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Making Archives in Early Modern Europe

European states were overwhelmed with information around 1500.
Their agents sought to organize their overflowing archives to provide
trustworthy evidence and comprehensive knowledge useful in the every-
day exercise of power. This detailed comparative study explores cases
from Lisbon to Vienna to Berlin to understand how changing infor-
mation technologies and ambitious programs of state-building chal-
lenged record-keepers to find new ways to organize and access the
information in their archives. From the intriguing details of how clerks
invented new ways to index and catalog the expanding world to the
evolution of new perspectives on knowledge and power among philolo-
gists and historians, this book provides illuminating vignettes and
revealing comparisons about a core technology of governance in early
modern Europe. Enhanced by perspectives from the history of know-
ledge and from archival science, this wide-ranging study explores the
potential and the limitations of knowledge management as media tech-
nologies evolved.

randolph c. head is a professor of history at the University of
California, Riverside. He has published extensively on democracy, reli-
gious conflict, and knowledge systems in early modern Europe, particu-
larly Switzerland. His publications, which were recognized by the Max
Geilinger Prize in 2017, include Early Modern Democracy in the Grisons

published in 1996, Jenatsch’s Axe published in 2008, and A Concise

History of Switzerland (with Clive Church) published in 2013.

www.cambridge.org/9781108473781
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47378-1 — Making Archives in Early Modern Europe
Randolph C. Head 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Making Archives in
Early Modern Europe
Proof, Information, and Political

Record-Keeping, 1400–1700

Randolph C. Head
University of California, Riverside

www.cambridge.org/9781108473781
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47378-1 — Making Archives in Early Modern Europe
Randolph C. Head 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi – 110025, India

79 Anson Road, #06–04/06, Singapore 079906

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108473781
DOI: 10.1017/9781108620659

© Randolph C. Head 2019

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2019

Printed in the United Kingdom by TJ International Ltd, Padstow Cornwall

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Head, Randolph Conrad, author.
Title: Making archives in early modern Europe : proof, information, and political
record-keeping, 1400-1700 / Randolph C. Head, University of California,
Riverside.

Description: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY : Cambridge
University Press, 2019. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2018061495| ISBN 9781108473781 (hardback : alk. paper)
| ISBN 9781108462525 (pbk. : alk. paper)

Subjects: LCSH: Archives–Europe–History–To 1500 | Archives–Europe–
History–16th century. | Archives–Europe–History–17th century. | Archival
resources–Europe–History–To 1500. | Archival resources–Europe–History–
16th century. | Archival resources–Europe–History–17th century.

Classification: LCC CD1001 .H33 2019 | DDC 930.1–dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018061495

ISBN 978-1-108-47378-1 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy
of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781108473781
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47378-1 — Making Archives in Early Modern Europe
Randolph C. Head 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents

List of Figures page vii
List of Tables ix
Preface: Writing the History of Archives xi
Author’s Note and Acknowledgments xiv

1 Introduction: Records, Tools, and Archives in Europe to 1700 1

2 Archival History: Literature and Outlook 22

Part I The Work of Records (1200– ) 41

3 Probative Objects and Scholastic Tools in the High
Middle Ages 43

4 A Late Medieval Chancellery and Its Books: Lisbon,
1460–1560 72

5 Keeping and Organizing Information from the Middle
Ages to the Sixteenth Century 94

6 Information Management in Early Modern Innsbruck,
1490–1530 118

Part II The Challenges of Accumulation (1400– ) 135

7 The Accumulation of Records and the Evolution of
Inventories 137

8 Early Modern Inventories: Habsburg Austria and
Würzburg 159

9 Classification: The Architecture of Knowledge and the
Placement of Records 183

v

www.cambridge.org/9781108473781
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47378-1 — Making Archives in Early Modern Europe
Randolph C. Head 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

10 The Formal Logic of Classification: Topography and
Taxonomy in Swiss Urban Records, 1500–1700 199

Part III Growing Expectations and Innovative Practices

(1550– ) 219

11 Evolving Expectations about Archives, 1540–1650 221

12 Registries: Tracking the Business of Governance 244

Part IV Rethinking Records in State Archives (1550– ) 267

13 Understanding Records: New Perspectives and New Readings
after 1550 269

14 New Disciplines of Authenticity and Authority: Mabillon’s
Diplomatics and the Ius Archivi 289

15 Conclusion: An Era of Chancellery Books and Beyond 305

Archives Cited 315
Bibliography 316
Index 341

vi Contents

www.cambridge.org/9781108473781
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47378-1 — Making Archives in Early Modern Europe
Randolph C. Head 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Figures

4.1 Sample page from the primitive Chancelaria of
King Afonso V (r. 1438–1481), vol. 13, from 1456. page 78

4.2 The first page of the reformed Chancelaria of
King Fernando (r. 1367–1383), produced in 1463
by Fernando de Elvas. 80

4.3 Illuminated title page from the Leitura Nova. 83
4.4 Detail from a primitive register of Afonso V, ca. 1440,

showing the working annotations added during the
production of the Leitura Nova. 85

4.5 Detail from typical leaf from the Leitura Nova (Além
Douro 1, fol. cviv) showing the form of notarial
authentication used across the bottom of the two columns. 86

4.6 The first page of an index of persons in the Leitura Nova

(Além-Douro, 1), displaying an illuminated capital and
red intitulation, and illustrating the generous margins and
elegant script that the scribes employed. 89

4.7 A column from the body of the table of places in Leitura

Nova, Além-Douro, vol. 1. 90
6.1 Alphabetization in an inventory made by Wilhelm Putsch

in Vienna in the 1530s. 127
6.2 Schematic representation of the Innsbruck Regierung and

the copybook series created after 1523 for administrative
communication 130

7.1 A notary in his office handing deeds to a man with a youth
looking on (Job Adriaensz Berckheyde, 1672). 143

7.2 A Würzburg archival case with architectonic features, as
shown in a watercolor made for Lorenz Fries after 1520. 148

9.1 Schematic represention of the mirroring logic employed
in ideal-topographical arrangement and classification:
the Clairvaux Register of Savoy (1441–1445). 197

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781108473781
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47378-1 — Making Archives in Early Modern Europe
Randolph C. Head 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

10.1 Detail from a leaf in the Register der Brieffen in der

Cantzley (“Register of the Letters in the Chancellery”)
created by Lucerne city secretary Gabriel Zurgilgen
in 1534. 201

10.2 Detail from a leaf in Reward Cysat’s first complete
inventory of his chancellery records in Lucerne, from
between 1570 and 1577. 204

11.1 Architectural drawing for the expansion of the Simancas
archive from 1589, showing the new rooms dedicated to
specific council documents. 228

13.1 Textual graphic by Jacob von Ramingen showing the
relationship between a registry, the records it holds, and
the domain it serves. 275

13.2 Textual graphic showing the “three offices” that
Ramingen argued were necessary for every sovereign
domain. 276

viii List of Figures

www.cambridge.org/9781108473781
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47378-1 — Making Archives in Early Modern Europe
Randolph C. Head 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Tables

1.1 Medial forms page 8
1.2 Common elements of medial configurations 9

ix

www.cambridge.org/9781108473781
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47378-1 — Making Archives in Early Modern Europe
Randolph C. Head 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Preface
Writing the History of Archives

“Archivorum quoque animam nihil aliud quam ordinem esse, jure
dixerimus.”

We would rightly say that the soul of archives, too, is nothing else
than order. Baldessare Bonifacio, Liber de Archivis, 16321

In 1337, the city of Siena in Italy purchased a cat to protect its archive
from mice.2 The most interesting feature of this minor transaction is the
fact that we know about it at all. What possessed the city fathers of Siena,
like political actors all across Europe in the late Middle Ages, not only to
begin recording seemingly trivial transactions, but also to provide so well
for the careful organization and preservation of the resulting documents
that we can still unearth them more than 600 years later? Towns and
princes all over Europe began preserving and managing an astonishing
number of records in the fourteenth century, produced by various
authorities and by their citizens or subjects, so that we can today leaf
through a register, browse a document bundle, or consult a manuscript
index to find out about every kind of public business from the distant
past – even about public cats. The proliferation of written records
organized and stored for posterity that took off in late medieval
Europe continued at a rising pace through the following centuries, and
accelerated even more from the nineteenth century right to the present.
This “birth of the archive,” as Markus Friedrich calls it, amplified the
scope of governance through secretarial practices that recorded a wide
variety of information, kept the resulting records in more or less organ-
ized repositories, and then drew on these repositories to support political
authority in various ways. Access to ordered archives allowed rulers
to guide their future actions by learning about past circumstances, thus
engaging more effectively in contestations over power, privilege, and
property.3

1 Bonifacius,Liber de Archivis, 10. The entire text is translated in Born, “BaldessareBonifacio.”
2 Koch, “Die Archivierung,” 64.
3 Friedrich, Birth. This study complements Friedrich’s important synthesis, which situates
practices of record-keeping among multiple social contexts.
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This book concentrates on one aspect of this sustained development,
which became a cornerstone of state power in Europe and in the Euro-
pean colonial world (as it was in many other political systems around the
globe): how European secretaries and archivists sought to establish order
among the ever-growing mass of stored records, and how their efforts
could fail. It examines how those responsible for public records from
about 1400 to 1700 developed tools for managing documents and the
information they contained, including inventories, storage architectures,
and indexes, all taking place within an emerging institution, the state
archive. The chapters that follow begin by investigating the work that
political authorities imagined that stored records could do, and the
enterprises to which such records were relevant. I then turn to a series
of detailed case studies of secretarial practice and archival organization to
demonstrate the growing differentiation of functions and of spaces that
were key to the developments involved.

From about 1400 to about 1700, practices of organizing documents
traversed a trajectory, with many variations, that began with repositories
imagined as hidden treasuries of material proofs, continued through a
phase during which archivists sought to organize records according to
their content (a project that turned out to be fraught with difficulties),
and began converging around 1700 in new approaches that categorized
stored information primarily according to its place in the transaction of
political business. This arc of development always proceeded in close
correlation with evolving practices of government in Western Europe,
referred to by historians as the rise of the early modern state. Changes in
archival practice also permeated Europe’s larger systems of knowledge as
they developed – although with substantial autonomy, as I will argue.
Both erudite and popular knowledge horizons were transformed after
1400: Technological changes such as movable-type printing, global
changes such as new routes of commerce and conquest beyond Europe,
and cultural changes that are captured under the terms “humanism” and
“scientific revolution” all had an impact on what and how Europeans
knew about their world. Archives were one distinctive site where such
changes became manifest.

The arc I have just sketched out was anything but smooth, and a
second important finding of this book is that information management
practices in archives from the fourteenth to eighteenth century were
extremely heterogeneous, even though they rested on a remarkably stable
foundation of fundamental media technologies that included the loose-
leaf paper or parchment document and the bound book. Manuscript
books will play a particularly prominent role in the story laid out in the
following chapters, because in the High Middle Ages, they represented a

xii Preface
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channel through which a sophisticated suite of knowledge tools moved
from the world of scholarship to the world of administration. Changing
conceptions of what made stored records authentic and authoritative
once again drew on the world of erudition in the seventeenth century,
ushering in the transformations around 1700 that represent the endpoint
of this study, as pathways opened toward the emerging world of adminis-
trative states resting on systemic control and deployment of information.

Preface xiii
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this far without the enthusiastic support I have received from many
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contributed, though the passage of time and the fallibility of my own
archive means that the record here is surely incomplete. I am also grateful
to the many scholars of medieval Europe, early modern Europe, and
archival science that I cite, and I apologize in advance for every time
I have missed their point or overlooked their contribution.
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convinced me that I might be on to something, while his publications,
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phase. Christoph Haidacher in Innsbruck welcomed me for two substan-
tial visits in Innsbruck, and enabled me to inspect materials in the
archival stacks. On the second occasion, when unanticipated construc-
tion closed the archive’s reading room, he went far beyond the call of
duty to set up a private reading room with staff on hand. When I met
Leopold Auer, director of the Haus-, Hof-, und Staatsarchiv in Vienna,
he invited me to come to his archive, and once I was there, directed the
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Hague, Eric Ketelaar not only connected me with a remarkable team of
scholars working on Dutch archives, but invited me to his study for
penetrating questions and invaluable insight, which has continued since.
The following archivists also provided warm welcome and support: Dr.
Jens Martin (Würzburg), Dr. Silvester Lacerda (Torre do Tombo),
Franziska Mücke and Dr. Jürgen Kloosterhuis (GStA-PK, Berlin), and
Dr. Anton Gössi (Lucerne).

I further gratefully recognize the support of the following institutions
and their professional staff: Haus-, Hof-, und Staatsarchiv, Vienna;
European Reading Room, Library of Congress, Washington, DC;
Arquivo Nacional Torre do Tombo, Lisbon; Archivo General de Siman-
cas, Simancas; Archivo General de Indias, Seville; Princeton University
Library Rare Books Department, Princeton, NJ; Rutgers University
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Chicago Rare Books Department, Chicago; Nationaal Archief, The
Hague; Stadtarchief Leiden (now Ergoed Leiden), Leiden; Staatsarchiv
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Drücke), Zurich; Staatsarchiv Aargau, Aarau; Staatsarchiv Graubünden,
Chur; Staatsarchiv Luzern; Staatsarchiv Bern; Geheimes Staatsarchiv–
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Many fellow-scholars have provided personal support, from passing
citations to help with ideas, grants, and travel. James Amelang, Luann
Homza, Jodi Bilinkoff, Marc-Andre Grebe, and Richard Kagan provided
advice on Spain, and Geoffrey Parker shared drafts of his work on
Simancas. Marjorie “Beth” Plummer provided insight on German arch-
ives. Peter Horsman, Rudi van Maanen, and Theo Thomassen provided
extensive support in the Netherlands. Constantin Fasolt discussed law
and German archives with me in Chicago. James Tracy advised on
Belgian archives. Colin Wilder helped me navigate the Latin in Roman
Law. Diogo Ramada Curto, Pedro Cardim, and Saul António Gomes all
provided insights on Portugal, and Pedro Pinto became a regular corres-
pondent and oracle on the Torre do Tombo, as well as helping with
translations from Portuguese. Warren Brown shared the manuscript of
an important collection on early medieval archives he co-edited, and
E. William Monter exchanged ideas on the Franco-German borderlands
and their archives. At the last minute, Matthew Grohowski jumped into
help complete this volume's index.

A team of high-powered scholars whose own research is about archives
was particularly important. Eric Ketelaar has supported my research
since we met at a Radcliffe conference, organized by Ann Blair. Arndt
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medieval matters. During an early phase of the project, Roger Sablonier
provided me with workspace and library access at the University of
Zurich. Filippo de Vivo and his remarkable ARCHives team at Birkbeck
College, University of London, let me learn from their work. Maria de
Lurdes Rosa in Lisbon invited me to become an outside member of the
Digit.ARQ team on Portuguese family archives. Markus Friedrich and
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corrected me. Anthony Grafton lent me his office at the Princeton
University Library one summer as I read up on German registry.

Colleagues, staff, and students at the University of California, River-
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Institute for Advanced Studies in Princeton, NJ, in 2002; an American
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Endowment for the Humanities fellowship at the Newberry Library in
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2015 and 2016, a Senior Stipendiate at the Herzog–August Bibliothek in
Wolfenbüttel, Germany, allowed me to bring the manuscript close to
completion. Grants from the Academic Senate at the University of
California supported research assistants, copying, and the mundane
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I have enjoyed many opportunities to speak about my work. Parts of
this project have been presented in England (Birkbeck and University
Colleges, University of London), France (Institute Universitaire de
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dade Nova, Lisbon), and Switzerland (Schweizerische Akademie der
Geisteswissenschaften, Monte Veritá). I have spoken at conferences
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