and newspaper clippings. The
entire collection has been recorded on microfilijolh can be viewed at the Croatian State
Archives in both Zagreb and Pazin in Istria. Cqumeglence alone accounts for 59 of the
boxes (nos. 63-121), which contain 16,790 lettBesi€ 5) written to Spifi¢ by relatives,
friends, colleagues, citizens from all walks oéJifocieties, and companies. A small fraction
of the letters were written by Sgi to others (many of which are in the form of letleafts
written in pencil). Some of the letters in the eotion were written in other languages, such
as Slovene, German, Czech, Italian, and even Uatinthe vast majority were written in
some form of Croatian, representing either what tves the standard language or a local

variety.

5. Four Types of Correspondence

The Spiri¢ collection includes not only letters, but othgoeyg of correspondence as
well. The most common correspondence types artoliosving: traditional letters, postcards,
telegrams, and calling cards. These types diffeoming to several variables: purpose,

means of transportation, physical material, anécgtgength.



A. Traditional LettersRismg include any form of correspondence written on one
more sheets of paper and sent either via postraahicarrier. Letters in the collection can be
very brief, written on one side of a sheet of papat can also be as long as eight pages or
more. Longer letters were typically written on medisized sheets (somewhat smaller than
A4 or letter-sized paper) that were folded in hsdf that each folded sheet of paper would
have four pages of written text. Paper quality exhgreatly, probably depending on the
writer’s financial situation. A few correspondehisd their own stationery personalized with
their name or a stylized monogram. Writers in magroften used writing paper with a
black border.

A relatively short letter can be seen in Figur®d.Stjepan Bratadiwrote this letter
to Spirti¢ in 1900 in order to notify him that he had foumdagartment for him in the house
of a good Christian family. He writes that the fgnwanted to rent the apartment for 30
forints per day, but that he told them he coulg@ay more than 25. He thinks Spiéwill be
able to pay 25, but asks him to contact him ifdmétisatisfied, so that he can notify the
family. This was when Spéit was a representative in the Imperial Council ieffia.

A transcription of this letter can be seen bel®he first six lines give the user
important information about the letter and contzodes that are partially based on those used
in the CEEC, but some codes are specific to thiguso The first line identifies the collection
(Spirti¢), the unique identification number of the lettathin the Spirti¢ corpus (year 1900,
letter no. 42), and the code of the letter’'s autfibe second line identifies the letter’s date.
The third and fourth lines indicate the author &iH recipient (R) of the letter. The fifth line
indicates the type of correspondence (L). In thiseg the code PI stands fosmo'letter’.
Finally, the sixth line indicates the page numl&#nce all of the correspondence so far
transcribed for this corpus are original documeatsattempt has been made to represent
them as closely as possible to how they look inotiiginal. In other words, if one line is
centered on the page or indented, that line shmeilspatially positioned similarly in the
transcription. Whenever there is a new line indhiginal text, a new line is started in the
corpus transcription. If a word is broken in twdla end of a line, however, that word is
kept intact in the corpus and the new line staitls the following word. If it is not clear how
the author spelled a particular word or phrase {dukegible handwriting, damage to the
letter etc.), that word or phrase will be placetileen two number-signs (see “#prosto#” in

the transcription below).



Figure 1
Letter dated 18 February 1900 from Stjepan BratamVjekoslav Spiti¢
HR-HDA-819. Spii¢ Vjekoslav, no. 42, box 86.

Transcription of Letter 1900-042:

<Q SPI1900-042 SBRATANIC >
<D 1900-02-18>

<A STJEPAN BRATANI C>

<R VJEKOSLAV SPINCI ¢>

<L PI>
<P 1>
Veleu ¢eni Gospodin!
Stanova ima razli ¢itih, ja sam Vam
uzeo sobu od for: 25- VIII Langegasse 35A, vrata 2
mislim za Vas prikladno, posto krs ¢anska obitelj

i nesasvim prosta. Oni su htjeli for: 30

za sobu. nu ja sam rekao da nemogu viSe od 25.
a da kada Vi dojdete, mogu od Vas iziskovati

i 100- mislim da ¢e pristati na 25.
opetujem meni se svidja, jer ¢isto, fino
i mirno. uprigodi da Vam ne pase —

piSitemi da mogu javiti — Vam #prosto#



dolazak kada ho  ¢ete. ja sam rekao
za sriedu. 21. t. m.
Da ste mi zdravo do vidjenja
Vas odani
Bec 18/2 900. D=r= Stp. Bratani ¢

This letter was presumably written by a well-edadgerson, judging by use of the
title Dr., yet he almost regularly starts each sentenceowiith capital letter and rarely ends
sentences with periods. One wonders whether hthidicbn purpose, in the fashion of many

emails of today, or whether he had poor writindlskn Croatian.

B. Postcardsjopisnic§ — Most of the postcards in this collection arstpaffice
issues without pictures. On one side was a forrh spiaces for the recipient’s name, address,
and postal-route information, and the other side reaerved for the sender's message. This
type of correspondence was probably cheaper totbanda regular letter. They differed
from letters in that the message length was limigéed anyone who handled the letter could
read it because it was not sent in an envelopdc&uals in Austria-Hungary differed
according to the official languages of the provititat issued each one. Those sent from
Prague, for example, were bilingual, with the instional words (e.g. “address,”) written in
both German and Czech. In most cases the langyagefe form’s instructions would be
written at the bottom in fine print. For examplgastcard issued in Prague bear the
inscription “(B6hm.)”, indicating that (besides @&n) the instructions on the form were
also in Czech. In 1870, postcards issued in Istéee printed in Italian or bilingually in
Italian and German. By 1900, they were issuedregtanguages, German, Croatian, and
Italian.

The postcard shown in Figures 2a and 2b was wiiityeVjekoslav Spiti¢’s long-
time friend and fellow politician Matko Mangin 1875, when they were both university
students. It was sent from Prague to Kastav, abeaeen on the two postmarks. M&ndi
writes that at the library he was able to renewn8gis textbook (Prescott) without any
problem. He says that tomorrow he will attemptactie same with Hofler, wearing a fake
moustache, and the next day with Lafluente, weaaifegke beard, so that the librarian will
not recognize him. Although the main text is writia the standard language of that time,
Mandit adds a message at the top of the card obviousheinlocal Istrian dialect:

Va preSe sam naopako napiséh. a hurry | wrote [this card] upside down.’



Figure 2a: Postcard dated 5 May 1875 from Matko ditato Vjekoslav Spitic¢
HR-HDA-819. Spii¢ Vjekoslav, no. 36, box 64.

Figure 2b: Message side of postcard in Figure 2a
HR-HDA-819. Spiri¢ Vjekoslav, no. 36, box 64

Below is a transcription of the same postcard appears in the corpus. In order to

give as complete a representation of the docuntepossible, all of the printed text is



included, but marked with an opening and closindece i.e("Correspondenz-

Karte.")—  so that the user can discern between what wamallig printed on the card
and what the author wrote.

Transcription of Postcard no. 1875-036:

<Q SPI 1875-036 MMANDIC>
<D 1875-05-05>
<A MATKO MANDK>
<R VJEKOSLAV SPINCI C>
<L DO>
<P 0>
("Correspondenz-Karte.”)
("Koresponden eni listek.™)
("Addresse})
("Adresa}”) Gospodinu Vjekoslavu Spin &l ¢u
absolviranomu filosofu
(i)
(Cviu
Uber St. Peter Kastvu
(Istrien)

('Bohm.")
<P 1>
Va preSe san naopako napisal.

Mili mi Lojze!  Prag 5/5 75
Ju cer pisao sam ti da mi poSaljes brojeve i slova
knjiga, nu to je suviSno jer sam danas bio u biblio teci
radi Prescotta, bibliotekar produzio cedulju
nerekav niSta. Sutra i prekosutra idem radi Hoflera
i Lafluente da mi produzi, ali se moram preobrazit
da me neprepozna, sutra si kupim brkove, prekosutra
bradu! Mislim da ¢e mi produljit i za one dne posl édnje
ako nebi u najgorem slu ¢aju bi ti telegrafovao, nu
ne ¢e biti zlo. Pozdrav tebi i svim znanim od tvoga
Mate

C. TelegramsRrzojavké — Telegrams were an important means of commuaicat
Austria-Hungary. If a person needed to send anningessage, one which needed to be
delivered on the same day, this was the way ofgdibirSince the length of the message
determined the price, they tended to be very shothis corpus, typical telegrams would
remind the recipient that he was expected at ditiragrevening, notify him of someone’s
death, or warn him about what he should or shoatdsay at a session of parliament. The
telegrams in the Spii¢ collection tell us perhaps less about the languddgiee sender
because they provide us with much less text andusectransmitting the message required

two “middle men” — the sending and receiving tedgdr operators — who could be

1C



responsible for linguistic interference or outrightors, especially if they were not native
speakers of the language of communication. On tifker dvand, telegrams do provide a good
example of how Austria-Hungary, as it developed mimodern multi-ethnic state, dealt with
multilingualism. In Figure 3, all of the printedfammation on the telegram form is in three
languages: German, Croatian, and Italian. Thigitale was sent by Mirko JeldéSmayor of
the municipality of Kastav, to Matko Laginja, aBalose friend of Spiti¢’'s and a well-
known politician. The telegram starts by notifyibgginja of the death and funeral of
Eugenija Grosman, but also tells Laginja to relagguest to Spifi¢ that he attend the local

school board meeting in Kastav.

Figure 3

Telegram sent by Kastav Mayor Jetutd Matko Laginja on 3 September 1905.
HR-HDA-819. Spii¢ Vjekoslav, no. 37, box 91.

D. Visiting Cards Posjetnicg — The visiting card is the fourth type of corresgence
that can be found in the Spit collection. These were cards of varying sizes Wee
usually left by the owner when he or she visitegrcipient but did not find them at home.
The printed side of the card had the owner’s nanmetimes alone and sometimes with an

accompanying phrase or a description of the owneogession. Most of them have a
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message that was written on the blank side, sorestimminute handwriting, so that, in spite
of the small size of the card, the messages on s@itieg cards are sometimes as long as
those on postcards. The message would often etfteqrinted side, with the printed name
replacing the person’s signature after the clogmegting. As with letters, it was common to
have special visiting cards printed with a blackdeo when the owner of the card was in
mourning.

The visiting card in Figures 4a and 4b were wmitty Sofija Sabec née Jenko of
Podgrad, a Slovenian town north of Kastav, in Fatywf 1900. She apparently visited
Spirti¢’s household, bearing a letter and a turkey sehirtoby a certain Miss Zivko¥i
Spirti¢ had been expected to arrive that day but appagreiatinot, and Sabec writes that
they will have to eat it in his absence. It is resing to note that although the message is
written in Slovene, on the front of the card one sae the slogan of the Croatian Party of
Rights, BOG | HRVATIGOD AND CROATS’, to which Spiti¢, Mandi, and Laginja
belonged.

Figure 4a

Back of visiting card of Sofija Sabec
HR-HDA-819. Spii¢ Vjekoslav, no. 46, box 86.
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Figure 4b
Front of visiting card of Sofija Sabec
HR-HDA-819. Spigi¢ Vjekoslav, no. 46, box 86

6. Conclusion

The Historical Corpus of Croatian Correspondescill in its early stages, but
hopefully it will steadily grow and eventually beadlable to users. With this in mind, | feel
its contents should be made public via the inteonete enough texts have been transcribed
and once | have decided upon the best format .artitde explains the types of
correspondence that are included in the corpugslamibnstrates the methods that | use in
transcribing them. Obviously, the Spié collection cannot be transcribed in full, but if a
good selection is made, it is rich enough to prevahguage produced by a variety of
informants with very different social backgrounBsr a scholar interested in linguistic
variation and how it relates to language changs,ishlgood data. | also believe that the
content of these letters would be interesting stdnians, ethnographers, sociologists, and f.
who study the Austro-Hungarian period and the aftgh of the First World War, because
they provide a wealth of information about how pgeamnducted their everyday lives, what

things were important to them, and what problerey tiad to deal with.
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Konstrukcija povijesnog korpusa hrvatske korespanije

U radu se govori o istraZzivanju jémih promjena i varijacija mi# govornicima hrvatskoga
jezikadciji je pisani jezik na prijelazu iz 19. u 20. stégebio zahvéen procesima
standardizacije. U tu se svrhu izduge korpus osobnih pisama, sastavljertetii tipa
pisanih poruka (tradicionalnih pisama, razglednpssjetnica i telegrama), nastalih u
desetogodisSnjim intervalima u razdoblju iztnel875. i 1925. godine, a koja &&vaju u
Hrvatskom DrZzavnom Arhivu kao dio osobnog fondarsitog politkara Vjekoslava
Spirti¢a (1848-1933). Zbirka se tek manjim dijelom sastdjipisama koja je napisao sam
Spirti¢, dok najvéi udio u njoj imaju pisma koja su Sgidu pisali njegovi korespondenti,
inace pripadnici svih drustvenih slojeva toga vremaretina postojéih historijskih korpusa
pisane korespondencije temelji se na engleskomginir sjevernoeuropskim jezicima, koji
imaju duzu tradiciju pismenosti. Ovo je prvi takaojekt za hrvatski jezik, a ujedno i jedno
od prvih povijesnih istrazivanja hrvatskoga jezikge se temelji na uporabi svakodnevnog
jezika, za razliku od jezika knjizevnosti. U sklasitime, predloZzenée istrazivanije biti
vazan doprinos pr@avanju jezinih promjena i varijacija, doke sadrzaj samih pisama,
objedinjenih u sustavno izgtanu i elaboriranu korpusu, zasigurno biti od korist

istraziva&ima drugih interesnih podéja, kao Sto su povijest i etnologija.
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