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Summary in English 

Records are process-bound information created in the work processes of individuals or 
organizations. A traditional metaphor describes an archive as the sediment of business 
transactions. The classic Dutch archival textbook, the Manual for the Arrangement and 
Description of Archives by Muller, Feith and Fruin asserts that an archival fonds is an 
organic whole, which grows with the organization that creates it. According to the three 
authors, the structure of the fonds is above all a natural order, almost directly deriving from 
the organizational structure and the way in which the records creator organized its 
functions. An archivist who takes closed archival fonds in custody should intervene as little 
as possible in the original order. The context of the fonds consistes primarily in the creating 
organization; the internal order of the fonds represents ideally the organizational structure. 
 
Present archival science takes a more differentiated view on the way archives are created. 
Archiving is not just a natural process, but the result of conscious and unconscious 
decisions by people within the organization to create documents, and eventually to preserve 
them. The French philosopher Jacques Derrida coined the term archivization; Ketelaar 
introduced archivalization in the Netherlands. Between acting and archive,  I would place 
two layers: documenting - that is making and using documents – and archiving, or 
recordkeeping –that is setting aside for possible future reference. Between acting and 
documenting, and documenting and archiving the process of archivalization takes place. 
Archiving starts with the decision to use documents for a business process. The 
organizational function that performs archiving is the recordkeeping system. By  record 
keeping system, I designate not just documents, but also the people, means, methods and 
processes. A recordkeeping system can be implemented in an almost endless number of 
ways and various kinds of means: to employ records professionals, to define rules to obey, 
or just to let things go as they go. The recordkeeping system is the interface between the 
organization and its archive. Contents and structure of the archive are in the first place 
defined by the recordkeeping system. Recordkeeping systems are not static, but have a 
behaviour. This behaviour is conditioned by contextual influences, such as the legal system, 
technology, ideas and capacity of people, organizational changes, and  organizational 
structure. Because the behaviour of the recordkeeping system determines the composition 
of the archive, the structure of the archive changes over time. The one and only original 
order of the archive, where archivists from the classic school of Muller, Feith and Fruin 
posited, is an idée fixe, which extend in space and time does not exist. The order of the 
archive is as dynamic as the system which constitutes it. For a meaningful interpretation of 
an archive, the reconstruction of the original order and the analysis of the relationships 
between the component parts are not sufficient. Above all the behaviour of the 
recordkeeping system must be known and understood.  
 
How then can we know the behaviour of a recordkeeping system that is no longer in place 
and cannot been observed? As a framework for such a research I developed in chapter 2 
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two conceptual models, which define the recordkeeping system as an object of research, 
and describe its characteristics in conceptual terms.  
 
The first model is based on a business management model by Blumenthal. It identifies the 
relationships between the organizational structure, the business process, the information 
(records), the controls, and the environment.  The same model can also be viewed as 
dividing the area of research into four domains: organization, acting (tasks and processes), 
documenting (making and use of documents) and archiving.  
 
A second model describes the component parts and the processes of the recordkeeping 
system. This model facilitates the analysis of how contextual influences operate upon 
recordkeeping processes, and to establish which component parts are linked to that process. 
 
Following this framework I describe in chapter 3 the method of data collection needed for  
research into the behaviour of an historical recordkeeping system. The starting point is that 
the system itself cannot be observed and that no living memory of the system is available. 
The most important source of knowledge is the archive that has been formed and kept by 
the recordkeeping system. The method of collecting those data was inspired by the concept 
of reading the archive, the idea that the texts in an archive rarely speak for themselves, but 
always have to be read in their context. I gave a more concrete form to the concept by 
splitting it up into different aspects: indirect reading, contextual reading, structural reading, 
physical reading, direct reading and close reading.  
 
The major part of the book consists of a case study where the models and methods 
developed in this framework are applied to the recordkeeping in the town administration of 
Dordrecht. This part of the research serves two goals. The first is to answer  the question of 
how the recordkeeping system of Dordrecht functioned in the past. To put it in another 
way: what determined the contents and structure of the archive as it is today in the city 
archives. The time frame is from the thirteenth century up to the eve of World War 2. From 
1920 onwards Dordrecht applied a standard recordkeeping system, because of which the 
behaviour of the recordkeeping system largely became pre-defined.  
The second goal was to develop an explanatory model of the behaviour and processes of a 
recordkeeping system. 
 
The scope of the casestudy is the records created by the city administration: the successive 
councils, boards, local court of justice (until 1812), and the supporting secretariat and 
financial departments.  
 
As to contents I made in section 3.3 the choice to study those series and sub-fonds which 
are characteristic for the administration, covering various tasks, offices, and periods.  
The first part (chapter 5), the charters, belonged to the function to protect the rights and 
privileges, mostly in the middle ages. Therefore these valuable documents were safely kept 
in a chest, closed with six, later twelf locks. Preservation prevailed access.  
Chapter 6, the second part of the casestudy analyses the formation of a series of registers, in 
particular those created by the local court of justice. The main subject is the phenomenon of 
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bifurcation - the ‘birth’ of new types of registers in the sixteenth, seventeenth and 
eighteenth century, from the once one and only town book in the fourteenth century. 
The third part, chapter 7, is the recording of decision making by the councils and boards. 
One characteristic of a local administration is the collegial form of government of which 
meeting is one of the dominant activities. The series of minutes of the meetings are the 
backbone of the archive. The importance that the administration attached to these records is 
clearly visible in both form and archiving. The time period covers over four centuries, from 
the beginning of the seventeenth century until circa 1940. 
The financial administration, in particular that of the seventeenth, eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century is the fourth part of the case study. The analysis of the complex archival 
bond between the numerous series of accounts and the main series of annual accounts 
structures this chapter 8.  
As the last part describes chapter 9 the transformation of the administration around 1900 
towards a recordkeeping system based on case files. The casestudy demonstrates that files 
did exist for centuries: for trials in which the town was involved; for the preparation in 
committees of decision making; or for executing decisions. The implicit rule was that all 
single documents discussed in the meeting were bound with the minutes. For all 
exemptions an explanation was given. By the end of the nineteenth century the explicit rule 
was that those documents were put in case files. Only the city council continued the 
traditional methods of attaching single documents directly to the minutes.  
 
Prior to this empirical research in the archive, I explore in chapter 4 the institutional context 
in which the records were created. The development of the Dordrecht local government is 
described in order to make contextual reading possible. A part of this research is devoted to 
the local civil service. It is the secretaries and other staff that made, utilized, and eventually 
archived the documents. The growth of the civil service by the end of the nineteenth 
century is one explanation of the big change in the recordkeeping system. The preparation 
and execution of decision making  no longer took place in the meeting room, but at the 
desks in the secretariat. Documenting and archiving moved from a collegial style towards a 
bureaucratic system.  
 
A second area of preliminary research regards the history of archives management in 
Dordrecht, both physical and intellectual – preservation and description. This research, 
presented in chapter 3, helps to partly explain why some record series did not survive, for 
instance because of fire. The custodial history explained as well the division of the archive 
in different record groups. A conclusion is that, despite many losses, at least from the end 
of the sixteenth century the archives is a good representation of the activities of the 
administration.  
 
The catologues compiled by three generations of professional archivists, and recently edited 
by the municipal archives for publication on the website proved to be useable; however, too 
often rather than being a guide into the archive they led to wrong pathways. The inventory 
that J.L. van Dalen made of the fonds SA 1 (1200-1572) is fully compliant with the rules of 
the Manual; therefore he disturbed the original order of the charter chest. Thanks however 
to adding the original signatures to the descriptions, the original physical order can be 
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reconstructed. The inventories of the fonds SA 3 (1572-1795), SA 4 (1795-1813), SA 5 
(1813-1851), SA 6 (1851- ) and the fonds of the local court of justice should be completely 
redone. 
 
The archive reveales much about the procedures of documentation as well as about the 
behaviour of the recordkeeping system. A remarkable finding is the role of the physical 
structure of the old town hall in which the records over almost four centuries have been 
created and kept. Seen from the square in front of the building, the secretariat of the council 
and the court of justice was housed on the left hand side, in attached houses. At the right 
hand side were the burgomaster’s room and the treasury. These offices were divided by the 
main meeting hall.  
 
The series of minutes of the various councils and boards are almost complete, 
contemporarily indexed, and in good physical condition. The minutes of the meetings of the 
council are of the highest quality; those of the burgomasters only reached a comparable 
level by the end of the eighteenth century. The decisions of the court of justice were 
recorded in various parallel series: resolutions, minutes, copy books and similar registers. 
Generally the series in the fonds of the court have a lower quality, partly due to the 
intensive, daily use of most of them. The major part of the archive does not demonstrate a 
great administrative discipline, neither in the secretariat, nor in the treasury. As for the 
latter, a reliable view on its functioning is impossible because of the missing of the book 
keeping system underlying the annual accounts. Reorganization in 1810 terminated the 
existing separate financial administrations and funds. 
 
Comparison of recordkeeping in Dordrecht with other towns in Holland resulted in more 
similarities than in differences. Differences in the structure of an archive are usually caused 
by differences in the organizational structure.   
Explanations for differences in quality, both regarding completeness as well as 
accessibility, are likely to be found in the quality of the secretariats involved. This research 
did not allow for an extensive comparison and analysis.  
 
The second goal of the research was the compilation of a model and method for analysis 
and explanation of the behaviour of a local recordkeeping system. Supported by the 
framework in this analysis of a recordkeeping system such a model is developed in chapter 
10, based on a reference model for a diagnosistic process. Therefore, I detailed the 
conceptual four domain, mentioned above.For the functional domain Raadschelders 
taxonomy of local government tasks is adapted to the results of the Dordrecht case study. In 
that during the Ancient Régime Dordrecht was a town with full rights to vote in the States 
of Holland, and thus possessed a larger mandate than  small country side communities, 
Raadschelders taxonomy was expanded for the casestudy. Above all  the tasks define the 
contents of the documents. Secondly a taxonomy of procedures is compiled, that is: the 
administrative procedures through which the processes are carried out: constitutional  
(usually by negotiation), meeting, ad hoc committee , comparition, request processes, 
correspondence, issuing processes, administering justice, bureaucratic, and tender. The 
procedures define for the largest part the form and function of the documents. Finally, a 
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distinction is made between the effects of the processes aimed at: dispositive, probative, 
supporting or narrative. 
 
Logically, documents are created in the documenting domain; that is the space in which it is 
defined. A table elucidates the relations between tasks, procedures and documentary forms. 
 
The results of the empirical research are the building blocks of this explanatory model. The 
model shows how the recordkeeping system determines the archive, how documentation 
influences recordkeeping, and how the task domain determines which information has to be 
recorded and used. Both the task and documentation domains affect indirectly and directly 
the recordkeeping systems. Therefore, the classic metaphor of organic growth lacks 
precision and is an overly simplistic presentation of the processes involved. The 
organization domain, on which the classic archival theory focused as the locus of 
provenance, affects all three other domains, but contents and structure of the archive is 
determined by a more complex context than the organizational structure. 




