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9.3 A Database, Nationalist Scholarship, and 

Materialist Epistemology in Netherlandish 

Philology

The Bibliotheca Neerlandica Manuscripta from 

Paper to OPAC, 1895-1995

Jan Rock1

The history of digital humanities may seem relatively short. The study of culture, 
history and humanity appears to have been affected by digital culture and net-
worked computers for only about two decades. That is why usually not the past, 
but the future of digital humanities is discussed, conversation being flavored with 
possibilities and promises: greater convenience for scholarly labor, and increased 
speed in the consultation of data, the massive accessibility of which would enable 
the humanities to deal with their scientific arrears.

Yet already in 1902, similar ideas incited the Belgian philologist Willem De 
Vreese to address the Royal Flemish Academy of Language and Literature in 
Ghent. He questioned the competence of most vernacular philologists in reading 
old types and hands. ‘Of course I do not intend to maintain’, he said to his fellow 
members,

that there would be no students of Dutch who can read Middle Dutch man-
uscripts. Enough of them are seasoned, as we all know. But their knowledge 
is a personal matter, that stands or falls with them, that perishes along with 
them, so that the prerequisite of an established science lacks, namely the 
handing down of a certain amount of knowledge to a next generation, for 
them to build on it.2

De Vreese formulated an ambition equally simple as naïve: he wanted to trans-
form the competence of reading old Netherlandish texts into proper scholarship, 
an ambition which could only be realized by an intergenerational tradition of 
knowledge. In order to secure such a tradition, he proposed a documentary in-
strument: a Bibliotheca Neerlandica Manuscripta.3 He conceived it as a card file 
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system containing descriptions of all medieval manuscripts in Netherlandish, to 
be collected and indexed by himself (and his family, as became clear later on). De 
Vreese expected his data collection to be particularly useful for training reading 
skills with original excerpts, but also for writing a history of medieval scribal 
culture in the Low Countries. In short, just like the most renowned German 
historians, De Vreese was convinced that having the Quellen at hand in the per-
sonal, even intimate setting of a seminar would improve objectivity in philologi-
cal studies.4 He acknowledged the advantages of a data collection, both practical 
and scientific, as much as other scholars of his time5 – as much as most scholars 
nowadays when they speak of digital data collections.

The discursive parallel between today’s expectations for digital humanities 
and De Vreese’s ideals of improved apprenticeship and assured objectivity is 
more than just the fiddling of some historian. There is more to say in favor of 
the Bibliotheca as a single historical case study. In his 1902 address, De Vreese 
referred to paleographic collections and manuals from abroad, to make clear what 
Netherlandish philology was missing. He mentioned publications from the 1870s 
onwards: those by Léopold Delisle and the École des Chartes, the Facsimiles by 
the Palaeographical Society (1873-1883), a Bilderatlas (1887) by Gustav Könnecke 
and Schrifttafeln (1874-1878) by Wilhelm Arndt, and Magda Enneccerus’s glitter-
ing Die ältesten deutschen Sprach-Denkmäler in Lichtdrucken herausgegeben (1897). 
His own discipline on the contrary was served by only one ‘small work’ (werkje), 
dating back to 1818, and by scattered facsimiles in scholarly text editions, which 
were mostly ‘unserviceable, because they are processed independently neither 
from the draughtsman’s greater or lesser degree of skilfulness and from his imagi-
nation, nor from the publisher’s intended purpose’.6 With this enumeration, De 
Vreese not only pointed at a documentary gap in Netherlandish philology, he also 
implicitly stressed the merits of his planned Bibliotheca. For unlike the models 
from abroad, his own paleographical study instrument would not be a book, but, 
as a modular collection accessible through indexes, an innovation in international 
paleography.

Later on, the Bibliotheca’s history appeared as no less pioneering: the data col-
lection was digitized as early as the beginning of the 1990s and it was made acces-
sible through a computer network in 1995. So this case began its public life in 1902 
and reaches as far as the breakthrough year of multimedia in personal computing 
and of the Internet. That is why the last three paragraphs of this article consist 
of a short history of the Bibliotheca. It starts with De Vreese’s initial collecting 
activity against the backdrop of major questions in the history of Netherlandish 
philology; it passes on to his death in 1938, after which the Bibliotheca was trans-
ferred to Leiden University Library and became publicly accessible; and finally, 
the Bibliotheca’s digitization serves as the closing episode.



497The Bibliotheca Neerlandica Manuscripta

The case of the Bibliotheca thus proves to be more than merely a discursive 
parallel; it is relevant for a historical view on digital humanities because of its 
innovative forms. Its modular and searchable data organization in fact makes it 
a database, and as such an early manifestation of what would become, according 
to new media scholar Lev Manovich, the ‘symbolic form’ of computer age infor-
mation culture in the late twentieth century.7 That is why in the first paragraph 
the Bibliotheca, both in its paper and its numerical versions, is interpreted as a 
database according to the characteristics which Manovich considers distinctive 
for ‘new media’ (in The Language of New Media [2001], only recently confirmed 
as one of the ‘very few books on new media worth reading’).8 This interpretation 
will provide the sightlines for the following historical paragraphs. It foregrounds 
the public ‘narratives of value’9 which De Vreese and the successive keepers of his 
Bibliotheca attributed to the collection, throughout different periods and different 
contexts of information culture, scholarly organization and politics. By doing so, 
this article illustrates that phenomena similar to new forms in digital humanities 
can be traced back to even before 1995, and that digital humanities can be studied 
from a historical perspective, by taking into account continuities as much as dis-
continuities and promises for the future.

 A paper database between new and old media

Willem De Vreese’s Bibliotheca Neerlandica Manuscripta was innovative in three 
ways which Manovich in The Language of New Media calls distinctive for ‘new 
media’: its discrete representation of data, its multimedial character, and its ran-
dom accessibility through search indexes. In this paragraph some of Manovich’s 
insights in the functioning of ‘new media’ are applied to the Bibliotheca, in order 
to bring some new medial aspects of its history to the surface.

In fact, the Bibliotheca could have served Manovich well as an example in his 
study, where he chose to discuss cinema as the prehistory of ‘new media’. Not 
only does cinema more or less fit the Bibliotheca chronologically, starting at the 
end of the nineteenth century, with the 1910s as a ‘classical’ decade which set its 
language and forms for a century to come.10 The Bibliotheca, as a scholarship-
focused piece of information technology, also fits Manovich’s assertion that 
new media need not be studied as part of the fields of technology or economy, 
but as part of culture and the humanities. He describes cultural practices and 
patterns in new media in their relation to other manifestations of a broader ‘in-
formation culture’.11 He even explicitly parallels his record of the transformation 
of old media into new ones with Thomas Kuhn’s study of scientific paradigms.12 
The case of the Bibliotheca can be studied as a cultural history of informa-
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tion too, as a history not only of local productions of knowledge or as ‘ways of 
knowing’ (Pickstone), but also as a cultural history of information storage and 
 communication.

Such a cultural-historical study of the Bibliotheca will also confirm Manovich’s 
blurry distinction between ‘modern media’ and ‘new media’.13 Manovich found 
modern cinema to be an early form of new media, because some of its features be-
came associated with computerized culture forms later on.14 Cinematic technol-
ogy translates the continuities of everyday experience into a sequence of discrete 
elements, i.e., each frame of the film. Cinema also merged individual media into 
one multimedial object – in this respect being as ‘new’ as medieval illuminated 
manuscripts – while nineteenth-century cinematic machines already provided 
access to the discrete and multimedial representation of reality in nonlinear ways, 
thus making randomized access possible. All three features – discrete represen-
tation, multimedia, and random access – apply to the Bibliotheca on paper, too: 
it reduced the continuum of culture and reality to discrete elements, not only 
inevitable linguistic ones such as sentences, words and sounds, but also elements 
from the ‘bibliographic code’ of medieval texts15 – their authors, copyists, illumi-
nations, bindings, and depositories. These bindings appeared in the collection in 
pictural form as well: the Bibliotheca contained a collection of facsimiles, samples 
of copyists’ hands, photographs and rubbings of bindings. All these descriptions 
were searchable through different indexes on authors, titles, keywords, copyists, 
incipits, owners, themes, and motives of the stamps on the bindings. It is clear that 
the card files of the Bibliotheca share their randomly accessible, multimedial, and 
discrete characteristics with the ‘new’ forms of cinema and computers, and evi-
dently more so when the Bibliotheca was digitized in the early 1990s. Its data were 
no longer only discrete, but now also numerically represented, and hence suitable 
for automated handling. In short, a philological database can be considered as a 
partial form of new media, similar to Manovich’s interpretation of cinema.

How can such an interpretation of an old paper database provide us with a 
meaningful account of its history? First, Manovich’s opposition between the data-
base and the narrative as cultural forms, in computerized culture as much as in 
the cases of cinema, the novel, and language in general, can be helpful.16 Since 
the Bibliotheca was conceived as a collection of paper card files and indexes and 
later on was turned into a ‘new’ database with logarithmic retrieval options, it 
had no narrative form apart from the search routes of librarians and individual 
philologists. Yet, its conception and its later use were closely related to powerful 
narratives, legitimizing the data project in different scholarly and political ways. 
Secondly, Manovich describes (following Benjamin and Virilio) the ongoing re-
placement of physical objects with interchangeable and mobile signs.17 This pro-
cess is accompanied by efforts to create a reality effect, using virtual technologies 
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in such a way that they become universal conventions, obscuring the process of 
replacement itself. Again, this process is manifest in the case of new media, but no 
less in the case of the Bibliotheca. De Vreese’s scholarly teaching and gathering of 
objective evidence aimed exactly at such a replacement: in order to write a history 
of Netherlandish paleography, he wanted to have all paleographical data collected 
in one room. He himself would make several philological journeys throughout 
Europe during his lifetime, but only in order to confine his subsequent efforts to 
a simple consultation of the Bibliotheca. However, the Nachleben of his Bibliotheca 
proves that De Vreese’s ambition of replacing visits to libraries and archives with 
his own descriptions had an epistemological sting to it. Along with the Biblio-
theca’s oppositional place between various narratives, this sting will prove to be a 
key issue in the history of the Bibliotheca Neerlandica Manuscripta.

 The database in national thought and philological epistemology 
(1895-1938)

The following short history of the Bibliotheca Neerlandica Manuscripta is based 
on existing historical accounts, most of which were published by its keepers much 
later, all of them specialists in bibliography, codicology and paleography and as 
such the database’s intended users. Invariably, they identify the Bibliotheca as a 
useful instrument in philological study and as the brainchild of De Vreese. They 
praise its author in the most romantic ways: the database was his ‘life’s work’ 
(levenswerk), expressing his ‘grandmastership’ (grootmeesterschap),18 even proving 
the creator to be ‘a man of genius’ (een geniaal mensch).19 The Bibliotheca itself 
has been called ‘a unique collection of material’ (een unieke materiaalverzameling), 
‘a true gold mine’ (een ware goudmijn),20 the merits of which become apparent 
when one takes into account the historical context: it was ‘a documentation sys-
tem which was relatively advanced in scope considering the period in which it was 
developed’.21 Jos Biemans, curator of Western manuscripts at Leiden University 
Library in 1987, stressed its importance for future scholarly developments: he con-
cluded that De Vreese ‘in fact has [...] provided the study of Middle Dutch codi-
cology with an entire new, modern foundation’.22 In short, historical accounts of 
the Bibliotheca have hitherto searched for its historical significance in De Vreese’s 
almost prophetical views on the future of academic disciplines.

It is, of course, a myth that De Vreese was able to foresee later developments 
in his discipline and in information culture; he only dealt with scholarly concerns 
of his own time and of previous decades. The historical significance of the Biblio-
theca indeed has to be looked for in the long-term history of vernacular philology 
in the Low Countries. In his 1902 address to the Flemish Academy, De Vreese 
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made clear that his database had to attain some of the goals that Netherlandish 
philology had been pursuing for decades, even centuries. He too wanted philo-
logical scholarship to have societal effects within a frame of national thought, and 
his database too had to meet the materialist epistemological requirements which 
had been extant in Netherlandish vernacular philology since the late sixteenth 
century.

It is particularly meaningful that De Vreese presented his plans at the Royal 
Flemish Academy of Language and Literature in Ghent. He had participated in 
its establishment a few years earlier, and would later on become its director. In 
his view – which he expressed more than once – the Academy not only had to 
facilitate the work of Netherlandish philology, but also improve the status of 
the Dutch language, literature and culture within the Belgian state.23 De Vreese 
indeed employed nationalistic frames to legitimize his own and his fellow mem-
bers’ study of old Netherlandish language and literature: the Academy had to be 
at the intersection of scholarly and social advancement of the Dutch language 
and its users. At the same time his contribution to the Academy attested his 
conviction that scholarship needed an infrastructure similar to that of learned 
societies. This ideal of nationalistic scholarship in learned societies was not new 
at all and not restricted to the Netherlands. The study of national literatures 
had always been practiced out of concern for the supposed singularity of local 
culture and by means of scholarly meetings and correspondence, public com-
petitions and in closed libraries.24 That was – obviously – true for the nine-
teenth century, with well-known national philologists like Jan Frans Willems in 
Belgium and Willem Jonckbloet in the Netherlands, but also in the preceding 
centuries, as demonstrated by the Society of Dutch Literature in Leiden, estab-
lished in 1766, and the Royal Academy in Brussels, established in 1772.25 Before 
these, in the eighteenth and seventeenth centuries, individual scholars had de-
fended the vernacular language and literature along with the Dutch Republic. 
One can think of Balthasar Huydecoper and Jan Wagenaar, but also of Hugo 
Grotius, and Petrus Scriverius and Janus Dousa at Leiden University. From this 
long-term perspective, De Vreese and his plans appear as the Belgian variant of 
a much older alliance of philological vernacular scholarship and national am-
bitions. Considering his plans to use the Bibliotheca for writing a history of 
scribal culture in the Low Countries, it becomes clear that the database not only 
contributed to an ideal scholarly training, but also had to support a nationalist 
narrative of history.

The persistent influence of earlier scholarly contexts is also clear in De Vreese’s 
concerns about the epistemological looseness of his discipline. In fact, such con-
cerns were the raison d’être of his Bibliotheca. Its ‘desirability, yes the urgent neces-
sity’ emerged in De Vreese’s opinion from the lack of a trustworthy factual basis. 
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Literary histories had been written, according to him, on the arbitrary base of 
literary value. A Middle Dutch dictionary was being compiled, based on ques-
tionable text editions – although ‘it is time for us, I believe’, as he spoke to the 
Academy,

to bring across to ourselves that the vast majority of our text editions is no 
longer of use, because they do not give us what is in the manuscripts. So-
called critical editions, in which the so-called grammatical errors made by 
copyists are said to have been corrected, present the image of an imaginary 
language, just like those in which the author’s original text is said to have 
been determined, often do not present more than an imaginary text. All of 
that is nothing but aesthetic dilettantism, totally unsuitable for linguistic 
research.26

Serious scholarship distinguished itself from ‘aesthetic dilettantism’ in its attach-
ment to the original manuscript, which guaranteed the original form of literary 
works and old words. In contrast, the philological instruments of his own time, 
mostly in book form, did not even meet the minimal requirements of scholarship, 
because the data they provided did not correspond with the sources.

Such epistemological complaints were old. Original manuscripts, with mate-
rial evidence of their age, had been the sole epistemological guarantee in Neth-
erlandish philology for decades. This had been demonstrated by some cases of 
forged medieval texts, in particular the supposedly thirteenth-century chronicle 
of Count Dirk of Holland by Klaas Kolijn, which had deceived scholars during 
most of the eighteenth century and which was still mentioned in philological 
debates during the nineteenth century.27 Only one generation before De Vreese, 
the supposedly early medieval Frisian chronicle Oera Linda had made its appear-
ance in the circles of Eelco Verwijs, one of his teachers in lexicography.28 In the 
case of Kolijn, the absence of an old manuscript meant the disclosure of the text 
as a forgery; in the case of Oera Linda the opposite was true: the fact that the old 
text showed up on parchment was puzzling. Both cases indicate how even before 
De Vreese’s complaints, philological knowledge could rely only on an accessible 
old manuscript. This simple epistemological demand was the philological equiva-
lent of the material proof that antiquarians had been mobilizing all over Europe 
against historical Pyrrhonism from the seventeenth century onwards.29 That is 
why in the early nineteenth century all of the scholarly societies started setting up 
collections of medieval manuscripts, and libraries with trustworthy, material evi-
dence readily accessible to their members. That is also why scholarly text editions 
were made: they supposedly gave access to old manuscripts through print. Again, 
De Vreese’s plan for the Bibliotheca, based on epistemological distrust, appears as 
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an equivalent of earlier concerns about reliable access to old texts. In short, the 
Bibliotheca Neerlandica Manuscripta was a new stick to chase a quarreling twin 
from the philologist’s study, the twin of accessibility and reliability of old textual 
material that would not leave.30

However, there was something new. De Vreese’s Bibliotheca was not a collec-
tion of physical manuscripts themselves, like in the learned societies’ libraries, nor 
of representations of only textual elements, like in previous scholarly editions. 
The Bibliotheca contained descriptions and facsimiles, and no material or textual 
objects, but mere data on such objects. It is in this way that the Bibliotheca indeed 
was a ‘modern’ database in Manovich’s terms: it replaced objects with signs. The 
epistemological impact of this process did not remain unnoticed, since one of the 
later keepers of the Bibliotheca remembered that during De Vreese’s life his “See 
my Bibliotheca Neerlandica Manuscripta” had the effect of a pronouncement’.31 Did 
the appearance of a philological database without physical links to material evi-
dence, indeed mean an epistemological shift away from the centuries-old materi-
alistic epistemology, toward one in which virtual collections could serve as a base 
for knowledge as reliable as the original material? As every shift in history, this 
one too was not linear and uncontested, as the vicissitudes of the Bibliotheca after 
De Vreese illustrate.

 The database in Leiden, a scholarly metropolis (1939)

In 1939, the Bibliotheca was sold by De Vreese’s widow to the state of the Neth-
erlands, which deposited it at the University Library in Leiden, to be taken care 
of by the curator of manuscripts and his assistants. The first one was Gerard 
Isaäc Lieftinck, appointed curator shortly after the acquisition of the Bibliotheca. 
Lieftinck recognized its value and shared some ideals with De Vreese, although 
he had seen that during the last years of his life De Vreese ‘actually has become 
a solitary man, as if entrenched in his fort, his vast arsenal of data, from which 
he could always draw and from which he derived his great authority’.32 After his 
death, the Bibliotheca revealed its ‘weak side’ (zwakke zijde).33 Browsing the card 
files, Lieftinck discovered that some of the descriptions were not written by De 
Vreese himself. ‘There are also many records, especially tables of contents, which 
are not from De Vreese’s own hand, maybe from students or from officials at the 
libraries in question’. It gave reason for concern: ‘Because one does not know who 
drew them up and since some of them were corrected in later times by De Vreese 
himself, there is every reason not to trust these data too much’.34 Lieftinck, like 
other philologists for centuries, did not think the evident benefits of easily acces-
sible philological data to outweigh their reliability.
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Lieftinck started to select and correct descriptions in the Bibliotheca and he 
substantially enlarged its collections of photographs and copies. These were no 
minor interventions, but – so he assured his colleagues at a congress for librar-
ians – history has proven that as a curator at Leiden University Library, he was 
in the right place to do so. ‘Owing to the rich book collection of the Maatschappij 
der Nederlandsche Letterkunde, which the [University] Library holds within its 
walls and the Academy’s venerable tradition as a cradle of Netherlandish philol-
ogy, Leiden actually has been a middle point already from way back’. And it was 
the right place too for a reordered, corrected, and expanded Bibliotheca, according 
to his own ambitions: ‘Such a valuable, internationally orientated apparatus as 
the [Bibliotheca Neerlandica Manuscripta] might turn Leiden definitively into a 
metropolis of Middle Dutch linguistics’.35 At Leiden, the Bibliotheca could make 
Netherlandish philology an international field of study. Lieftinck thus trans-
formed De Vreese’s equally scholarly and national aspirations for the Bibliotheca 
at the Flemish Academy into an image of Leiden as a scholarly metropolis. This 
image did justice to both the city’s century-old philological fame the Dutch na-
tion was proud of, and the international orientation of academic scholarship in 
his own time. Like other historians and intellectuals did in these decades, Lief-
tinck formulated a variant of the nationalist narrative to incorporate interna-
tional cultural horizons.36 According to him, the Bibliotheca would become truly 
metropolitan when it was accessible to scholars from the Netherlands and the 
rest of the world, and when its data were reliable.

 An automated database (1991-1995)

From 1991 onwards, the Bibliotheca was digitized at Leiden University Library. It 
was in particular André Bouwman who spoke in public about the plans and pro-
ceedings at conferences for medievalists. Whereas Lieftinck focused on the short-
comings of the Bibliotheca’s reliability, Bouwman’s discontentment concerned in 
the first place its accessibility. He depicted the database as a collection of ‘tens of 
thousands of index cards’ (tienduizenden fiches), ‘put away in card-index boxes’ 
(weggestoken in kaartenbakken), the consultation of which was only possible in 
Leiden ‘and is rather complicated’ (en is tamelijk ingewikkeld).37 And most of all: 
the ‘separate card-indexes left cross-references a feature to be desired’.38 Bouw-
man gave the impression that the database not only was hard to access itself, but 
that its modular structure in fact even complicated knowledge about the physi-
cal manuscripts – thus negating the creator’s intentions. But Bouwman saw new 
possibilities in digital times: ‘It became increasingly clear that only the computer 
would be able to bring relief, if at least some conditions are fulfilled’.39
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These conditions exactly met the shortcomings of the paper database Bouw-
man himself had diagnosed: it would have to be user friendly, and ‘accessible 
through electronic data traffic routes’ (via elektronische dataverkeerswegen toe-
gankelijk).40 It would have to present ‘better sorted information’ (beter geordende 
informatie),41 using standardized authority records and descriptions, and the 
photographs and rubbings too would have to be digitized. At the same time, 
an electronic system for data input would have to be implemented. In 1991, the 
semi-governmental Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO) 
acknowledged the Bibliotheca as a ‘Center of Expertise’, making it possible to be 
subsidized for this digitizing project. The work was carried out in collaboration 
with PICA, a cataloguing system of Dutch scientific libraries. It became acces-
sible in 1995 as part of the Leiden University Library’s online catalogue (OPAC), 
which could be consulted through a Dutch library network, through a Telnet 
connection, or on the ‘World Wide Web [...] using a WWW navigator’.42 Access 
to the database started at a screen with seventeen search keys, such as ‘HSG’, 
‘DAT’, ‘HTI’, ‘AUT’, or ‘MAT’, or by starting a search action ‘from any screen, by 
filling in ‘z [search key] [search term]’, if necessary truncated’.43 All such codes 
could be consulted in ‘the extended helptexts’.44 In short, Bouwman stressed in 
many ways the increased accessibility of philological data in the Bibliotheca, now 
called e-BNM.

Besides that, Bouwman was optimistic about the changes made to the data-
base structure. The Bibliotheca would still consist of modular descriptions of me-
dieval manuscripts with references to literature, made accessible through search 
indexes, but they were once more reordered, on persons, corporations, and key-
words. New information was added too, based on published library catalogues. 
The new indexes also figured uniform descriptions, thus putting and end to the 
arbitrariness in the paper database (‘the key words of course [have to be] edited 
absolutely uniformly’ [de trefwoorden [moeten] natuurlijk volstrekt uniform geredi-
geerd worden]),45 and they were completed with authority records and families 
consisting of cross-linking descriptions. Bouwman was clear about their impor-
tance: they were not just new, elaborated entries to the descriptions. The nu-
merical uniform descriptions made the Bibliotheca electronic; the cross-references 
made the authority records ‘the nervous system of the electronic database’46 and 
each of them even a ‘crystallization point of knowledge’ (kristallisatiepunt van 
kennis).47 Automated searches and links between numerical data on philological 
objects gave the Bibliotheca a new function: it was no longer a didactic tool for 
reading old texts, nor the instrument for scholars in a learned society, nor a record 
of the nation’s forgotten scribal culture, it now renewed scholarship itself. Bouw-
man replaced De Vreese’s and Lieftinck’s narrative of national scholarship with 
a technical discourse on knowledge production (with by times anthropomorphic 
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metaphors). For him, the digitized Bibliotheca was in the first place exactly that: 
a new scholarly instrument, ‘an electronic database [which] may contribute to the 
development of new strategies in scholarship’.48

Was there in Bouwman’s computer optimism any trace left of the centuries-
old materialist epistemology and the framing nationalist narrative? At least in his 
public statements, Bouwman remained remarkably silent on both subjects. The 
Netherlands and Leiden appear to be nothing more than the accidental setting 
for scholarly innovations, not to be mentioned explicitly, not even in Lieftinck’s 
metropolitan way. For the Bibliotheca’s reliability he did not refer to the tradition-
al guarantees offered by physical manuscripts; he did not present the digitization 
as a new reditus ad fontibus. He seemed to consider its reliability guaranteed by 
the academic institutions involved. Data for input came from published library 
catalogues – notwithstanding Lieftinck’s doubts; the work done by collaborators 
of the University Library was unquestioned; access to the database was guar-
anteed by the OPAC network; and most of all, the Bibliotheca as a whole was 
certified by NWO. One could say that the Bibliotheca became not only a ‘new’ 
database in the sense of a discrete and multimedial, cross-referring, automatedly 
and randomly accessible set of data, but also in the sense that its reliability was 
attested by institutions of present-day science production.

 Conclusion

What does this single history of a philological database from the Low Coun-
tries, interpreted as a discrete, multimedial and randomly accessible form of 
data organization, demonstrate? In the first place that the Bibliotheca was more 
than a simple instrument to hand down philological knowledge to a next gen-
eration. From its creation by De Vreese in Ghent onwards, it materialized some 
of his scientistic and nationalistic aspirations, just as the Flemish Academy did. 
The Bibliotheca continued to materialize varying aspirations at Leiden Univer-
sity Library. The database thus had varying relations to successive institutional 
contexts and powerful narratives, which gave the database meaning and legiti-
mized it. That was initially the case on a documentary level: the Bibliotheca had 
to serve De Vreese in writing a cultural history of the Low Countries in the 
Middle Ages based on the developments in scribal culture, in other words a 
historical narrative based on paleographical data. It was also the case on a po-
litical level, since the Bibliotheca had to be integrated into the Flemish Academy, 
established to realize equally scholarly and national progress through the study 
of old Netherlandish language and literature. As such, the initial organizational 
infrastructure for the Bibliotheca included it in the historical and political nar-
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rative of the Flemish Movement. Yet, although the database had important rela-
tions to such narratives, it remained a genre of informational culture of its own, 
and because of that, it survived independently from the foundational narratives 
and was given a place in other wide views, such as scientific internationalism 
in the interwar era and optimism about the computer age at the close of the 
twentieth century.

Apart from a changing decor of narratives, the history of this database makes 
clear that the old tension between the epistemological ideals of accessible and 
reliable data remained high in both modern and digitized philological informa-
tion cultures. De Vreese aspired to replace the physical consultation of libraries 
and archives all over the world with a search action in his database. Doubts about 
the reliability of the data arose, however. Such doubts had proven to be of great 
influence in the earlier history of Netherlandish philology, and had resulted in 
materialistic requirements for scholarly certitude. Nevertheless, the database’s 
material base seemed to have become undiscussed in the age of its digitization 
at modern scientific institutions. The history of the Bibliotheca thus makes clear 
that fundamental aspects of a database in both its paper and digitized form, such 
as its epistemological basis or its connection to political narratives, can survive 
several decades and remain unchanged or can be forgotten along the way, when 
they are silenced permanently.
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