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Abstract
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Documents which formed the basis for the legal order of the city of Tallinn during the Middle Ages and early modern period were mostly issued during the 13th century. At least by the middle of the 14th century they formed a more or less clearly defined corpus, which is reflected in privilege confirmations of the city’s overlords and collections of document copies produced until the 18th century. 
Since Friedrich Georg von Bunge’s editorial work in the 19th century, practically all these texts have been edited and extensively used in research. During nearly 200 years of scholarly interest they have acquired prominent position in historiographical tradition both in Estonia and beyond. However, during the centuries these texts were in direct force they were in some cases given a meaning, which was not necessarily the same as during their creation. The question is how and why these changes in interpretation of legal documents occurred.
One way to examine the importance attributed to legal texts and the ways they were used and understood in the past is to observe, how law codes and charters were preserved, copied and translated in different periods. Contemporary annotations added to the 16th–18th century copies or translations of medieval privilege charters demonstrate how old privileges were adjusted to current circumstances and the city’s political interests. This can be exemplified by the charter of king Erik Plovpenning (1248) traditionally understood in historiography as the document by which the Lübeck Law was granted to Tallinn, but also by several other 13th-century texts. 
From the perspective of manuscript studies observations gathered from different translations and copies help to discover potential losses of original documents or establish, in which periods more substantial changes in understanding of medieval legal texts of Tallinn took place. 
