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Interpretation of data and sources 
in etymological research1

Róbert Kenyhercz
Debrecen Reformed Theological University, Debrecen, Hungary

Abstract: The aim of the paper is to emphasize the importance of source criticism 
in etymological research. It is widely known that the main sources for the early 
history of toponyms in the Carpathian Basin are the charters created in the medieval 
Hungarian Kingdom, because these official documents contained a large number 
of vernacular proper names embedded in the Latin text. However, it is important 
to mention that the medieval charters were produced by the chancery and places of 
authentication along specific principles and needs. I argue that this circumstance 
must always be considered during the interpretation of the data. I will show some 
examples illustrating that – in certain cases – we have to take into account the 
nature of the sources in the reconstruction of the genesis of place names. My goal is 
to offer a brief outline of this issue through my own investigations.
Keywords: data, sources, medieval charters, etymology.

1. Charters as sources for the history of toponyms
Charters related to legal matters are almost the only sources for the early history 

of the toponyms in the Carpathian Basin. However, the sheer number and character-
istics of these documents make it possible to study the Hungarian, Slavic, Romanian, 
German and other toponyms of the old Hungarian Kingdom because these charters, 
like the practices in other European countries, preserved, in addition to personal 
names and common nouns, an enormous number of names of different places, embed-
ded in the Latin texts. Based on the toponyms found in these charters, we can recon-
struct the toponymic systems of the different languages in the Carpathian Basin. With 
many caveats, they may also serve as outstanding sources for the history of phonology, 
morphology and semantics of the different languages. And not just in the absence of 
anything better, since the toponymic data they contain can be used to build datasets 
linked to a single referent. In addition to this, the places they designate can be located 
precisely. Thus, from certain aspects, these charters become much more valuable than 
other types of resources, for example, glossaries and text records (cf. Bárczi 1958: 13; 
Benkő 1998: 112; Hoffmann 1997: 95; Kenyhercz 2013b: 13–19; Nyirkos 1997: 256). 
One of these aspects is the study of linguistic contacts.

1 This paper was supported by the Research Fund of Debrecen Reformed Theological 
University.
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2. Amount and quality of data
In recent years, I have been studying the linguistic relations of the medieval 

Szepes/Spiš county. This led me to an etymological research, because the first step in 
the linguistic and ethnic reconstruction of a medieval region is the exploration of how 
the toponyms were formed. The second stage should include the investigation of the 
later development of toponyms, such as the internal processes of the given language, as 
well as linguistic borrowings (cf. Hoffmann et al. 2018: 135). In order to do this, how-
ever, we need large amounts of data. I do not think that it is still necessary to emphasize 
that the amount and quality of the data are relevant factors of historical linguistics and 
toponomastics. This consideration was behind the series Korai Magyar Helynévszótár 
[Dictionary of early Hungarian toponyms] and Magyar Digitális Helynévtár [Hungarian 
digital toponym registry] – created at the University of Debrecen. These are primar-
ily based on György Györffy’s work – Az Árpád-kori Magyarország történeti földrajza 
[Historical geography of Hungary in the Árpádian era], which includes data that are 
reliable from the point of view of linguistics. Indeed, these data comprise the early 
onomastic corpus of other ethnics in the Carpathian Basin besides the Hungarians. 
No records have been published yet in relation to Szepes/Spiš county that may sup-
port modern linguistic research. Most of the charters related to this region have not 
been published or are only available in publications that display poor quality from 
the viewpoint of linguistics. Thus, I first attempted to collect the data myself. So far, 
I have managed to check the original or copy of every charter related to Szepes/Spiš 
that includes toponymic data up to the end of the 14th century. I have also collected 
a considerable amount of data until the first quarter of the 16th century. This means 
30.000 toponymic data from almost 3000 charters related to the area of the historical 
Szepes/Spiš county. As opposed to research in earlier decades, instead of relying on 
old publications and microfilms that are difficult to handle, I have the advantage that 
I could study the charters online, in high-resolution images, thanks to the work of the 
Hungarian National Archives and the Monasterium international project.

I must emphasize that the amount of data I have collected goes well beyond the 
amount that is required for an etymological dictionary. Moreover, it is clear that the 
data collection focuses on a specific geographical area, which makes it unfit for the 
study of wider toponymic correlations. However, tracing the toponymic data of a given 
place of authentication (loca credibilia) or a certain area may prove to be useful at other 
levels of historical linguistics. From among these, I would like to highlight the study of 
the use of names in the charters.

3. Aspects of linguistic research of charters
In my paper, I point out the questions that the charters as sources of language 

history raise from the aspects of etymological investigations. For this, I rely on the 
researches of the onomastics workshop in Debrecen and my own work. 
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3.1. Granting rights
First of all, I shall note – even if it may seem evident in these days – that the 

charters issued by different offices and authorities were not made to preserve linguistic 
data, although they are indeed preferred and considered substantial resources for lin-
guists who study old toponyms. The reason why these documents contain toponymic 
data is very specific: the identification of people and places related to an issue, or as it 
is often referred to in the literature, granting rights. We must not forget this fact when 
dealing with the data taken from charters. There is an ongoing debate in the Hungarian 
literature about how and to what extent the toponymic data reflect the linguistic reality 
of a specific era. The most recent summary of this question – from the viewpoint of 
historical linguistics – is provided by István Hoffmann, Anita Rácz and Valéria Tóth, 
in Hungarian and English (see Hoffmann 2007: 123–124, Hoffmann et al. 2017: 72). 
There is no way to give a detailed description of this problem, and I can only agree with 
the authors that, from the perspective of linguistics, these charters accurately reflect the 
language use of those times. When analyzing the data, we must always be aware of the 
fact that the name usage of charters was driven by specific principles, particularly when 
there is only little data available on a given place, because some of the methods used by 
the writers of the charters suggest that the linguistic reality is not always reflected in the 
use of names in the charters. I will discuss this aspect in greater detail later.

3.2. Sources of the clerks
Another factor must be pointed out regarding the relationship between the 

names found in the charters and the linguistic reality: the sources available to the 
clerks, beyond the primary legal efforts of the charters. It is well known that the clerk 
who noted down the final version of a charter did not use his own thoughts, and he 
was not the only person who worked on the document. So there were lots of different 
sources that could have affected the toponymic forms in the final version of the charter, 
for example, orders of the king who initiated the process, notes and records made at 
on-site visits, written or oral confessions of parties involved in the matter and even the 
name usage in older charters related to a specific case (see for example Borsa 1987; 
Kovács 2012; Szőke 2015: 11–15). In my opinion, this last aspect, the role of older 
charters, is very important. 

The question of linguistic verifiability and the relevance of the data from char-
ters is usually emphasized in connection with literal or content-focused transcriptions. 
Yet even in the case of a document that does not contain the transcription of an older 
charter, written texts could serve as the final sources of toponyms, e.g., copies of earlier 
charters kept in the local library or documents made by litigating parties. Therefore, in 
a charter that does not contain the transcription of another charter, the everyday name 
usage was not – or not only – the final source of the toponyms. During my studies in 
Szepes/Spiš, I sometimes found that the seemingly anachronistic piece of data with 
unusual spelling or linguistic structure could be explained by the fact that the clerks 
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used old resources unnoticed, so these forms do not reflect everyday language use. In 
some cases, the consequence of these may be that the charters kept using forms that 
were not in local use anymore, or even names that referred to places which no longer 
existed. However, these data may still be interpreted from a linguistic point of view, but 
their consideration in important issues requires special attention.

3.3. Preservation of charters
The preservation of charters has been a recurring issue. Historical events in past 

centuries, natural disasters, fires, lootings and even the storage conditions of the dis-
tant past (e.g., water, mold, pests), all contributed to the fact that the charters were 
not always kept in proper condition. Certainly, the extent of damage in the documents 
varies according to regions and ages, yet it must be emphasized that certain types of 
charters were not meant to last forever. Such types include orders from royal or other 
statewide authorities, which – mostly in the earlier periods – were destroyed at the 
designated address after transcription. This fact may be interesting from an etymologi-
cal point of view because the first available data of a certain place may not reflect its 
form at the point of its genesis. Moreover, we must also consider that regarding the 
whole Carpathian Basin, in relation to the organization of the Hungarian Kingdom’s 
county system and the inhabitation of certain regions, the practice of issuing charters 
did not spread at the same pace and at the same time. Thus, for instance, there is a 
small amount of data from Szepes/Spiš county before the conquest of the Tatars in 
Hungary (before 1241–1242). Among the reasons are that some charters were actu-
ally destroyed. Nevertheless, it is also important to note that in this region there was 
no need for a large number of charters in early times, due to several factors, such as 
the fact that large parts of the county were unpopulated at this time and there was a 
low number of legal proceedings. That is why it is important to consider the specific 
attributes of a given region when we attempt to explain certain toponyms. It is obvi-
ous that a toponym was included in a charter in case it was necessary for legal reasons. 
Thus, there are toponyms that have been in use for a long time, yet were not recorded 
in legal disputes or in inheritance cases. They were not even mentioned in connection 
with perambulations, so the amount of data available is very limited. Also, there is a 
considerable number of places which – based on historical or toponymic reasons – had 
been formed decades or one or two generations earlier than the date of the first record 
of the toponym. Therefore, we often have to consider the possibility that the etymol-
ogy drawn on the basis of the earliest known data may not reflect the primary form 
of the toponym, but a newer version which was formed in the processes of linguistic 
contacts and the inner onomatosystemical developments of the language. However, 
we should note that this does not make our etymology incorrect, but instead limits its 
references to the name form whose data we possess. From the viewpoint of linguistic-
ethnic reconstruction, it is absolutely relevant, though, that a crucial step – that is, the 
examination of the formation of the toponym – can only be taken through the implied 
linguistic background and not based on the data.
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3.4. Linguistic prestige
Perhaps one of the most important aspects of evaluating the place-name data of 

charters is that of linguistic prestige. The latest summary in English of this in relation to 
the proper names of the Carpathian Basin is made by Valéria Tóth, but István Hoffman 
and even I have raised this issue several times (cf. Hoffmann 2007: 75–76; Kenyhercz 
2013a, 2014; Tóth 2021). To sum up this question, it has been suggested that, in some 
cases, the charters do not necessarily reflect the linguistic diversity perfectly. If a place 
had more than one name, the clerks of the charters could use the so-called alio nomine 
structures or other normalized forms to mirror the name variants. These kinds of 
structures were also used in the cases of multilingual name pairs, where the Latin text 
referred to the languages of the given name forms, for example: 

+?[1290]/+1290/+1322: riv. Vysfalw theuthonice vero Dorwsayff (Dl. 1281); 
+?1329/18. sz. Más.: riv. Crompsayff hungarice vero Saarpataka (Dl. 71268); 
1330/1449: aqua Lechnych tewtunice Ferlornwascer (Dl. 63846); 1344: nova montana 
seu aurifodina in wulgari Lassyupatak in teutonico vero Stilbah vocata (Dl. 71415).

However, this is not at all typical. Instead, in multilingual regions like Szepes/
Spiš, we usually see that not every variant of the name pairs of different languages 
can be found in the charters. It even seems that the most common name form in 
a certain age and region did not guide the clerks. We might notice that the name 
forms of languages with lower prestige, which were considered less official, were not 
included in the documents at all, regardless of the size of the community speaking 
that language. We may also suspect in some cases that the Slavic variants of some 
names stayed hidden for centuries in Szepes/Spiš. A good example of this is the 
name of the county itself. 

The Szepes/Spiš region was the home of people with different ethnic back-
grounds from the time of the establishment of the county system, that is, from the 
12–13th century – there were Slavs, Hungarians, later Germans and Neo-Latin inhab-
itants in this county until the end of the Middle Ages (see for example Homza 2009; 
KMTL: Szepes(ség), Kristó 1988: 393–395; Soják 2009). Thus, there were multiple 
name forms used to refer to this area just like today. In Hungarian, it was called Szepes, 
in the Slovak and Polish/Slavic languages Spiš/Spisz and in German Zips. However, 
throughout the Middle Ages, only the Hungarian and the German forms can be found 
in official documents, or the Latinized forms that were based on these two, and there 
are no examples of Slavic versions: 

1209/1246: Chyp(us) (Dl. 68752); 1216: de Scepes (Dl. 74); 1216 [: 1217]/1230: 
Scip(us) (Dl. 79); 1232/18. sz. Más.: de Scepus (Df. 278925); 1239/1412: de 
Scep(us) (Df. 264260); 1243: de Scepus (Dl. 38875); 1245/1275/1409: de Scepus 
(Df. 263025); ?+1245/1412: de Zephs (Df. 264260); 1246/1305/1408: de Scepus 
(Dl. 304); 1246: de Chipus (Dl. 68752); 1247/1247/1331: de Scep(us) (Dl. 40606); 
1247/1331: de Scep(us) (Dl. 40606); 1248: de Scypus (Df. 264114); 1248/1312: de 
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Scepus (Dl. 40337); 1249: de Scypus (Df. 264115); 1250: de Scepus ~ de Scypus ~ castr. 
Scypusien(sis) (Df. 272384) etc.2

Yet the lack of data in itself does not necessarily mean that the Spiš name form 
was nonexistent in the language of the Slavic community, and from an etymological 
perspective we cannot even rule out the possibility that the Slavic version was primary. 
A valid explanation for the Slavic name form not being included in the charters, espe-
cially if there were Hungarian or German variants for the name – like in Szepes/Spiš 
county (cf. Hoffmann 2007: 91, Kenyhercz 2018: 121–122) –, is that the prestige of 
Slavic languages in the medieval Hungarian Kingdom was rather low. And in this case, 
the availability of the Slavic form can be demonstrated by a source from a different 
country, although it is not a charter: the chronicle of the Polish bishop Boguchwal II 
from the 13th century includes the Slavic version of the region in the form of Spis ~ 
Spys (see KSA: 32).

On account of this characteristic of the charters, we should take a look at the 
etymology and history of other toponyms from Szepes/Spiš (cf. Kenyhercz 2013a, 
2014). Studying the prestige relations expressed by the charters may help clarify how 
the name records of the charters could be used more effectively in research. Namely, 
this aspect makes it easier to understand how the charters truly reflect the linguistic 
reality that we wish to discover by using them, whether it is about the evaluation of 
a piece of data, an etymology, a linguistic-ethnic reconstruction or any other topic of 
historical toponomastics.

3.5. Latinization
There are well-known examples of Latinization in the charters where the names 

of certain places – countries, counties or larger towns, patrons – are consistently found 
in Latin mostly in the earlier periods. This practice of the clerks can be basically linked 
to the issue of linguistic prestige, as the language with the highest prestige at the time 
was, of course, Latin. Therefore, they translated everything they could into Latin, in 
full or in parts (see Hoffmann et al. 2017: 128–129). But it cannot be proved that these 
toponyms were taken over by the vernacular languages in their Latin forms. The prob-
lem with these data is that very often the primary vernacular form can only be deduced 
from the Latin version with many reservations. Hypothetically but based on the eth-
nic relations of the old Szepes/Spiš county, the superiori Bela (F. 9/2: 620–621) data 
from 1357 of the settlement Szepesbéla/Spišská Belá can be interpreted as Hungarian 
Felsőbéla ~ Felbéla, Slavic Horná Belá ~ Vyšná Belá or German Oberbela, or perhaps as a 
one-time naming ‘the upper part of the village’. 

Among the multiple types of Latinization, the structures with villa + personal 
name are worth special attention. It is possible that behind these forms there were 

2 For the interpretation of data and the relationship between the name forms of each 
language, see Kenyhercz (2018), Melich (1929), Nalepa (2003), Ondruš (1980: 281–283), 
Rospond (1984: 200), Sowa (2007).
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only possessive structures that had no proper name function, while they could reflect 
a one- or two-part geographical name as well (see for example Bényei 2012: 77–78; 
Hoffmann 2004: 31–37). This question, however, is not irrelevant from the aspect of 
the date of origin or the linguistic formation of a name. It is significant from an ety-
mological point of view that a toponym was formed as a one- or two-part name. For 
example, see the early data of the settlement Ábrahámfalva from Szepes/Spiš county 
given below:

1286/1299: v. Abraha(m) (Dl. 38876); 1318: v. Abraham (Dl. 39643); 1321: de 
v. Abram (Df. 263048); 1323: de v. Abrahe (Dl. 13472); 1326: v. Habrahe (Dl. 
26739); 1327: v. Abraham (Dl. 40497); 1336>1336: de v. Habraee (Dl. 68828); 
1337: de v. Abraam (Dl. 40751); 1337/1337: de Abramfalwa (Dl. 70471); 1339: de, 
p. Abraamfolua (Dl. 40815); 1341: v. Abram (Df. 243747); 1367: de Abraamfalua 
(Dl. 60314); 1383/1383: de Abramfalua (Dl. 13487); 1384: de Abrahamfalua (Df. 
272320); 1384: in Abraamfalua (Dl. 60414); 1385/1385: de Abramfalua (Df. 243848); 
1385: de Abranfalua (Df. 272318); 1385: de Abrachamfalwa (Dl. 60422); 1385/1386: 
de Abranfalua (Dl. 83412).

We cannot know exactly whether the villa Abraham structures reflect the latter 
Ábrahamfalva form, nor can we explain these as the one-part name form Abraham. 
Therefore, the interpretation of Latinized data may also highlight crucial issues of chro-
nology in connection with certain types of toponyms.

3.6. The place of origin of the charter
Finally, I shall refer to an aspect which is perhaps less often studied. I believe 

that during the evaluation of the data from the charters we must often consider the 
place of origin of the document. Parallel to the spread of the practice of issuing charters 
in the medieval Hungarian Kingdom, local offices, so-called loca credibilia (places of 
authentication) were founded.3 These places were mostly linked to chapters or con-
vents, and received the right to issue charters, with which they assisted the work of the 
countrywide authorities. It is important from our point of view that their authorization 
was only over a smaller region, usually covering one or two counties. Thus, the clerks 
of these authoritative places – just like the ones at the chapter of Szepes/Spiš – were 
mostly familiar with the toponyms of the areas that belonged to them. In contrast, the 
officials of the royal chancellery had to deal with issues that belonged to different parts 
of the whole kingdom. The consequences of these circumstances are also revealed by 
the charters. Comparing the practice of the chapter of Szepes/Spiš and the country-
wide institutions, I am convinced that the forms used in the charters from the chancel-
lery do not always allow us to find out the exact phonetic and vernacular characteristics 
of a toponymic form. The clerks of the chancellery did not visit the places mentioned in 

3 Loca credibilia: “Chapters or convents acting as places of authentication in Hungary-
Croatia, there replacing the notary public. Their members served as witnesses to legal acts, 
authenticated private instruments with their seal, and kept archives” (ODMA, Loca credibilia).
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the documents and, therefore, did not know or use the toponym in their everyday life 
and work, while the clerks of the Szepes chapter did. To demonstrate this discrepancy, 
let us take a look at the place called Garancs or Granč in Szepes/Spiš. 

The phonological difference between the Hungarian and the Slovak name forms 
appears in the initial syllable of the words. In Slavic languages, words with initial con-
sonant clusters were and are quite common. But it is well known that in the medieval 
Hungarian language the word-initial consonant clusters were basically untypical. Thus, 
this type of initial clusters of borrowed words were mostly adjusted to the much more 
typical CVC pattern. The strength of this tendency depended on the level of multilin-
gual connections, and it weakened over time. We have a lot of data demonstrating that 
this kind of phonotactical variants like Garancs ~ Grancs might have also been in use in 
the Hungarian language at the same time (see Kenyhercz 2013b). This phonotactical 
difference between Garancs and Granč does not necessarily refer to a linguistic differ-
ence in the past, but this point is not relevant here. Whatever the history behind this 
name is, it appears that certain forms could be subjected to different considerations in 
the official use of the language. The data of the settlement are the following:

1407/1407: Granch (Dl. 60532); 1407: Granch (Dl. 60532); 1413: Granch (Dl. 60570); 
1415/1415: Granch (Dl. 63742); 1415: Granch (Dl. 60591); 1416/1416: Granch (Dl. 
10417); 1416: Granch (Dl. 10417); 1416/1416: Granch (Dl. 83584); 1418/1418: 
Granch (Dl. 60613); 1419: Granch (Df. 263824); 1422/1422: Garanch (Dl. 60639); 
1422: Garanch (Dl. 60639); 1422/1423/ Más.: Grancs (Df. 286328); 1423: Garanch 
(Dl. 83615) ~ 1423: Grancz (Dl. 83615); 1423/1423: Granch (Dl. 83613); 1423: 
Granch (Dl. 60646); 1424: Granch (Dl. 39638); 1424: Granch (Dl. 60655); 1424: 
Granch (Dl. 60655); 1429: de Granch (Dl. 60686); 1434: Grancz (Dl. 60720); 1442: 
Granch (Dl. 39739/Dl. 60762); 1444: Granch (Dl. 39746); 1471: Grancz (Dl. 60822); 
1479: Garanch (Df. 263863) ~ 1479/1479: Granch (Dl. 63866); 1486: Garanch (Dl. 
39787).

If we merely looked at the data, it would show that the name form was not stable 
at the beginning of the 15th century. It presented a synchronous variance from a pho-
nological viewpoint, but we may observe something exciting by taking into account 
the issuing place of the charters. There, the typical Hungarian Garancs structure is 
somehow always connected to the chancellery or other countrywide authorities, while 
the chapter of Szepes/Spiš favored the Grancs form. Explaining the transcription hab-
its of the medieval charters in detail lies outside the scope of this essay and is a quite 
complex topic whose linguistic details we do not fully know yet. This problem can be 
demonstrated by two instances in the previously presented data. 

There is an order from King Sigismund (from 1423) which contained the Garanch 
form of the name, but a contemporary note on the back of the charter from the clerks 
of the Szepes/Spiš chapter includes the following: Mathyas de Grancz (Dl. 83615). 
In the chapter of the Chief Justice (from 1479), the name again occurs as Garanch, 
but in the literal transcription of this order by the Szepes/Spiš chapter this name is 



Oliviu Felecan, Alina Bugheşiu (eds.), PROCEEDINGS OF ICONN 5 (2019)  •  485

written as Granch. It seems that there were consequent phonological differences in the 
documents drawn up in different places. How could this be explained? In our opinion, 
the clerks in the royal chancellery used the name in a typical Hungarian form with-
out an initial consonant cluster due to the effect of linguistic prestige, their linguistic 
competence or perhaps their written and oral sources. They surely did not know the 
local usage of the name. In contrast, the clerks in the Szepes/Spiš chapter knew really 
well the local name usage, which was most probably Grancs, even by Hungarian speak-
ers, because the clerks used it consistently in their work. It must be emphasized that 
it is not important to decide whether the Grancs form was part of the Hungarian lan-
guage or not. The point is that the royal office used another form than the local place 
of authentication at the beginning of the 15th century. So, when taking into consid-
eration the place where the charter was issued, the variations in the structure of the 
initial syllable need to be evaluated differently. The value of charters issued locally as 
resources is shown by the fact that the officials who did not know the places made more 
mistakes in the spelling of the names than the local clerks (see the case of Szedlicska 
in Kenyhercz 2016: 21–25; or the often ambiguous perambulation of the chapter of 
Eger under Dl. 3741; see also Dl. 63763, etc.). They could not rely on their knowledge 
of the toponyms when they were dealing with the explanation of data from written or 
oral sources. Even their knowledge might have failed them while they were attempting 
to decipher an unknown sound or cluster of letters. Such data may not always lead to 
the correct conclusion. We may end up evaluating the charters issued by local offices 
differently from the ones made in the royal chancellery. My research thus far has been 
limited to the study of documents of the chapters of Szepes/Spiš, but further research 
is needed into the differences and similarities between the authoritative places. No 
charter should be neglected in the linguistic research merely because it was not written 
locally, as even the local clerks’ communication was affected by several relevant factors. 
In some cases, the consideration of the place of origin of the charter could become a 
crucial aspect in the assessment. 

4. Summary
Finally, the above-mentioned aspects related to charters are generally known 

one-by-one to researchers in this field. Yet, from the point of view of etymological stud-
ies, the interpretation of data from the charters becomes a crucial element, which is 
why it may also be useful to take into account the philological issues of the documents.
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