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Outline

• Introduction to the Historical Terminology
project

• Working with historical documents

• Transcription

• Named-entity recognition

• Complexity of historical documents

• Normalisation of documents

• Future experiments
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The Historical 
Terminology project
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The Historical 
Terminology 
project

https://www.ufrgs.br/textecc/terminologia/
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https://www.ufrgs.br/textecc/terminologia/


The Historical 
Terminology project

• Project lead by Prof Maria José B. 
Finatto

• Federal University of Rio Grande do 
Sul

• Allows the download of transcribed and 
(some) normalised historical medical 
documents from the 18th century
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Currently available corpora

https://sites.google.com/view/projeto3859716/12/2023 6

https://sites.google.com/view/projeto38597


João Curvo Semedo (1639-1719)

• 1707 

• Observaçoens medicas doutrinaes de 
cem casos gravíssimos

(Medical and doctrinal observations 
of a hundred severe cases)

• 1721 (post mortem)

• Atalaya da vida, contra as hostilidades
da morte

(Observatory of life, against the 
hostilities of death)
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Diogo de Sant-Iago

• 1741
• Postilla religiosa, e arte de enfermeiros
       (Religious Postil, and Art of Nurses)

• First of its kind ever written in Portuguese
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G. Mauran

• 1786 – Translated into Portuguese in 
1794 

• Aviso a’ gente do mar sobre sua saúde

(Advice to Sea People about their Health)

• Book translated from French by the High 
Surgeon of the Royal Armada, Bernardo 
José de Carvalho
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Working with historical documents
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Challenges for transcribing documents

Variant 
spellings for the 
same word

Use of long S

Different use 
of diacritics
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Challenges for transcribing documents

• These are problems that appear when you can actually read the text...

• And we are still only looking at printed texts.
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Challenges 
for 
transcribing 
documents
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Named-entity recognition

• 2nd DhandNLP – 2022

• Zilio, L., Finatto, M.J.B. and Vieira, R., 2022. Named Entity Recognition Applied to 
Portuguese Texts from the XVIII Century. Proceedings of the Second Workshop on Digital 
Humanities and Natural Language Processing (2nd DHandNLP 2022), p. 1-10.

• Main goal: test off-the-shelf NER models on historical documents
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Named-entity
recognition

• We created a small corpus: 3 texts with original 
and normalised / modernised spellings

• The modernised version was manually annotated with NEs

• We tested three NER models on these texts and 
compared the results

• BERT-CRF had the best performance in both 
original and modernised texts

• We fully annotated Semedo’s book with BERT-CRF
• https://github.com/uebelsetzer/NER_for_Portuguese_XVIII-

Century_Texts/
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https://github.com/uebelsetzer/NER_for_Portuguese_XVIII-Century_Texts/
https://github.com/uebelsetzer/NER_for_Portuguese_XVIII-Century_Texts/


Complexity of historical documents

• Domínios de Lingu@gem – 2023

• Zilio, L., Finatto, M.J.B., Vieira, R. and Quaresma, P. 2023. A natural language processing 
approach to complexity assessment of 18th-century health literature. Domínios de 
Lingu@agem, v. 17.

• Main goal: exploratory analysis of the relative textual complexity of an historical medical 
document
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Complexity of historical 
documents

• We again used a small corpus: 3 texts with original and
normalised / modernised spellings

• NILC-Metrix was used to analyse the complexity of each 
text:

• 149 complexity metrics

• Semedo’s text was found to have similar complexity to a 
sermon by Fr. Antonio Vieira, who is an exponent of the 
baroque writing style

• Information and data:

• https://github.com/uebelsetzer/complexity_18th-
century_texts_PT/
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Normalisation of historical documents

Why normalise?
Applying NLP tools to raw transcribed historical 

documents usually yield poor results

What does it look like?
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Normalisation of historical documents

Original Normalised

Source: Observaçoens medicas doutrinaes de cem casos gravíssimos, by João Curvo Semedo, 1707

16/12/2023 19



Normalisation of historical documents

OBSERVAÇAM XLV.

De hum mercador , a quem repentinamente assaltou huma dor de colica taõ intoleravel , 
que estando na fé sacramental para commungar , o naõ pode fazer ; e sendo eu chamado , 
conheci dos grandissimos ardores ; e continuos desejos de ourinar , e vomitar , das picadas 
da bexiga , e do adormecimento da perna direita , que a tal dor era nephritica ; para cujo 
remedio appliquei hum vomitorio de tres onças de agua benedicta vigorada , e tres ajudas 
feitas de cozimento de rim de vacca , [...]

Source: Observaçoens medicas doutrinaes de cem casos gravíssimos, by João Curvo Semedo, 1707
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Normalisation of historical documents

OBSERVAÇÃO XLV.

De um mercador, a quem repentinamente assaltou uma dor de cólica tão intolerável, que 
estando na fé sacramental para comungar, o não pode fazer; e sendo eu chamado, 
conheci dos grandíssimos ardores; e contínuos desejos de urinar, e vomitar, das picadas 
da bexiga, e do adormecimento da perna direita, que a tal dor era nefrítica; para cujo 
remédio apliquei um vomitório de três onças de água benedita vigorada, e três ajudas 
feitas de cozimento de rim de vaca, [...]

Source: Observaçoens medicas doutrinaes de cem casos gravíssimos, by João Curvo Semedo, 1707
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Normalisation pipeline
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Current and future 
experiments
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Neural Machine Translation 
for Normalisation

• Using a fairly small sample (20k tokens -
~300 sentences), fine-tune an NMT model 
for automatically normalising Portuguese 
texts

• Move from manual normalisation assisted 
by computers to post-editing NMT

• Promising preliminary results for medical 
documents
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Hyperdictionary of 
18th-century 
medicine

• Contextualising historical medical 
terms: lambedor, ajuda, rosalgar

• Linking 18th-century medicine to 
modern-day knowledge
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Curiosities from the 
Brazilian arid region

News from 2018

Maria das Bonecas, a farmer from 
Mossoró*, teaches how to make a 
lambedor that helps with several 
health issues.

* City in Rio Grande do Norte, Brazil
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https://g1.globo.com/rn/rio-grande-do-
norte/noticia/2018/07/29/conheca-a-receita-do-lambedor-

remedio-caseiro-tradicional-do-sertao-potiguar.ghtml 

https://g1.globo.com/rn/rio-grande-do-norte/noticia/2018/07/29/conheca-a-receita-do-lambedor-remedio-caseiro-tradicional-do-sertao-potiguar.ghtml
https://g1.globo.com/rn/rio-grande-do-norte/noticia/2018/07/29/conheca-a-receita-do-lambedor-remedio-caseiro-tradicional-do-sertao-potiguar.ghtml
https://g1.globo.com/rn/rio-grande-do-norte/noticia/2018/07/29/conheca-a-receita-do-lambedor-remedio-caseiro-tradicional-do-sertao-potiguar.ghtml


Lambedor: a primitive
kind of therapeutic food 
in sachets
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ATPU

Alimento
Terapêutico
Pronto
para
Uso

RUTF

Ready-
to-
Use
Therapeutic
Food



Hyperdictionary of 18th-
century medicine

• Lambedor:

• a mixture/potion to cure something;

• a kind of therapeutic food
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3rd DHandNLP

Third Workshop on 
Digital Humanities 
and Natural 
Language Processing
Co-located with PROPOR 2024

Santiago de Compostela, Spain

14-15 March 2024

https://sites.google.com/view/dhandnlp-propor

CfP deadline: 20 January 2024
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https://sites.google.com/view/dhandnlp-propor


Thanks for your 
attention! ☺

leonardo.zilio@fau.de

mariafinatto@gmail.com
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