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In November 2017 a number of archivists, scholars, artists and 
authors from eleven different countries met in Uppsala, Sweden, 
to discuss different perspectives of archives. We all had varying 
backgrounds and experiences working with archives, which laid 
the foundation for fruitful encounters and new insights. The am-
bition being that not only the individual contributions, but also 
the combination of theoretical, practical and essayistic approaches 
would provide new perspectives. The conference was a result of the 
research project “Knowledge, Power and Materiality. Archives in 
Sweden 1727–1811” (funded by the Swedish Research Council, 2013–
2018). In this conference volume some of the papers are presented 
under four headings: “ Theoretical and Methodical Implications 
After the Archival Turn”, “Ordering the Archive”, “Archive – Power 
– Knowledge” and lastly “Archival Stories”. 

Under the heading “ Theoretical and Methodical Implications 
After the Archival Turn” three articles discuss theory regarding 
archives and archiving, as well as the methods involved when 
analysing archives and archival practises. In “From Dust to Dawn: 
Reflections on Reading Archives After the Archival Turn”, Tim 
Berndtsson, Otto Fischer, Annie Mattsson and Ann Öhrberg give 
an overview over archival theory from the recent decades, and 
present results from their project on archival practises during the 
Eighteenth Century. By seeing archives as cultural techniques, they 
pay attention to material dimensions of archives, and they also 
emphasise that this comes to include the role of archivists (both 
past and present). The theoretical and analytical implications when 
discussing archives in a digitalized and technological new context 
is the subject of Geert-Jan van Bussel’s “Determining the value of 
a Digital Archive. The Framework for the ‘Archive–As–Is’”. The 

–Introduction–
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focal point in the chapter concerns the importance of analysing 
the organisational design of archives, although it is argued that 
historians nevertheless will benefit from the model when analysing 
digital archives. In the chapter van Bussel proposes a theoretical 
framework that considers the relations between archives and the 
socio-historical contexts they are embedded in, as well as the organ-
isational practises of which they are a product. 

Samuel Edquist’s “Archival Divides: Archives as Contested Reali-
ties and Metaphors” attempts to explain the multiple meanings that 
the term “archive” has in different contexts, and, more especially, 
to trace the “divide” that different understandings of the term cre-
ate between archival creators, archivists, archival users (such as 
historians) and, finally, those scholars and artists who during recent 
decades have used the term as a theoretical concept in a more or 
less metaphorical way. While acknowledging the impossibility of 
establishing a uniform concept across different intellectual tradi-
tions and fields of interests, the article gives a pointed analysis of 
why “the archive” has come to signify radically opposing values and 
functions (both as a repressive eradicator of memories and a place 
of emancipatory exploration). Edquist ends by arguing for the pos-
sibility of “bridging the divide”. 

The theoretical and practical implications of ordering is discussed 
in the following section, “Ordering the Archive”. This section be-
gins with another article by Samuel Edquist, “ The Archival Paradox 
of Power: When are Records Menaces to Privacy or Evidences of 
Maltreatment?” Here, the question of “ethical destruction” of 
documents recorded by the modern day Swedish Social Service is 
brought to the fore. Edquist presents changes in the public debate 
on the question – and locates a reoccurring conflict between the in-
dividual’s potential right to be forgotten and the need of document-

ing actions taking place between public institutions and individuals 
for future evidence. Edquist stresses the general point that both the 
keeping and destroying of documents is strongly linked to potential 
uses of power, and that it is often highly uncertain, for the creator 
of the records, who will benefit from their being either kept or de-
stroyed. In the following chapter “ The Archivist Creating Archival 
Descriptions – Author or Notetaker?” Ine Fintland and Torkel 
Thime explores the questions of archival practise through the lens 
of two Eighteenth-Century registries of the archival fonds stored at 
the Akershus Castle, Christiania (present-day Oslo), Norway. The 
two registries are compared with the purpose of identifying change 
and permanence in practices related to archival descriptions. The 
role of the archivist as notetaker or as author is highlighted: with 
this juxtaposition the contrast between on the one hand the archi-
vist as simply following protocol, and on the other as being free and 
creative, is brought to the forefront. One important result is that 
long-term structures and processes dominated the archival prac-
tices. As a consequence, Fintland and Thime conclude, the space of 
creativity for the archivists was limited. 

During the last decades power aspects of archives have been the 
subject of intense interest, not least due to the theoretical contribu-
tions made by scholars such as Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, 
Wolfgang Ernst and Cornelia Vismann. Under the heading “ Archive 
– Power – Knowledge” questions regarding power knowledge re-
gimes of archives are brought to the fore. In “ The Architecture of a 
Secret. An Inquisitorial Machine in the Works”, pê feijó discusses 
the archive of the Portuguese Inquisition and contextualizes it 
first architectonically, through describing its location in the head-
quarters of the inquisition, the Palácio dos Estaus in Lisbon, and 
then in practice, through describing how the archive was utilized in 
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the workings of the inquisition. Merit Laine’s chapter, “An Archivist 
Queen? Lovisa Ulrika and the Historical Documents at Drottning-
holm Palace“ discusses the Swedish queen Lovisa Ulrika of Prussia 
(1720 – 1782) as collector of historical documents. The library at 
Drottningholm palace, were the royal couple often resided, bears 
witness of the Queen’s interest in history, especially Swedish. Her 
impressive collection of source material, unfortunately dispersed in 
the Nineteenth Century, is the subject of Laine’s chapter. The collec-
tion was a part of the Queen’s self-representation and attempt at cre-
ation of posthumous glory. Through the collection Lovisa Ulrika’s 
interaction with scholars and collectors becomes visible, as well as 
her politicial agency and her role as a patron of science and art. Laine 
also discusses how the manuscripts are embedded in Drottningholm 
palace as a physical place, bearing witness to notions of dynasty, 
monarchy, memory, and fame. Ann Öhrberg’s “ The Power of Genre 
and the Gendered Archive, draws on examples from the so-called 
Moravian movement, one of many evangelical revivals in Early 
Modern time, to suggest a study of “archivalization” understood 
as process where the concept of genre plays a decisive role. Genre is 
understood not merely as a classificatory device, but rather as as a 
mutable and historically situated aspect of a text and the media that 
carries it, determining how the text is perceived and handled. Genre, 
it appears, is intimately associated, with gender, since the generical, 
and paratextual, framing of the contents of the archive has to a large 
extent made texts by women invisible or marginalized in the archive. 
Finally, the consequence of these operations for the role of female 
actors in the historiography of the Moravian movement is shown. 
Johan Sjöberg’s “University Archives – In Whose Interest? A Look 
at Seventeenth Century Sweden” traces the emergence of the uni-
versity archive in Uppsala and shows how the archive was utilized 

in conflicting ways by different actors. The archive could function as 
a site of power for the university in protecting its interests against 
the state and city authorities, but could also be used as a means 
for the authorities to keep check on the doings of the university. 
The archive as production site of knowledge on Swedish cultural 
heritage and history is the focus in Malin Thor Tureby’s “‘No, I 
Never Thought That We Were Different.’ Vulnerability, Descriptive 
Discourses and Agency in the Archive”. Inspired by discussions on 
knowledge production within the research filed of oral history and 
Judith Butler’s discussions on vulnerability and agency Thor Tureby 
explores the collecting practices and archiving of stories from one 
group that often is referred to as vulnerable in Swedish society, the 
Jewish minority. The analysis is based on life stories kept in the ar-
chive of the Nordic Museum in Stockholm (Nordiska museet), that 
came about as the result of project focusing on Jewish memories 
in Sweden. Thor Tureby investigates in which ways the different 
actors – the professionals from the museum and the interviewees – 
in the knowledge production reaffirmed or contested prevailing 
discourses about Jewishness in the 1990’s and how this is manifested 
in different ways during the collecting process, archival practices 
and in the archived materials. The analysis demonstrates how a 
memory institution, despite the best intentions, might contribute 
to maintaining stereotyping discourses on for example Jewishness. 
However, the analysis also gives examples on how vulnerability 
enters agency when some of the individual Jewish narrators resisted 
certain descriptive discourses on Jewishness during the interviewees 
and the archival process. Hence, an important conclusion from this 
study is that the power of the knowledge production in the archive 
does not only belong to the initiators and interviewers working with 
the collection, but also to the individual narrators – when their acts 
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of resistance is recognized as central in the creation of the collection 
and its archived narratives.

The contributions of the final section, “Archival Stories” give an 
essayistic and literary perspective on archival practices. Otto  Fischer 
demonstrates in his “Archives of Emotion. Archives of Power”, how 
archives purportedly set up for other functions, voluntarily or invol-
untarily became the storage place of emotions, and how they in this 
could function as instruments of power. Peter Hocking’s “Unlock-
ing the Monks’ Archives” gives a fascinating insight into the histori-
cal archive collections of the Benedictine monastery at New Norcia, 
Australia, and especially of the documental legacy of its energetic 
founder, Bishop Rosendo Salvado. Finally, Fabian Kastner gives a 
literary account of one, potentially fictious, archival experiment in 
his “Archive of an Average Swede. A 24 Hour Book”. The text was 
originally published in Swedish in 2017, and in an English transla-
tion the same year. The English translation is reprinted here with 
the kind permission of Sina Najafi and Cabinet Books. 

A warm thank you to the Wennegren Foundation, which spon-
sored the conference. We are also grateful to the Swedish Academy 
that made the printing of this conference volume possible. 

Uppsala 21 April 2021

Ann Öhrberg, Tim Berndtsson, Otto Fischer, Annie Mattsson



Theoretical and Methodical 
Implications After the 
Archival Turn

PART I.
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“Archive” has been a buzzword for a while, not only as a concept 
in contemporary cultural theory, but also, to an increasing degree, 
in contemporary art and literature. This no doubt reflects a grow-
ing preoccupation with archival practices both in the cultural and 
political discourse and in the day-to-day experience of virtually all 
citizens of the industrialised world. We are all, to varying degrees, 
collecting, securing, retrieving, storing, and managing data. And we 
are all becoming increasingly aware that our actions, thoughts, and 
feelings are being collected, stored and used as data for commercial 
and political purposes on a hitherto inconceivable global scale.

Given the growing concern about questions of data storage and 
information management in society overall, it is not surprising that 
archives and archiving has become a subject of central importance 
in academic research. Already by the turn to the new millennia there 
was talk of an “archival turn”, and the two decades that has passed 
since has provided a sufficient number of studies to warrant the use 
of this term.1 During the last few years the authors of this chapter 
have been working with the project “Knowledge, Power and Ma-
teriality: Archives in Sweden 1727–1811” (funded by the Swedish 
Research Council), and in this chapter we reflect on our results 
from analysing archives from our particular perspective as scholars 
of rhetoric and literature. We begin by presenting our points of 
departure, the theoretical framework we have been working within, 
as well as the methods applied. Thereafter we will summarise the 
outcome of our projects, and, finally, discuss our conclusions re-
garding methodological and theoretical possibilities when working 
with archives as objects of investigation. 

–Tim Berndtsson, Otto Fischer, Annie 
Mattsson, Ann Öhrberg–From Dust  

to Dawn–

–Reflections on Reading Archives After  
the Archival Turn–
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Points of departure
For scholars of the humanities who share the experience of  living 

in an age of deconstructed history, it is hard to keep intact the 
notion of archives as storehouses of memory: places from which 
knowledge (in a positivist sense) can simply be harvested without 
regard to the history of the documents themselves. Today it is gene-
rally acknowledged that archival institutions and repositories not 
only stored historical charters and records but were likewise crucial 
instruments in the historical formation of states, religious congre-
gations, trading houses and civic associations and deserve to be the 
subject of historical investigation themselves.2 This was the starting 
point for our project, where we chose to analyse the processual 
histories of four archives within a defined period – the eighteenth 
century – and originating from a specific area – Europe. In the pro-
ject, three closely connected perspectives met: the idea of archives 
as sites through which knowledge is produced and re-produced; the 
insight that archives are material, and therefore have technical and 
medial dimensions; and the importance of regarding the historically 
divergent uses of archives. In the project we grappled with questions 
concerning the evolution of media, the public sphere, and urbanity, 
as well as the transformation of gender, the family, and religious 
beliefs. These factors were all regarded as central for processes of 
modernity that in many ways marked the eighteenth century, espe-
cially its second half.

Much as archival practices played a seminal role in the establish-
ment of centralised states in the early modern period, they also lent 
themselves to the establishment of new social formations and new 
forms of social and religious organization. The spread of practices 
that we might recognise as archival, in the early modern period of 
Europe, coincided, far from arbitrarily, with the spread of a number 

of practices of collecting – simultaneously giving rise to new ideas 
of musealisation, philology, etc. The overarching practices of col lec-
ting and ordering might be seen as constitutive of the episteme of 
the early modern period, as has been suggestively shown by Michel 
Foucault and Jean Baudrillard.3 

The development of archives was in many ways seminal for these 
processes, and the archives themselves reflect this importance. How-
ever, it is one thing to say that archives are part of power/knowledge 
regimes and another to show this on an empirical level. By studying 
historical archives, taking their materiality in consideration and 
investigating the way they were being formed and used, some of the 
mechanisms behind these processes can be made visible.

As theoretical precursors of the archival turn, two vastly influen-
tial French thinkers are often invoked: Michel Foucault and Jacques 
Derrida, both of whom were also important touchstones for our 
project. Their respective contributions to studies of archives have 
been vigorously described, interpreted and criticised. As the type 
of questions they addressed formed points of departure for many 
consequent studies of archives (or, alternatively, stumbling blocks 
for others), a brief survey of their thinking about the subject is 
worthwhile. Foucault’s most far-reaching attempt to elaborate “ar-
chive” as an analytical concept was made in L’archéologie du savoir, 
1969 (An Archaeology of Knowledge), where the term was used as a 
tool for explaining how a “statement” (énoncé) could be made the 
primary object of critical investigations. When we try to understand 
statements found in books or documents, we cannot regard them as 
floating abstract propositions, Foucault argued. Instead, statements 
must be considered as localised within a (historically changing) 
web of other statements, which are all intertwined with institutional 
codes, everyday practices, and relations of power. What ultimately 
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holds such a web together is, then, the function Foucault refers to 
as “the archive”. Or in his own words: 

The archive is first the law of what can be said, the system that 
governs the appearance of statements as unique events. But the 
 archive is also that which determines that all these things said 
do not accumulate endlessly in an amorphous mass, nor are they 
inscribed in an unbroken linearity, nor do they disappear at the 
mercy of chance external accidents; but they are grouped together 
in distinct figures, composed together in accordance with multiple 
relations, maintained or blurred in accordance with specific regu  lari-
ties; that which determines that they do not withdraw at the same 
pace in time, but shine, as it were, like stars, some that seem close to 
us shining brightly from afar off, while others that are in fact close 
to us are already growing pale.4

This concept of the “archive” as a system for ordering discourses 
can readily be seen to form a basis for Foucault’s nominalist epis-
temology.5 In this sense, then, the term “archive” does not primar-
ily refer to the place, the documents or even the organization that 
maintains them. It refers to the function of ordering; it is a name 
for a specific system, which distributes and (just as importantly) re- 
distributes discourses, constraining and conditioning both the pro-
duction and reception of statements. Foucault’s concept of the ar-
chive is regularly invoked when the term “archive” is to be mustered 
for a more or less metaphorical usage, but, as Knut Ove Eliassen 
has convincingly shown, Foucault used the term in several ways and 
never provided a technical definition of it.6 Rather, he used the term 
pragmatically in order to pinpoint different “archival” aspects that 
pertain to discursive actions, which, in turn, were studied to shed 

light on how “knowledge”, “power” (and later also “subjectivity”) 
were used, maintained, and related to each other. 

When Jacques Derrida placed the concept of “archive” at the cent-
re of a conference lecture held at the Sigmund Freud Museum and 
Archive, subsequently turned into the work Mal d’archive, 1995 (Ar-
chive Fever), the notion of power was likewise of direct importance.7 
Derrida’s initial point was that power (commandments) precedes 
all sorts of narrative beginnings (commencements); and that, con-
sequently, all references to and reiterations of archival docu ments 
in order to prove legitimacy and exert authority are based on this 
original appropriation of power over the right to, quite literally, 
keep the origin in a confined place. Using the etymology of the 
word “archive”, which stems from archaeon, the name of the place 
where the rulers, archons, of the ancient Athenian city-state were 
seated, Derrida argued that power intrinsically permeated the ar-
chive as form. The archive was an extension of a “patriarchal func-
tion” which the gathering and “consignment” of different forms of 
documents served to reiterate. Derrida’s text is dense and complex, 
and while its winding argumentation cannot easily be captured in a 
short summary, suffice it to say that Archive Fever, besides its notion 
about the primacy of power in the “origin” of archives, also brought 
a lively discussion concerning the unavoidable temporality of ar-
chives into play. Derrida connected the casual observation – that 
archives are themselves subjected to those temporal conditions of 
changeability, destruction, and oblivion which the mnemotechnical 
aid it offers tries to overcome – with some thoughts on the psycho-
analytic aspects of archival desire. While the accumulation of 
documents can be regarded as a way to exorcise the passing of time 
(through allowing reiteration of records of a passed reality), the 
archive itself is also subjected to the workings of time (and it never 
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becomes complete, never fully catches up with the reality it tries to 
fixate). But the very desire to gain a complete and never-changing 
archive (i. e. the desire Derrida terms “archive fever”), is also a form 
of “death-drive”, since the complete archive would only be totally 
realizable if it comprised the world that surrounded it. (The prob-
lem of the map in scale 1:1.) “ There is no archive without a place 
of consignation, without a technique of repetition, and without a 
certain exteriority. No archive without outside.”8 

Such ruminations may appear abstract, and far removed from the 
concrete, and often mundane, nature of actual historical archives, 
filled, as they regularly are, with bulky files of administrative docu-
ments often written by over-worked and business-minded scribes 
who perhaps had little or no concern for the philosophical aspects 
of their labours. But this estrangement of the archival concept from 
the actual archives, has opened up the for a range of new ways 
to address matters of archiving. Studies that use “the archive” as 
a general metaphor (often with reference to Derrida or Foucault) 
–  have been criticised for simplifying how actual archives work 
and neglecting much of the knowledge about archives which has 
long been established by archivists and researchers in the archival 
scien ces.9 Yet, even for archival scholars unimpressed by the terms 
and perspectives developed by post-structuralist philosophers and 
historians, the texts of the latter have had the benefit of problem-
atizing aspects that earlier was taken more or less for granted and 
opening new lines of discussions. Many impressive efforts of writ-
ing archival histories in new ways have been made during recent 
decades: we refer to recent works by leading scholars such as Eric 
Ketelaar, Luciana Duranti, Markus Friedrich, Geoffrey Yeo, and 
Randolph C. Head for further reference.10 

A common feature in contemporary research is an emphasis on 

archiving as a practice. For our purpose, it has been useful to think 
of archiving as a cultural technique.11 This concept accentuates 
the specific material dimension of archives, and this dimension is 
something that we, as scholars, have found that we cannot fully 
comprehend without help from archivists. To answer questions 
concerning the archives themselves (be it the archival collections 
or the organisations), the mere registers are seldom sufficient. The 
current-day archivists often possess the necessary tacit knowledge, 
as they are the ones working on a day-to-day basis with these ma-
terials. To make the archive itself the object of study also implies 
building on the work of the long-gone persons once involved in 
collecting, storing, ordering, and preserving. One challenge for any 
such study is to identify and make this work visible.

To acknowledge this is also to acknowledge the fact that archives 
are results of processes, and not static entities.12 Our view of pro-
cesses lies close to what Percy Williams Bridgman termed “opera-
tionalism” as early as the 1920s.13 That is, the view that rather than 
talking about the physical world as an entity in its own right, the 
physicist must strictly observe each and every operation performed 
to make a certain observation, and the knowledge the physicist 
produces can never be seen in isolation from the set of operations 
necessary to obtain it. In this sense, we wish to understand archives 
by a study of the operations which constitute archiving as a process.

The studies of Dutch archivist Eric Ketelaar, which have made a 
large impact in the field of archival studies, have given us further 
inspiration in this line of thinking. Ketelaar identifies what he calls 
processes of archivalization that precede archivization; through 
these socially and culturally charged processes, selections of what 
is to be archived are made. An important aspect of archivalization 
is that the choices are made not only consciously but also un-
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conscious ly.14 This entails that archives should be contextualised 
with regard to several aspects: social, historical, cultural, political, 
geographical, etc. Archives are not, however, merely products of 
these contexts. They are dynamically and dialectally connected to 
individuals and organisations which partake in the construction of 
social meaning. Archives contribute to the fabric of their contexts 
through their usage. 

The considerations presented so far have three methodological 
consequences. Addressing the crude materiality of the archive, our 
four investigations can be regarded as archaeological rather than 
historical, in the sense attributed to these terms in the tradition of 
material epistemology, investigated by Knut Ebeling. According 
to Ebeling, to work archeologically implies regarding the past not 
through its documents, but through material remnants providing 
“another vision of the past than the one we normally see”.15 Accord-
ingly: “Archaeology makes visible, whereas history narrates what 
has already been documented. It points to breaks and gaps, where-
as history pursues a quick linearity of dates.”16 This also implies that 
the “wild archaeologist” (Ebeling’s notion of those applying the 
archaeological method outside archaeology proper) is dealing not 
with what is past and gone, but with what is “effective, unpassed 
past”,17 i. e. unfinished phenomena still active in the present. As be-
comes increasingly clear when dealing with the different formations 
of times past, this is certainly true of “the archive” as a historical 
phenomenon incessantly mirroring our own current situation. 

In an archive, its functions, and thus its history and precondi-
tions, are stored in layers that in turn are the result of different 
contexts, which are charged with power. Accordingly, archives may 
be read as palimpsests. The analytical purpose is to make the struc-
ture of archiving readable in archives. How can we confront the 

often-multiple voices and intentions found in the depots of archival 
institutions, which in turn often might accumulate other archival 
collections (fonds) as a part of their whole? An important aspect 
of this un-layering is to consider the individuals – women and men 
– who in different ways were active in the process of shaping the 
collections/archives. (Not only the archivists mentioned above, but 
also clerks, secretaries, etc.)

Furthermore, such an approach to archives invited us to compare 
and make distinctions at several levels. Three of these methodolog-
ical implications should be described here, as they pertain to all 
of our projects. Firstly, the method of comparing multiple sources 
to elucidate a given event or artefact. This classical source critical 
method, exercised by historians such as Jules Michelet and Leopold 
Ranke, could be expected to be an important tool in writing the 
histories of archival institutions or collections, but surprisingly 
often it is wanting. The assumption that archives only consist of the 
documents recounted in the inventory displays as little imagination 
as treating politics as only that which is found in official treatises 
and proclamations. Different types of sources need to be compared; 
the official inventories need to be put alongside the note slips about 
disappeared materials and letters of complaint about the heaping 
backlogs stored in the cellar. An archivist’s description of a certain 
repository of which he or she is or was occupied with managing 
might regularly be taken as a privileged and well-informed source; 
but this perspective is not neutral. For example, archivists often had 
an interest of displaying their custody as either more well-ordered 
(when they wanted a rise in salary) or more chaotic (when they 
wanted to recruit an assistant) than what an impartial observer 
would have considered fair.18 In short, there might be more drama 
than expected in the formation of records and arrangement of 
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archives. And processual approaches should attempt to unearth 
the uncertainties, frictions, and outright conflicts involved in the 
making, storing, ordering, and presenting of records and document 
collections, by using multiple and varied sources. 

Secondly, apart from comparing sources, one can compare objects 
of study, the archives and archival practices, with each other, to de-
tect changes and continuities of function, in time and across spaces 
between objects of similar type. Strong arguments for the use of 
methodologically informed comparisons of archives and archiving 
in this sense have lately been made by, for example, Randolph C. 
Head and Markus Friedrich.19 In recent time, numerous studies of 
governance and state administration have used comparative meth-
ods to show how forceful the impetus of organised record-keeping 
became in Europe generally from the sixteenth century and onwards 
(though there were forerunners and latecomers). In these studies 
the wide diversity of practices which record-keepers and archivists 
used to achieve similar ends is striking; something which highlights 
the need for studying the situated socio-cultural conditions, with 
their different possibilities and constraints, along with the histories 
of archives.

Thirdly, one can compare things and practices of different types 
and from different fields, to explore similarities in function and 
mindset.20 The method was notably used in relation to archives 
in Wolfgang Ernst’s study about practices of “storing memories” 
in nineteenth-century Germany, Im Namen von Geschichte.21 Such 
modes of comparison can help us to rethink preconceived bounda-
ries, for instance, between the private and the public sphere, by un-
derscoring how much of the records kept for “private” use (diaries, 
personal letters) in form and practices show affinities with “public” 
records (minutes of proceedings, business transactions). This does 

not amount to saying that differences, distinctions, and boundaries 
do not exist, but rather that they are effects of practices – not least, 
practices with documents. 

Knowledge, Power, and Materiality: Archives in 
Sweden. A Project Summary

Our project consisted of four different studies, together covering 
four central aspects of the processes of modernity during the eight-
eenth century. 

In his dissertation Berndtsson studies what he terms the “archival 
culture” of the Order of Freemasons.22 At the outset of his project, 
the idea was to study the administrative archiving of Masonic 
lodges based on the notion that the lodges, along with many other 
fraternal association, sociable clubs, and academies, were important 
agents in the formation of a public sphere in eighteenth-century Eu-
rope. The lodge’s organisational frame, prescribed by documents, 
brought about a voluntary bureaucratisation of private life that 
was of importance for the construction of civic life in the coming 
centuries. Masons learnt to understand the nature of their polity 
in new ways through creating their associational network with 
techniques alike those employed by contemporary state adminis-
trations. This followed a track set out by scholars such as Margaret 
Jacob, Peter Clark, Daniel Roche, and Holger Zaunstück who have 
all suggested that the self-organisation and the administrative prac-
tices of sociable associations were of great importance for European 
modernisation.23 

Visits to a number of archives holding Masonic collections, how-
ever, resulted in a change of plan. Masonic administrators, it turned 
out, were not only preoccupied with aggregating  organisational 



3130

records. The Order was also itself described as an “archive” of 
secretive “higher knowledge”. In this setting, archival documents 
became objects of desire and sources of anxiety. Within Masonry, 
there were notions of “secret archives” containing the innermost 
secrets of the Order. While these core mysteries might only have 
existed in a wholly idealised archive, this idea, as such, boosted 
notions and sentiments, hopes and fears. 

The Masonic archives were used to construct – and maintain – a 
distinctive sphere where things were documentarily regulated and 
followed a specific order, distinguishing the inside from the outside. 
However, the Masonic preoccupation with documents of different 
kinds might also be seen as a way to give temporal durability to 
a collective fantasy of a well-ordered existence, where everything 
followed a harmonious and symbolically meaningful pattern, as 
opposed to the chaotic simultaneity of life outside, marked by the 
emergence of a bustling modernity.

In his project, focusing on the family archive of the eighteenth-cen-
tury publicist, writer, bookseller and librarian Carl Christofferson 
Gjörwell, Fischer studied the formation and keeping of a family 
archive as a central aspect of the establishment of the bourgeois nu-
clear family as an emotional community. Through the endeavours 
of the archivist pater familias, the members of the family, along with 
the intimate circle of friends, are constituted as a unique entity, set 
apart from the outside world, sharing communal feelings of love 
and devotion. The archive provides this community with a history, 
consisting of shared moments of joy (although other emotions also 
make their occasional, albeit remarkably sparse, appearance). The 
project, accordingly, sought to view the archive simultaneously 
through the lenses of media archaeology and emotional history.24 
The points put forth by the project were strongly corroborated by 

the work of historian Ida Lindblom, published during the final 
phase of the project.25 

The archival practices of Gjörwell were instrumental not only in 
constituting this community, but also in emotionally disciplining 
its members. Control of the archive and its contents implied con-
trol over the emotional expressions that were either commended 
through being granted entry into the archive, or censored by being 
omitted. Through this “soft power” Gjörwell admonished his chil-
dren to adapt to a program of socially and culturally acceptable 
emotional behaviour. In this reproof of certain emotional attitudes, 
one also discerns a conflict of generations; between the moderate 
mid-eighteenth-century sentimentalism of the parental generation 
and the Sturm und Drang attitudes of the Gjörwell children. 

The archive as a collection of emotionally charged objects, could 
profitably be viewed as an example of an emerging material culture 
in the eighteenth century, extending to furniture, housewares, inte-
rior design, works of art, clothes, and jewellery, where objects were 
invested with emotional significance, and surrounded by particular 
practices.26 

Mattsson’s study focuses on the archive of the Royal Police Cham-
ber of Stockholm between the years 1776−1791.27 While the Chamber 
was a state institution with some traditional and well-established 
bureaucratic procedures adopted from other parts of the Swedish 
legal system, it was at the same time based on new concepts of a 
centralised police force, connected to processes of modernity such 
as urbanisation, standardisation, and increased surveillance and 
state control.

Orality played a large part in the creation of the archive. Most 
of the documents are minutes from sessions, at which plaintiffs, de-
fendants and witnesses gave their version of the events  investigated 
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by the police. At these sessions, it was the role of the notary to write 
down the important parts of what was being said.28 From the pre-
served documents, we can tell that often, especially during the first 
years of the period, the discrepancies between the memory notes 
and the rough copies are considerable. A memory note might only 
consist of a few words, while the rough copy could be several pages 
long. Thus, it would seem that some notaries preferred to memorise 
the conversations rather than write them down in session – a practice 
more related to oral culture. The notary, accordingly, had con si der-
able power over what information went into the archive and in what 
form. None of the minutes were verbatim but, instead, usually told a 
story compiled from the information given by a person in what often 
seems to have been an interaction with questions and answers.

The role of archives in the Swedish state bureaucracy during 
this period differed considerably from what was the case in other 
European countries in one crucial aspect: After the Freedom of 
the Press Act of 1766, Swedish citizens had the right to access and 
publish almost all documents filed in the archives of the state. This, 
paradoxically, meant both that the standards for archiving were set 
higher than before and that state officials had a strong incitement 
to keep certain things out of the archives. Among other things, the 
tasks more connected to what could be called the “secret police” are 
not registered in the archive and that some of the people involved 
preferred to convey information through speech rather than  writing.

The religious sphere was one of the areas where archival changes 
took place, and we find archival changes in established churches, 
as well as in different revival moments that broke loose from their 
commands. In her study, Öhrberg deals with the formation and use 
of archives within the Moravian movement, one of many Lutheran 
revivals. As secularism has been considered one of the aspects of 

modernity, the Moravian movement, and other evangelical revivals 
in their time, have not been included in the discussions of the pro-
cesses of modernity until recently. However, the Moravian notions 
of the self, gender, use of media, and mobility in many ways expand 
into modernity.

The Moravian movement is known for its archives, which still exist 
today and contain vast materials. These archives took on their cur-
rent form at the turn of the eighteenth century, although the collect-
ing and filing of documents began as early as the late 1720s, when 
the movement was founded. Collecting and filing documents was a 
practice that became imperative for a network of communication, 
through which information and documents were constantly circulat-
ed to enhance the global ambitions of the movement.  Furthermore, 
religious Moravian beliefs were intimately entangled in, and created 
through archival practices, as the Moravian believed that some of 
the texts written by the members could make additions to the Chris-
tian canon of holy texts (for example, the Bible, Luther’s writings, 
and so on).29 

In the project a dual aspect is used, where attention is directed 
both to how individuals ordered archives and to how documents 
written by them were ordered and filed. In connection to this, the 
project focuses on the output of the archives, as well as their impor-
tance for historiography. A number of women and men belonging 
to the international Moravian movement, but mainly connected 
to Sweden, are traced through Moravian archives situated in three 
different European countries (UK, Germany, and Sweden). All 
of these individuals travelled, and were diligent writers of texts 
such as letters, travel journals, memoires, and religious literature 
of different sorts, and their mobility is juxtaposed to the constant 
exchange of texts and communication that are a consequence of 
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their mobility. Theoretical discussions on temporality and space are 
used to consider the knowledge created and set in play regarding 
gender identity in connection with this mobility. One significant 
result, which also contributes to gender history, concerns Moravian 
women, as the investigation shows their importance in the shaping 
of the Moravian collections and archives. 

Theoretical and methodological implications
In this final section, we summarise some shared theoretical in-

sights from our respective research projects, starting with the very 
fundamental question of the convenience of “the archive” as a theo-
retical concept in historical studies. What, and in what respect, does 
it matter if a collection is conceived of as an archive?

Rather than searching for the features that distinguish an archive 
from other types of collections, we find it more fruitful to discern 
certain functions that can be deemed archival. Using the notion 
of archival functions as a yardstick, it is possible to see how these 
functions, in varying degree, can be attributed to a number of 
collections, organizational or personal, which accordingly take on 
archival qualities. It must then be kept in mind that such “degrees” 
of “archivality” might not pertain with any stability in relation to 
a particular set of documents over time. Our point is rather that a 
number of functions tend to reappear continually in very different 
kinds of archives as a sort of family resemblance. In what follows 
we will talk about collections endowed with archival functions as 
“archives”, but it should be borne in mind that the term is then used 
in the broad sense outlined above.

Let us exemplify by returning to our investigations. In European 
Masonry, one can for instance see a general tendency for esoteric 

manuscript collections, which during the eighteenth century were 
kept in many lodge archives, during the nineteenth century gener-
ally to lose their value as texts telling of higher truths. Instead, they 
were assigned a secondary use, as historical documents, testifying 
to the beliefs of previous generations. And whereas many engaged 
eighteenth-century Masons had searched in books and manuscripts 
for a mythic prehistory of Masonry (whether in the form of the 
Ancient Egyptians, the Essenes, or the Knight Templars), the nine-
teenth-century Masons instead turned to the administrative records 
of eighteenth-century lodges, to produce a “scientific” history of the 
association. 

Gjörwell’s collection of family letters was stripped of its initial 
function at his death when the collection was inherited by his 
daughter Gustava Lindahl, who held onto it as a treasured family 
souvenir, but evidently did not feel compelled to keep up the archi-
val practices of her father, thus effectively turning it from an open 
archive into a closed collection. As the collection was ultimately 
donated to the Royal Library in Stockholm, it became a historical 
archive predominantly consulted by literary and cultural historians 
interested in the eighteenth century (not seldom with a keen eye for 
the more gossip-worthy contents of the correspondences).30 

Moravian archival practices changed in approximately the same 
period, that is in the early nineteenth century. Moravian collections 
of files were now assembled into purpose-built archive buildings, 
and ordered by archivists according to the logics characterised by 
new historiographical ideals.31 Documental functions connected to 
practices of religious conversion and belief were gradually replaced 
by notions of historiography and organisational genealogy. Thus, 
texts that were earlier seen as loaded with faith and imperative from 
a religious perspective were now filed and read as source material. 
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In a similar way, the archives of the Royal Police Chamber of 
Stockholm during the early years mainly functioned as a collec-
tion of records used in daily work. The police commissioner and 
his employees were to keep track of what had been said and done 
during the investigations of different crimes and disturbances, and 
not least monitor of the criminal history of certain citizens. At the 
same time the unique legislation in Sweden, which prescribed that 
citizens had the right to be given access to files from official archives 
in order to have them printed, made it clear that these documents, 
no matter how insignificant they could seem, took on a larger role 
in society. They were to be preserved and not only recorded the 
actions and words of criminals, victims and witnesses, but also had 
the function of legitimising the government and protecting the rule 
of law. The law also prescribed that all records must be kept in or-
der and were to be preserved for the future. The fact that the law so 
clearly emphasised the role of the archives in the governmental and 
legal institutions must have made it natural for those producing 
and ordering the documents to be aware of both the contemporary 
and future functions of the archives they made. When the archive 
of the Royal Police Chamber later ceased to be used in daily work, 
and became an archive documenting both the work and procedures 
of an organisation now much changed, and the fates of people long 
dead, it underwent a change in the function which, unlike some 
of the other examples, was precedented and intended. At the same 
time, it is now hardly preserved in the form first intended. Some 
things have been culled over the centuries, and others eaten by 
rats, while in some places we find single slips of paper with just an 
address on them preserved, and important files missing. 

Even if there are some differences, a similar process has been in 
play in all four separate studies. The primary use of documents 

–  regulating and instructing, evoking emotions and demanding 
response – eventually receded, and a secondary form of historical 
use developed.32 One can talk of documental “resemiosis”, a shift 
in the way documents meant something.33 The imperatives of the 
documents were set in brackets; the archival groups in question 
no longer operated in the way primarily designated but instead 
showed, in the mode of “history”, how operations had taken place 
in the past. This transformation of records, charters, and other doc-
uments into sources is an effect not only connected to epistemolog-
ical shifts regarding historiography, but also related to the archival 
storage function. Archival repositories make media available for 
retrieval over long periods of time, and documents often outlive 
the agency of those that created them. The historical benefit could 
be  wholly unforeseen by the primary users, as when latter day his-
torians makes sources out of sketchy administrative memory notes, 
found among the official records of an office only because no one 
happened to throw them away. In such a case, the archival function 
of making sources out of documents is activated only later. But this 
function could also be employed with intention and strategy. Some 
wrote to be picked up by historians, in order to control their future 
reputation. Not only writing but also the caretaking of writings was 
crucial for promoting a certain ideal of oneself, or one’s association 
or congregation, to the future. The idea of “resemiosis” makes the 
interplay between primary and secondary usage dynamic – it en-
courages us to ask how we read documents as sources and why we 
are able to do so in the first place.

The analytical notion of archival functions can be seen in relation 
to what we refer to as archival qualities, that is, characteristics and 
properties, which significantly belong to “archives” as conceptual 
entities. Whereas the term archival functions, refers to what archiv-
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ing does, the term archival qualities refers to what the designation 
of something as “archival” means. These terms are of course much 
less precise than regular archival terminology, but precisely for that 
reason they offer the benefit of letting us see how certain “archival” 
techniques for dealing with documents permeate many forms of 
communication. Archival qualities are always qualities for someone; 
all collections with archival qualities serve a purpose (which can be 
anything from a grand strategy for controlling a transcontinental 
empire through administrative records to a vague plan for stashing 
the unsorted papers of a deceased uncle in the attic somewhere 
where one does not have to think about them). Archives interact 
with the surrounding world, for example through instilling docu-
ments, recording events in the world, as an interface for further 
interaction. “Quod non est in actis, non est in mundo” (what is 
not in the documents is not in the world), to quote a Latin saying 
frequently invoked when the subject of archives is touched upon.34 

This interaction with the world always implies a possible exertion 
of power. Any archive is a potential site of power, where humans 
exert power over one aspect of reality or another, often including 
other humans. An archive, accordingly, can furnish the basis for 
strategic acting: as Michel de Certeau has highlighted, strategical 
action needs a certain “site” to operate from, in spatial as well as 
conceptual terms.35 The establishment and maintenance of a collec-
tion with archival qualities is a technology of governing, not only 
when state powers are directly involved. This pertains to archiving 
at all levels. The keeping of a personal archive might, much like 
the keeping of a diary, be seen as a technology of self-government, 
but it could also be, as for instance the well-kept card-index of the 
influential Swedish literary critic Olof Lagercrantz illustrates, an 
instrument for ruling others. Lagercrantz famously collected all 

sorts of information (often tending towards the scandalous or at 
least gossipy) about the contemporary Swedish literati of his time, 
and organised it with a card index.36 

Individuals can get “caught up” in the archive and made subjects 
of the power exercised through it. But a consequence of the “ liberal” 
historical archive, the roots of which go back to the aftermath of 
the French Revolution, is that individuals and groups subjected to 
offenses can also use the archives built up by the offenders to form 
a basis of power different from those who produced the archive. 
If archiv ization is the prerequisite for entering certain, often posi-
tivistic, and dominating forms of history writing, being excluded 
from the archive also means risking exclusion from this traditional 
history. Much as there is a “strategic” dimension to the archive, 
there are also archival “tactics”, to use de Certeau’s famous dicho-
to my. When groups hitherto excluded from the dominant historical 
narratives (be it women, ethnic minorities, or LGBTQ people) have 
attempted to carve out a history of their own, they have turned to 
archives with different questions from those the archives were set up 
to answer. Thus, for instance, the historical experience of being gay 
can be reconstructed from the judicial archives originally document-
ing persecution, converting the archive of “shame” into an archive 
of “pride”.37

Since what is not in the documents is not in the world, according 
to the dictum quoted above, leaving behind some sort of trace is a 
prerequisite for one’s existence being historically acknow ledged at 
all. The annotations and sometimes photographs secretly buried in 
the grounds of the extermination camps of the Nazi regime during 
the Second World War in the hope of being someday retrieved and 
added to the historical archive as testimonies to what had happened 
heroically illustrate this.38 
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Damned if you get caught up in the archive, damned if you are 
left out. “I’d rather be dead than misread […] It’s because I know 
history is about representation that I want to control my own”, 
gender historian Joan Wallach Scott drastically formulated it in 
her book The Fantasy of Feminist History, where she discusses how to 
go about donating her documents to the Feminist Theory Archive 
Collections in Brown University’s John Hay Library. Her concern 
is that these documents might one day be ideologically misused 
when taken out of their archival storage.39 Interestingly, the motive 
was in principle the same as when, for instance, eighteenth-century 
monarchs, such as Gustav III, prohibited aspiring historians from 
accessing the state archives. They, too, had misgivings about being 
“misrepresented”. Concerns about archival effects do not neces-
sarily fade away with changes in archival regimes. The “censorial” 
archives of the early modern period served, above all, to control 
the use of texts (which however often made knowledge-generating 
archival use rather limited). The modern liberal historical archive 
– which generally wants to serve the needs of its “users” – instead 
tends to promote the use of textual statements in different contexts 
and narratives. To accommodate for the fear of losing control of 
one’s statements (and thus one’s legacy), a fear which was as real 
to Wallach Scott as it was to Gustav III, even modern-day archives 
often allows individuals or agencies to regulate the public use of 
their documents, e. g. by demanding permission prior to usage. 
Thus, features of the censorial archive are still active in the liberal 
archives of today. The lesson to be learnt is that comparisons with 
historical archival practices help to elucidate paradoxes inherent in 
the archives of our own time. 

A crucial insight that has been the result of the archival vogue in 
research is that archival orders are marked by notions of gender, 

colonial repression, ethnicity, and heteronormativity, as shown in 
recent years by many scholars. These investigations come from 
different theoretical traditions, and work with a wide range of mate-
rials, but nevertheless can be seen as connected through a focus on 
the intricate power dynamics that marks the archival processes. An 
important factor is that this research has paid attention to archival 
practices ignored in earlier research, such as colonial archives, or 
women as having been active in shaping archives. The notion of the 
Western world as the epicentre for knowledge and scientific pro-
gress is thereby challenged, and new historiographies are created. 
But the question is how to capture this from a meta-perspective? 
Our suggestion is that the notion of archival functions makes it pos-
sible to observe and pay attention to how archives are embedded in 
societal and discursive, ideological structures.

This points to a crucial aspect regarding archival structures: they 
entail a set of rules not just for the accumulation and storage of 
documents, but also for how these documents can be handled for 
producing certain kinds of knowledge. Any collection possessing 
archival qualities, in this analytical sense, will not only have a prin-
ciple for selecting input, but also a principle for processing the con-
tents of the collection for (potential) output. Archival collections 
must, to express it somewhat technologically, contain an algorithm 
for processing data as information. 

Let us illustrate the rather abstract passage above by making a 
comparative example. Take for instance the Wunderkammer of early 
modern Europe, a collection that has some archival qualities; these 
compilations invited the beholder’s imagination to muse upon the 
possible correspondences between the cultural and the natural 
world, taking a more or less loosely defined set of associations as 
a point of departure. A records office (or what in German archi-
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val-context is termed a Registratur), on the other hand, will supply 
the user with a more or less strict protocol that allows her or him to 
perform a set of operations designated to produce a particular out-
come according to certain rules and criteria. A contemporary police 
archive allows its users to produce knowledge on crimes and crimi-
nals. Information about criminal activities of particular individuals 
can be traced, but the serial quality of the files also serves to warrant 
general statements on for example the frequency of certain criminal 
acts. This knowledge can then be managed not only chrono lo gi-
cally (allowing, for instance, utterances on the rise and decline of 
certain criminal behaviours) but also geographically (allowing, for 
instance, utterances on particularly crime-infested areas of a city). 
In short, archival ordering (in this case temporal, spatial, and “the-
matic”) can facilitate various forms for cross-referencing. The kind 
of knowledge accordingly produced can be of interest not only to 
police officers fighting crime, but to researchers, politicians, and 
citizens as well. Different as they are, both cases illustrate a basic 
function of archival structures: their forming of relations between 
singular “documents” and larger conceptual categories. 

A final example, to illustrate what we mean by archival qualities, 
is when one or another author’s private book collection is integrated 
into a research library. In such a case, rules of input and output are 
(in practice) bestowed upon the collection post factum, i. e. after it 
has stopped serving as a personal collection. Whereas the original 
collection might have come about, as such collections normally do, 
in a more or less haphazard manner, with books being acquired for 
leisure or learning or sometimes gifted to the proprietor without his 
or her intention, once the collection enters the archival institution, 
the books all warrant their place as they testify to the possible lite-
rary experience of a particular author. Possibly the only reasons 

for including any new entities in it would be if it was proven that 
other books, found somewhere else, had originally been a part of 
this collection. It becomes an archived “representation” of a library. 
Similarly, a principle of output is put into the place, since the col-
lection, refunctioned into a literary archive, henceforth allows for 
scholarly statements on possible influences on and inspirations for 
the authorship in question.40

A prerequisite for this knowledge production is a certain uniform-
ity of the archival records, which allows for operations of the kind 
depicted above. Two objects or utterances can be effectively com-
pared only if they are found similar to one another in at least some 
respects. Archival ordering creates connections. Following the prin-
ciple of pertinence, it is a connection in terms of subjects handled. 
Following the modern-day principle of provenience, it is connected 
in terms of sender (although this material in practice, following the 
respect des fonds, often also contain subclasses according to different 
documental forms and subject areas made by the document produc-
er). In most archives, this implies that the records must be kept in 
adherence to certain preconceived routines that allow them to enter 
into series of more or less similar, and hence comparable, objects. 

This seriality of the records or archival objects is yet another im-
portant archival quality. In theory, there can never be a singular 
object in the archival structure. Of course, there can be many odd, 
seemingly unclassifiable, documents laying around as a back-log in 
the repository. But in order to be allowed into the archival struc-
ture, each and every object must already be perceived as belonging 
to a preconceived category of objects. This archival category might 
be in accordance with the form that the record-producing agent or 
agency itself designed – as when the minutes of the weekly meetings 
of a board becomes archived in a chronologically ordered series of 
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files. But in other cases, the archival category is wholly different 
from the errand and context of the documents first purpose – the 
German archivist Striediger exemplified changes of meaning by a 
set of love letters that had become archived as part of a file with 
evidential documents relating to a divorce trial.41 Each and every 
archived document is in this sense always an instance of a category 
larger than itself. This means that a prerequisite of archival ordering 
is abstraction. Only in an abstracted form can information enter the 
archive as a record, and consequently most archive guidelines can 
be regarded as manuals for such abstraction,42 as can, of course, 
the use of prescribed forms, required by authorities and similar 
administrative measures.43 A police report is for instance an account 
of a singular (more or less disturbing) event, but as a record in the 
archive it is by necessity a token of an abstract category, be it “theft”, 
“robbery”, “speeding”, etc. Alternatively, when retrieved within a 
different seriality, it can be an instance of the criminal career of one 
particular perpetrator. 

To enter an archival structure, an order of some kind, a document 
must be coded according to a specific scheme. This also implies 
that the order of any given archive logically, although certainly not 
always chronologically, precedes the actual contents. A more or less 
thorough knowledge of this order is a prerequisite for regarding 
documents as part of an archive and not just as a pile of papers. 
In fact, what makes Gjörwell’s collection of familial letters an ar-
chive, rather than just an ordinary collection of letters preserved for 
personal, sentimental reasons, is precisely this notion of order of 
which the above-mentioned principles for admission are one strong 
aspect. But also, the fact that the family archive existed alongside 
other collections with equally discernible principles and destined 
for other purposes, strongly underscores its archival functionality. 

As the example of Gjörwell’s family archive displays, a particular 
archive is not only required to adhere to a certain order in itself; an 
archive is also always conceived of in relation to other archives. The 
family collection fulfils a different function than the collection of 
learned correspondences, from which it is also strictly separated, 
organizationally, as well physically. In Gjörwell’s case this is illus-
trated by the three large cupboards in his study, each dedicated 
to a separate archive and collectively making up the “collectio 
 Gjörwelliana”. 

In the archives of the Masons, one likewise finds how several types 
of archiving intersected. Especially the central organs demanded 
extensive administrative efforts of record-keeping. These organs 
issued formal documents (warrants for new lodges or certificates 
of membership for individual members), distributed information 
(often through circular letters), and collected member lists, minutes 
and accountings from the lodges adhering to their system; almost 
as if it were a state. (This was an activity that several contemporary 
princes and monarchs regarded with a certain anxiety and which 
Masons often did their best to explain away by saying that it was 
only “order for the sake of order”.44) But alongside this,  Masonic 
lodges collected written orations and other forms of texts by their 
members – and moreover, lodge archives often became depots for 
collections of esoteric manuscripts, since members engaged in such 
forms of knowledge often saw a connection between the exclusive 
order and such secretive types of knowledge. Thus, at the same time 
as Masonic archives dealt with “typical” state forms of records, they 
also contained material that modern archivists would likely want to 
put in a library rather than an archive. 

In all archives, the entry and exit of documents, as well as their 
ordering, is directed by a more or less rigid protocol. Any archival 
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collection will accordingly reproduce an order, and simultaneously 
it will impose this order on the world it is set to document. Such 
an order will have the nature of a “model of the world”, where cer-
tain possible orders are suppressed for the benefit of others. In its 
structure, the archive represents and reconstructs possible orders 
and thus inevitably prioritises certain orders over others. Temporal 
orders are given priority over spatial ones, or vice versa. Organiza-
tions might be ranked over individuals, or the other way around. 
Documents by or about women might (as was often the case) be 
inserted as parts of files titled and registered with the names of their 
husbands or fathers. 

Much like the early modern Wunderkammer, the archive thus 
becomes a microcosm. It will inevitably tend to reproduce a certain 
temporal, as well as a certain spatial structure. The archive can 
simultaneously be regarded as a representation of the past, as well 
as of the present and a possible future, and the archive also tends 
to reproduce a hierarchic space, organised as centre and periphery 
(as for instance metropole and colony). And just as the Wunder-
kammer the archive creates an inside and an outside by allowing 
certain items, and accordingly certain aspects of reality, entrance 
into the collection and leaving others out. It also creates insiders 
and outsiders: those with access to the archive and those without. 
There are secret archives, secrets in archives, and archiving in  secret. 
In totalitarian regimes, for instance, state surveillance is often 
accompanied by meticulous record-keeping. The mere suspicion 
that one’s actions and utterances are monitored and recorded by a 
repressive surveillance apparatus certainly affects the social fabric 
of any such society.45

Thus, just as the knowledge of the existence of an archive will 
influence the perception and the behaviour of anyone who might 

be the subject of involuntary archivization, the presence of an ar-
chive within an institution will also deeply influence the behaviour 
of those active within this institution, because an archive will not 
only mirror an aspect of the world outside itself, it will also mir-
ror the activities bringing forth the archive, as well as the people 
performing these activities. In this sense one thing that the archive 
always documents is the very archival practice itself. Thus, whereas 
a police archive will document the criminal activities of the citizens 
of a certain place, it will also always document the work of the po-
lice officers themselves.46 Its well-kept ledger is a testimony not only 
of the deeds of criminals, but also of the efforts and devotion of the 
criminal investigators. 

– – – – –
We have argued that the notions of archival functionality and 

archival qualities can capture archiving as a process. With this lens 
we discussed how to analyse and understand different aspects of 
the archives, and collections, at hand in our project, as well as in 
general. One question remains. Why are some of us drawn into 
archives? There is a paradox built into our projects, as well as into 
many other studies pursued after the archival turn, and this para-
dox is something that we finally would like to bring to the fore. All 
of us are well aware that the final truth about history is not to be 
found in the archives – nor by unfolding the processes that formed 
them and how they operate within complex contexts. However, lin-
gering under the surface of our project, and many others like it, is a 
somewhat romantic notion of archives, perhaps even an obsession. 
An obsession quite far removed from the totalizing “archive fever” 
described by Derrida, and more akin to the musings on the allure of 
the archive described by Arlette Farge and to the messy materiality 
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of archives poetically pictured by Carolyn Steedman.47 
The world, indeed, is a messy place, and history, for certain, is a 

messy business. There might, after all then, if one is so inclined, be a 
certain comfort to be had in the acknowledgement that all attempts 
at ordering this mess, now and in times past, have also ultimately 
been caught up in this messiness of social life and human existence, 
bringing forth alternative models of the world that are at times 
tragically or comically inadequate, at times shockingly cruel and at 
times endearingly ambitious. Thus, the history of the archives them-
selves simultaneously bears testimony to the (for better or worse) 
inevitable shortcomings of human ambition and to the undying 
resilience of people trying to make sense of themselves and their 
world. The study of these phenomena, thus, might be perceived as 
a labour of love, paying homage to these abortive efforts that make 
up the fabric of our history. In the end, perhaps, it is time to come 
of out of the archives, and embrace the fact that we are hopelessly 
and utterly infatuated archive romantics.
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1. The allure of digital archives
Historical research is largely based on archives. The use of archi-

ves by historians is aimed at learning details about the activities 
and daily practices of governments, other organizations or families 
in the past. Arlette Farge eloquently expresses the experience  of 
engaging the archives, of bringing to light knowledge embedded in 
old documents and scraps of parchment and paper, knowledge that 
would otherwise have remained unknown and, possibly, forgotten.

The archive’s allure, nonetheless, lives on. The taste for the archives 
is not a fashion that will go out of style as quickly as it came in. 
It comes from the conviction that the preservation of the judicial 
records has created a space of captured speech. The goal is not 
for the cleverest, most driven researcher to unearth some buried 
treasure, but for the historian to use the archives as a vantage point 
from which she can bring to light new forms of knowledge that 
would otherwise have remained shrouded in obscurity.1

Farge explains the unavoidable need for interpretation when the 
historian confronts records and documents, for their context is 
always uncertain.

The seeming limitlessness of the words does not entail a similar 
limitlessness of information. Rather, the abundance itself should 
convince the historian that the accumulated clues leave so much 
unsaid, and cause her to recognize that she is only barely capable of 
perceiving the reasoning of the individuals she finds immobilized 
in, and by, these documents. In the eighteenth century, the archives 
were not lacking, but they created a void and emptiness that no 
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amount of academic study can fill. Today, to use the archives is to 
translate this incompleteness into a question, and this begins by 
combing through them.2

She is convinced of the value of archives: 

The archive is a vantage point from which the symbolic and intel-
lectual constructions of the past can be rearranged. It is a matrix 
that does not articulate ‘the’ truth, but rather produces, through 
recognition as much as through disorientation, the elements neces-
sary to ground a discourse of truth telling that refuses lies. Neither 
more nor less real than other sources, the archival documents 
display the fates of men and women whose surprising and somber 
actions crossed paths with an authority that had many faces.3

In a digital world, it might not be possible to use archives in the 
way Arlette Farge describes. Every aspect of today’s society involves 
some type of technology. Technology offers new opportunities for 
information access, like multiple language and media compatibili-
ty, assistive devices (as screen magnifiers, Braille displays, speech 
recognition software, and screen readers), adaptive and perceptual 
interfaces, and software for translation, intuitive search, intelligent 
data mining, dimensional modelling, information retrieval, data 
analysis, etcetera. However, the functionalities of technology are 
complex. Our society’s heritage has been recorded on many dif-
ferent materials, like bones, stone, clay, papyrus, vellum, silk, and 
paper. All of these writing materials and the information recorded 
on them have their own accessibility challenges, but none of them 
needs another interpretive, technological environment to realise ac-
cess. That has changed in computerized environments: information 

exists in digital forms and always needs a software environment to 
render it. Keeping information accessible over time needs up-front 
planning, intentional action, and investment.4 

In a digital world, archives are consciously designed and config-
ured as (especially) organizational constructs, mirroring actions 
and transactions according to the way an organization (and the 
 legal environment it functions in) wants them to be captured. Orga-
ni za tio nal information systems are configured to create the digital 
archive [1] the organization needs to meet external requirements, 
but also [2] that presents the organization in the best possible way. 
The digital archive is what the organization wants it to be. Informa-
tion objects within these archives are appraised, irreparably deleted 
or preserved based on our ideas of information value. Those ideas 
are most probably not the ideas about information value prevalent 
in the future.

I imagine, the “Allure of Digital Archives” will differ from the 
allure of the judicial records from eighteenth century France Arlette 
Farge wrote her famous book about. For archives are, more than 
ever, organizational and technological constructs, based on organ-
izational demands, desires, and considerations influencing config-
uration, management, appraisal, and preservation. For that reason, 
they are, more than ever, distortions of reality, offering biased 
(and/or manipulated) images of the past and present an extremely 
simplified mirror of social reality. The information objects within 
that archive are (again: more than ever), fragile, manipulable, of 
disputable provenance, doubtful context, and uncertain quality. 
Their authenticity is in jeopardy.5 

The “Allure of Digital Archives” will probably be more about 
finding knowledge about the archive as a whole than about finding 
knowledge hidden in the information objects that are its constitu-
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ents. It will be determining the value of a digital archive as a 
“trusted” resource for historical research. To be successful in that 
endeavour, it will be necessary to assess the possibility to “recon-
struct the past” of the digital archive. That assessment would allow 
historians to understand quality, provenance, context, content, and 
accessibility of the digital archive, not only in its design stage but 
also in its life cycle.

In this chapter, I present the theoretical framework of the “Ar-
chive–as–Is” as an instrument for such an assessment. In 2017, 
I developed this framework to allow organizations to enhance 
Enterprise Information Management (EIM) in such a way that it 
ends, as John Mancini called it, the existing “information chaos”.6 
If all the components of the framework are realized in the design, 
configuration, management, and maintenance of a digital archive, 
it will ensure that the archive can be used as a “trusted” resource, 
with a validated origin, quality, provenance, context, content, and 
accessibility. It is possible for historians to use this framework as a 
declarative model for the way archives have been designed, config-
ured, managed, and maintained. It will allow historians to under-
stand why archives are as they are, and why records are part of it (or 
not). Using the framework, historians can determine the research 
value of a digital archive as a historical resource. 

2. The Archival Renaissance
Michel Foucault presented “the theoretical archive”, dissociated 

from its conventional definition(s) and practices.7 The Foucauldian 
archive does not reproduce but produces meaning; it is a “docu-
ment” for possible use.8 Jacques Derrida used psycho analysis to 
reformulate the notion of an archive and pointed out that “nothing 

is less reliable, nothing is less clear today than the word ‘archive’”. 
9 For Derrida the process of archivization “pro du ces as much as it 
records the event”.10 Both Foucault and Derrida may be viewed as 
originators of what Marlene Manoff called “the postmodern suspi-
cion of the historical record”.11 Archives are not passive receptacles: 
they shape and control the way the past is read. As Derrida says, 
there is no power without control of “the archive”.12 At the same 
time, “postmodernists” are ambivalent about archives. They view 
archives as “trick mirrors distorting facts and past realities in favour 
of the narrative purpose” of authors and audiences.13

De term “archive” and “archives” are “loosening and exploding.”14 
In the resulting inflation of the terms, archives have become “loose 
signifiers for a disparate set of concepts”,15 such as: the “social ar-
chive”,16 the “postcolonial archive”,17 “the ethnographic archive”,18 
“the geographical archive”,19 and “the liberal archive”.20 It has been 
suggested that the changes in information technology are responsi-
ble for this inflation. The technological revolution has altered “our 
relationship to the archive”,21 and it changed “the archive” into “a 
metaphor for what we are not yet able to grasp about the nature 
of digital collections.”22 It is, however, doubtful if this revolution 
caused the inflation of the term “archive”. The continuous use of the 
term in multidisciplinary contexts for very different types and col-
lec tions of information objects and records seems a more probable 
cause for that inflation. 

This preoccupation with “the archive” is characterized as the 
“archival turn”. This signifies the repositioning of “the archive” 
as a subject of investigation, more than as a mere site for research 
or a collection of records for research use. Ann Stoler states, using 
poststructuralist arguments, that the “archival turn” means looking 
to archives more as epistemological experiments of the past than 



6362

as historical sources, as cross-sections of contested knowledge, as 
transparencies inscribed with power relations, and technologies 
of rule.23 The “archival turn” positions “the archive” as “[not] the 
question of a concept dealing with the past which already might be 
at our disposal or not at our disposal, … [but rather] a question of 
the future.”24

Archival scholars, as Frank Upward, Brien Brothman, Terry 
Cook, Eric Ketelaar, and Tom Nesmith are re-thinking archival 
theory, using postmodern theories and the concept of (Derridean) 
archiviology, “a general science of the archive, of everything that 
can happen to the economy of memory and to its substrates, traces, 
documents …”.25 These archival scholars are moving away from 
traditional meaning(s), practices, and environments.

3. The Organizational Archive
Postmodernist archival scholars contributed to the inflation of 

the term “archive” and forgot one of the most crucial aspects of 
archives: their organizational (or personal) origin.26 They do not 
pay much attention to the organizational design of archives and 
their value for business. It is remarkable, for instance, that in the 
most recent collection of essays on archival science research, the (or-
ganizational) design of archives receives no attention at all.27 Smith 
and Steadman already acknowledged organizational archives as 
crucial resources, very important for organizational accountability, 
business process performance, and reaching business objectives.28 
Archives have, unfortunately, not been recognized as such for many 
years and for that reason have been badly managed by organiza-
tions, do not meet quite common quality requirements, and are 
almost non-contextual. Without these characteristics, it is impos-

sible to realize the primary objectives of archives: a reliable recon-
struction of past happenings, delivering evidence, and meaningful 
production, diminishing their organizational value.29 The neglect in 
the management of organizational archives has resulted in [1] frag-
mented storage of information objects in a variety of information 
systems, unconnected with their metadata and the organizational 
archive they belong to; [2] fragmented metadata, separated from 
the information objects that caused their genesis and not embedded 
into the metadata layers of the organizational archive, leading to 
a loss of contextuality; and [3] a declining quality of information 
objects, because their provenance, integrity, and preservation are 
in peril.30

Two concepts are essential: records and archives. 
Records are combinations of information objects (structured and 

unstructured data, data sets, and data objects) and their metadata, 
generated and used in the course of (business) processes, actions, 
and transactions, stored in an organizational archive, with a unique 
(fixed or reconstructable) content, context, and structure, and re-
tained and preserved for whatever reason organizations want to set 
them aside (business use, compliance, accountability, evidence, fu-
ture reference, curiosity, historical value, extension of memory, etc.) 
or for whatever period of time they (or parts of them) are retained.31 
Archives (or data stores) are organizational constructs, embedded 
in and enriched by metadata about their creation, organizational 
environment, and management, in which records (from the moment 
of their creation) are persistently stored and managed with the 
objectives of reliably reconstructing the past, delivering evidence, 
and realizing meaningful production. The term can be used for any 
construct of records that is meant to be retained.32
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For using and studying the digital archive, now and in the future, 
the genesis of the archive in an organizational environment has to 
be known. Archives are designed and configured in organizational 
settings and are the result of organizational behaviour, business 
processes, and predetermined rules and regulations. Cultural 
and social preconceptions, deviant behaviour, and (conscious or 
unconscious) negligence are influencing decision making within 
organizations and affect the management of records and archives. 
They, as a result of their genesis, propose a prejudiced, sometimes 
an idealized image. It is a body of information, designed by an 
organization for reasons that have nothing to do with history but 
everything with organizational practice. They are politicized and 
are not neutral. For those reasons, historians need to research the 
genesis of organizational archives, the records within them, and 
their fundamental components. They need knowledge about their 
genesis to understand them, to contextualize them, and to use them 
for reconstructing the past. 

4. Archival Theories for Studying the Archive
Archival science offers two theoretical frameworks for studying the 

archive: the Records Continuum theory and Digital (or Archival) 
Diplomatics. These frameworks are not focused on the orga niza-
tional design and configuration of archives, the effects of (organi-
zational) behaviour on their evolution and reaching organizational 
objectives.33 These frameworks are based on traditions that are on 
opposite sides of the philosophical spectrum: postmodernism and 
empiricism. 

The Records Continuum framework is influenced by Australian 
postcustodial practices, postmodernist thinking, and the social 

theory of structuration.34 The four dimensions of the theory:  create, 
capture, organize, and pluralize correspond with four steps of 
time-space distanciation mentioned in an example by Anthony 
Giddens.35 These dimensions describe how organizational archives 
(and the records captured within them) are disembedded from their 
original context(s) of use to become part of a collective memory. 
Their context is represented by the axes of evidentiality, transac-
tionality, record keeping, and identity.36 The theory is not about 
archives, but about their context(s). Archives are interpreted as part 
of a continuum of activity related to known and unknown contexts 
of social, cultural, political, and legal processes. According to the 
theory, these contexts are vital to interpret and understand the role 
and value of archives in past, present, and future.37 A continuum 
approach highlights that archives are both current and historical, 
representing a core concept of structuration: the duality of struc-
tures. Archives and their records are viewed as fixed in content and 
structure, linked to mutable, ever-broadening layers of descriptive 
metadata to clarify their meaning and to enable their accessibility 
and usability over time.38 The Records Continuum theory is (in 
essence) a context theory that tries to provide a framework for 
conceptualizing archives in multiple contexts over space and time. 
The theory’s most important contribution is its accentuation of 
the importance of context and contextualizing for understanding 
the “contextual narrative” of archives. It now is common thinking 
in archival science that this “contextual narrative” is an absolute 
necessity for revealing meaning, for accessibility, and for usabili-
ty. However, using the theory is problematic: Its philosophical 
foundation is weak,39 its comprehensibility problematic,40 and its 
implementation in organizational practices debatable.41

Digital Diplomatics is based on the “old” diplomatic science, 
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in which principles and concepts are “universally valid”, precisely 
defined, and “objective” regardless of place. It provides a system-
atic method for the analysis of the internal and external elements 
of docu mentary form, the circumstances of the writing, and the 
juri dical nature of the fact that is communicated. It analyses the 
creation, form, and status of transmission of records, and the rela-
tionship with the facts represented in them and with their creator, 
in order to identify, evaluate, and communicate their “true nature.”42 
The primary focus of this theory is the “record” (equated with the 
documents that were the subject of diplomatic science) and all of 
the elements that it embodies. The content of the record is subject of 
its analysis, but also the relationships of the record and the persons, 
functions, procedures, acts, and the system that created them. The 
theory integrates traditional diplomatic techniques, concepts and 
methods with archival theory “based on jurisprudence, the history 
and theory of administration, and an extensive and centuries old 
body of written reflection and experience” about the nature of 
records and archives within organizations.43 Digital Diplomatics em-
phasizes the importance of authenticity for identifying evidence, and 
for that reason the continuing identity and integrity of records and 
archives have to be established. Identity is revealed by documentary 
form or presentation, the whole of the distinguishing attributes that 
uniquely characterize records. They [1] have stable content, a fixed 
form and metadata, [2] reveal together with their metadata the legal, 
administrative, provenancial, procedural, technological, and docu-
mentary context, [3] belong to identifiable organizations, persons 
or groups, [4] are part of actions, [5] are linked to related records, 
and [6] are stored within the infrastructure of the organizational 
archive.44 Digital Diplomatics developed the Chain of Preservation, 
a series of continuous records-centric activities that contribute to the 

authenticity and preservation of records.45 The biggest contribution 
of Digital Diplomatics are the detailed frameworks of authenticity 
and integrity requirements and its Chain of Preservation that allow 
(ultimately) for computerized processing and archiving of “trusted” 
records. There are, however, some theoretical problems, too. As 
Geoffrey Yeo points out, the equation of “records” with the docu-
ments that were the subject of diplomatic science may be a problem. 
Yeo implies that the mentioned equation never has been researched 
adequately and that, for that reason, Digital Diplomatics is partly 
based on an unproven hypothesis.46 Besides this, it faces a contextu-
al crisis because the context it captures is not enough to understand 
the wider social, cultural, and (inter-) organizational environment 
that generated the archive.47 

The focus of both theories lays on the cultural (or historical) 
value (Records Continuum theory) and the evidential value (Digi-
tal Diplomatics) of archives. Both theories offer, their theoretical 
weaknesses notwithstanding, convincing arguments for the value 
of archives and records for organizations. But they do not explain 
how and why the archive is as it is. There is, I think, enough space 
for another theoretical view: an organizational one, the view of the 
“Archive–as–Is”, a view on archives and records, their genesis, 
design, use, and continuous management in the everyday life of 
people and organizations. A view that can be used as a declarative 
model for understanding the archive “as–it–is”, how it has been 
designed, configured, processed, manipulated, and managed within 
an organization. A view that explains how it has “grown” to be the 
archive that the organization that generated it, wants it to be, with 
all distortions consciously and unconsciously embedded within it. 
A necessary view for an historian using a digital archive as a histo-
rical source.
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5. The Theoretical Framework for the  
  Archive-As-Is

5.1. Background of the Framework
The framework of the “Archive–as–Is” is primarily an organiza-

tional theory on archives, records and their management. The focus 
of the framework is on the organizations that create, process, man-
age, and preserve information objects, records and archives in their 
business processes and activities. For historians, the framework 
visualizes all components essential for digital archives to be de-
signed, created, managed, and preserved. Missing even one of those 
components (or a part of those components) compromises the val-
ue of archives (and/or the records within it) for reconstructing the 
past. All components are necessary to generate “trusted” archives 
and/or records. The philosophical tradition that underlies this 
framework is pragmatism48, “the philosophy of common sense.”49 
For my understanding of archives, Charles Peirce’s general concept 
of “continuum” has been extremely important.50 

5.2. Assumptions
The framework of the “Archive–as–Is” is based on several assump-

tions. For historians, the following assumptions are important: 

1. The information management function is a continuum. “Unbroken 
custody” is needed to guarantee content, context, and structure of 
records and archives over time, even if records or archives cease 
to be used in business, even if there are different organizations/
organizational units responsible for (parts of) the information 
management function, even as (parts of) an archive are no longer 

retained and irreparably destroyed, and even if there are multiple 
legitimate successors of the organization that created the archive, 
including archival institutions. This (pragmatic) continuum is not 
bound by spacetime. When this management continuum is broken, 
the trustworthiness of the digital archive is in peril.

2. Records pass through a (non-linear) lifecycle. They are created and 
will, in the end, be irreparably destroyed (“die”) or indefinitely 
preserved (“live”), continuously managed and contextualized by 
metadata that capture changing contexts in organizational, social 
and personal circumstances. Hence, the lifecycle of records takes 
place within a continuum of management and context. 

3. Archives are neither complete, nor neutral or objective sources of 
“truth. They are designed bodies, configured to retain all those re-
cords organizations choose to retain, enriched with all the metadata 
that are allowed to be included in metadata schedules. Archives re-
tain (at a minimum) all records that, according to legal obligations, 
have to be kept. Archives embed all preoccupations, moral codes 
and preconceptions entrenched in procedures, business processes, 
legislation, and social environments. They are subjective con-
structs.51 Not all records are captured in the organizational archive: 
employees may decide to delete them prematurely, because they do 
not find them relevant, do not want them to be known to anyone, 
do not want them to become part of accountability processes, or 
out of deviant behaviour. Archives change constantly: new records 
are added daily, metadata are added or changed, and records that 
have reached the end of their retention period are removed from the 
archive and irreparably destroyed. Only a (small) part of the  archive 
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is preserved indefinitely for its “historical value”. That part of the 
archive can only deliver a distorted view of the reality in which the 
creating organization functioned.52

4. Archivists are part of the information management function of or-
ganizations. They help organizations in configuring policies, proce-
dures, business processes, and ICTs to shape the organizational 
archive and to implement laws and regulations for compliance 
and accountability. They assist in developing metadata schedules 
that try to capture organizational and environmental contexts. 
They play a crucial role in reconstructing the past and apprais-
ing, selecting, contextualizing, and preserving records within the 
organizational archive. When they are working with an archival 
repository, they are acquiring and preserving some (but not all) 
archives, contextualizing them, and realizing access. But they do 
not shape an objective narrative of past occurrences in preserving 
and contextualizing archives. They are part in deciding which 
archi ves will be indefinitely preserved and are accountable for gaps, 
inconsistencies, and distortions in (and between) them. As Wendy 
Duff and Verne Harris eloquently state: “what we choose to stress 
and what we choose to ignore is always and unavoidably subjec-
tive, and the value judgments that archivists make affect in turn 
how researchers find, perceive, and use records.” And: “Archivists 
cannot describe records in an unbiased, neutral, or objective way.”53 
Archivists are not neutral, independent, and objective custodians of 
organizational, cultural or historical knowledge.

5. If an organization wants to preserve an information object because it 
is perceived as valuable for the organization (although it is not evidence nor 

cultural heritage), it can be considered a record. There are information 
objects that, as Hilary Jenkinson stated, have become a record be-
cause “someone decided to stick it into a file rather than the bin.”54 
They are set aside and preserved, maybe out of a notion of potential 
future value (as Theodore Schellenberg stated 55), maybe because of 
subjective perceptions of employees. 

5.3. The framework’s components
The framework of the “Archive–as–Is” consists of five components 

(A-E). The defining components A, B, and C are aggregations of  several 
elements: 

A. The four dimensions of information, (primarily) about records them-
selves: Quality (1), (Situational) Context (2), Relevance (3), and 
Survival (4); 

B. The two archival principles, about the archive as a whole: Prove-
nance (5) and (Environmental) Context (6); and

C. The five requirements for information access, about the accessibility of 
records and archives for users: Findability (7), Availability (8), Perceiv-
ability (9), Intelligibility (10), and Contextuality (11). 

The fourth component is an operational one, the information value 
chain (D) that implements the first three components. 

The fifth component is the behavioural component (E): organiza-
tional behaviour influences the way information is managed within 
organizations. 
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The first three components of the framework (A, B, and C) are to be 
implemented by an organization into the information value chain (D) 
as mandatory requirements from global legal, accountability, and profes-
sional frameworks. The information value chain will manage records and 
create the organizational archive using its five primary and five secondary 
processes. The chain is configured to realize the three components A, B, 
and C, but is also embedded by organizational behaviour (E) that affects 
the management of records and the creation of archives. The information 
value chain manages the organizational archive as it is created and will 
continuously contextualize it when situational, organizational, and social 
environments change. An organizational archive and its records are 
accessible for all employees within an organization, of course dependent 
on security authorizations. When an archive is not mandatory transferred 
to an archival repository and stays within the organization itself, access 
from outside users could be arranged using an access hub, maybe (but 
not necessarily) realized by an archival repository.

The model can also be viewed from the perspective of an archival re-
po si tory. When an archive is transferred to or acquired by an archival 
repository, the information value chain (D) of the repository will manage 
it. The chain is configured to know which archives are accepted, how they 
are to be processed, contextualized, preserved and continuously checked. 
The first three components of the theoretical framework (A, B, and C) 
define the implementation of the information value chain of the archival 
repository. Organizational behaviour (E) influences the behaviour of the 
archivists and their choices (in acquisition, contextualizing, preserving, 
etc.) are based on social, moral, and professional norms, codes and 
preconceptions. Archivists are continuously contextualizing the archive. 
The five requirements of information access (C) are very important for 
archival repositories. Repositories need to facilitate their users in realizing 
all requirements of information access and this means, in the end, imple-
menting technologies to facilitate human-computer interaction.

5.4. The framework’s model
The framework’s model is presented in Figure 1.

Explanation of the model: 

Figure 1. The Theoretical Framework of the “Archive–as–Is”
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5.5. The three defining components of the “Archive–as–Is”  
   (A, B, and C)

These components define the dimensions, principles, and re-
quirements that have to be met by organizations to retain “trusted” 
records that can be used to reconstruct the past. The defining 
components must be implemented as obligatory requirements in 
the lifecycle of records and the information management continu-
um. These three components are requirements for organizational 
records, archives, and their management, imposed on organizations 
by global legal, accountability, and professional frameworks. 

5.5.1. The four dimensions of information (A) 

In complex computerized environments, the trustworthiness of re-
cords is challenged. That is a problem, because records are meant to 
be (and are used as) evidence for organizational policies, decisions, 
products, actions and transactions. Citizens, governments, and 
courts are making increasing demands for their trustworthiness.56 
Four dimensions of information allow for a reliable reconstruction 
of these policies, decisions, products, actions and transactions: 
quality, context, relevance, and survival.57 

The first dimension, Quality (1), is about the quality requirements 
of records: [a] integrity (records cannot be manipulated), [b] au-
thenticity (records present the required (and original) content and 
structure), [c] controllability (records can be tested on integrity and 
authenticity), and [d] historicity (the content, context and structure 
of records can be reconstructed at any moment in time). These 
requirements realize the fixity of records: they are “immutable 
mobiles.”58 Fixity is necessary because records are meant for later 
consultation and are used repeatedly for the reconstruction of past 
happenings. Fixity enables users to trust records.59 The information 

value chain ensures that records meet these requirements and guar-
antees that the necessary context is added to allow for identification 
and sensemaking.60 Historians need to verify if records really have 
been managed as “immutable mobiles” within the information 
value chain(s) of the organization(s) that managed those records 
in the past.

The second dimension is (Situational) Context (2). “ There is no 
term that is more often used, less often defined, and when defined, 
defined so variously as context.”61 There are interpretations that use 
context for defining and operating robotic activities, for creating 
a situational environment for a user when using information, for 
adapting software applications to the personal context of the user, 
and for sensemaking of (the information in) social situations.62 
The context dimension of records is about the social situation 
that generates them. It captures the situational context of individual 
records, and provides meaning for the records generated within that 
situation. The data captured are about the existing regulation(s) for 
the business process the records are part of, the business process 
itself, the structure of the specific case, the procedures by which 
records are generated, processed, and used, and their place in the 
information structure they belong to.63 This situational context of 
records is captured in metadata that try to generate an image of 
the specific action or transaction records are part of, the changes 
therein over time, their processing and use, and its management. 
These metadata have an unbreakable link with the records they be-
long to.64 Historians need to analyse the metadata schedule(s) and 
the audit trail(s) used to determine if (and how) this (situational) 
context can be reconstructed. 

The third dimension is Relevance (3). Records are only relevant for 
users if they fit the context in which they are used, managed and 
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retrieved. A special kind of relevance is appraisal, determining the 
“value”, relevance, of records over time.65 Appraisal is the complex 
(and subjective) evaluation of records to determine their economic, 
financial, juridical, legal, societal, cultural, and historical relevance 
and to develop organizational retention schedules. Such schedules 
define the periods of time that records should be “retained” (as, 
for instance, stated in law and regulations), including indefinite 
retention for records of “enduring value” and the (not always 
mandatory) acquisition of organizational archives by archival 
repositories.66 Appraisal assumes that when a retention period has 
expired, records have lost their relevance and should be irreparably 
destroyed. Irrelevant records make organizations vulnerable to 
legal proceedings, for instance in the context of privacy law, fraud 
or corruption.67 The “right to be forgotten” is an essential part of 
the discussion on the relevance of records.68 Knowledge of the way 
archives have been appraised is crucial for any historical interpreta-
tion of the organizations that generated them.

The fourth dimension of information concerns the Survival (4) 
of records over time. It pertains to the security and durability 
challenges, which have to be overcome to realize access, retrieval, 
and preservation of records.69 To preserve digital archives (and the 
records within it), organizations need reliable and durable ICT 
infrastructures. The features of this infrastructure are fragile and 
continuously influenced by the restructuring of organizations.70 
Historians need to know how archives have been preserved and 
which preservation technologies have been used to validate if the 
archives are a “correct” representation of the original organizational 
archives. If that validation is not possible, their trustworthiness may 
be in peril. 

5.5.2. The two archival principles (B)
I recognize two archival principles, the principle of Provenance 

(5) and the principle of (Environmental) Context (6) respectively. 
Both principles are closely interrelated. It may even be difficult 
to differentiate between them as a result of the intermingling of 
both principles within archival scholarly literature. The principles 
are about the archive as a whole and, indirectly, about the records 
within it. Without knowledge about provenance and (environmen-
tal) context, reconstructing the past will be a very problematic and 
labour-intensive endeavour.

Archival scholars view the principle of Provenance (5) as the 
“foundation of archival theory and practice.”71 According to Shelley 
Sweeney “over the years the principle has been introduced, reintro-
duced, applied in part, applied in full, studied, and debated without 
end.”72 Tom Nesmith defines provenance as “the societal and tech-
nical processes of the records’ inscription, transmission, contextu-
alization, and interpretation, which account for its existence, char-
acteristics, and continuing history”,73 which is an extremely general 
description and an example of the intermingling mentioned above. 
Reason for this critique is that from its early history, the principle 
of provenance was meant, first, not to intermingle archives from 
different origins (“respect des fonds”) and, second, to maintain the 
internal structure of an archive in its “original order” (“archival 
bond”, as Luciana Duranti called it)74 because it is a reflection of 
the functions of an organization. Both are needed for an archive to 
have evidential and informational value. In computer science, the 
interpretation of provenance is that of data lineage, a description in 
the ownership history of how a data object was derived.75 Records 
can become an aggregate of several information objects, may be 



7978

stored in several locations, may be (part of) databases, documents, 
spreadsheets, or emails, may cross organizational borders, and may 
become part of one or more archives. Along the way, their origin 
and its logistic history may become obscure, may contain gaps, or 
may be lost.76 

In computer science, the focus is on individual items, while in 
archival science it usually applies to an archive or an aggregation 
of records. The object of the principle of provenance is the (business 
process) archive of an organization or an organizational chain as 
a whole and the structure of relationships within that archive. It is not 
meant to contextualize archives, as Nesmith’s definition states. It 
only wants to ascertain that: [1] archives (or aggregations of records) 
can be traced back to their creator(s) and their creation, and [2] 
the “archival bond” in which their records are embedded can be re-
constructed. The principle implies that metadata about the creation 
and logistic history of organizational archives are to be preserved 
and that their internal structure(s) must always be reconstructable. 
Tracing the history of individual records is especially important in 
digital environments to safeguard the four dimensions of informa-
tion. For that reason, data lineage needs to be added to the imple-
mentation of the principle. The principle of provenance preserves 
the source, the internal structure, and the lineage of an archive, but 
not its context. 

The object of (Environmental) Context (6), the second archival 
principle, is not the archive, but the environmental circumstances 
that give the archive meaning and that allow for its interpretation. 
It defines and captures the surrounding influences of the archive 
in metadata. It is an “outside” phenomenon “even if it conditions 
meaning and, in time, its interpretation.”77 This context captures 

metadata about the organizational, personal, and social environ-
ments of the archive, the environment the organization directly 
experiences and that modifies its responses.78 It also concerns the 
organizational structure, the business process hierarchy, and the 
legal and regulatory environment in which the archive is generated. 
Eric Ketelaar adds social-cultural influences from the wider organ-
izational environment to that mix.79 His views are closely related to 
the sensemaking theories of Karl Weick.80 To capture a representa-
tion of these influences in metadata is, however, extremely complex. 
The building blocks for the understanding and interpretation of ar-
chives are their environmental influences, their environmental con-
text, in a very simplified way captured within archival  meta data.81 

I am applying the context principle of Gottlob Frege and espe-
cially Ludwig Wittgenstein’s interpretation of that principle (and 
his extension of the range of its application!) to archives and define 
the rule that an archive (and the records within them) can only have 
meaning within their environmental, surrounding influences.82 The 
principle of context expresses the rule, in short, to never ask for 
the meaning of an archive (or its records) in isolation, but only in 
its context. A direct interpretation of an archive outside its context 
cannot tell anything about its original meaning. That is a very im-
portant lesson for everyone studying digital archives.

The context dimension of a record is guided by the context prin-
ciple of the archive in supplementing the situational context of a 
record with the environmental context of the archive. Both contexts 
help in reconstructing the situations that generate(d) records and 
the organizational, personal, cultural, economic, and/or social 
circumstances that determine(d) creation, management, and pres-
ervation of archives. 
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5.5.3. The five requirements for information access (C)
The requirements for information access, crucial for using and 

studying a digital archive, are defined from the viewpoint of the  users 
of the archive and its records. For them to be useful for the user, 
they should be accessible. Meeting information access for digital 
archives is one of the biggest challenges for information manage-
ment in (business) organizations, but also in archival repositories 
or archival hubs. All organizations (including archival repositories 
or hubs) will have to meet these requirements, including all technol-
ogies needed for users to perceive records. Historians will need to 
verify if information in digital archives they want to use is accessible 
and if the requirements of information access are met. Information 
access for users has to be realized regardless of technology, language, 
disability, or personal capabilities. 

Five requirements together define if (potential) users have access 
to archives and records. The first requirement is findability (7). It 
concerns the possibility an individual has to discover where records 
are created, published, kept, stored, or preserved. Findability is 
an essential part of both social and organizational information 
architectures. These architectures try to ensure that users can find 
records easily in spaces where complexity, information overload, 
and unfamiliarity hamper findability.83 Information architectures 
try to realize cognitive and informational continuity between dif-
ferent environments. That way, users do not have to shift constantly 
between different, often colliding patterns of information structur-
ing.84 Finding-aids are of the utmost importance for users to find 
the archives and records they need. 

The second requirement is availability (8). Even if archives and 
records are “findable” (the potential user knows where they can 

be found), that does not mean they can be retrieved and be made 
“available” at a certain moment in time. There may be barriers that 
could make obtaining records difficult or, even, impossible, such 
as legal restrictions or being behind a pay wall, their destruction 
or disappearance, and/or the unavailability of applicable ICTs. 
Although a user knows where archives and records are (“they are 
findable”), he or she cannot obtain them (“they are not available”).

When archives and records are findable and available, they should 
be perceivable (9), the third requirement of information access. It 
should be possible to perceive them, to hear, feel, smell, taste, or 
view their content. If potential users are disabled in ways that pro-
hibit hearing, feeling, smelling, tasting, or viewing, there should be 
assistive and interactive technologies in operation that allow them 
to perceive records. When records are heard, felt, smelled, tasted, 
and/or viewed, users have the possibility to gather their meaning. 
It is only possible, for even if records are findable, available, and 
perceivable, that does not mean they are “intelligible”. 

The fourth requirement of information access is intelligibility (10). 
Perceivable records can be read, heard, felt, smelled, and/or viewed, 
without the user having the capabilities to understand them. Under-
standing is only possible if the information literacy capabilities of 
users enable them to do so. According to the Karlsruhe concept of 
comprehensibility, the most ideal level of intelligibility depends on 
six dimensions: simplicity, structure, correctness, motivation, conci-
sion, and perceptibility. If an information user cannot (completely) 
gather one (or more) of these dimensions, it becomes more difficult to 
understand the records.85 Facilitating intelligibility may be a burden 
for organizations. To have access to ICTs will not solve the problem, 
which makes the dissemination of knowledge quite difficult.
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The last, fifth requirement, is contextuality (11). Archives and their 
records may be findable, available, perceivable, and intelligible, 
but if their contextuality is in jeopardy, it may be impossible to 
reconstruct the situational and environmental context in which they 
were generated, used, and managed. This requirement is connected 
with the dimension of (situational) context (2) and the principle 
of (environmental) context (6) as it allows users to access archives 
and records in context. If their situational and environmental 
context cannot be reconstructed by a user, the meaning they were 
meant to have at the moment of their creation or as a consequence 
of their use, will be lost. At that moment, they lose their function 
as reference, as evidence of actions and transactions, or as source 
of organizational knowledge. If that context is unavailable or im-
possible to reconstruct, archives and records may be interesting for 
users, but only in their own context of information seeking.86 This 
requirement allows users to interpret archives and records in a way 
that was intended by the organization or person that constructed 
the archive. That interpretation will not be complete and will be 
restricted by appraisal and by the metadata that were allowed to 
be captured. Users may try to find other contexts unconsciously 
embedded into the records or the archive, like Emmanuel Le Roy 
Ladurie did for Montaillou.87

5.6. The operational component of the “ Archive-as-Is”: The infor-
ma tion value chain (D)

The three defining components of the theoretical framework are 
to be implemented by organizations as mandatory requirements in 
the operational component of the framework: the information value 
chain. This chain of information processes realizes these compo-

nents in the business processes of organizations. The information 
value chain is organized to identify, control, and manage archives, 
records, and ICTs in and between organizations. The chain ensures 
that the informational and evidential value of records is utilized in 
and between business processes to improve performance, privacy 
and security by safeguarding the four dimensions of information, 
the two archival principles, and the five requirements of information 
access.88 Michael Porter and Victor Miller point out that between 
organizations, differences in the management of information (thus, 
archives and records) have an effect on activities and lead to differ-
ences in their competitiveness.89 For everyone using digital archives 
it will be necessary to analyse and reconstruct this information 
value chain, to allow for a contextual interpretation of archives and 
records and to discern differences between the organizations that 
generated those archives. 

The information value chain identifies ten distinct, generic 
processes and nineteen activities that an organization (an orga niza-
tion al chain) performs when managing its archive and records. The 
chain is comprised of five primary processes, used to manipulate 
the organizational archive and its records, and five secondary 
processes that guide performance of the primary processes and 
their activities. These primary processes and their corresponding 
activities do not need to be performed in a strict pattern, but there 
can be various sequences and overlaps among them. The secondary 
processes influence these variations. In researching the information 
value chain of the organization that generated the digital archive, 
a historian can estimate the trustworthiness of the archive and 
validate its historical value. Tables 1 and 2 give an overview of the 
information value chain.
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Information 
 Definition

Defining the four dimensions of information, the two 
 archival principles and the five requirements of information 
access within organizational policies, procedures, rules, 
and systems.

Activity 1 Configure Configuring policies, procedures, rules, and 
systems to implement the four dimensions of 
information, the two archival principles, and 
the five requirements of information access, 
using requirements of all activities of the 
information value chain.

Information 
Acquisition

Generating and/or acquiring records (and/or archives) 
from internal and external sources to make it suitable 
for subsequent use within specifically set procedures and 
conditions.

Activity 2 Generate/
receive

Creating and receiving records (and/or 
archives).

Activity 3 Identify Identifying records (and/or archives) and 
adding context.

Activity 4 Capture Capturing records (and/or archives) in defined 
and configured information and archiving 
systems

Activity 5 Store Store records (and/or archives) in information 
and archiving systems and making them 
suitable for subsequent use

Information 
 Processing

Processing and analysing records (and/or archives) in 
 business processes to get work done and using/re-using 
them for reference, performance, accountability, and 
evidence, and for economic and historical reasons.

Activity 6 Process Using and manipulating records (and/or 
archives) within case management in business 
processes for reference, performance, account-
ability, evidence, and/or economical reasons.

Activity 7 Distribute Distributing records for use within organiza-
tions.

Activity 8 Structure Adding relevant structures to records (and/or 
archives) that help users in quickly finding and 
identifying them.

Activity 9 Publish The external and/or internal publication 
of records (and/or archives), according to 
procedures and legal obligations.

Activity 10 Analyse Analysing records (and/or archives) for 
knowledge gathering or management decisions 
based on defined or random queries or analys-
ing tools using various (defined or random) 
algorithms

Activity 11 Use/re-use Using and re-using records (and/or archives) 
for reference, performance, accountability, and 
evidence, and for economical and historical 
reasons.

Information 
Archiving

Archiving records (and/or archives) based on the four 
dimensions of information, the two archival principles,  
and the five requirements of information access.

Activity 12 Contextu-
alize

Continuously adding new metadata to capture 
changes in situational and environmental 
contexts.

Activity 13 Appraise Defining the relevance of records (and/or 
archives).

Activity 14 Select Selecting records (to retain or to destroy).

Activity 15 Retain Retaining records until the end of their 
retention period or indefinitely.

Activity 16 Dispose Destroying records that have lost their rele-
vance at the end of their retention period.

Activity 17 Preserve Using preservation tools and techniques to 
retain records (and/or archives) indefinitely (or 
for a very long time).

Activity 18 Secure Using information security measures and tech-
nologies to secure records (and/or archives).

Information 
Auditing

Auditing records (and/or archives) according to the four 
dimensions of information, the two archival principles, and 
the five requirements of information access.

Activity 19 Audit Audit records (and/or archives) according to 
arranged requirements.

Table 1. Primary processes of the information value chain and their activities
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mance of employees.91 Organizational behaviour is, as I use it within 
the framework of the Archive–as–Is, simplified, human behaviour 
in organizational settings as well as the structure(s) and behaviour 
of organizations themselves.92 Behaviour is studied at macro and at 
micro level. Studies at macro level do have their roots in sociology 
and economics. They deal with questions of organizational structure, 
design, and action within social and economic contexts. At micro 
level, the study of behaviour is rooted in psychology, and deals with 
attitudes and behaviour of (groups of) individuals and the way they 
are influenced by and are themselves influencing organizational set-
tings.93 Behaviour is influenced by (and, in turn, has an influence on) 
the direct work environment and the wider organizational settings. 

Each individual employee brings the organization unique person-
al characteristics, a unique personal (ethnic) background, unique 
perceptions, and a unique set of experiences (some of them from 
other organizations). They have different capabilities for learning 
and for handling responsibility. They have different beliefs, attitu-
des, and aspiration levels. Organizational leaders need to be aware 
of the unique perspective each individual employee brings to a 
work setting. The behaviours employees exhibit will be different 
based on their background and experiences, despite the influence 
of their work group.94 Relationships among individuals and groups 
in organizations create expectations for the behaviour of individual 
employees. Organizations have systems of authority, status, and 
power that influence behaviour with specific expectations. Work 
groups in organizations have a powerful impact on employee be-
haviour. Although they do not alleviate individual differences, they 
create ‘common ground’ in beliefs, attitudes, and ‘shared’ behav-
iour. How stronger the systems of authority, status, and power of 
the organization are, how more this ‘common ground’ mirrors the 

Information Leadership Establishing management conditions, ethics, 
and circumstances that enable and facilitate 
information management.

Information Coordination Managing dependencies to ensure that infor-
mation management processes and resources 
are used adequately at appropriate times. 

Information Control Ensuring that information professionals and 
resources are available in sufficient quantity 
and quality, of course subject to security 
requirements. 

Information Measurement Assessing values of resources, information 
professionals, and their deployment. 

Information Maintenance Ensuring that the original condition of assets 
or resources within the information infrastruc-
ture are conserved as nearly, and as long, as 
possible, are compensated for normal wear and 
tear, and are renewed when necessary. 

Table 2. Secondary processes of the information value chain

5.7. The behavioural component of the “Archive-as-Is”: Organiza-
tional Behaviour (E)

Realizing the success of a business strategy and achieving the 
objectives of an organization are for a large part dependent on 
the way individual employees behave. Behaviour can be defined as 
the actions and mannerisms of individuals (organisms, systems, or 
artificial entities) in conjunction with themselves or their environ-
ment. Behaviour is the coordinated response to stimuli or inputs, 
whether internal or external, conscious or subconscious, voluntary or 
involuntary. It is largely based on soft factors, like competences and 
skills, employee relationships, standards, desires, and values.90 Those 
factors are difficult to measure. They are influencing the climate 
and culture of organizations and affect motivation as well as perfor-
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organizational expectations and desired behaviours. Group-driven 
expectations are communicated within the group and structure, 
hierarchy, and norms come into being, focused on accomplishing 
goals.95 Behaviour influences the information value chain directly. 

From a psychoanalytical point of view, Juhani Ihanus recognizes 
three phases of archival registrations: archivalization, archivization, 
and archiving.96 Archivalization has been defined by Eric Ketelaar 
as “the conscious or unconscious choice (determined by social and 
cultural factors) to consider something worth archiving”.97 Ketelaar 
refers to the social psychologist Geert Hofstede, who defined “cul-
ture” as “the software of the mind”, the “collective programming of 
the mind which distinguishes the members of one group or category 
of people from another.”98 This mental programming affects the way 
people intuitively consider something “worth keeping” — or not. 
After archivalization, a more conscious choice is made about archiv-
ization, about externalizing archivalization’s choice in inscribing a 
trace in an external location.99 The last, conscious phase is Archiving, 
capturing and filing a record into the (organizational) archive. 
Between these three phases are psychological filters, and interplays 
between unconsciousness and consciousness. The first two phases of 
registrations determine whether (and how) actions are externalized 
and inscribed in archives. They determine the way people behave in 
relation to information, to records, and to archives. They define be-
haviour that influences the way people construct, process, and use 
archives and records, and the way archivists acquire, contextualize, 
and appraise them. Ketelaar assumes that people working within the 
same organization will use and create records in different ways.100

For understanding records and archives, employees and archivists 
of organizations are to be known in their social, religious, cultur-
al, political, and economic contexts.101 These contexts define the 

“software of the mind”, and the effects of human behaviour that 
are its consequences. The “software of the mind” impresses the fact 
that archives are not neutral, not complete, and a result of human 
behaviour within organizations. Behaviour reflects morals, precon-
ceptions, and the limitations of the social and cultural environment 
of employees and offers only a distorted view of reality (which is 
embedded in the records and archives organizations create). The 
information value chain is largely configured by this behavioural 
component of the theoretical framework. Behaviour can have detri-
mental effects on archives. 

The effects of behaviour in organizations on information and 
information management are already known for a very long time. 
There is considerable evidence of organizational dysfunctions at-
tributed to failures in the information value chain.102 The hypothesis 
of Benjamin Singer was that organizations suffer from psychotic 
and pathological behaviours, just like people do, but are rarely 
diagnosed with it or treated as such.103 According to Singer, dys-
functional organizational behaviours often take the form of “crazy 
systems” that generate “confusion, error, and ambiguity” and even 
“inscrutability and unaccountability, involving harm to the victim 
and often to the system itself, [breeding] a new kind of organiza-
tional trap” called Kafka circuits. These involve “blind alleys, crazy 
situations”, and processes that “end where they began”.104 More 
recently, Ronald Rice and Stephen Cooper confirmed that infor-
mation is often blocked or distorted in organizational communica-
tions. They state convincingly that organizations allow employees 
to (consciously or unconsciously) misuse, distort, or suppress in-
formation and records.105 Robert Zmud argued that the use of ICTs 
makes organizational functions vulnerable to strategic information 
behaviours such as distortion of records.106
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Information access might be (or will be) influenced by the in-
tentional or unintentional choices employees make when handling 
records and when deciding which information to keep (or not). 
These choices affect logistics, access, quality, and context of records. 
Employee choices are influenced by many variables and reasons, 
among which “power”, resistance to overbearing control systems, 
and their specific individual background are extremely important 
ones. Historians using and studying archives and records need to 
be prepared for distorted archives because of behavioural effects. 
When they are lucky, archivists have contextualized the way organ-
izations work and the way employees behaved. But it is extremely 
difficult to capture human behaviour within (subjective) metadata 
schedules.

6. Concluding Remarks
In the archival spectrum, the framework of the “Archive–as–Is” 

finds its place between the context-oriented theory of the Records 
Continuum and the records-oriented theory of Digital Diplomatics. 
Both of these theories have influenced the framework, but it stands 
on its own as an organization-oriented archival theory. This is an orien-
tation that is just as indispensable in a digital world as the context 
and object orientations are. It has been “forgotten” in the frenzy of 
exciting research following the “archival turn”. The framework is a 
declarative model for understanding the archive “as is”, how it has 
been designed, constructed, processed, manipulated, and managed, 
and how it has “grown” to be the archive that the organization that 
generated it, wanted it to be.

Archives shape and control the way history is read. They do, and 
every historian knows. But archives are, from the moment of their 

creation, distortions of reality, only presenting biased images of the 
past. Contextualizing will be crucial to “correct” that distortion as 
much as is possible although the simplified metadata that capture 
context will themselves also be distorting reality. In the end, the 
archive is as it is, a construct configured, managed, and preserved 
according to organizational demands and desires, with gaps as a 
result of appraisal and selection, contextualized by archivists influ-
enced by their own “software of the mind”, and, as a consequence, 
presenting a social reality that is only mirroring a very simplified 
and distorted view of the contexts in which the records and the 
archive were generated. 

Knowing all this, using and studying a digital archive will be a 
challenge. Historical interpretations not only need to consider the 
information captured in records and archives but also how this infor-
mation was allowed to be captured and contextualized in organizational 
settings. To use digital archives as “trusted” sources, knowledge of 
their organizational origin and generation is crucial. That, beyond 
anything else, will define the challenge for historians in using digi-
tal records and archives for their research. This will be the “Allure of 
Digital Archives” in a digital age.
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Introduction
Archive is a highly ambiguous word, meaning different things for 

different people, in society at large as well as in more scholarly and 
theoretical contexts. Already within the sphere of archival institu-
tions where people work as archivists, the term archive(s) has at least 
three meanings. The first one – also called fonds – follows the princi-
ple of provenance that has dominated since the late nineteenth cen-
tury: a delineated group of records created or received by a specific 
creator and kept together afterwards. A second, and older, meaning 
is a concrete place, a repository – a building or room – that contain 
archives in the first meaning.1 Thirdly, the archive can also denote 
organisations, such as the National Archives, which might hold 
several archives-as-repositories and thousands of archives-as-fonds. 
However, within a larger cultural field, the term archive has further 
connotations. It is used metaphorically, as well as more concretely 
for gatherings of remaining stuff that also contain published books, 
art and other kinds of objects. In academia outside the field of 
archival science, there is a corresponding tendency to use wider no-
tions of the archive, especially in the general humanities following 
the tradition of the so-called archival turn.

In this article, I will further elaborate on the multifaceted mean-
ings of the archives, by arguing that the inherent paradoxes of 
archives have fostered a number of concrete archival divides. The 
divides will be presented as a set of concrete examples in which 
various groups in society have profoundly dissimilar views on ar-
chives, both in its concrete sense as gatherings of certain physical 
objects, but also in its more conceptual senses, for example, what 
the word is supposed to mean. I argue that recent technological, 
professional and academic developments have led to deepening 
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divides in different arenas in the latest decades: within the sphere 
of professional archivists, between archivists and researchers, and 
within the academic field. Apart from the aim of mapping these 
divides, which apply both to concrete and conceptual archives, 
I wish to suggest new directions for transdisciplinary cooperation 
in academia. I argue that such deepened crossbreeding might both 
broaden traditional archival science and give new perspectives to 
archival studies in the general humanities, where there is often a 
tendency to over-emphasise the historical aspect of archives – as 
more or less hidden and mysterious remnants of the past.

Archival paradoxes
In the following, I will first dwell on some of the inherent para-

doxes of archives. These paradoxes come to existence in everyday 
archival practices, but, since they are paradoxes, they tend to make 
both actual physical archives and metaphorical ‘archives’ exciting 
and mystical for many. They are the breeding ground for the con-
crete divides which I will discuss afterwards.

Keeping and destroying, looking backward and forward
Most people, especially those who are not familiar with archives, 

associate archiving with keeping and retention. Archives are saved 
for the benefit of memory and history-writing, and archiving is 
then easily regarded as the very antithesis of disposal, destruction, 
and forgetting. However, all archives are the results of constant 
negotiations between keeping and destroying, and most documents 
and pieces of information never end up as archival records for long-
time preservation. It has therefore been aptly put, that archives are 
rather characterised by silence than its opposite: most aspects of life 

never end up in archival records, and when there are records, the 
information we want to see is not there to be found.2

Another way of seeing this is that archiving is a process that both 
look backward and into the future at the same time. Records are 
delineated, ordered and stored for future use – normally for a very 
near future, for the benefit of the person or organisation that creates 
its own archive, or for obeying laws and regulations. But the very 
act of archiving is to record things as evidences or potential sources 
of information – hence the aspect of constant creating things that 
will immediately function as traces from the past.

The rationality and irrationality of archives
One of the most fascinating paradoxes of archives is that between 

extreme orderliness and seemingly randomness or contingency. The 
orderliness lies in legal regulations, filing plans, and archivists’ and 
records managers’ efforts to demarcate archival holdings and con-
trol record-making as well as record-keeping. But, actual bodies of 
records often demonstrate the opposite of rationality. The random-
ness is most visible when looking at past archives when the archival 
rationalities of the creator are not possible to reconstruct, when the 
internal structure of an archive as well as the border between ar-
chive and non-archive seems haphazardous. This paradox, I guess, 
is maybe the most important breeding ground for the “romance of 
the archive” that figures as a cultural stereotype in literature and 
art,3 but which also can be more or less sensed in scholarly works by 
historians investigating archives.4

But also contemporary archive-making can be virtually impossi-
ble to fully map, unless you have access to the minds of all people 
involved in the creator’s handling of information. Many personal 
archives or archives of private sector associations totally lack any 
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archiving plan during the time of creation, and therefore consist 
of the largely accidental amassment of those records that for some 
reason were kept and stored in certain locations. Most such archives 
are therefore (re)constructed afterwards, when being handed over 
to an archival institution.

But even when there is the most well-planned archiving, in a 
larger organisation or government agency, the end result will have 
elements of being something left behind. The contemporary digital 
development has only enhanced the levels of contingency, and they 
might grow even larger.

Consequently, archiving is normally hard to plan. Legislators and 
archivists of larger organisations may have the possibility to set out 
principles, filing plans and the like, but they normally have limited 
control over their actual implementation. There is a vast amount 
of informal, organic, and unintentional destruction – or non-keep-
ing – of documents that occurs with few or no traces. Things are 
destroyed since the officials are not aware of archiving rules, and if 
records are never registered and/or kept in some kind of common 
repository, they often disappear totally when officials quit their jobs. 
There is also the opposite phenomenon – the informal keeping of 
documents that archival authorities find unnecessary and expen-
sive. So-called “archival care” has to a large extent included how to 
get creators to be better in not handing over doublets, copies and 
drafts to the archival institution.5

In most times, in most countries, archives are created by the will 
of the creator, with the usefulness argument as the driving force. 
This development of archives, governed by the will of the creator, 
was also strongly recommended by archivists in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century, in harmony with the principle of prov-
enance. According to the influential British archival theorist Hilary 

Jenkinson, the archivist’s role was to respect the will of the creator, 
and guard and keep the integrity of the archive. It was thus seen as 
anti-archival to include possible future uses of archives in appraisal 
processes. Jenkinson put it bluntly: “Archives were not drawn up in 
the interest or for the information of Posterity”. Only such archives 
could be regarded as “impartial”, developed organically from the 
creator.6

Jenkinson’s view on archives as not created for posteriority 
should not be taken too literary. There are plentiful examples of 
the contrary, that creators actively form the archives with external 
(contemporary or future) users in their minds.7 Rather, Jenkinson’s 
view should be seen as normative, echoing a historist mindset, that 
future historians might find sources that are reflections of their 
creator, not defiled by vain attempts of looking into the future. 
By regarding archival records as pure traces of transactions, they 
could be seen as “impartial” and therefore possible to use for future 
historians as untouched traces from the past.

The question whether archives are developed as the largely un-
intended by-products after the fulfilment of the primary interest 
– time-limited record-keeping for pragmatic reasons – or if they 
are created for other concerns, cannot find an absolute answer. 
Only in a relatively small number of cases, archives are primarily 
constructed for heritage and identity purposes. That is often the 
case with “community archives” and similar efforts by marginalised 
groups – for example ethnic minorities – that collect records as a 
way of keeping control of what is perceived as their own history.

Most archives, however, are mainly formed by administrative 
and legal transactions, deeply influenced by documentary cultures, 
and material factors regarding writing, storage and reproduction. 
Archives are also generally reflecting the needs and interests of the 
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creators, but normally for contemporary purposes rather than for 
future historiography. It was only in the early-modern age that 
external interests – for the benefits of history-writing and even later 
for freedom of information interests – became important in archival 
policy.8 The conscious adding in the nineteenth century of the “his-
torical” target for archives was of course also a reflection of the state 
interest of the time.9 In the public sector, archiving regulations have 
since then been partly steered by premises that have future users – 
for long primarily in the academy – in the sight. Archival institutions 
are also to a large extent developed as heritage institutions, that 
gather various archives within a certain political or social move-
ment, or geographical region, or national or ethnic category. Also 
national state archives can be seen as such, as collections of archives 
for the benefit of national identity.10 But the archives as fonds were 
not mainly created for identity purposes.

Archives as emancipatory and oppressive
Another paradox lies within the power aspects of archives. In cer-

tain concrete cases it might be disputed whether oppression lies in 
being excluded from the archives, or on the contrary, if it is oppres-
sion to be part of the archival holdings. Or to put it differently: is it 
favourable to be included in the archival records, or should we have 
the right to be forgotten? These aspects are particularly burning 
when it comes to sensitive personal information in archives. The 
same archival record might be used as an evidence on maltreatment 
and abuse, and as a source of information on a marginalised group, 
but it can also be potentially dangerous, if it comes into the wrong 
hands, leading to new forms of abuse or public shame.11

The relation between archives and power has been the subject for 
many studies over the last decades. A dominant current in these 

discussions have been that of identifying archives with power, and 
hence, powerlessness as being outside the archives. The general 
radicalisation of the 1960s onwards paved way for increased discus-
sions on the circumstance that most archives have documented the 
elites of society, the wealthy and powerful, rather than the broad 
masses, the minorities, the marginalised. When the latter appeared 
in archives, it was generally as the objects of government imple-
mentation of politics, as clients of hospitals, prisons, or welfare sys-
tems, not as independent subjects speaking with their own voices. 
When professional archivists have suggested ways to handle this, 
the general solution has been to broaden the archives, with ideas 
about “filling the gaps” by “activist archivists”, by strategies aiming 
at documenting society at large rather than merely the state, and in 
recent years with the upspring of “community archives” where mar-
ginalised groups take control of their own archives, often holding 
broader views on archiving than the traditional nineteenth century 
principle of provenance, gathering physical records originating 
from specific organisations.12

Originating outside the traditional field of archivists, the question 
of power of archives have also been heavily influenced by (post)
structuralist and deconstructionist theories. In particular, Jacques 
Derrida’s Archive Fever (1995, in English 1996) immediately became 
heavily influential in academic discussions on archives, both in the 
general humanities and within archival science. It has become regu-
larly noted that archiving as such is always happening in a context 
of power relations, in which all processes of creating, delineating, 
ordering, appraising and describing archival holdings – just as 
everything else happening in society – must be interpreted as (re)
producing and/or combatting existing hierarchies and dominant 
discourses and ideologies.13
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By definition, deconstructionist and post-structuralist perspec-
tives stress paradoxes, ironies and inconsistencies. Even so, it might 
be claimed that archives and archiving is a largely paradoxical 
phenomenon, also when regarded outside the theoretical contexts 
of post-structuralism.

Multiple archival divides
Since the very phenomenon of archives is full of paradoxes, there 

is an inherent tendency that different groups within society mean 
different things when they deal with archives. The paradoxes of 
archives therefore lead to divisions between people doing things 
with archives. With the recent changes of technology, along with an 
increasing interest for the archive among scholars and in the arts, I 
argue the archival field as a whole is characterised by multiple archi-
val divides. The concept of “archival divides” has been used before. 
For example, Francis X. Blouin and William G. Rosenberg convinc-
ingly argue in their book Processing the Past (2011) that such an “ar-
chival divide” has developed between historians and professional 
archivists during the last decades.14 In my following discussion, I 
wish to further elaborate some thoughts on that archival divide, 
and also discuss some other archival divides: within the profession 
of archivists, as well as within academia.15

The archival divide between archivists and historians
Blouin and Rosenberg argue that until the 1960s and 1970s, 

archivists were often historians by training, and both categories 
had largely similar views on how to conceptualise archives and 
what measures that were appropriate in archival appraisal. After 
that, they have gone different directions. Historians have departed 

from an earlier positivist methodology where largely inductive 
analyses based on written archival sources dominated. They have 
increasingly come to use other sources and thereby questioned the 
former reliance of written archival sources, hand in hand with an 
appropriation of theories from other disciplines.

Meanwhile, archivists have increasingly left the earlier aspira-
tions of trying to appraise information in records by predicting the 
research needs of future users. Instead, the emphasis has come to 
focus on preserving evidence of things that have occurred within 
the record-creating bodies, forced by the growing complexity of 
today’s digital information structures. In the words of Blouin and 
Rosenberg, archivists lean towards a new essentialism, away from 
the authority of history. If anticipating future use is not seen as 
outright impossible, such aspirations must anyway step aside for 
the more urgent needs of trying to save the necessary evidential 
information from creators.16

Blouin and Rosenberg’s picture is only partially applicable. For 
example, in Swedish archival practice, archivists often still aim at 
preserving for future researchers. The theoretical stance that it is 
impossible or uncalled-for to predict future use and that one therefore 
should go alternate ways such as concentrating on records as evi-
dence of occurrences within the creator, has been discussed but not 
implemented.17 The existing appraisal policy is formulated in the 
tradition of leading North American archivist Theodore W. Schel-
len berg, which in the 1950s proposed that decisions on what records 
that would end up for long-time preservation in archival institutions 
should put great weight on the possible interests of researchers and 
citizens other than the creator, and furthermore that records should 
be preserved not only as evidences of the creator’s deeds, but also as 
sources of information on any other aspect that might be collected 



113112

from the records (for example information on the people that came 
into contact with the creator). The existing practice in Swedish 
government archives might be described as pragmatic and a form 
of itinerant guess-work. In the absence of clear-cut and uncontro-
versial alternatives, it is impossible to judge that as a failure or a 
conservative inability to adapt to contemporary archival theory.18 
Also in archival handbooks aimed at an international audience, 
such a pragmatic strategy is still explicitly proposed.19

However, Blouin and Rosenberg’s divide is more appropriate 
for describing actual records creation and the archival profession, 
which now mainly recruits non-historians. Most Swedish archivists 
today work with contemporary records management, rather than 
with historical archives. They face a sometimes Sisyphean struggle 
to challenge masses of information and the existence of disparate 
digital information systems with few or any functions for long-time 
preservation. There are signs that the core of archival work –  keeping 
fixed records containing evidence and (potential) information – is 
under pressure in a digital age where public authorities prioritise 
contemporary business usage and information interactions with cit-
izens, rather than the long-term focus on archiving records.20 When 
the work consists in trying to save at least those records that are 
absolutely necessary in order to avoid scandal and economic loss, 
only the lucky can have time for guessing future use. 

Archival divides within the archival world
There is also a divide inside the arena of traditional archives and 

record-keeping, which I have already touched upon in the previous 
sections: between those who mainly handle (analogue) historical 
records at archival institutions, and those whose main task is to plan 
the (almost exclusively digital) record-making structures of creators, 

largely for shorter-term retention purposes. In some countries, both 
categories are called ‘archivists’, but for example in the Anglophone 
world, the latter are labelled ‘records managers’. The main interest 
of the latter is to guard authenticity, integrity and fixity of records 
for the overall target of keeping evidences of previous transactions, 
and to at least prepare some of the records for future long-time 
preservation at proper archival institutions. It is a matter of dispute 
whether the division between “historical” archivists and “contempo-
rary” archivists/records managers will diminish or be enlarged. The 
proponents of the first view argue that the complexity of the present 
digital world of records and information makes it necessary to be 
proactive and plan long-time preservation already when records are 
created.21 On the contrary, some fear that the archival mind will be 
totally put aside when those handling contemporary records wish 
to heighten their status by distancing from the traditional concepts 
such as archives and/or records, instead adopting identities such as 
specialists of information or information managers.22

There are also partly corresponding divisions within the scholarly 
field that is often (but not exclusively) known as archival science,23 
an epistemological area in the crossroads between archival institu-
tions and academia. It has evolved in the last decades as a largely 
practice oriented field, particularly centring on an older tradition of 
archival theory – for example the principle of provenance – that for 
a long time was largely focused on record-making and record-keep-
ing in archives of public authorities. For a long time, most archival 
theorists were also historians, but in later decades, archival science 
has gradually been academically organised around those institu-
tions where archivists get their training, which have largely resulted 
in distancing from historical departments. Instead, archival science 
is now often conducted in connection to (library and) information 
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studies and other fields aiming at analysing contemporary struc-
tures of data, records and information.24

Still, archival science mainly centres on issues closely connected 
to the archival profession, besides discussing key concepts and 
areas such as records, documents, appraisal and description. The 
technical development has also turned the focus to, for example, 
developing viable methods for digital preservation and concep-
tualisations on how to reinterpret classical archival concepts 
such as authenticity, provenance and integrity in complex digital 
surroundings. However, the field is divided on the consequences 
of the digitisation of society. A popular but contested view is that 
records – the basic units of archival holdings – should be seen as 
a type or subset of information, which would imply that archival 
theory and scholarship should be integrated into a wider field of 
information science. That perspective corresponds with the view 
that archival and/or records management ought to be regarded as a 
form of information management.25

A different example of the multifaceted outlook of archival theory 
is the tendency since the 1960s and 1970s to discuss wider social, 
political and cultural aspects of archiving: power structures within 
and around archives, including questions of identity and memory. 
Still here, the approach has been mainly normative, identifying 
methods on how to make the archives better reflect society as a 
whole, or how to strengthen archival pedagogy or community ar-
chives. Furthermore, since the 1990s, there is a substantial subgroup 
in archival science, which often explicitly labels itself “postmod-
ernist” – probably one of few disciplines that regularly do so in an 
affirmative manner – especially by making references to Derrida’s 
Archive Fever. Representatives for this current, such as Terry Cook, 
Verne Harris and Eric Ketelaar, often focus on the omnipotent 

power aspects of archiving in all its aspects: description, access, and 
appraisal.26

To sum up, archival science is a heterogeneous field, largely hold 
together by the connection to archival education and the profes-
sional field of archivists. Some are exploring viable practical solu-
tions for everyday archival work, some are theorising on archival 
concepts, some discuss legal issues, and further some lean toward 
more general streams in the social and human sciences even though 
archives is the empirical object of study.27 If the “core” of archival 
science consists of theories and methods on actual record-making 
and record-keeping, the archival scholar has to use theories and 
methods from other disciplines when studying the wider societal 
contexts of archives, such as power aspects, professionalisation, 
identities and ideologies. That leads us to a wider academic field, in 
particular the general humanities. 

Archival divides within general humanities and culture
There are additional archival divides within the academic world 

as a whole. This is particularly true after the so-called archival turn 
that took off in the 1990s, when many scholars – especially in the 
humanities such as in philosophy, literature studies, art history 
and film studies – began engaging in archives. The turn has been 
described as a move from seeing archives as sources to archives as 
subjects and processes, as well as increasingly regarding archives as 
symbols and metaphors.28 Also in the cultural sphere – in film, lit-
erature and visual arts – there is an increased interest in the archive 
(in its various meanings), which also nourishes scholarly research 
on such phenomena in corresponding disciplines.29 Put shortly, the 
archive today has contradictory meanings in academia, where the 
more traditional hands-on conception of archives connected to 
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professional archivists and archival science, is complemented with 
more metaphorical and/or philosophical ones. 

Consequently, the academic field covering archives can be ex-
perienced as confusing and disparate, stretching over a vast field 
of disciplines and subdisciplines, that tend to speak their own 
languages and with their own key concepts, theoretical bases and 
citation habits.30 The deepest divide is between archival science 
on the one hand and the ‘archival turn’ scholarship mainly in the 
humanities, and both these main groups are in themselves rather 
disparate. Apart from the multitude of perspectives within archival 
science, which I touched upon in the previous section, there is a 
general difference in the ‘archival turn’ humanities between studies 
on actual archival holdings such as early modern colonial archives 
or contemporary artist archives, and studies elaborating on the 
archive as a metaphor.

For some, the archive is conceptualised in Michel Foucault’s wide 
metaphorical notion in The Archeology of Knowledge – as the utmost 
framework of all discourses at a given time and space. The meta-
phorical archive is furthermore a common concept in heritage stud-
ies, albeit in a somewhat less abstract level than in Foucault. Apart 
from sometimes analysing archives as concrete memory institutions, 
heritage studies also indulge in treating the archive as a metaphor 
for a cultural endeavour to almost obsessively store remnants of the 
future past. Thus, the tendency is to emphasise the ‘backward-look-
ing’ aspects of the archive, such as in Aleida Assmann’s distinction 
between canon and archive, where the former is the “past as present” 
which is actively revered in society, while the archive consists of 
more passive and hidden cultural layers, the “past as past”.31 Pierre 
Nora poses the “archive-memory” as a modern tendency to keep 
material forms of memory instead of pre-modern oral memory.32 

Archival institutions are for Nora typical modern lieux de mémoire, 
explicit efforts to produce traces from the past, replacing a lost 
“spontaneous memory”.33 Furthermore, Paul Connerton comment-
ed in How Societies Remember that increased archiving creates its 
anti-reaction to forget and destroy information, which was thereby 
regarded as the opposite of archiving. Claiming that destruction 
of information may be a central theme in the future, he seemed 
to neglect that actual archiving in modern organisations has had 
appraisal as a central theme for very long, and that archiving is the 
combination of keeping and destroying, not just the former.34

Such conceptions of the archive as connected to the past, tend to 
put a shadow on the side of archives as always being created in the 
contemporary, normally for pragmatic purposes here and now. They 
may strengthen the general societal prejudice of archives as some-
thing left behind, dusty, signifying the old, origins, passivity. And 
consequently, of archivists as those shadowy figures in the cellars. 
There are examples of the contrary, for example media archaeology 
in the Friedrich Kittler tradition, which stresses the importance of 
the interests of the creator, the technological preconditions, and the 
legal and cultural contexts of records management and documenta-
tion. For example, Wolfgang Ernst partly echo Hilary Jenkinson’s 
archival theorem that archives are the results of administrative 
transactions, not by any intentions to create memory objects for 
future historiography.35

Even so, it is hard not to sense a tendency that studies on concrete 
archives in general humanities in the archival turn tradition avoid 
what might be seen as “normal” or “grey” archives; the archives of 
governments, government agencies and large corporations. When 
contemporary archives are treated, most often it is archives after 
authors, artists or various collections of images and films that are 
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discussed and analysed.36 Some archivists and researchers within ar-
chival science have commented that “ordinary” archives, archivists 
and previous insights of archival theory are absent from scholarly 
works or conferences on archives in the humanities.37 They also tend 
to defend a traditional definition of archives, criticising tendencies 
in other disciplines to blur the boundaries towards other kinds of 
collections of past objects in libraries and museums. They argue 
that to understand actual real world archives, it is also necessary to 
understand the actual developments and implementation of archiv-
ing principles and techniques, such as organising and demarcating 
archives, filing plans, appraisal habits, archival descriptions and so 
on.38 Canadian archival scholar and geographer Joan M. Schwartz 
typically addressed these sentiments, when commenting a confer-
ence on “Archiving Modernism” at a department of English at a 
Canadian university in 2003:

One is compelled to ponder what was said about archival history 
and methods; call me a sceptic, but I doubt very much that foun-
dational writing by the Dutch Trio, Jenkinson or Schellenberg, 
or more recent work by Samuels, Taylor, Bearman, Brothman, or 
Cook took centre stage. Yet, here were some of the leading cultural 
theorists and, presumably, the next generation of scholars, debat-
ing, discussing, dissecting issues central to our profession, but with 
no recognition or understanding of principles or practices, history, 
or theory of the archival profession. Where were the  archival pro-
fessionals, theorists, and critics to set the record straight? Where is 
any citation to a now very large literature by archivists on the very 
same postmodern archive these scholars debate, but from inside 
the archives?39

Schwartz’s outcry signals a sense of being an underdog, both 
professionally and academically. For archivists, archives are a place 
of work, not the somewhat mysterious etheric place to visit for 
scholarly adventures or philosophical essays. Scholars of archival 
science sense that their field is in the academic margin, if it is at all 
known to exist. They have mixed feelings to see their field suddenly 
become trendy, with scholars from other disciplines that make few 
if any references to existing archival theory or empirical research on 
archival history.

Schwartz, however, argued that archivists must be aware of the 
discourses on the archive in other fields, in order to gain new in-
sights – even though they might find many single arguments to be 
simply wrong. She and others have rightly pointed out that archival 
science is isolated from other disciplinary fields, since its main fo-
cus has been on developing practices for concrete archives.40 Even 
though there have been occasional examples of cross-cooperation 
between archival scientists and other scholars within the “archival 
turn”, as well as with those engaging in archives as an art form,41 
the situation at the time of writing is essentially the same as at the 
beginning of the archival turn in the 1990s.

Finally, there is also a divide between archival studies in all its 
meanings discussed above, and those academic fields that actually 
analyse archival phenomena but who never or seldom present them-
selves as dealing with archives. For example, most of the existing 
research on privacy-sensitive information in records has been con-
ducted outside the realm that explicitly focus on archives, but rather 
in contexts of privacy and freedom of information in law studies,42 
or by focusing on political and/or general societal reactions to 
computerisation and digitisation, in disciplines such as history or 
political science.43 It has also been an important research object for 
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what has come to be called surveillance studies, which analyse the 
power aspects of today’s digital information society. The perspec-
tive is often normative, aiming to expose the control and menace 
to privacy that is conducted by the state and/or large corporations, 
through increased gatherings of personal information and other 
“surveillance techniques”.44 While older research tended to focus 
on the government gathering information on the individual, later 
surveillance studies largely adopts a Foucauldian perspective where 
surveillance is conceptualised as a power function of society at 
large.45 Generally speaking, there is in surveillance studies a tenden-
cy to regard mass storage of personal data as something inherently 
negative, a perspective that is largely absent in archival science, 
where there is a predisposition to favour retention – keeping ar-
chives intact and saving evidences of the future.46

Conclusion: bridging the divides?
In this article, I have discussed at least some of the differing con-

ceptions on the archive that exist today. The academic and cultural/
intellectual fields that deal with archives are partly connected to 
each other, but to a large extent they act separately. I have had no 
intention to capture that utmost framework that make the differ-
ent discourses on the archive possible – the Foucauldian l’archive 
behind it all. If one likes to play with words, one might argue that 
the inherent aspect of archives of being full of paradoxes is that 
Foucaldian archive of archives. And a somewhat more grounded 
argument would be that the deepening of the divides is due to the 
rapid development of digital techniques that has made the paradox-
ical elements of archives even sharper, for example that constant 
double-sidedness of records as tools for everyday business action 

but also as evidences and sources of information from different 
perspectives, in the near or distant future.

The archival divides are, then, largely an effect of the fact that 
archives have many dimensions and meanings. To bridge all divides 
would be as meaningless as trying to eradicate the differences in 
usages of concepts such as ‘culture’ or ‘society’. However, at least 
in academic and cultural discourses and practices on the archive, in-
creased crossbreeding between the separate discourses of the archive 
can and should be encouraged.

Academic research on archives spans over all the spectre of 
human and social sciences – increasingly also the natural sciences 
when concerning digital archives. Therefore, scholars writing on 
archives act in very different contexts with varying norms on how 
to write academic texts, how to best put forward an argument, and 
what forms, languages, and rhetoric styles that are appropriate. 
For example, a person within archival science that leans towards 
information science might think that a literature scholar writes too 
essayistic and with no distinct method. And the latter might find 
the former’s articles too formalistic and lacking deeper intellectual 
content, or that improving a certain technique of digital archiving 
even is not a scientific question at all. Those differences will not 
disappear, but within the field of archival studies, one should aim 
at trying to understand one another, making use of results and per-
spectives made by the other side. The academic divide will probably 
remain, but more bridges should be built over the divide, since that 
might benefit research on both sides.

As Joan W. Schwartz emphasised more than a decade ago, archi-
vists and scholars in archival science must be less inward-looking 
and try to take part of the discussions of the archive in the human-
ities.47 As already mentioned, the core of methods and theories in 
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 archival science concern directly archival phenomena such as re-
cords and fonds, while there is no specific “archival science perspec-
tive” if we want to understand, for example, what societal processes 
that ultimately governs archival appraisal or the ideological struc-
tures of archival descriptions systems. Such studies, in which “real” 
archives are put in general societal contexts, can be conducted not 
only in archival science but just as well in history or cultural anthro-
pology. But just as the archival scientist in such cases must apply 
general theories and methods (be it Marxist, post- structuralist, 
phenomenological, grounded theory or something else) for the 
social and historical analysis, and consult existing research on sim-
ilar phenomena from researchers in other fields, the hypothetical 
historian or cultural anthropologist would have to make efforts to 
grasp the concrete contexts of archival appraisal or description by 
studying literature specifically on those phenomena. There is a vast 
archival literature that should be relevant both from a theoretical 
and empirical standpoint for scholars in other disciplines, aiming at 
understanding archives both in the past and today.

Would this mean that archival science as we know it could best be 
integrated into a vast field of archival studies? Probably not. Even 
though I might agree with those who question whether archival 
science should be regarded a separate academic discipline in the 
sense that it has its own methods and theories, as well as sharp 
boundaries towards other disciplines, archival science can still func-
tion as an interdisciplinary academic field that is focussed on how 
concrete archives and records are managed, stored and used. That 
presupposes some kind of demarcation of the objects of study: for 
example, what an archive or a record is. Such demarcations should 
in its best ways capture what characterises actual record-keeping 
and record-making in society. Archives and records as defined by 

the principle of the provenance and the archivist profession are 
not rooted in timeless principles, but they are still historical and 
institutional realities of large importance within society. Definitions 
like these would most probably exclude the more metaphorical 
definitions of archives, but the latter could still be of interest for 
deepened analyses of those concepts that are used within the archi-
val profession, including possible extensions of the more orthodox 
definitions. Such discussions are already there, for example by 
questioning whether archival records must necessarily be mediated 
by physical objects.48

So, the academic divide still exists, even though there have been 
occasional calls for increased contacts. Among scholars in the gen-
eral humanities, names like Hilary Jenkinson or Luciana Duranti 
are still more or less unknown, and relatively few archivists have 
read Cornelia Vismann or Aleida Assmann. Events like the confer-
ence From Dust to Dawn are still exceptions from the rule. Hopefully, 
more contacts between fields that have much to gain from each 
other should follow. 
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Introduction
Traditionally, archives are associated with a yearning for keeping, 

storing and retention. It is just as fair to say that archives are gather-
ings of documents that for some reason were not erased, destroyed, 
or lost. Archives are therefore the results of constant negotiations 
between keeping and destroying records. There are several reasons 
for keeping records, as well as there may be different arguments 
why certain records should be destroyed.

In this article, I will discuss the implications of a particular form 
of record destruction, motivated by ethical reasons, when certain 
documents are regarded as menacing to personal privacy. I will use 
empirical examples from Sweden, and for simplicity reasons, I will 
label this phenomenon ethical destruction, a term used particularly 
by Swedish archivists since the 1970s. My aim is to demonstrate 
that the history of present-day Swedish regulations about ethical 
destruction is one of competing interests. Some agents have argued 
for the destruction of certain sensitive records, while others argued 
for their retention, depending on shifting viewpoints and motives.

Shortly, ethical destruction is an example of archival politics and 
the power aspects of archiving. The power dimension is paradoxical: 
for some, records must be destroyed in order to protect privacy, but 
for others, the very same records should be preserved in the interest 
of the individuals concerned. Ethical destruction also underlines 
archiving as a contemporary phenomenon, something constantly 
happening, as a combination of cultural, legal, political and other 
societal processes.

Furthermore, ethical destruction underscores the complexities of 
appraisal, which is the common term among archivists for deciding 
between what to keep and what to destroy. Appraisal is generally 
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became increasingly taken into account, most famously conceptu-
alised in Theodor Schellenberg’s distinction between the primary 
value of records for the creator and the secondary value for outsiders.3 
The secondary value could on the one hand be useful for telling the 
story of the institution that created the records – the evidential value. 
But it could also tell things about entirely different things, about 
people coming into contact with government agencies, about the 
language used, and so on. Respecting this informational value is a 
principle far from the classical archival theory of Jenkinson, but 
none the less, it has influenced archival appraisal in many countries. 
For example, in the existing official appraisal policy for Swedish 
government archives, it is pointed out that evidential and informa-
tional values should be appreciated equally.4

The arguments of Jenkinson and Schellenberg show that there 
has been no unity among archivists on what principles that should 
guideline appraisal. The diversity of ideas and perspectives is fur-
ther underlined in contemporary archival theory,5 and even more if 
we include all other agents within society that have been involved 
in decision processes on what records to keep and which to destroy: 
politicians, lawyers, journalists, academic researchers, and many 
more. When analysing archival appraisal processes “from the 
outside”, as a practice that happens because different agents have 
conflicting ideas on what is worth keeping or not, the following set 
of ideal-typical arguments for retention as well as for destruction,6 
might be useful for categorising opinions in appraisal debates.

First, retention is normally motivated by at least one of these four 
arguments: 

R1) The usefulness argument denotes the urge to keep records for 
practical reasons, for the benefit of the creator – be it a govern-

regarded one of the most difficult endeavours of archival practise, 
and it also constitutes an important part of archival theory. Ap-
praisal theory addresses questions such as: How to decide what to 
be left? Who should be involved in deciding? For whom should 
archives be kept? Should appraisal primarily focus on the actual 
records or rather on the context in which the records were assem-
bled? Is it possible at all to predict what information that might 
be interesting for future users?1 However, while appraisal theory in 
that sense is largely normative – what should be kept and destroyed? – I 
analyse appraisal processes from an outside perspective, as conflicts 
between certain interests and needs, asking: what do different people 
think should be kept and destroyed? In the following, I will demonstrate 
some of the most common arguments for records destruction and 
retention that typically occur in archival appraisal processes. Later 
in the article, I will demonstrate the ways such arguments were 
performed in debates on Swedish ethical destruction.

Archival appraisal as a contested arena
The questions of appraisal became urgent in the first half of the 

twentieth century, when the increasing number of documents made 
record destruction into a norm rather than an exception. With that 
followed a (perceived) heightened risk that records truly valuable 
for research might be destroyed. Soon, varying appraisal doctrines 
developed, with rather different ideas and principles. In early twen-
tieth century archival theory, such as in Hilary Jenkinson’s often-cit-
ed Manual of Archive Administration (1922), the archivist should not 
interfere in deciding what might end up in the archives. That was 
up to the creator to decide — the archivist’s duty was to protect 
the archive afterwards.2 But later on, the interests of outside users 
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However, most documents never end up for long-time preserva-
tion in the archives. The destruction of records also has its argu-
ments:

D1) the redundancy argument is a major reason for record de-
struction: getting rid of information regarded as unimportant is 
regarded as necessary in order to retain a limited number of records 
that is possible to survey. In the digital era, the systematic culling 
of the unimportant is increasingly difficult, since there is no longer 
an obvious passage from “living” to “archival” documents. In the 
analogue period, you just moved the document from an office via 
a transitional record storage to a final archival repository. In the 
digital period, it is seldom possible just to hand over a digital doc-
ument to a final archival repository. Often, there are no clear-cut 
“documents”, but rather masses of data in information systems that 
can be shown in different ways.7 When there are documents, such as 
Word or PDF documents, they are often spread in different versions 
and it might be difficult to find out which one is the “original”. 
Furthermore, at least one of the working documents must normally 
be migrated to another format suited for long-term preservation.

D2) the economic argument has been a major reason for destroying 
documents and data; it would cost too much to store everything. 
The economic argument for destruction often overlaps the redun-
dancy argument, but while redundancy destruction normally focus-
es on copies, doublets and other “unimportant” types of records, 
economic destruction may also lead to sacrificing (potential) infor-
mation that might have been kept earlier for the interest of future 
research. Appraisal is very often a pragmatic weighing of interests 
between keeping and destroying, where certain records end up be-

ment, a private company or a single individual. Often articulated as 
business value, records might be directly important for the everyday 
work, and it could be risky not keeping them. There might be legal 
obligations to keep records for taxation or bookkeeping purposes. 
This is the “standard” reason for archival growth; things are kept 
because they are directly useful – or at least potentially useful – for 
the person, organisation or agency that holds them.

R2) The accountability argument articulates the view that records 
should be accessible for the general public or media to control the 
exercises of power in all aspects, or for individuals or groups that 
might have need of records for supporting their rights and interests. 
It echoes in the freedom of information legislation, and it is often 
associated with concepts such as openness and transparency. Like the 
usefulness argument, the accountability argument has normally a 
limited timeframe.

R3) The heritage argument denotes the societal view that archives 
are important as such, as remnants of history, and markers of iden-
tity for individuals, certain groups, organisations or nations. This 
is the classic reason for archives being kept after the time-limited 
factors mentioned above having expired (beside that it might sim-
ply be easiest just to let old records remain on their shelves).

R4) finally, the academic argument of making use of information 
of archives for research efforts should be regarded as a separate 
factor. In reality, it may overlap the usefulness, openness and/or 
heritage arguments, but the explicit urge of using archives for pure-
ly cognitive reasons makes it something own.
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hard to include in any of the arguments above. The too-much-in-
formation argument differs from the redundancy argument since it 
aims universally, not at a specific category of records. It can also be 
regarded as the direct opposite of – or counterpart to – the heritage 
argument.12

The ethical destruction phenomenon
Ethical destruction takes place when secrecy measures are con-

sidered insufficient. Secrecy and non-disclosure legislation have 
otherwise been the normal way of handling records for which free 
access is not considered appropriate out of various reasons: pro-
tecting government and business information or law enforcement, 
as well as guarding the right to privacy for individuals. But, if the 
records are destroyed, no one can of course get access to the sen-
sitive information or evidence (unless, of course, the records are 
saved somewhere else).

The practice of ethical destruction has developed worldwide since 
the 1960s, often related to the fear of a “surveillance society” based 
on large databases and computer systems in governments and large 
corporations. However, ethical destruction has also been applied 
on analogue documents, such as research data and student records, 
which indicate that ideas on privacy protection has a wider scope 
beyond criticism on computerisation. In many countries, decisions 
on ethical destruction are made on a local level by archival author-
ities or by the creators themselves, and the motive of protecting in-
dividual privacy join with economic motives in order to reduce the 
growing bulk of records.13 Those arguing for ethical destruction can 
easily point at insecurities whether archived information actually 
is safely stored, and the fact that archival records have come into 

ing considered not interesting enough to avoid destruction. Outside 
the archival world, it is often taken for granted that digitisation 
would solve this problem since one no longer need vast archival 
rooms. However, some archival scholars have feared that long time 
preservation of digital archives might be even more expensive than 
in the analogue period, since digital records must be carefully con-
trolled and regularly migrated to new storage media.8

D3) the ideological argument means destroying archives for politi-
cal or ideological purposes. In all times and most societies, archival 
records have been destroyed in order to protect fallen regimes or 
regimes that wants to avoid justice or influence their future legacy. 
Typically, it is an extra-legal measure, conducted during wars, rev-
olutions and coups-d’états. But it is also occurs “under the radar” 
where politicians or officials for any reasons wishes to remove trac-
es.9 However, the idea of ethical destruction must also be included 
in this category of ideological motives, here understood as views, 
ideas and doctrines which include standpoints on the proper rela-
tions between individuals and institutions, and how to distribute 
power within society.10

D4) finally, the too-much-information argument is yet another rea-
son for destruction, which takes ground in general reaction against 
what is perceived as an accelerating information overload in society. 
Therefore, the bunk of records, information and data must be hal-
tered since it is regarded as choking individuals and society. This 
stereotype of information overload and the heralding of tabula rasa 
has been expressed since at least Classical antiquity.11 It is seldom 
voiced in concrete discussions on archival appraisal. Still, it should 
be included since it exists in a more general cultural sphere and is 
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intervention in families and children with social problems, and also 
the official handling of family counselling and adoptions. Since 
1991, the social services legislation includes a general rule that a 
“duty of destruction” (gallringsplikt) enters five years after the last 
annotation regarding a person in that person’s case file within the 
social services.19 The actual destruction must then be executed, at 
the latest, during the following calendar year. There are, however, 
certain exceptions. For sake of legal security, certain records are to 
be kept anyway, since they are considered too important as evidence. 
That applies for all investigations on adoptions, all investigations 
on establishing parenthood, and all files on children (under the age 
of eighteen) being placed in foster care. Furthermore, for the sake 
of research interests, all records are kept in a specific set of counties 
and municipalities, and elsewhere, all records on persons born on 
the fifth, fifteenth or twenty-fifth in every month.20

The legislation on ethical destruction constitute an exception to 
the general legislation on public records in Sweden. The legislation 
of freedom of information, secrecy and archiving is traditionally 
kept together in Sweden, based on the Freedom of the Press Act, 
which is one of the four fundamental laws of Sweden. According 
to that legislation, retention is the basic rule concerning so-called 
official documents (allmänna handlingar): created or received by an 
agency belonging to the central government sphere or to regional 
and local governments (country councils and municipalities).21 
Destruction of official documents must be in appliance with the 
Archives Act, which regulates archives in the public sector. In Swe-
den, documents are considered to be legally archived very soon, 
normally as soon as a matter is finished, which means that public 
“archives” exist not only at archival institutions but also at all kinds 
of public offices all over Sweden. According to the Archives Act, 

“wrong hands” in many cases. In case of major shifts of state power 
such as wars, revolutions, and coups-d’états, former legal guarantees 
are often worthless. For example, during the Spanish Civil War, 
it was common to force the release of secret records on political 
opponents, in order to identify – and execute – them.14 Census data 
– often centuries old – were famously utilised for establishing racial 
belongings in Nazi Germany.15

With digital society, along with the increased possibilities of 
storing and processing enormous amounts of personal information, 
the notorious imperfection of digital systems constitutes another 
problem. Unauthorised persons can get access by hacking and 
other forms of data breach; and the systems themselves can mal-
function, which has happened with medical records that are acces-
sible online.16 There are also incidents when government agencies, 
for reasons of convenience, economy or an ambition to appear as 
flexible, have chosen not to follow security demands for sensitive 
information in digital systems.17

Ethical destruction in Sweden
In Sweden, ethical destruction is regulated by national legisla-

tion. From the 1960s and onwards, a large number of specific laws 
and ordinances have been put into force that make destruction of 
records mandatory after a certain time concerning various kinds of 
central computer registers.18 However, ethical destruction is also 
applied on records that – at least until recent years – were in paper 
form. The most important example is the mandatory destruction 
of social services records, which is regulated in the Social Services 
Act. The social services include elderly care, drug care, support for 
persons with no other economic relief, support for disabled people, 



143142

on archival records. The end result constituted a compromise after 
more than fifteen years of investigations and debates, where mainly 
academic and accountability arguments for retention competed 
with economic and ideological arguments for destruction. There 
were also changes in the delineation of exceptions only at a late 
stage, for example records regarding adoptions (first all cases, later 
those within Sweden), as well as files on foster care, were supposed 
to be destroyed in the initial proposals.25

The main rule of mandatory destruction was the result of the 
opinion that some archival records must be destroyed for the sake 
of privacy. Records that have been identified as possible objects 
for ethical destruction have generally been protected by strong 
secrecy legislation, but those who argued for ethical destruction 
tended to claim that secrecy legislation was no absolute guarantee 
for  protection. 

Many of those arguing for destruction in the 1970s, echoed the 
then widespread discourse on the potential dangers of a surveillance 
society where “Big Brother” controlled all personal information. 
However, another influence came from movements who aimed at 
democratising the welfare institutions. They voiced a critique of an 
unjust and hierarchical system where clients were powerless against 
expert and professionals, who sometimes treated clients with con-
tempt, for example by using derogatory language in the documents.26 
This critique had strong base in reality – the modern social services 
have developed from older systems of poor relief, drug addict care 
and childcare that was originally taken care of by local governments. 
In the twentieth century a system of formal institutions developed, 
which often led to new forms of abuse. It was largely an authoritar-
ian system with distinct power relations between local officials and/
or professionals and clients, and  highly stigmatising.27

destruction may be permitted but only if the records are deemed 
not interesting enough for transparency and freedom of informa-
tion interests, for legal and organisational needs, and “the needs of 
research”. It is also pointed out that it should be remembered that 
public sector archives are part of “the national cultural heritage”.22

However, the Archives Act also states that if there is another law 
or ordinance that includes regulation on records destruction, those 
rules overrule the three above-mentioned principles of retention. 
Most of those other laws and ordinances regulate ethical destruction 
of particular records.23 The essence of this is that ethical destruction 
is not legitimated as a principle in the archival legislation, but rather 
as a form of institutionalised exception. If there had been a more 
united opinion in Swedish society on the phenomenon of ethical 
destruction, privacy reasons could perhaps had been written out 
in the Archives Act (or even in the Freedom of the Press Act) as a 
general legitimating factor for deciding which records to keep and 
which to destroy. This peculiar legal compromise instead signals 
that the phenomenon of ethical destruction has been a battlefield 
between different agents and interests. In the following, we will 
look at a couple of empirical examples.

The social services records
Ethical destruction is a controversial phenomenon, since de-

stroyed records may obstruct future research as well as the possi-
bilities to verify improper exercises of power.24 This was evident in 
the process leading to the legislation put into force in 1991 on social 
services case files. The issue stimulated conflicts between varying 
groups of agents, such as archivists, client groups, social workers, 
academic researchers and privacy advocates, with contrasting views 
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all potentially interesting records from the growing government 
and welfare systems, while the total destruction of entire series 
of records was regarded as too detrimental for research interests. 
Various forms of samplings have therefore been made as a compro-
mise between economic limitations and academic interests.30 Even 
though economic motives also figured in arguments for not keeping 
all social services records, the legislation put into force in 1991 rather 
constituted a compromise between privacy and research. The same 
was the case for many forms of computer registers, where there are 
similar kinds of exceptional retention for research purposes. This 
exception is also paradoxical, that the privacy interest makes it 
totally illegal to, for example, save the records for some individuals, 
while it is equally illegal not to save them for others.

The academic community were generally on the march in archival 
questions in the 1970s and 1980s. Some researchers, particularly 
within the social sciences, aimed at changing Swedish archival 
appraisal into more “rational” strategies, predominantly for the 
benefit of a kind of research that had a high status at the time: 
quantitative methods using mass data.31 There were plenty of dis-
cussions on how to make the samples as representative as possible, 
partly channelled through government research boards, including 
a special authority for longitudinal research. With ideas proposed 
not least from authoritative geographer Torsten Hägerstrand, it 
was favoured that one should keep as much archival material as 
possible in certain geographical regions, which would then be used 
as a sort of laboratories for future research.32 How to organise the 
sampled retention in so-called intensive data regions were discussed 
by researchers, archivists and representatives of various government 
agencies from the late 1960s to the early 1990s, when there was a 
final decision, mainly implemented in the social services legislation. 

Representatives of clients in the social services, such as disabled 
persons, were among those who argued for increased privacy meas-
ures in the archives, for example anonymisation or total destruction 
of records. They also pushed for a more controlled regulation of the 
documentation to be made in social services case files, and the right 
for clients to control their own records. One result in the Social Ser-
vices Act was also a general rule of proper documentation, and that 
clients should be informed of the content in records about them.28 

The exceptions from destruction have two reasons; on the one 
hand safeguarding the interests of clients for having proofs of or-
igin and possible abuse, and on the other hand academic research 
interests. As for the first motive for exception, in the debates 
preceding the legislation, persons adopted within Sweden strongly 
opposed the destruction of records that might be used as evidence. 
Social services professionals also voiced concerns over the proposed 
destruction on files on placements in foster care.29 It is paradoxical 
that certain social services records are destroyed in order to safe-
guard the interest of individual – his or her privacy – while certain 
others are kept in order to safeguard the individuals’ possibilities to 
find information relating to their personal background, as well as 
potential evidence of misdeeds from individuals or authorities.

Academic researchers on the march
The interests of academic research constitute the main reason for 

the sampled retention of all files for persons born on certain dates 
or in certain geographical areas. That kind of sampled retention 
became widespread practice all over the world during the twentieth 
century, when the problem of a growing bulk of archives became 
increasingly pressing. Most agreed on the impossibility to archive 
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social services records. However, when the researchers themselves 
were the creators of archival records, there has been less of harmo-
ny. In issues regarding handle the archiving of research records, the 
relations between university researchers and the archival world have 
sometimes been tense. In Sweden, almost all universities are legally 
considered government agencies and fall under the freedom of in-
formation legislation as well as the archival legislation, and thereby, 
researchers at universities produce and receive official documents 
which should follow the archival legislation.

However, there have been tendencies of researchers trying to 
defend their freedom to decide themselves on the archiving of re-
search data, including the right to decide what to keep and what 
to destroy. Some researchers have strived at performing ethical 
destruction, normally legitimised by research ethics perspectives 
which have sometimes collided with archival regulations. After 
World War Two, research ethics grew quickly as a concern, partly as 
a reaction towards older practices where research persons’ privacy 
were violated in for example medical and psychological research. In 
international declarations on research ethics, the consequences for 
archiving are largely put in the background. Since the Nuremberg 
Code in 1947 and especially in the Helsinki Declaration of 1964 
(with its latest version of 2013), a cornerstone of research ethics 
have been the informed consent by research subjects, and that 
they might have the right to end the on-going research if they want 
to.36 Often, the view has followed that records containing personal 
information should be destroyed after the termination of research 
projects, and in many countries the privacy legislation has favoured 
such measures, leading to interpretational problems if the archival 
legislation favours retention.37

In Sweden, there was in the 1980s and 1990s a debate whether 

The same principles were also put into force in some other regula-
tions from the National Archives, combined with advisory guidance 
for certain archives in the municipal sector. The original idea was to 
include much vaster areas in which the government, municipal and 
private archives would follow the same rules, but the end result was 
much more limited, and in the time of writing, most legislation and 
regulations on intensive data regions have been abolished, except 
that on records in the social services.33

Archivists and academic researchers: it is 
 complicated
The debates on ethical destruction also show examples of divides 

between archivists and academic researchers, which underline some 
fundamental differences of perspective, even though leading archi-
vists at this time still largely had a background as researchers, main-
ly as historians. Archivists generally condemned the idea of ethical 
destruction. The very term “ethical destruction” was predominantly 
used within the archival sector from the mid 1970s, and generally 
it was regarded a measure that contradicted the classical archival 
doctrine according to which archives should reflect the creators, 
unaffected by short-sighted political and ideological trends.34 In the 
international archival literature that deals with issues of refusing 
access to archives or destroying documents out of political  reasons, 
most authors tend to interpret such measures as (unwanted) 
 exercises of power.35

Academic researchers and archivists have often been united in 
favouring retention rather than destruction of sensitive personal in-
formation in archives, at least when it concerned records from crea-
tors to which both groups were external, such as medical records or 
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Ethical destruction: an archival paradox of power
The phenomenon of ethical destruction brings perspectives on 

the power aspects of archives, that are partly different from those 
that are normally put into the front. Numerous scholars and theo-
rists have rightly shown how archival holdings may reflect power 
structures, in many ways: both the content in the archival records 
and the fact that control of the records and non-disclosure for others 
are examples of power, as well as that archival records traditionally 
have given a richer documentation of the powerful and wealthy, 
while the broad layers of society are marginalised.43

Concerning for example social services case files, I have given 
examples on the inherent paradox that records on individuals might 
be used against the individual, risking their privacy, but the same re-
cords could also constitute evidence on maltreatment or satisfy needs 
for individuals to find out more on their own past. In a longer time 
perspective, such records can also become valuable historical sources 
on marginalised groups of society. This duality is evident when some 
social historians treat older case files from institutions. Invoking a 
Foucauldian power/knowledge perspective, they interpret the acts of 
documentation as forms of oppression and abuse.44 That viewpoint 
bears some resemblances with the common arguments of privacy 
advocates in modern society that has fought against mass storage of 
personal information,45 while the former none the less regarded the 
old files as tools that could help broaden history-writing.

Thus, there are two aspects of power in documentation, where 
the same record can be regarded as oppressive and emancipatory. 
Advocates for ethical destruction argue that archival silence is for 
the benefit of the persons involved in records. On the contrary, 
archival existence is often described as a prerequisite for history 
writing, identity, and justice.

records created by researchers within on-going research projects 
would at all be considered official documents, or whether they 
should be regarded as working papers that could be legally de-
stroyed at the free will of the researcher at the end of the project. 
This form of ethical destruction was seen as a solution on how to 
handle sensitive documents such as field notes, interview record-
ings, registers and other documents containing personal data.38 
Archivists generally opposed this suggestion and complained that 
the research world tended to ignore archival legislation. Following 
a National Archives regulation in 1999, the question of the legal 
status of records created during projects was “won” by the archival 
side, but on the other hand, the decisions on keeping or destroying 
research records were mainly decentralised to universities. There are 
indications that research records often are treated as the personal 
belongings of researchers, and therefore never formally appraised 
nor archived at the universities.39

Even now, researchers dealing with sensitive information some-
times avoid central university initiatives for storing research data, 
since they do not trust the information and the integrity of inform-
ants to be safe.40 Not only that technical storage security might fail, 
the government and the Riksdag (the parliament) have a general 
right according to the Swedish secrecy legislation to get access to 
any kind of secret information,41 and it is also considered impossible 
to trust that the information would be safe in a different political 
situation. In this case, such Swedish researchers echo an opinion 
that has been more widespread in countries with a stricter privacy 
legislation, such as Germany and France, while the Swedish system 
depends on a general trust in the government institutions.42



151150

follow all intentions and regulations due to lack of economy, staff, 
and knowledge.46

Ethical destruction also underlines that archival appraisal is 
an interesting phenomenon to analyse “from the outside”, rather 
than from the normative standpoint usual within archival theory. 
In some cases, professional archivists or records managers have 
the possibility to make the decisions on keeping or destroying, but 
in many cases, the decisions are made above both archivists and 
creators: through the legal system, which in its turn is a function 
of society. Laws are created and changed by political agents, which 
in their turn are more or less adaptive of various interest groups in 
society – and generally laws tend to reflect the dominant ideologies 
at a certain time. Once created, the legal system sets frames on what 
is possible, for example concerning how to handle archival records. 
But in the end, appraisal can also be made below archivists and the 
legal regulations, by individuals who disagree with the rules or are 
unaware of them, or by machines that malfunction.

Conclusion
The ideas and practises of ethical destruction can be seen as a nexus 

that gathers several conflicting ideas and conceptions about archives. 
They underline additional archival paradoxes: between contrasting 
interests of power, between orderliness and contingency, and the 
constant negotiations between keeping and destroying. Debates on 
ethical destruction demonstrate that archiving happens in a political 
context, where different agents have diverse interests in the archive, 
and where the same archival record may be seen either as a potential 
evidence or as a menace. Discussions on ethical destruction directly 
touch upon the questions of knowledge versus power, where records 
such as personal case files connected to government institutions such 
as foster homes, prisons or hospitals may be regarded as oppressive 
tools of power but also as evidence of that same oppressive system.

The actual implementation of ethical destruction also underlines 
the inherent paradox of archives between order and disorder. Ar-
chives are generally both the results of planned decisions of keeping 
and destruction for the needs of the future, as well as the accidental 
remains of contemporary bureaucratically, technical and material 
trends and needs in the moments when documents were created. 
The legal regulation of Swedish ethical destruction is an expression 
of the aspiration to control archives in a rational way. This rational-
ity is what archivists and archival authorities have been attempting 
for a long time, with the utmost ideal to control archiving, but per-
haps more realistically: to somewhat influence the process by which 
archives are formed into somewhat more controlled and unitary 
forms. However, in reality archival collections are often amassed 
more or less randomly or irrationally. Even if that is particularly 
true for personal archives, also public sector archives develop in 
many ways on their own terms, since it is often in reality hard to 
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Awareness of how the role of the archivist has developed histori-
cally is widely acknowledged as being important to current archival 
practice.1 The diversity of roles of the archivist as a writer has not 
been much studied from a narratological or discursive perspective. 
There is still a lack of empirically based research on the role of the 
archivist as a writer. By approaching the developing role of the 
archivist from an empirical as well as a theoretical perspective, we 
believe that this can give us a new understanding of the role as well 
as of archival descriptions, which are important and tangible signs 
of archival practice.

Aim of this study
The main concern in this article is twofold. On one side we will 

explore the archival descriptions as they emerge during the eight-
eenth century. By comparing two registries, one from the first part 
and one from the last part of the century, we are aiming to identify 
changes in practice related to elaborating archival descriptions.

One the other side we want to explore whether the archivist, as a 
royal servant, appears to be an author telling a story with his own 
voice or merely acting as a notetaker, presenting the archival mate-
rial in a referring way.

We will try to analyse the development in light of Michel Fou-
cault’s thoughts on the scientific discourse and his notion of the 
épistémè, a term “that defines the general conditions for all knowl-
edge at a certain time within a specific culture, be it knowledge 
manifested in a theory or tacit knowledge invested in a practice”2 
and the French art historian Jean-Michel Leniaud’s ideas on the 
paradigm of patrimonial or cultural heritage.3 We claim that the 

–Ine Fintland & Torkel Thime– 
The  archivist creating archival  

descriptions– author or  
notetaker?–
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discourse related to archival issues may be regarded as quite similar 
to what Foucault describes as a scientific discourse, that is how 
knowledge is gained and discussed. Thus, we will use the term ar-
chival discourse and épistémè for the process related to establishing 
and discussing knowledge related to archival practice.

To elucidate the possible roles for the archivist as a writer, we 
have chosen to contrast the roles as an author and a notetaker, be-
ing aware that it probably is difficult to identify these two positions 
as being isolated from each other in “clean” forms.

We stick to a quite straightforward definition of a role as the an-
swer to the following questions: “What to do? How to act? Who to 
be?”.4 By approaching our material with the theoretical framework 
on paratexts developed by Genette,5 we aim to identify what has 
been done, how the archivist has acted, and who the archivist has 
pretended to be. The answers to such questions, as they emerge 
from our material, may help us to characterize the role of the archi-
vist in former times.

This study is part of a research project on the development of 
archival descriptions set up by the National Archives of Norway. 
But it must here be emphasized that our analysis of both 1734- and 
the 1792-registry is in the initial phase. Therefore, this article should 
be considered as a presentation of preliminary findings.

The material
The empirical basis for our study is two Norwegian registries from 

the eighteenth century. The first one is Registratur over Det Nordske 
Archiv (Eng.: Registry of The Norwegian Archives) dating back to 1734. 
The second one is Akershusregistraturen (Eng.: The Akershus Registry) 
of 1792. Both are registries over the archival fonds that were stored 

at the Akershus Castle in Christiania (Oslo). [See Fintland & Thime: 
figure 1, p ii.] This archival repository preceded the establishment 
of the National Archives in 1817, only three years after Norway had 
got their own constitution. The establishment of archives based on 
national institutions may be regarded as part of the development of 
a national identity. The content and context of these early archives 
are further described by Thime.6 A general description of the de-
velopment of the Norwegian National Archives in an international 
context is previously given by Kjölstad.7

The creation of archival inventories, or registries, had long tradi-
tions in Norway, as in most European countries. In Norway, from 
the late sixteenth century, the replacement of governors or other 
state officials always included a handover of relevant records, which 
necessitated the writing of an archival inventory. The 1734- and the 
1792-registries were different than these inventories, and stand out 
as the only major registries covering the entire holdings of the Aker-
shus repository (military records excluded). 

Although the two registries were written with only a short 60-year 
interval, the “archivists” responsible for them had very different 
backgrounds. The first two were judges and bureaucrats, the latter 
came from a scholar and science-interested circle, heavily influenced 
by the Enlightenment ideas, including a strong interest for history 
and topographical studies. 

The registers represent a material that can depict archival practic-
es in their time and thus serve as a background for interpretations 
of the role of the archivist. To what extent do the Enlightenment 
ideas, research, and history, make a mark on the registries? Valid 
pictures of archival practice at a certain period, may serve as an 
empirical basis for employing the theories of Foucault and Leniaud 
as backbones for interpretation.
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Relevant details for this study from the registries will be presented 
below under findings. The material is used for examining possible 
changes in form and development of the archival discourse from 
1734 to 1792, and how the role of the archivist is mirrored by the way 
the archives are organized and described.

Theoretical perspectives

The archival discourse and the development of patrimony
When was archival material considered as research material and 

as cultural heritage? Eric Ketelaar raises the question in an article 
from 2007 called “Muniments and monuments: the dawn of ar-
chives as cultural patrimony”.8 The term “Muniment” is Latin and 
means defence. In transposed sense, the term is used for documents 
that defend administrative and/or legal interests. This was also the 
original function of the archives. But at one stage or another, the 
archives changed their function towards being monuments (Latin 
momentum = memorial), celebrating important historical events 
and developments.

The character of the archives has changed from being merely le-
gal/administrative tools to becoming cultural heritage. Rather than 
attributing a point of time to this change, it may be claimed that it 
has been a continuously ongoing process, where the function of the 
archives is coloured by current views on public administration in 
the society and available technologies. Cfr. what is said about the 
archives as elements of an identity establishing process above. This 
is also what we experience today when new information and com-
munications technology-based practices strongly influence current 
archival practices.

Related to this it is of interest to note that Ketelaar is particularly 
concerned with the perspectives of Jean-Michel Leniaud.9 Leniaud 
claims that the perception of something as heritage (patrimonial) 
was not a result of certain events or individuals, in for example 
the way that the French Revolution has been noted as the cradle 
of change for archives, but of long-term structures and processes, 
“La Longue Durée”. In this perspective assigning these changes as 
a mere nineteenth century phenomenon appears as a too narrow 
approach. One must look at the precursors of what might be called 
a “patrimonial” paradigm to understand the changes.

Leniaud uses four criteria to identify “le paradigm de Patrimoine”:

– criteria of conservation: the intentionality of the creator of a 
monument; the scientific, artistic interest etc.; the importance of 
social life; the economic value.

– motivations which lead us to accept the past or to reject it: a 
patrimony not only needs a testator and a will, but also an heir who 
accepts the conditions. This process of acceptance and rejection is 
called tri (appraisal) or elimination, following ideological, material-
istic, and/or scientific criteria.

– the modalities by which patrimoine has been appreciated, pre-
served, and transferred: inventorization, restoration, reutilization.

– the media for diffusion within society: publications, tourism, 
etc.10

Based on these criteria Ketelaar recommends using them as a 
“net”, “which one can throw out into the deep waters of history, 
to catch and to recognize fragments of a patrimony consciousness’ 
in societies of the past.” Ketelaar seems to believe that traces of “a 
form of historical consciousness” can be found further back than 
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early modern time, although it did not play a significant role until 
the nineteenth century.11

Foucault’s perspective
Foucault’s theories about the discursive, the written and the 

spoken word related to institutions, is also a sensible approach to 
our topic. Not least during his last years Foucault worked on how 
different forms of practices constitute and influence the understand-
ing of oneself and others, and how the different forms of practices, 
understandings and interpretations are conveyed by means of the 
written and the spoken word.12

According to Foucault, it is not the individual achievements that 
underpin the discourse, but formal, material, and institutional con-
ditions and practices that govern what can be expressed. At a spe cific 
time, it has only been possible to say certain things, and changes 
are slow. A discourse can include such different phenomena as the 
teacher’s grade book, a prison regulation, or an archival  registry. 
Discourse is in other words linked to the activities that take place 
in certain institutional forms (e. g., school, prison, archives). In a 
discourse analysis, one tries to investigate how the knowledge prac-
titioners within a particular field speak and write in certain ways.

Leniaud’s theory of cultural heritage and Foucault’s writings on 
discourses are both possible tools for analyzing the two archival 
registries from 1734 and 1792. The time span between them is nar-
row, but it covers a period with great changes in the Norwegian 
society, e. g. the establishment of the first “academic” institution in 
Norway in 1760 – Det Trondhiemske Selskab (later: Det Kongelige 
Norske Videnskabers Selskab (DKNVS)), the birth of the first Nor-
wegian newspaper in 1763, The Norwegian Topographical Society 

from 1792, with its own periodical, and the periodical Hermoder 
from 1795.

Both theories presented above deal in many ways with the same 
matter. They address the long-term structures and processes and the 
institutional practices of what can be expressed. They both consti-
tute a framework for how archives can be perceived, described, and 
disseminated. These are structural frameworks that change slowly 
and often without the conscious awareness of the practitioner. A 
theoretical understanding of them may help the archivist in the 
interpretation of his or her own role and work.

By analyzing the two registries, we will try to find out if changes in 
contemporary thinking and the authors’ very different background 
can be traced. Or, if the prevailing discourse and institutional 
framework 60 years later still set limits on how the archives were 
described and conveyed. And if so, what was the archival discourse 
of the eighteenth century? And not least, does this discourse still 
characterize our way of creating archival descriptions today?

Paratexts
The above mentioned approach based upon Foucault, Leniaud 

and Ketelaar can inform us about the relationship between the 
registries with their creators, the former and present users in their 
contexts. But they do not give us sufficient help when approaching 
the registries as texts. Even though we have used Foucault for dis-
cussing the discursive perspectives of the registries, we have chosen 
not to use his theories on authorship when analyzing the registries 
as texts.13 To make a distinction, or perhaps more precisely a bound-
ary zone, between the text and the context, we will seek support 
from Gérard Genette. He defines the concept of paratext as:
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[W]hat enables a text to become a book and to be offered as such 
to its readers and, more generally, to the public. More than a 
boundary or a sealed border, the paratext is, rather, a threshold, 
or – a word Borges used apropos of a preface – a ‘vestibule’ that 
offers the world at large the possibility of either stepping inside or 
turning back. It is an ‘undefined zone’ between the inside and the 
outside, a zone without any hard and fast boundary on either the 
inward side (turned toward the text) or the outward side (turned 
toward the word’s discourse about the text), an edge, or, as Phillipe 
Lejeune put it, ‘a fringe of the printed text which in reality controls 
one’s whole reading of the text’.14

The concept of paratext is originally developed based on litera-
ture presented as books, but the concept has a wider validity. How 
it can be applied on archives and in archival research is thoroughly 
described in a previous publication from this research project.15

In contemporary historical research the complex relationship 
between the making of narratives and the underlying factual infor-
mation is a topic for discussion and methodological development.16 
Munslow thus argues: “So, if I am right and historical understand-
ing comes through both the narrative form of history as well as 
its content then it has to be recognized that past events are highly 
unlikely to have their own ‘given’ much less discoverable for ‘what 
it was’ story.”17

This is a stance that archivists must be aware of, and it should 
be discussed and further elaborated from an archival perspective. 
Knowledge about the position taken by the archivists, explicitly or 
indirectly, will be of importance for future users of the archives. 
It may have implications for the critical approach, not only to the 
archival descriptions, but even to the archival material.

Metaphorically, borrowing terminology from Genette, the archival 
descriptions may be regarded as the vestibule through which the us-
ers enter the hall, where the archival fonds are found. The  threshold 
between the vestibule and the hall should not be an obstacle for 
entering the material. The archival description may be regarded 
as this threshold. It can function as a barrier or as a helping aid, 
thus the descriptions may be regarded as instruments for executing 
power, letting people in or keeping them out.

Standards for archival descriptions today

ISAD(G)
Archival descriptions are dealt with in several governing docu-

ments issued by international and national bodies. The interna-
tional standard on archival descriptions is ISAD(G) (General In-
ternational Standard Archival Description, issued by International 
Council on Archives, ICA). It is meant to provide general guidance 
on elaboration of archival descriptions. It describes a minimum set 
of information to be documented.

According to ISAD(G):
The purpose of archival description is to identify and explain the 

context and content of archival material to promote its accessibility. 
This is achieved by creating accurate and appropriate representa-
tions and by organizing them in accordance with predetermined 
models.

On basis of the archival description, it should be possible to vali-
date the reliability, authenticity, and accessibility of the records for 
future users.

The content of the archival descriptions as defined by ISAD(G) 
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is highly structured. But the requirement for structure does not 
really limit the archivist’s role as an author. Provided the required 
information is supplied, the archivist may use at least the context 
area (chapter 3.2) and the note area (chapter 3.6) for information 
framing the fonds. The content area (chapter 3.3) also opens for the 
archivist to give an appraisal of the material and not least document 
what material that may be or is destructed. In ISAD(G) it is also 
stated that the name of the person(s) elaborating the description 
and when it has been done shall be documented (chapter 3.7).

The requirements of ISAD(G) may also be seen in connection 
with the standard ISO 23081 Metadata for records, which states that 
all types of records contain metadata in addition to the content it-
self. Even though this standard primarily is aimed at digital borne 
records, its principles are of general, archival interest (ISO, 2017). 
Metadata is supplementary information on the conditions under 
which the records have originated and are kept. Metadata seen like 
this is a part of the paratext, elaborated in “true” time, when the 
records are created, and thus quite parallel to archival descriptions, 
mostly made in the aftermath of the creation of the records.

The paratextual elements of archival material thus consist of 
the metadata created simultaneously with the records creation, as 
well as the archival descriptions and other texts commenting these 
records after their creation period. Most often this is done when 
the records are transferred to an archival repository. In general, 
defining an element of the paratext consists of determining:

Its position (The question where?)
Its date of appearance, and eventually of disappearance (When?) 
Its mode of existence, verbal or other (How?)

The characteristics of its communicating instance, addresser and 
addressee (From whom? To whom?)

The functions which give purpose to its message (What is it good 
for?)

Contemporary archival descriptions usually contain a descrip-
tion of:

The archival fonds
The arrangement of the records
Digital records
Elements that are missing
Short description of the information content

In addition, the creator of the records should be described by its:

Legal basis
Precursor (if any)
Geographical scope
Subsidiary and parent organizations
Organization
Successor (if any)
General features of early archival descriptions

The oldest Norwegian archival descriptions are the so-called 
“arkivdesignasjoner” or archival inventories. These are lists of re-
cords and protocols that were kept in the repository of the regional 
governor. As mentioned above, they were made each time there was 
a change of governor. It documented what was being transferred 
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and defined what archival responsibility the successor took on. The 
oldest preserved inventory is from 1588. But this tradition has its 
roots back to the late Middle Ages. The regional governors were 
largely Danish nobles. Their assistants also had a strong Danish 
feature.18 Norwegian and Danish archival descriptions therefore 
share a common tradition.

Throughout a few centuries, the archives in Denmark-Norway had 
developed a specific genre with certain common features. Records 
that were considered to be of value and relevant to government prac-
tice were recorded and described at document level. Less important 
documents were described more summarily, often one package at a 
time. Packages with worthless documents were, at best, only referred 
to as such, or simply omitted from the list. The packages were usu-
ally numbered, very much like the documents within each package. 
Protocols were usually only given a title and the period that they 
covered. The document descriptions were more comprehensive than 
the package descriptions and could contain information about send-
er/recipient, the matter of the case and the date of the document. 
The protocol descriptions were the shortest. One and the same reg-
istry could be structured according to different principles. Typical 
subdivisions could be creator, subject (geographical or thematic) or 
physical placement (room, bookshelf etc).

The French historian Michel Duchein points out that European 
archival practices developed differently, according to various polit-
ical and bureaucratic traditions. The most common feature is the 
importance put on legal and administrative needs.19 To what extent 
there are major differences as to how the registries were organized 
and the records were described in countries outside Denmark- 
Norway, has not been studied. But archival practices here were to 
a large extent built on German traditions. So, it is likely that the 

registries in Denmark-Norway had the same major features as we 
can find in other European countries.

The Mission
On September 19, 1732, king Christian VI instructed Peter Vogt 

and Andreas Lachman to draw up a registry of “the so-called 
 archive” at Akershus Castle. The order was initiated by the ministry 
secretary Peter Neve, who probably also had the letter in the pen. 
The assignment was hardly a dream job. State governor Christian 
Rantzau, who first made the proposal, characterized the archive as a 
pigsty. The work must have been awful. Two years later, on October 
16, 1734, they were finished. An archival registry could be handed 
over to the chancellor- and justice secretary at Akershus Castle, Ulrik 
From, who had the daily responsibility for the archives at Akershus.

A few decades later, the job had to be done over again. The 
old registry was inadequate, new acquisitions had arrived, more 
protocols and letters, more or less of the same type as previously. 
Disorder had developed since the 1734-registry. Worthless records 
took up space, while important documents were difficult to find. It 
was unsatisfactory. On January 4, 1782, the king set down an app-
rai sal committee, the first appraisal committee in Norway, to review 
the archives at Akershus Castle. The committee consisted of the 
regional governor Albrecht Philip von Levetzau (Akershus Region) 
and judge Herman Colbjørnsen. However, to make decisions, an 
inventory, a new registry, had to be created. On September 2, 1790, 
18-year-old Carl Deichman Møller took on the job. The result was 
presented approximately two years later.

The stated purpose, both in 1734 and 1792, was to create an 
overview and simplify retrieval of documents in both registries, 
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as well as to distinguish the important from the unimportant. 
The unimportant ones seem to be those that had little relevance 
for the administration and for legal purposes, both to the public 
and the state administration. The administration needed order in 
the archives to achieve “Connection and Suite” in their daily affairs 
and to prevent “Dispute and Wickedness” among people, as state 
governor Rantzau’s expressed himself in 1732 when he asked for 
help in refurbishing the archive.20 In other words, the objective was 
primarily of an administrative and legal nature. The principals were 
also the same both in 1732 and 1790, Norwegian central adminis-
tration with approval from the King’s Council in Copenhagen. As 
such, the two registries had a common starting point.

The “archivists”
However, the people who completed the work were very differ-

ent, both in terms of age, work experience, education, and social 
background. Vogt and Lachman were both born in 1685, belonged 
to old state official families and were close relatives. They had 
long experience as judges when they began the registration work. 
Lachman also had experience in archival work as a “registrar” at 
Akershus Castle from 1711. Their interest in the Akershus Archives 
was primarily of an administrative and legal nature. Through the 
exercise of their judicial functions, they were well acquainted with 
the archives’ legal value. In their judging, they experienced how 
archival material could have decisive significance. This was especial-
ly true in real estate cases and in disputes where financial interests 
were at the center, both for the state and individuals.21

The person responsible for the second registry, Carl Deichman 
Møller, was only 18 years old when he started writing the registry. 

He was born and raised in Porsgrunn, at that time a flourishing 
merchant town in the southeast part of Norway. We do not know 
much about Carl’s education and interests, just that he later left 
the archival career in favor of commercial citizenship in Porsgrunn. 
He was to be guided by his father, the Danish regional physician in 
Bratsberg county, Hans Møller.

Hans Møller was educated, among other places, in France (with 
royal scholarship). His interests included history, philosophy, and 
natural science. He was an avid reader of the French enlighten-
ment philosophers and a favorite within the elite social circles in 
Porsgrunn and the neighboring town of Skien. Hans Møller was 
a member of the science association and an eager champion of a 
Norwegian university. He had also arranged the comprehensive 
book collection of the then deceased Carl Deichman, the uncle of 
his spouse, before being given to Christiania city. The Deichman li-
brary is the one of the oldest libraries and the biggest public library 
in Norway. 

The Akershus Castle, the repository and the 
records
The Akershus castle was built during the reign of king Christian IV, 

but the fortress was begun already at the end of the 13th century. In 
1732 the castle was much decayed. Building reports talk about roof 
leaks, exposed windows, rotten wood and various forms of wear and 
tear. The repository was small and dragging. Mice and rats feasted 
on paper and parchment. The rooms were on the third floor of the 
west wing overlooking the fjord. In addition, some archival material 
was put in the basement under the castle’s southern corner. Here the 
archives, besides rats and mice, were also exposed to moisture and 
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mold. In the winter cold and darkness to a large degree made work 
impossible. The lack of desks and shelves also complicated the work. 
The archives had to be carried in and out from the repository for the 
records to be reviewed and registered. Carl Møller writes that he had 
to hire people to help him carry records when the registry was made. 
The situation was bad in 1732. Sixty years later, the premises were 
only slightly improved, and the volume of archives had increased 
considerably. As mentioned above, the number of registered records 
had almost doubled, in addition to all the unregistered packages.22 
[See Fintland & Thime: figure 2, p iii.]

The 1734-registry
The first initiative to create a registry of the Akershus archives 

was taken by the state governor Ditlev Vibe in 1726 when Ulrik 
From took over the office as the Norwegian chancellor- and judicial 
secretary. In this way, it can be said that the 1734-registry belongs 
to the tradition of “arkivdesignasjon”.23 But at the same time it 
represented something else. It was first developed six years after 
From was taken into office. In addition, this was the first registry 
that aspired to contain a complete overview of the archival holdings 
at Akershus Castle. Anything similar had not been written since the 
Akershus registry of 1622. However, this was primarily an overview 
of some monastery archives that had been placed in Akershus castle 
during the decades after the Reformation. 

The physical characteristics
We will begin with the physical object. The original parchment 

binding is preserved. On the cover we find the following text: 
“Registry on the letters and protocols found at the Akershus Castle 

Archive”. [See Fintland & Thime: figure 3, p iii.] The title page reads 
as follows: “Registry of the Royal Letters and Papers, as well as 
Protocols as in the Norwegian Archives at Akershus Castle by the 
inspection in the years 1733 and 1734, is found after the Royal De-
cree of 19th Sept. 1732.” The protocol is pierced with two holes. The 
remains of the cord, which has obviously been dragged through the 
holes, are preserved. The lacquer seals of Lachman and Vogt attach 
the cord to the back of the cover. This was a common practice to 
ensure the authenticity and integrity of the protocol by supplying it 
with cord and a lacquer seal at the end. We know this practice from 
the seventeenth century “arkivdesignasjoner” and court books. It 
emphasizes the importance of the registry as a legal and admin-
istrative document. It clarified the archival responsibility, both in 
terms of scope and content. Initially, the registry also explains the 
assignment. Finally, the actual handover has been documented, 
where Ulrik From signs that he has received the registry together 
with the archives herein described and the key to the repository.

The registry covers 421 pages and includes 1400 registered pack-
ages and protocols. In addition, approx. 900 documents were de-
scribed individually and about 250 documents more summarily in 
units of two to four documents. The other packages and protocols 
are very briefly described, often just numbered, and named. It is 
often indicated how many documents the packages contain. An 
appraisal is sometimes carried out, essentially negative, often using 
the words “of no significance”.

At first glance, this appraisal seems somewhat coincidental. But 
there is a pattern. More than half of the records are described. These 
were the most important. The other half is scarcely mentioned or at 
best summarily described. They are often characterized as useless, 
without information, value or interest for posterity. The important 
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documents concerned changes in the state organization and juris-
diction. They were land records, royal privileges, treaties with for-
eign powers and various laws and decrees that were still valid. The 
unimportant ones concerned more specific cases that did not carry 
any precedence and that only concerned individuals. They could 
be matters concerning payment of taxes, petitions, applications for 
work within the state administration, travel permissions etc.

The content
The Akershus archives consisted of records from state agencies 

that covered the whole country, but also from regional and local 
state agencies, especially from the courts. The registry begins with 
the royal letters. This was a long tradition which can be traced back 
to the early “arkivdesignasjoner”. The royal letters were most impor-
tant. Therefore, they came first. These documents are also described 
individually in detail. The packages are sorted chronologically and 
named by year. Each document is numbered, sometimes within 
each package, sometimes across the packages. The numbers were 
applied earlier. Their provenance is mixed. Some are addressed to 
the state governor, others to the regional and the county governor. 
Following the royal letters are the documents and protocols of the 
state governor, with subseries. Within each series, the protocols 
are arranged chronologically. Thereafter, documents and protocols 
concerning the king’s land are described. Here, all of the documents 
are described individually. The same applies to the following series. 
These are documents of different content, but related to Bergen, 
Trondheim, Kristiansand or Akershus Region, the major Norwe-
gian regions at the time. Between the series of Kristiansand’s and 
Akershus’s regions, we find a series of documents, accounts and re-
cords of property belonging to the church. The privileges and land 

belonging to the nobility is a corresponding series. Also, for these 
two series most of the documents are described individually. The 
other thematically arranged documents are the series concerning 
mining, the military, the forest and sawmill commissions. Following 
these, we find the court books. They are mainly arranged so that all 
protocols created by a certain court is presented together. It begins 
with the Supreme Court’s protocols, then the regional court proto-
cols and finally the minutes created by the local courts for the towns 
and rural areas. Within subseries the protocols are sorted chrono-
logically. Finally, the older papers of the Supreme Court and the 
state governor are considered worthless. The first because “the law 
liberates the Justice secretary for such a long-time responsibility”. 
The others without any further explanation.

The division also largely follows the physical location of the 
records. The royal letters are located in the “inner chamber”, the 
protocols of the so-called Castle Act are placed from “the first rack” 
to the sixth. Then follow the shelf “royal land books”, the shelves 
of Bergen, Trondheim and Kristiansand region, the shelf of church 
land records and the “Great Cabinet”. Subsequent series are not giv-
en any placement before the “Rack Forest and Sawmill Commisson”. 
Whether or not all of the previous series were in the great cabinet is 
uncertain. The many consecutive court records also lack placement. 
We do not find any reference to physcial location again until the 
end of the registry, namely for the “worthless” material placed in a 
“chamber above the cellar”, “on the small cabinet”, “at the top of the 
shelves under the roof” and “on top of the great cabinet”.

Appraisal of the material
The first entry reads: “A package of royal letters from ancient 

times, of no significance”.
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For us, this is unexpected, but also incomprehensible. Incom-
prehensible, because the claim apparently lacks justification. 
Unexpected, because most people today will think that old doc-
uments are more valuable than more recent ones. Nearly half of 
the archival holdings were in the same way written off as worthless, 
usually without any further explanation or description. Implicit: 
documents that were described were important. The rest were not. 
So why were the unimportant records kept? Hardly because they 
were considered to have a historical value. Most likely because 
the destruction of records was not included in their mission. We 
also know that later eighteenth century governors and “archivists” 
believed that many of these documents only were taking up space 
without “being of any value to Posterity”.24

This tells a great deal about the purpose of this registry. Here it is 
difficult to spot any trace of “patrimoine”. But there are exceptions 
as demonstrated in a document “about Admiral Trampe’s sea battle 
and victory, dated 17 June 1676” (page 53, no. 272). There are 35 doc-
uments in the 1676 package, and this is the only one found worthy 
of registration. The battle that the document refers to must be the 
great naval battle at Öland when the Swedish fleet was defeated. 
Important events in wartime were often presented as examples of 
archival documents with historical value. Within the series of doc-
uments relating to Kristiansand Region, “A project by Counsellor 
Høyer and some other Citizens about the foundation and growth 
of Stavanger town” is found worthy of a description (page 182, 
no. 4). Also, a few other documents stand out by the fact that the 
content does not seem to have a substantial legal or administrative 
value. This is nevertheless difficult to say for certain. The main 
feature seems to be that documents found worthy of description 
were those necessary to govern the region, records that were of legal 

and economic interest to the state and to the protection of the legal 
interests and rights of its inhabitants.

The protocols, and especially the court protocols, were obviously 
considered to be of great legal value. Nevertheless, they are only 
described by name according to the type of protocol. This was 
probably sufficient because these protocols had a uniform structure 
and content (civil disputes, letters of access and criminal cases). The 
book binding, cord and seal also secured their original form.

What primarily characterizes the content of the 1734 registry is the 
emphasis on type of physical unity (protocol, package, envelope), 
type of document (such as statement, command, resolution, listing, 
letter etc.) and which administrative unit (county, parish, etc.) or 
property/owner the document concerned. Additionally, year or 
date are included both when packages, documents and protocols 
are described. In a few cases material properties like parchment is 
mentioned. Paper is mentioned more frequently, but then not as a 
material property, but more like a synonym to document.

The 1792-registry
As mentioned above, the 18-year-old Carl Deichman Møller start-

ed working in the fall of 1790. The registry was 146 pages longer than 
its predecessor and the number of records were almost doubled. 
Carl Møller spent about two years, the same as Vogt and Lachman.

The physical characteristics and the content
The 1792-registry most likely has been preserved with its original 

binding. However, the protocol appears to be less intact than the 
one from 1734. The registry is pierced in the same way as the 1734-  
registry, but the corresponding cord is missing. There is also no 
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residue for any lacquer seal and handover text. It may have been 
missing from the start, but these may also have been removed later. 
In that case, the binding must be more recent. We know that Møller 
made two copies of the registry.25 It is also possible that the pre-
served specimen was not fitted with a cord and seal. The text on the 
cover reads “Registry on the Akershus Archive 1792”. The title page 
reads “Registry of the Archives at Akershus Castle, which contains 
Protocols, Documents and Maps, from the year 1462 to the year 
1770. Sorted and Registered in the year 1792.” [See Fintland & Thime: 
figure 4, p iv.]

The 1792 registry consisted of 567 pages including an index regis-
ter of 58 pages. It included 1125 more registered archival items than 
the 1734 registry. A little less than 1500 documents were described 
individually, while approximately 150 documents were described 
collectively, two to four documents at a time. The rest was, as in 
1734, only described as a certain type of protocol or package. In 
other words, the degree of detail was no greater in 1792 than in 1734. 
This was partly due to the fact that the royal letters were collected 
and hardbound this time. Thus, one described each volume as a 
whole – as a collection of royal letters and nothing else. The tradi-
tion of describing hardbound archival pieces trumped past practice.

The structure
The 1792-registry is structured with far more series than the 

older one. While the 1734-registry contains 57 archive series, the 
youngest includes 172. This is mainly due to new acquisitions, but 
also a more detailed system of subseries. In this registry, the court 
protocols are placed immediately after the hardbound royal letters. 
Then we find different thematic series. While the court protocols 

are organized by provenance, that is by whom they were created, 
the document packages seem to be sorted by topic. In this way, 
the structure is similar to the registry from 1734. Many of the series 
and archival descriptions are a transcription from the 1734-registry. 
Virtually all the 1734 series are found in the 1792-registry, although 
some documents have been moved to new series. [See Fintland & 
Thime: figure 5, p iv.]

Møller’s registry contains far more detailed information about the 
physical location of the records. One can almost reconstruct how the 
records were stored. In brief the location was such: The hardbound 
royal letters, court protocols and maps appear to be located in the 
“first room”. The packages were located in “the second room” and 
began with documents about the matriculation in Norway, “above 
the door”. In addition, we find the other series placed on the shelf 
over the window towards the yard, “On the shelf over the cellar 
door”, “Over the cellar door, on the shelf”, “in the big cabinet”, “on 
the big rack”, “the rack over the cellar door,” “Above the smaller 
cabinet,” “On the shelf under the ceiling. above the small Cabinet”, 
“ The drawer in the small cabinet“, “ The rack by the door” (where 
the series Akershus, Bergen, Kristiansand and Trondheim regions 
were located) and “in the smaller cabinet and the shelves of the 
great rack”. Then, “ The chamber above the cellar with its rooms and 
shelves” in addition to “the cellar below this chamber”.

The content description shared many of the same features as the 
1734-registry. This applies especially to the emphasis on the type 
of archive and administrative unit. The dating is as widespread as 
before.
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Comparison of the two registries and some 
 remarks on their relation to description 
 standards today
We find a much more elaborate series structure in 1792. The 

1734-series are all found in the 1792-registry, but many more are 
added. Many of them contain documents that are older than 1730. 
Whether these are documents that have been relocated or not previ-
ously been described, is not sufficiently investigated.

Carl Møller points out that the protocols were the first to be 
brought into order, then the document packages.26 The protocols 
were easiest to arrange, and this may be one of the reasons why 
these were handled first. But the protocols were probably consid-
ered more important than the packages. The royal letters came first, 
as in the 1734-registry. But here they were bound in 18 volumes and 
thus appeared as protocols. As protocols, they were also very briefly 
described, only with the title and year span – like other protocols, 
this in contrast to the 1734-register’s description of the royal letters. 
There is also an emphasis on physical location that is far less visible 
in 1734.

What distinguishes the 1792-registry most from the other is the 
extensive alphabetical topical index. Here users are given the op-
portunity of various topical entries to the registry than those given 
in the main structure. Here, it should also be noted that terms such 
as “old” and “parchment” are key words in their own right. This is 
in stark contrast to the 1734-registry’s first entry, where old royal 
letters are rejected as worthless without any justification other than 
being old.

The appraisal of individual documents from 1734 is, with a few 
exceptions, completely absent in the 1792-registry. Among other his-

torical documents the registry mentions “a historical description of 
Bergen, its origin and development, about its people, the trade and 
the industry of the inhabitants, about the Hanseatics, their trade and 
status.” (See, page 185.) A number of topographical studies about 
cities and rural areas from the seventeenth and eighteenth century 
are also presented (see, for example, pages 381, and 447). On page 
395 there is a description of “A journal on the late king Christian V’s 
travel through Norway in 1685”. These entries show that the archivist 
also had an eye for documents with little legal or administrative 
interest, but of historical value. But they are very few.

As mentioned above, Carl Møller and his father belonged to an 
academic elite. Carl’s father, Hans Møller, was an active participant 
in the DKNVS, one of the founders of the Norwegian Topo graphi-
cal Society and a frequent writer of scientific articles in the major 
Norwe gian periodicals at the time. His interest in history and science 
was shared with other Norwegian elite persons, among them Carl 
Deichman and Frederik Moltke, a Danish nobleman and the gover-
nor of the Akershus Region – and as such also responsible for the 
Akershus archives. The German historian Stefan Berger points out 
that many of today’s National Archival institutions owe their excist-
ence to early modern interest in history and antiquarian tradition. 
Historians and antiquariens were appointed to write national eposes 
and to collect historical items. Their activities were partly based on 
collecting and studying archival records.27 The Danish National 
Arcivist, Adolph Ditlev Jørgensen (1840–1897), characterized the 
Danish Geheimearkiv (national archive) in the eighteenth century 
as the centerpiece for historical research in  Denmark-Norway.28

Against this background it is surprising that historical or research 
value seem to be so little emphasized in the 1792-registry. The 
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alpha betical index seems to be the most visible sign of a different 
approach to the archives than the traditional legal/administrative. 
Other user groups and applications are probably taken into account 
here. Some keywords in the registry indicate this.

Overall, the similarities between the two registries are obvious. 
In many cases the descriptions that we find in 1792 are exact copies 
of the 1734-ones. Also in his appraisal work, Carl Møller in many 
cases bases his arguments on the views of Lachman and Vogt. The 
archival holdings had increased considerably since 1734 and the job 
must have felt overwhelming to Carl Møller. His father most likely 
did not have the capacity to guide his son as first planned.29 At the 
same time the 1734-registry must have seemed like a way out, a road 
map for completing the task he had taken on instead of inventing 
some new approach. But then he was also captured by tradition or 
the existing archival discourse – to use Foucault’s terminology.

An eye-catching feature of both registries is that the ISAD(G) 
elements are not new. Already over 200 years ago we can find the 
following information documented in the registries.

Title
Scope 
Date of creation
Appraisal 
Archivist’s note
Dates of descriptions 
Archival history 
Finding aids, which is a feature primarily of the 1792-registry (the 

topical index).

These elements were already rooted in existing traditions, long 
before the eighteenth century. This indicates that some parts of 
archival descriptions have been key elements for centuries, and still 
are. Carl Møller’s alphabetical index in the 1792-registry neverthe-
less represented a new approach, most likely a result of the enlight-
enment ideas in general and the growing interest in historical and 
topographical research in particular. Readers at the time favoured 
an alphabetical ordering scheme rather than complicated thematic 
approaches.

Carl Møller started his work by proposing a scheme for grouping 
the various records at the Akershus archive. Carl’s father, Hans 
Møller, was well familiar with the works of Carl von Linné. He even 
published a long article about Linné’s classification of plants.30 Carl 
Møller’s scheme first grouped the records according to material 
properties: hardbound protocols – which came first – and then 
document packages. The first group of document packages were 
royal letters. The other categories were, in the following order, 
records concerning the church and clerical properties, procedural 
documents for the courts, military rolls, records concerning the 
Kongsberg silver mine, correspondence between the national gov-
ernor, regional governors and the local authorities, tax estimates, 
customs documents etc.31 This scheme had little resemblance to 
the more scientific taxonomies that were developed to systematize 
knowledge. Carl’s scheme mainly built on the categories that were 
found in the 1734-registry, even if the order was different and the 
number of categories had increased. But it was nevertheless a com-
plicated scheme, the alphabetical index which he elaborated in the 
1792-registry was easier to use for people outside the profession.
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Archival descriptions as paratexts now and  
then

Through the years the terms used for the paratexts of archival 
records or fonds have varied. Today the term archival description has 
an internationally accepted definition:

1. The process of analyzing, organizing, and recording details 
about the formal elements of a record or collection of records, such 
as creator, title, dates, extent, and contents, to facilitate the work’s 
identification, management, and understanding. – 2. The product 
of such a process.32

In our context we frequently encounter the term “designasjon” or, 
as previously described, an archival inventory. This description of 
records was created to define the archival responsibility that a new 
state official took on as he replaced his predecessor. The designa-
tion gives an overview of the archival material that was considered 
relevant for the continued performance of office functions, also 
after a new state official was appointed. In this respect it may be 
considered an archival “snapshot”. It includes a short abstract and 
the date of each record. 

“Registraturer” (registries) and “designasjoner” are often used 
interchangeably and its use is not consistent. However the former is 
more often used when the purpose is to describe a complete holding 
and not necessarily in connection with an archival handover. While 
the designation more functions as a document to describe the archi-
val responsibility that is taken on, the “registratur” is to a larger ex-
tent designed to be a finding aid and a tool to gain physical control 
over the material, thus satisfying several of the criteria for archival 
descriptions of today, cfr. the definition above and ISAD(G).

According to Merriam-Webster a narrative is the art or practice of 
narration, which is an account of incidents or events. The narrator 
or author is the person that originates or creates the narrative. A 
notetaker is defined as a person who takes notes, which are informal 
written records of things that are said and done or a short piece 
of writing that gives you information. A paratextual element may 
communicate pure information, for example the name of the author 
or the date of publication, thus resembling a note. But even then, 
as archival descriptions reflect the values and the knowledge of the 
archivist who create them, it is imperative that we document and 
make visible these biases.

Based on the definitions given above, the archivist as the creator 
of archival descriptions, both 300 years back in time and today, 
acts more like an author than a notetaker. Taking this into account, 
the archivist should be regarded as an active element in creating 
archives, not merely a servant mirroring the contents of them.

The archivist appears as an active link between the society with 
its institutions and the archival material. The role is to “cultivate” 
the material, not merely to keep it. The descriptions show a tangible 
impact of the archivist, related to the linguistic presentation of the 
material as well as determining which documents were regarded to 
be of importance.

We can find lots of paratextual elements in the registries from 
1734 and 1792, which can be traced back to the archivist not purely 
as a notetaker, or “describer” of the content of the fonds to future 
users. In this position the archivist is aiming to refer the content 
of the fonds, without giving any supplementary information than 
what is needed to find the records one is searching for. The role 
has some characteristics of being a subordinate royal servant. The 
archivist thus acts as conveyer of the archival discourse.
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In the registry of 1792, and especially in the registry of 1734, the 
archivist has made judgements and decisions making him a more 
active “cultivator” of the fonds. But the criteria used, and trade-offs 
made, are mostly implicitly visible in the text of the registries. The 
archivist has not given that much of explicit judgements in the texts, 
thus appearing as an invisible author, but still an author. In this 
role the archivist is at least to some degree adding supplementary 
information and some own interpretations, however aiming to help 
future users to find the sought pieces of information. Even though 
still an obedient civil servant, the more active involvement may in 
the long run challenge the picture of the persons or institutions that 
have produced the archival material.

In the standards for archival descriptions of today there are clear-
er requirements for disclosing the judgements and decisions made 
by the archivists, making today’s archivists in a more obvious and 
explicit role as an author.

But the archivist’s role as an author is not a free role. The archivist 
must obey the fonds. In that sense the text created by the archivist 
really is a paratext to the original text, namely the records. Turning 
back to Genette it is worth to remember that a paratextual element 
always is subordinate to “its” text, and this functionality determines 
the essentials of its aspect and of its existence. The definition of a 
paratext implies that someone always shall be responsible for it.

The person responsible must be defined and ideally his or her 
background should be known to future users of the archival de-
scriptions. Just as we today like to know the background of the 
archivists of 1734 and 1792, future users of our archival descriptions 
would like to know something about our backgrounds. Not only 
to be able to make a sound criticism of our archival descriptions, 
but also to be able to make judgements about the archival material. 

It might well be that future users of our contemporary collected 
material will question our criteria for selection. The archivist should 
keep this in mind, especially when arguing for and describing the 
material to be destructed, not regarded as worth keeping.

Conclusion
A changing archival discourse?
Does the development from 1734 to 1792 show changes in how the 

archives are perceived and in the way they are expressed? Again, 
it must be emphasized that these are preliminary conclusions. The 
registries are extensive, and a thorough analysis must, to a greater 
extent than what we have done so far, compare each description, the 
terms used and what documents that have been chosen or omitted. 
This will take some time.

But that said, it should be possible to make some conclusions. 
The most eye-catching is how static the structure of archival de-
scriptions are. Structure and concepts are largely retained. The pre-
vailing practice is the results of traditions that go centuries back in 
time. These seem to have been cemented to the degree that neither 
cultural change nor change in the author’s personal background 
and interests overrule the institutional framework. This to some 
extent contradicts Foucault’s notion of the épistémè, as a general 
condition for knowledge within a certain period, in the sense that 
the archival discourse in many ways outlives the cultural changes 
that we find during the eighteenth century. And, even though the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries have seen major changes in 
archival descriptions, important elements have survived until the 
present day. Changes, to the extent that they occur, seem to devel-
op gradually with small steps, almost imperceptibly. A few entries 
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appear with a slightly different content and a different taste and 
emphasis than before. 

In some cases, the changes are more visible, but it requires a care-
ful reading to spot them. The removal of the appraisal of individual 
documents (as often found in the 1734-registry) is such an impor-
tant change. The assessments of the single documents in 1734 were 
made from a legal and administrative perspective. With a broader 
approach, such assessments became more difficult. Admittedly, Carl 
Møller also conducts an appraisal of groups of documents at the end 
of the registry. Some of these are based on the reviews of 1734. How-
ever, and this is particularly evident in Møller’s retention plan from 
179133, these were justified in a different way than in 1734. Møller’s 
proposal was based on a cost/benefit, user rate and a redundancy 
analysis. But, it must be underlined, that these criteria were based 
on practical purposes, and in no way by historical considerations.

The most visible change in 1792 is the extensive alphabetical 
register. This made the information more accessible for various pur-
poses. It is important to point out the use of nouns like “old” and 
“parchment” in the register. This in contrast to the 1734 rejection of 
age as an interesting aspect of the documents.

The work of the archivists
How then does Leniaud’s “fishing net” work to capture changes 

in how archives were perceived? It is difficult to track the conscious 
will to preserve archives because of their scientific or cultural value. 
The appraisals made in both registries cannot be described as dis-
tinctively historical. But there are changes that point in a different 
direction than the typical legal and administrative assessment. The 
archival description of 1792 has undergone certain changes com-
pared to the 1734-description. These may indicate that the awareness 

of the cultural and historical values of archives was not been com-
pletely alien to Carl Møller when his registry was created.

Peter Vogt and Andreas Lachman are well placed within what 
Ketelaar calls the “muniments” tradition, while father and son 
Møller’s personal starting point when confronting the archives must 
be categorized as belonging to the “monuments” understanding. 
Nevertheless, both parties worked within a particular institution 
and tradition, with the corresponding discourse. This must have 
limited their individual preferences and contributed to the stability 
of archival descriptions throughout the eighteenth century.

Author or notetaker?
Archival descriptions are narratives about the creating institu-

tions, their tasks and their contexts, not merely notes. Thus, the 
archivists should be regarded as authors, not authors of fiction, but 
authors of factual prose encompassing information that could help 
future users understand the framing conditions for the develop-
ment of the archives. The archivists originate or create the archival 
descriptions. They are developed on basis of defined standards. But 
even current, highly detailed standards on archival descriptions 
cannot be purely algorithmic. The standards do not eliminate the 
need for judgements made by the archivists elaborating them. 
Therefore, the role and the work of the archivists of our time will be 
a topic of interest and critical analysis, and of great importance to 
understand and interpret the archival descriptions.

Norwegian archival descriptions have gone through significant 
changes throughout the more than two hundred years that have 
passed since the creation of the 1792-registry. But these changes 
 mostly consist of new elements that are added to the core descrip-
tion: various kinds of contextual information. The listing of the 
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archival items seems relatively unchanged. This underlines the 
importance of the institutional framework. For better or worse, 
this strongly limits the creativity or freedom for the archivist as an 
author.

The development of the role of the archivist
Archival practice carries traits of the contemporary society. A 

 possible interpretation of our findings based on Foucault’s thoughts 
on the épistémè, combined with Leniaud’s perspectives on patri-
moine, might be that archival practice is influenced by thoughts, 
knowledge and technologies of its time, thus in accordance with 
Foucault’s notion. But the archival descriptions, as long lasting 
and durable signs of the explicit work of the archivist, appear to 
be in accordance with Leniaud’s claim of long-term structures and 
processes. This should not be surprising. Professional actors seek 
support in their tradition, often embedded in their institutional 
framework. In addition, they must respond to the requirements 
from society. A combination of the theoretical approaches sug gest-
ed by Foucault and Leniaud may help us construct a powerful plat-
form for interpreting the development of the role of the archivist.

In the late eighteenth century, there are signs of influence on archi-
val practices from researchers of various disciplines, especially from 
people creating topographical and historical works in this period. 
Historical research dominated archival practice during the nine-
teenth century. The latter decades have shown a focus on archival 
practice in light of social science, rhetorical and literary theory. New 
digital and information technologies have a strong impact on archival 
practice. Even so we can still identify core elements within archival 
description as a type of tacit, implicit and almost timeless practice.

The archivists act on basis of their own professional tradition, in 

addition to, more or less willingly, implementing current trends in 
their work. In this way they defend their role as authors, not merely 
as obedient civil servants and notetakers.
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XVIII 2a. Photo: The National Archives, Norway.
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the military archive and the civilian archive. The military archive 
was divided into two rooms, one south of the civil archive and one 
north of the kitchen (B). The civil archive covered two rooms and a 
hall way. Drawing by Hans Jacob Scheel, appr. 1757. The National 
Archives, the Map and Drawing Collection, KBK XVIII 2ae. 
Photo: The National Archives, Norway. 

Figure 3 (p. 177). The title page of the 
Akershus Registry of 1792, written 

by Carl Deichman Møller. National 
Archives, Archive catalogs. Photo: The 

National Archives, Norway. 
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Figure 4 (p. 182). Carl Deichman Møller’s register from 
1792 has a detailed description of the physical location 
of the records. “On the shelf under the ceiling – above 
the smaller closet”, “in the drawer of the small closet” 
and “in the cabinet at the door”. The National Archives, 
Archives catalogs, Akershusregistraturen 1792. Photo: 
The National Archives.

Figure 5 (p. 183). The cover of 
the 1734- registry. Written by Peter 
Vogt and Andreas Lachmann after 
Royal decree September 19, 1732. 
The  National Archives, Stattholder-
embetet 1572–1771. Photo: The 
National Archives, Norway.
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Figure 1 (p. 205). Banner with the Coat of arms for the Tribunal of 
the Holy Office of the Spanish Inquisition. Engraving by B. Picart, 
1722. Wellcome Collection, https://wellcomecollection.org/works/
w95r7hyb, Public Domain.
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Figure 1 (p. 257). Lorentz Pasch the Younger, Lovisa Ulrika, 1767. 
 Photograph: Nationalmuseum, Stockholm.

Left: Figure 2 (p. 266). Carl Gustaf Tessin (author), Jean Eric Rehn, Johan 
Pasch, Niklas Lafrensen the Elder (illustrations) Reçueil des portraits anciens 
qui se trouvent à Gripsholm, 1747; Title page by Pasch. Photograph: The 
National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.

Right: Figure 3 (p. 269). Frederick II of Prussia, Mémoires pour servir à 
l’histoire de la maison de Brandebourg, (title page with vignette), 1752. 
Photograph: The National Library of Sweden, Stockholm.



xix

Figure 4 (p. 271). David Klöcker Ehrenstrahl, Fame and History 
Recording the Exploits of the Swedish Kings, 1677. Photograph:  
Nationalmuseum, Stockholm.

Figure 5 (p. 272). The Library at Drottningholm Palace, designed by Jean 
Eric Rehn, 1762. Photograph: Alexis Daflos, copyright Kungl. Hov staterna/
The Royal Court of Sweden.
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Figure 1 (p. 375). Aerial view of the Monastery of New Norcia (NNA 
W6.B5.5.245).

Top: Figure 2 (p. 376). St Gertrude’s College for Girls (NNA Comm.03/1). 
Bottom: Figure 3 (p. 376). St Ildephonsus’ College for Boys (NNA 
Comm.03/2).
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Figure 4 (p. 381). An 1849 Daguerreotype of Bishop Rosendo Salvado  
(NNA 72717P).

Figure 5 (p. 381). A proposed postage 
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telegraphist, Helen Cuper.

Figure 6 (p. 383). A page from Salvado’s diary for April 1877  
(NNA 2234A/11).

Figure 7 (p. 385). Brother Melito Basterrechea, 1849–1927  
(NNA 77896P).



xvi

Figure 8 (p. 386). An example of Canon Martelli’s correspondence  
dated 16th April 1854 (NNA 2234A/9-94).

Figure 9 (p. 387). Abbot Placid Spearritt,  
1933–2008 (NNA DSCF-5293b). 
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The façade
It was an imposing building, of impressive dimensions, of arrest-

ing sight. To be in its presence was to be in the presence of formida-
ble power, in the presence of sovereignty. 

It was an imposing building, as lofty as glorious. Flanked by two 
towers, the facade ran nine windows long and rose four floors up. 
With the city’s life unfolding before its eyes, unfolding both as its 
audience and as its spectacle, the edifice looked down on the central 
square, Rossio. In an age of new worlds, it faced South, towards 
the harbor where ships from all over the world arrived to one of eu-
rope’s most important capitals, where ships that had plowed oceans 
and peoples arrived to Lisboa.1 

It was an imposing building, and a magnanimous one. Damião de 
Góis, celebrated humanist, named it one of the city’s seven grandiose 
buildings, “verily grandiose, worthy of being seen for its admirable 
architecture.”2 Frei Nicolau de Oliveira mentioned its “very sumptu-
ous and exuberant edifices” in his Book on the Greatnesses of Lisbon.3 
And Frei António Brandão, who, as the Crown’s chronicler, authored 
two volumes of the famous Monarchia Lusitana, listed it as the third 
most important and grandiose among the capital’s buildings.4 

Palácio dos Estaus was built by the middle of the 15th Century, 
when, from trafficking knowledges, gems, spices, slaves and other 
fungibles, the Kingdom of Portugal found itself at the pinnacle of its 
wealth. Given the increasingly frequent stays by the Royal Courts, 
which consolidated Lisbon as the capital of the realm, Estaus was 
built for the purpose of accommodation. It also served as lodging 
for other kingdoms’ signatories and diplomats—its construction was 
an assertive attempt to relax the strain on a population that, obliged 
to host every noble visitor, was stolen, abused, raped, worn out. A 

–pê feijó–The Architecture  
of a Secret: An Inquisitorial  

Machine in the Works–

– to Simon Schaffer,  
sharer of secrets–
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century was enough, however, to give the Palace a radically differ-
ent purpose. It became the center of a recently morphed power that 
was to rule the faithful lives of its city with a meticulousness seldom 
witnessed before in this kingdom. What’s more, it was made home 
to an all-encompassing juridical machine responsible for overseeing 
the tasks of a worldwide colonial enterprise that promised massacre 
and retribution as much as the absolution of moral righteousness. 
In 1570, Estaus became the Lisbon headquarters of the Portuguese 
Inquisition, the edified core of a faithful, imposing authority.5 

It was, after all, an imposing building. In portugal, the Inquisi-
tion was born as the offspring of two conflicts. On the one hand, 
the persistence of Judaism was a motive of consternation between 
the iberian Crowns; the exodus forced by the Spanish Inquisition 
had had positive economic consequences useful for a neighboring 
Kingdom undergoing tremendous expansion. On the other hand, 
eyes were quickly turning to the boreal threat: Protestantism as 
the menace to Catholic hegemony. Between two Crowns and two 
Churches, the Inquisition was directed by means of a papal edict. 
In the month of May of the year of Our Lord 1536, the Vatican pub-
lished the bull Cum ad nihil magis, granting the right for the erection 
of a Court responsible for overseeing the strength of the Christian 
Faith and those who went against it.6

As an institution seeking to assert its sovereignty amidst such 
tensions, the Inquisition depended on the grandiosity of its pres-
entation—of its façade—to make known the similar grandiosity of 
its authority, and that of its aims and pretensions. Thus, no secret 
was—nor has been—made of the performative affects and effects of 
the inquisitorial autos-de-fé, those populous events, those tremen-
dous fires, those long processions of shame and purification which 
saved souls at the cost of flesh, which by written and spoken word 

concretized sins so as to absolve them, which announced the Glory 
of Our Faith through the self-evidence of its spectacular power. Nor 
was a secret made of the Iberian Inquisitions’ motto, Rise, Oh Lord, 
and Adjudicate your Cause, engraved in their shields around Christ’s 
Cross; a motto promising, on the one side, the forgiveness reserved 
for the guiltless and repentant—the branch of the olive tree—and, 
on the other, the ruthless and merciless justice of the Catholic 
sword. [See pê feijó, figure 1, p v.] The Inquisition presented itself 
in all its might, its imparting visuality, its mesmerizing publicity. 
What better way to ground the young institution’s claim to embody 
sovereign power, to satisfy its need for recognition as a new juridi-
cal authority, and to assert its independence from the Crown, than 
to make sure its presence did not go unremarked, than to invest in 
the public and publicized nature of its punishments as well as of its 
absolutions, than to make itself loud and intelligible. 

Loud and intelli gible marks also, ipsis verbis, the curious proclamation 
of the Portuguese Inquisition. A few months after the papal bull, the 
first Monitório de Fé was published; this was the edict that publicly 
set in motion the inquisitorial apparatuses. The monitório justified 
the Inquisition, and presented clearly its mission, its messengers, 
and its heretics, as well as the enumerated ways in which they were 
to be identified. It avoided ambiguity and incomprehensibility. It 
functioned, from the beginning, as an instruction manual for those 
denouncing heresy. Its brutality lays precisely in its juridical char-
acter. As on the level of its writing, this edict was also emphatically 
transparent on the level of its deliverance. It was a document de-
signed to be publicly announced in the presence of the Inquisitors, 
the Cardinal-Infante, the King himself, as well as “the people of the 
city of Évora,” and to be read, as it was, “from the top of a pulpit, 
[…] in a loud and intelligible voice, all de verbo ad verbum.”7
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The monitório presented itself as self-evident, as self-contained, 
with no need for further explanation, and insisted on a language 
as intensively neutral as possible, so as to avoid the weight of par-
tisanship. It was legislative. One might assume that, together with 
the papal bull, the document was read publicly by the Inquisitor 
Mor, appointed in the edicts; or by a notable clergyman, rightful 
representative of the Church; or by the King, Lord of the Lands, 
Head of the Kingdom, embodiment of Power. But it was not so. The 
lucidity of a sovereign is no light burden. How does an authority 
proclaim itself, how can an authority be? How can it demonstrate 
the legitimacy it grants itself? In other words: how can sovereignty 
be loud and intelligible? The proclamation of the monitório was to 
be an act invested with such unbiased rigor, that it could only have 
been performed by the voice of one who is always outside of the nar-
rative, who predominantly talks in the third person, who is but pure 
medium, who redacts rather than writes, whose presence is more 
technical than personal, who is more an instrument than an agent. 
It was the appointed notary, the same appointed notary whose name 
in the end of each document was a matter of bureaucracy rather 
than authorship, the same appointed notary who redacted these 
documents, that now read them in front of a full See of Évora, that 
read the documents that gave birth to the Portuguese Inquisition. 
Imposing as it was, the Inquisition’s existence depended on some-
one whose presence was a technicality, a matter of infrastructure.

There is a necessary complicity between the grandeur of the sov-
ereign and the unremarkable nature of the technical, and Estaus 
materialized precisely this logic. Its magnanimity left an impres-
sion on those who were in its presence; beyond its heavy doors, 
however, the palace’s design, the distribution of its chambers, the 
functionality of its sections, the modifications made to the edifice 

to fulfill its purposes—these speak of something quite different. 
They speak of the necessary counterpart to the Inquisition’s pub-
licity, the reversed doublet to the self-evidence of its actions, the 
intricacy of its processes that was not for all eyes. Beyond Estaus’ 
heavy doors, one finds the secluded chambers without which the 
Inquisition’s mighty sovereignty would appear maculated. And, at 
the end of a succession of rooms that were themselves restricted, 
one finds a particular chamber, one of palpable unreachability, that 
functioned simultaneously as the counter-pole to the Inquisition’s 
public presentation—its façade—and as a secluded epicenter for the 
redistribution of truth, power, bodies. 

Secrecy played a fundamental constitutive role in the inquisitorial 
process. This was recognized both by the Inquisition, which up-
held secrecy as a central juridical principle, and by its contestants, 
through their resisting claims—since early in their defense the advo-
cates of the conversos demanded that trial records were made public, 
that testifying witnesses were made known, that an end was put to 
a trial’s sheltering covertness.8 And the role played by principled se-
crecy went beyond an ideal formality of law, it materialized dividing 
space, setting down borders, putting up walls. Secrecy constituted 
a skin, a casing. Beyond Estaus’ heavy doors, an entire machine 
presented itself, a nearly autonomous set of mechanisms that sub-
sumed bodies, souls, and spoken words; a configuration of devices 
that produced records, produced an archive, produced secrets, and 
that, in doing so, produced public discourse, produced truth. 

The historical Inquisition has become synonymous with the 
long processions of the autos-de-fé [acts-of-faith]. Mesmerized 
by their flames, we do not see the dull power of the courtrooms’ 
descriptive documents. Faced with the loud repressive presence 
of the Inquisitor, we do not hear the silent power of the passive 
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voice, the power of the absent presence of the technical, the power 
of the acts-of-notation, of the notarial autos. To understand Estaus, 
looking to its blueprints is not enough; one needs to lean into its 
design. This edifice was far from being one of just stone and wood. 
It was also made of flesh, of light, of ink. It was also built of the 
bodies that lived, worked, and were imprisoned under its ceiling; 
of the words therein spoken and therein written, and of the papers 
that held them, of the fingers and quills which inscribed them. To 
retrace this architecture, we must go beyond its hard infrastructure 
without ever leaving its matter. 

Here is a machine that redistributed knowledge and bodies as a 
way of producing and ensuring its sovereignty. Here is a factory of 
theo-juridical knowledge, a complex system that for both evident 
and less evident reasons depended on the other side of the façade. 
Letting the gradient of secrecy serve as a guide—moving away from 
the public, away from the announced, toward the hidden, toward 
the secluded—from Estaus’ infrastructure as a whole, one finds 
its pillars, the elements that sustained it: the line of production of 
juridical assessment. 

The structure
The Palácio dos Estaus was chosen by the Inquisition for its cen-

trality and image of power, for the grandiosity of its public presence; 
but its initial structure did not befit the needs of an institution that 
aimed at, and demanded, a functionality far from minimal. [See pê 
feijó, figure 2 & 3, p vi.] For several years after first being occupied by 
the Inquisition in Lisbon, Estaus went through a long and iterative 
process of construction, expansion and adaptation. Already before 
1567, prison cells [cárceres] had been built so that the Inquisition 

could function there. Around 1570, when the Palace was fully granted 
to the Inquisition, major alterations began to be made; the infrastruc-
ture was expanded over the city’s northern wall, creating accommo-
dation for the several inquisitors and house officials, and making 
room for the penitentiary carcerals. By 1593, new transformations 
were proposed, and with the projects by the architects Filippo Terzi 
and Nicolau de Frias, the number of cárceres was increased, more 
chambers, kitchens, latrines, pantries, and corridors built, and the 
penal surveillance system improved. In 1609, new rooms were added, 
and then again in 1618.9 A project dedicated to safeguard technical 
functionality without losing the magnitude of its presence, Estaus 
was under construction for almost seventy years. By 1634, the palace 
had changed form, and its new anatomy was laid out by Matheus the 
Couto, Architect of the Inquisitions of this Kingdom, in his Book of Plans of 
all the Factories of the Inquisitions of this Kingdom and of India.10

The complexity and monumentality shown by these blueprints is 
difficult to grasp. For its strict theo-juridicial purposes, the head-
quarters in Lisbon had three courtrooms (84, 78), waiting rooms 
with doormen for each of them (76, 77), an oratory (183), a torture 
room (15) and a chamber for the gallows (9). It moreover comprised 
a prison with over 50 cells (14, 89), two large courtyards (12), and 
even the graves of those who died in the cárceres (20). The building 
also served as residence for most of those who worked there. Besides 
the Bishop of Lisbon, with his five chambers (69), three General In-
quisitors lived there (67, 109), as well as three other Inquisitors (29, 
31, 36, 93, 94), the oldest of three notaries (60), the prison’s warden 
(34), ten guards (97), and at least twelve other officials (33, 59). The 
structure was sustained by two kitchens (25, 26, 36), a large garden 
(23), two other oratories (68, 100), the biggest one with a sacristy 
(69), and over twenty servants, who also lived in the building and 
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whose chambers were divided according to the lords they served 
(51, 52, 63, 64, 70, 81, 103). 

It was a building to be inhabited by over a hundred people and 
a place of work for many. What to make of a structure of this mag-
nitude, how to read it? Right in the center of Lisbon, one found 
an impressive building, not simply due to its massiveness, but due 
to the heterogeneity of its inhabiting bodies. Under the same roof, 
one found not only juridical and executive powers, but those who 
enacted them, those on whom they were enacted, and those without 
whose work no enactment would be possible. Under the same roof 
slept bishops and witches, inquisitors and thieves, wardens and 
cooks and notaries and corpses.

Two things can be read in Estaus’ intricate architecture—an archi-
tecture that is far from being a lifeless building. First, Estaus is ex-
panded, adapted and reconstructed to internally function without 
friction. As a well-oiled machine, its pieces are put together in oper-
ational harmony, its structure minutely conceived in order to make 
good use of time and space, to achieve maximum efficiency. This 
can be seen all over: the proximity between the accommodations 
for each inquisitor and those for his servants, or the distribution 
of carcerals and their corridors, or even the distribution of latrines 
or the centrality of the dinette, all constructed already by order 
of the Inquisition. But it is in the strange succession of corridors 
on the third floor, marked as 79, that one better sees the work of 
detail that made the building and its functions, its body and soul, 
work harmoniously. Designed by Matheus de Couto, these were the 
“corridors that the Sir Bishop ordered so that at any time the In-
quisitors [could] run to aid and hear the prisoners in the penitence 
carceral.”11 Against the building’s original purpose, a corridor was 
built that connects the most noble chambers to the lowest ones, 

linking through purpose what was divided through essence. Recon-
struction after reconstruction, the inquisitorial skeleton of Estaus 
evolved to be a set of chambers related with precision: very specific 
organs, with very specific functions. Where the ambitions of emu-
lation met the limits of materiality, the Inquisition adapted itself 
to the building it occupied, and the building adapted itself to its 
Inquisition. The architecture of the Inquisition and that of Estaus 
became inseparable, to be taken neither for granted nor for chance.

If the complexity of the building shows its internal functionality 
and efficacy, it also speaks to its relation with the outside. The kitch-
ens, the large garden, the cooks, the servants, a cellarer, doctors, a 
surgeon and a barber:12 beyond allowing the inquisitorial headquar-
ters to fulfill its functions, this infrastructure gave it a high level of 
independence from the rest of the city. One could live in Estaus and 
have little contact with the rest of Lisbon. 

These two characteristics—Estaus’ internal efficiency and its 
external independence—point to the creation of an autonomous 
body. Its independence was both institutional—having been born 
as juridically severed from the Crown—and physical—depending as 
little as possible on the outside. It was not a matter of separate or-
gans operating within Estaus; in the architecture they were part of, 
they were more than that. Here is the Inquisition’s headquarters: a 
self-sustaining, theo-juridical machine, dependent on little from the 
outside for its survival, not a political organ but a political body. 

The Meza
On the third floor were the courtrooms and its annexes. Together 

with the carcerals, they were the essential elements for the func-
tioning of the Inquisition, and in fact the first ones to be put in 
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place when the Inquisition first began operating at Estaus.13 The 
Inquisition had four headquarters; besides Estaus in Lisbon, there 
was the initial one in Évora, one in Coimbra, and one in Goa. An 
empire quickly spreading across four continents, however, required 
some infrastructural flexibility in its intense surveillance and jurid-
ical system. So, while most cases were trialed in fixed courtrooms, 
the dispersion needed for the adequate management of faith meant 
many other premises were used for the same purpose.14 In any case, 
the court’s existence did not simply depend on its building: its walls 
were more made of secrecy than stone and its location more moral 
than physical.

The same disposition formula was used to distribute those pres-
ent in the rooms or halls where the trials were held, a disposition 
devised around a meza [table] located on top of a dais. Already tacit 
in the first two regiments of the Inquisition, the importance of this 
table is laid down explicitly in the 1640 regiment.15 Its precision is 
worth noting, for in the strict ordering of the inquisitorial machine, 
it points to the importance given to the design and architecture of 
the spaces.16 “On a four-finger tall dais there will be a table [meza] 
covered with a cloth of crimson damask, and on top of black leather, 
& it will be able to accommodate at least five chairs on each side.”17 

Behind this table—or sometimes at its sides—sat one or more 
inquisitors or officials, and sometimes other ecclesiastical witnesses, 
depending on the importance of the case and the relevance of the 
testimony being given. Tellingly, this set of officials was formally 
called Meza da Inquisição. Sitting at the table, facing the entry door, 
there was never anyone behind the inquisitors, nothing out of their 
sight. 

On the other side, the side closer to the entering door to the 
courtroom, on a chair away from the meza and the dais, isolated not 

just from the outside of the courtroom but within the courtroom 
itself, sat the witness, the denunciator, the accused—the inquired.

The meza established the spatial dichotomy, a dichotomy that 
reproduced the theo-cosmological division that opposed God, as 
Good and Virtue Himself, to the forces that resisted and challenged 
Him, the forces of Evil, of the devil. This dichotomy was as asym-
metrical in terms of cosmology as it was in terms of design. These 
moral forces were not equal in power. On the one side, there was a 
legitimate representative and absolute patriarch. On the other, the 
forces that threatened mankind, yes, but those of a trickster, present 
through either its accomplice or its victim. The architecture of the 
courtroom conceived these two polarized subjects without which 
the Inquisition’s truth apparatus could not operate: the one who 
asks and the other who answers, the one who ascertains and the 
other who hides, the one who subjects and the subjected other, the 
Inquisitors and the fallen.

The design of the room, the asymmetry established by the meza, 
and the imbalanced heights established by the dais did away with 
any doubt there might be about who was in control, about whose 
space and whose world the courtroom was. The meza established a 
design according to which those who sat at it were an extension of 
the inquisitorial building itself, an extension of the authority and of 
the moral and hermeneutical legitimacy of the Church—they were, 
in fact, the Meza. The courtroom’s asymmetry was the assurance of 
control of the inquisitors—who were, quite literally, at home.

In contrast, the space of the one summoned was not hers; it was 
an inquisitorial space allowing only an external presence, an object 
of examination, an object of scrutiny, an object of inquisition. The 
one to be inquired had already been confronted with the imposing 
facade; she had already navigated the monumental and at times 
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labyrinthine chambers and halls of Estaus, she had already waited—
only God knew for how long—in the courtroom’s public room (76, 
78), and then she had had to pass the ominous confessionary in the 
narrow corridor that lead to the courtroom, a confessionary whose 
offered olive branch came with its striking sword (183). Now she en-
tered the courtroom and intimidation and dispossession was once 
again imposed on her. The space the one summoned walked into 
and to which she was limited was, at best, one of moral ambiguity 
that was to be dissected, of possible sins to be brought forth, and of 
obscurities to be clarified. And it was always a space of closure, of 
circumscription, where moral deviation was to be isolated in order 
to be analyzed. She was from elsewhere; she was vulnerable; she 
was powerless; she was ready to confess. 

These are two contrasting subjective experiences, one of submit-
ting, the other of forcing submission, of putting below [submeter: 
sub (under) + meter (put)]. But recovered here is not a phantom or 
buried voice of the oppressed and the oppressor, but the working 
noises of the inquisitorial machine. The matter of these experiences 
is the architecture itself, and they are in fact parts of the machine’s 
devices just like any other element. Those figures we know via in-
quisitorial archives, be they inquisitors or inquired, take shape in 
the act of inquisition itself. Far from the only one, the inquisitorial 
moment is certainly one of the most drastic instances of the consti-
tution of subjects [súbditas] under a sovereign regime. To enter this 
building, to pass these chambers, to be interpolated by inquisitors, 
and to be constituted as the object of an inquisitorial procedure is 
itself part of a larger process that orders reiterated recognition and 
constitution as a súbdita.18 The meza is the off-centered, off-centering 
central piece of the asymmetrical constitution of submission.19 Over 
the meza, questions will be asked and answered, over it the inquisi-

tion will take place. Over the meza, the defendant will be ordered to 
tell her sins in her own words, to tell her own stories.20

The meza’s operational role is even clearer in the regiment’s de-
tails, where it is stipulated that “on that table there will be a missal 
to take oath upon, a tablet with the prayer of the Holy Spirit, the 
Regiments of the Holy Office, & Fiscal, the Collection of Apostolic 
Bulls, & privileges of the Inquisition, enough silver inkstands for 
the Ministers at the table, & a bell: and on the wall, in front of 
the place where the prisoners generally sit, there will be a figure of 
Christ Our Lord, facing forward, ornamented with the appropriate 
decency.”21 This was the spectacle the inquired was confronted with 
when entering the courtroom. In front of her were those who repre-
sented the Divine will, who acted in His name, those who inquired. 
Behind them, the emblems of the Church spoke once again of the 
autonomous and absolute power, of the sovereignty, that occupied 
the space. In Évora’s courtroom, engraved on the celling, mate-
rialized above all, was again the Cross sided by the right-handed 
Christian sword authorizing condemnation and, because no true 
Judgement can be without it, the olive tree that entitled the power 
of absolution.22 And closer to the entry door, on the other side of 
the Meza, under the gaze of Christ Our Lord, were the subjects of 
scrutiny, the subjects upon whose testimonies, involved in contra-
diction and obscurity, Light was to be shed.

Light
Here, Light is not allegorical. In the courtrooms, the presence of 

light was at once physical and theo-cosmological. In all four tribu-
nals, the chambers where the court sessions took place, called Cazas 
do Despacho [Houses of Dispatch] were either built or arranged so 
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that the windows, the main sources of light, would be positioned 
opposite to the door through which witnesses and defendants would 
enter.23 [See pê feijó, figure 4, p vii.] The abundance of windows was 
common at a time when all exterior walls had to be used to allow 
the entrance of light, but one can see in their distribution and in the 
orientation of the courtrooms how the arrangement of furniture, 
namely of the meza, was used to maximize this opposition. 

Besides the building plans, this use of light can also be observed 
in contemporary paintings and etchings. The long-established sym-
bolic relation between Divinity and the depiction of light has been 
the object of study of both art historians and religious scholars; this 
relation was not built anachronistically, but already very present at 
its time. In fact, if anything in this analysis can be deemed an un-
timely projection, it is the allegorical nature of the relation between 
Light and Truth. For the 16th Century, their bond went far beyond 
the symbolic. Francisco d’Olanda, the court painter for King João 
III and one of the most notable characters of portuguese renais-
sance, described it with clarity: “lux is much nobler than shade […] 
and it is first; and then comes sombra [shade/shadow], in the places 
that are not worthy of receiving claridade [light/clarity], being low, 
and only the highest ones receive it. And God painted all his perfec-
tions with that color […] And it would be of little value to portray a 
face from life in semidarkness […] but with the lamp of claridade it 
will be revealed at once and will become intelligible.”24 In his expla-
nation of the nature and function of claridade and sombra, d’Olanda 
repeats what the asymmetry of the courtroom already said: that lux 
has primacy, that truth—and thus good, and thus God—exists previ-
ous to all. In contrast, dissimulation, lie, obscurity, and trickery—in 
sum, the works of evil, of the devil—are powerful but subordinate 
actions, “low,” and that they can be dispelled by bringing the lamp 

of claridade to their revelation. The depictions of the inquisitorial 
sessions have not escaped this bond, and Light, and Good, and 
God are always presented on the side of the Meza.

Light in the inquisitorial Cazas do Despacho speaks to the materi-
ality of the politics of truth according to the sovereign regime. The 
accused is asked to reveal herself, to show herself, to bring herself 
forward to the lamp of truth. In sum, to confess. But this is a very 
different confession from the one that has been identified as a will 
to confess, to produce knowledge of oneself, to speak one’s truth. 
Strictly speaking, we cannot even speak in this context of giving an 
account of oneself. The monitório that gave origin to the Portuguese 
Inquisition was clear in what it searched: “We were informed,” the 
document stated, “via information of trustworthy people, & via 
public fame [reputation], that in said Kingdoms, & Lands of Portu-
gal, there are some people, both men, and women, that not fearing 
Lord God, nor the grave danger of their souls, separated from our 
Holy Catholic Faith have been saying, doing, committing, & per-
petuating offenses, & crimes of heresy, & apostasy against our said 
Holy Catholic Faith.” In their newfound position as Inquisitors, the 
document continued, “we are obliged, by the glory, honor, & praise 
of O. Lord, & savior Jesus Christ, & exaltation of the Holy Catholic 
Faith, to repress said heresies, & and to rip them out of the Christian 
people, by said Apostolic authority, to us in this part assigned.”25 It 
is not a true, profound nature of the offender that is being targeted; 
this is about actions committed, it is about the gerund: those who 
have been saying, doing, committing, and perpetuating. 

This taxonomy, bringing together the phenomenological en-
actment of heresy and the cosmology of sympathies that marked 
renaissance thought,26 is very different from the one modernity will 
witness, marked by the self-production of the subject.27 To under-
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stand these inquisitorial and confessional produced from hearings 
in seventeenth- and eighteenth-Century courts, “the assumption of 
the modern autobiographical turn, that there exists and has existed 
an urge to tell the self, and that it comes from within, is of very little 
help.”28 It may be that these juridical accounts are essential to the 
genealogy of the modern autobiography. It may even be that they 
formed the basis for the emergence of a new epistemological rela-
tion with the self. It is not true, however, that “apart from not being 
written down by the person who lived the life, these brief narratives 
fulfill the criteria for autobiographical narration.”29 That these ac-
counts were not written in the first person is not an ‘apart,’ but a 
fundamental inscription device that marks the distinction between 
being sovereignly interpellated and giving an account of oneself, 
between asymmetry and capillarity, and ultimately between submis-
sion and subjection.30 It is not dismissible that most of the accused 
in these trials were illiterate, and that not only could they not write 
their own accounts, but often did not even have a signature to add 
as validation of veracity of the records of their trials, records that in 
turn they could not read.31 Ultimately, for most of the accused, it 
matters that they were not fidalgos [noblemen], that they were not 
the ‘sons of someone’ [filho-d’algũ], but instead daughters-of-no-one. 

All of this is present in the asymmetry that marks claridade and 
sombra, Light and shade-shadow, just as it marks truth and lie, in-
quisitor and accused. And all of this is present, in the courtroom, in 
the distribution of Our Lord and Savior’s Light. The inquisitor sides 
with this Light, but serves merely as its representative, he has no 
pretensions of emanating it. From the point of view of the defend-
ants, the same light that is shed on them creates a shade around the 
Meza, a halo of obsclarity. This is in no way a sign of doubtfulness of 
the inquisitors’ moral nature; it is rather the consequence of the act 

of shedding light itself. It creates the asymmetry central to the rela-
tion with both Good and Truth, placing the inquisitors in a seat of 
superiority. On the one hand is the defendant, who comes ignorant, 
not knowing the accusations, and whose sinful tendencies the light 
will make visible, the light either redeems or exposes. On the other 
hand, there are those of moral purity, who are aware of the contours 
of the whole trial, above the ones judged and protected from their 
darkness by the same light they seek to represent, to stand for.

This obsclarity is the material fulcrum of the established asym-
metry. Together with the dais and the displacement of the meza 
from the center of the room, it hierarchized the dichotomy, and 
created the distance between the unified machine and its exterior 
object—without which, regardless, it could not work. This shadow 
was the secrecy, the unreachability and the radiance of the inquisi-
torial machine. This light overshadows, this shadow obfuscates: this 
obsclarity gives power its meaning.

Walls of secrecy
The courtroom was a space designed by and for the purposes of 

inquiry. There, faced with figures of patent authority, one could 
speak of everything; and one ought to. Completely secluded from 
the influence of the external world, and with full awareness of the 
moral status of each of those present, the courtroom preserved the 
strict conditions that delimited the object of inquiry. There it was, 
an inquisitorial apparatus made of walls, men and paper, applied 
to any who would walk in through the door. It was the privileged 
space for enunciation and for the judgement of its truth. 

The central features of the courtroom—the dichotomous divide, 
the legitimacy of the inquisitors, the seclusion of the space, the 
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absence of disturbances and the nakedness of distortions—were 
materialized in its architecture. But there is yet another defining 
characteristic: the role played by secrecy. That the defendant did not 
have the right to know the witnesses testifying against her, that no 
witness could in fact speak on their hearing outside of the court-
room, that the accused could not know her accusations, that she 
could not access her trials’ records—the secrecy of the trials was, 
from the beginning, a matter of strong contention. The centrality 
the conversos’ advocates attributed to it in their struggles in Rome 
against the Inquisition attests to the autonomy and power which 
secrecy gave to the Inquisition.32

The rules of secrecy were the walls that established and delimited 
the space of the courtroom. In the beginning of each session, each 
of those inquired had to swear “to tell the truth on the gospels upon 
which she has her hand;” by its end, when all had been asked and 
answered, she had to reiterate the truth of what she said and to 
swear “to keep secret all that was here said.”33 This enunciation of 
secrecy marked the end of the session. It performed the necessary 
seclusion and isolation already mentioned. And it delimited a space 
as much as a time. By constructing this space of exception, it put in 
place the locus of the Inquisitors, who solely inquired, and that of 
those inquired, who could only reply. 

The courtrooms of the main premises were designed to reinforce 
the importance of this secrecy—we read of the chamber of Despacho 
that “it will be so well sheltered that outside of it one will not be 
able to hear anything of what is happening inside.”34 These main 
features, materializing the gaze of the inquisitorial machine towards 
those who went against Our Lord and the ideal space for this gaze to 
uncover them and allow their prosecution, were at once solidified in 
rock as the ideal to emulate, and mobile as to allow an inquisitorial 

courtroom to be created outside of the headquarters—a necessary 
characteristic to be able to cover the confessional needs of a vast 
colonial empire.

All the juridical process was then secret, not only from the public 
but from the accused herself.35 Other than the specifics that each 
witness testified to, the accusation and proof was known only to 
those that were part of the room—inquisitors, officials, notaries, and 
eventually the archbishop. It is important to understand the opera-
tionality of secrecy, which goes beyond an antagonistic accusation 
of simply ensuring repressive power, beyond pronouncing a moral 
verdict on the inquisitorial modus operandi. For the inquisition, 
secrecy was actually a demand difficult to fulfill: given the immense 
power these courts had, its defense depended on a rigorous and 
strictly applied juridical regulation and on a minute procedure of 
legal demonstration. It might seem that the Inquisition, on the 
basis of its royal, Catholic, and papal authority, could have chosen 
not to rely on this strictness towards itself; for that it would have 
to forfeit its rule of secrecy. But the centrality of this rule was not 
forfeitable, for it was necessary for the production of a truth of spe-
cific inquisitorial nature: the secrecy of the procedure was oriented 
toward producing a confession. On the one hand, by not making 
known the crime she was being accused of from the beginning, 
the accused was asked to confess not something specific sin, but 
everything. On the other hand, because a confession would at the 
same time be the ultimate proof of a crime of heresy, and the (at 
least semi-)voluntary movement of the soul toward salvation. In 
this way, confession existed beyond the initial accusation that had 
given origin to the trial, and resulted in the full coming to Light of 
the súbdita, her full revelation.36

With its meza and distribution of light, with its walls of secrecy 
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and the chambers that preceded it, the courtroom as a whole reified 
the theological asymmetrical divide, completely disempowering the 
agents of evil and keeping the process under control. The functional 
irony of inquisitorial secrecy is that to bring one to light, you must 
keep her in the dark. Obsclarity, too, is a product of secrecy.

The notarial
There is yet another body always present in the courtroom, one 

whose presence has understandably been dismissed. It is that of a 
reliable man, seated at the table but destitute of signs of theocratic 
power. It is that man bent over himself, whose hand never lets go of 
the quill, whose eyes never leave his papers. It is the man who never 
stops writing, whose sole function is to note, to record. The notary. 
He sits at the high table, he sides with Light, but he is not part of 
the Meza. He is the unremarked one, both in the moral economy of 
then, as in the history of now.

Yet, thought of as secondary, he was always present. We have 
encountered him before: he wrote down the monitório that began 
the Inquisition, he read it loud and intelligibly, he performed the 
genesis of the Inquisition. Far from being confined to a table, this 
strange figure had a fundamental role in the construction of the 
expansionist colonial empire. “ The first thing Europeans made on 
American shores in 1492 was a notarial record.”37 For every time a 
navigator reached a “new” shore, there is a document claiming its 
possession; without it there was no proven validity of the fact or 
claim, and in that it would not have happened. “Notaries were in-
dispensable to possession,” which is why “it was the notary’s written 
words […] that first constituted Spanish American empire” as well 
as the portuguese one.38 

Inquisitorial manuals point to how early he was a mise-en-scène. 
He appears already in 1378, in the amply used Directorium inquisito-
rium by Nicolau Eymrich, as the official whose presence assures the 
reliability of a denunciation made to an inquisitor.39 And he seems 
to have lost neither relevance nor value for the General Council of 
the Inquisition, which deemed the presence of a notary in each local 
meza to be fundamental “so that the affairs of the Holy Office can 
develop with the proper secrecy and truth.”40 Secrecy and truth—the 
two fundamental features for a trial to be able to reclaim its legiti-
macy—seem to depend on this secondary figure.

He was required, as any other official of the Inquisition, to be 
“of clean blood, without race of moorish, jew, or of people newly 
converted to our Holy Faith,”41 and to have had committed no 
crimes. Unlike other officials, however, he was not to be a noble-
man. “Notaries in the king’s service ‘should not be very poor or 
very lowly; neither should they be very noble, or very powerful … 
because poverty induces men to be very greedy, which is the root of 
all evil, and low birth causes them not to know what is good.’ Noble 
and powerful men, for their part, ‘would disdain quotidian service’ 
in the office of notary, and might dare to do things that would re-
dound to its harm. Notaries should instead be omes medianos, men 
located between the extremes.”42

As late as the early nineteenth Century, regiments for notarial 
practices will still request that “the one who acquires an Officio [a 
notarial license] must have twenty-five years” and must “marry 
within one year, under penalty of losing the Officio.”43 “ The main 
virtues of the notary consist in being truthful, uninterested, diligent 
and skilled. It matters to have the reputation of being truthful, 
because, if they are caught once in falsehood, his Scriptures will 
be under suspicion.”44 All these are conditions to ensure that the 
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notary would be considered fiel del peso, the trustworthy “guarantor 
of correct weights and measures.”45 

These proofs of character functioned as a constructed nobility 
that, of course, would never make a fidalgo out of an ome mediano. 
They characteristically assure proximity with righteousness, but in 
no way grant the right of aristocracy or offer the gift of a noble 
blood, or even of granted legacy. The licenses are “by nature most 
personal, and its exercise, or application, gives no right, or domain, 
that can be transmitted from fathers to sons.”46 It might be tempting 
to imagine these as unproblematic personal traits; yet, they would 
be better considered to be part of the formation of the notary. The 
confirmation of moral value is not different from an examination 
where “it is ascertained if they know how to read, and write well.” 
As with the art of social trust and moral posture, to be granted a 
license as skilled, the notary “must begin by learning Orthography: 
the lack of a comma sometimes makes the meaning equivocal: and 
the ignorance of Grammar is even worse. He might know by heart 
his Regiment, and yet not be even moderately apt in his craft: how 
can he record a Contract, or a Will without knowing at least its 
essentials?”47

As many other elements of juridical nature, from courts to docu-
ments, notaries are highly regimented and strictly constructed. Only 
this can assure their authority and its validity. In the end, the notary 
appears as a non-agential element of the juridical apparatus that, 
ultimately, can be reduced functionally to his signature, to his Sig-
nal. “ The notary should adopt a public Signal; and it will be good 
that this be difficult to imitate48. […] He must sign a certain public 
Signal, as for the records to be reputed as authentic.”49 The proper 
production of the notary is the proper production of his unique 
signature, which, in turn, signifies the validity of a document and 

of any process or event it might describe or perform. The notary 
must embody an emulation of validity itself, of the plainness and 
primacy of truth, that renders it neutral, and thus invisible among 
other apparent agencies.

Unlike what happens with modern archives, renaissance legal 
documents produced by public or independent notaries tended to 
be less centralized (the notaries, regardless, had to maintain their 
records in order for a long time).50 In any case, ‘‘the major office 
holders enjoyed almost complete freedom to exercise their posts 
more or less as they pleased. In most instances, this meant the 
creation of a small empire. […] The basic unit of organization was 
the household of the official.’’51 This was not the case, however, for 
documents produced by the Inquisition’s notaries, those that con-
tributed to ground the empire as a whole, and that would instead 
be safely kept together. 

There was also something that tended to render general notaries 
and their work visible: a certain suspicion that tended to fall upon 
notaries and their power in producing valid but untruthful docu-
ments.52 When it came to the works of the Inquisition, however, this 
was not true. Neither was it the case, as the Castilian proverb re-
peated at the time, that Mi pluma y mi tintero me valen lo que quiero.53 
There, it was the role of the inquisitor and the rules and authority 
of the Inquisition that had to be put at stake.54 The suspicion might 
fall on imposing figures of power, but not technicians; over inquis-
itors, but not notaries. 

The role of the inquisitorial notary, in the Meza as in today’s histo-
ry, was one marked by moral invisibility; neither accused nor judge, 
he was the hinge of an apparatus that needed to assure its fairness. 
He was to record every single thing said in the court, every sound 
uttered, every action undertaken. Now, as then, the role of the no-
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tary is taken as an unproblematic, simple representation of what 
happened; modern historiography tells us, in fact, that if we are to 
look through the archive to find the truth, it is the distortion of the 
inquisitors we need to pierce, and never the role of the notarial.

The auto
The notary’s detached and technical role interlocks with the rigid-

ity of the rules that presided over the recording process, and even 
more so with its product, the autos. An auto was the collection of all 
documents regarding a certain trial. This included arrest warrants, 
sentences, registration of supervisions asked from Inquisitors or 
Bishops, and the total expenditure of the trial. But most of the auto 
consists of the mandatory recording of everything that happened 
in each session in the inquisitorial courtroom, be it denunciations, 
testimonies, or confessions.

These were written in a rushed cursive and are filled with abbre-
viations well-established for notaries.55 They always start by stating 
the date of the session recorded, the place where it is being held, 
and the inquisitor present. It then announces the arrival and pres-
ence of the one being inquired—be she an accuser, a witness, or the 
defendant. This presentation is made by noting down her name, any 
title, her age, her place of birth, her marital status, her profession 
and that of her husband (in the case of men, the wife’s profession is 
seldom noted), and any remarkable physical traits (mostly marks, 
like scars, or lack of limbs). The auto also records her race—or lack 
thereof: in contrast with those marked as black or new-Christian, 
old-Christians were simply “without race,” or of “clean blood.”56 
The first section of the auto ends with the subject taking the oath to 
tell all the truth and maintain secrecy. 

From here onwards, the full account is given in the third person, 
and in the simple past tense. It is an account of the testimony being 
given. The questions of the Inquisitors are either implicit and elided 
from the text, or appear passively, only as part of the context of 
the subject’s answers—“when asked if she knew why she had been 
brought to the Holy Office, the said defendant said she did not.” 
The narrator disappears insofar as his description is merely a factual 
account of what another person is saying, of what is happening with 
an object. It is scientific. What can be submitted to a judgement of 
truth-value has nothing to do with the notary; only those inquired 
are confronted with an examination of their trustworthiness, and 
the notary disappears as a subjective element insofar as he merely 
records. Or rather, the absent voice of the inquisitors, a fortiori that 
of the notary, comes to inhabit a higher place of truth precisely 
by withdrawing itself from the scene. The inquisitors and notaries 
disappear as agents, by design, in being already-there, mise-en-scène.

Absent the inquiring voices, the past tense re-asserts the solidity 
of what is being written: although registered at the moment of utter-
ance, it is no longer under dispute, no longer the spectral event that 
made the trial come to be. It already happened. The present tension 
becomes the past fact. This is how the notarial—in other words, the 
scripturally performed neutrality of the juridical record—vacated 
the agency of the court, even of the inquisitors themselves. What 
was left for them and for the archbishop to do was a mere technical 
analysis of the plainly reported truth, and to ascertain if, according 
to regiment, God was in the presence of a crime. 

The subject’s deposition is closed by their last pledge, promising 
not to speak outside the courtroom of the matters discussed within 
it. The recording concludes abruptly, with the end of the subject’s 
expression. At the bottom of each record, the inquisitor’s signature 
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reasserted the auto’s objectivity, its non-dependence on memory, 
and assured the legitimacy and truth of the procedures conducted 
and of their recorded outcome. But so did the signature of the in-
quired. This reinforced the auto’s contractual terms. It was a sign of 
compliance and consent; legitimation through signification. When 
she did not have one, when she did not write, it was the notary who 
would sign for her. Who else but the non-partisan, the embodiment 
of detachment, the infrastructural guarantor and granter of fairness? 

At first glance, inquisitorial action might appear to be unidirec-
tional, an inquiring force departing from the Meza, directed across 
the courtroom, and repeatedly applied to the inquired subject. And 
this self-substantiating vectorial process is certainly part of what 
is happening in the Cazas do Despacho. Yet this is just one of the 
components of the inquisitorial process; and while it might be the 
most visible one, it takes place only insofar as it is accompanied 
by the notarial operations, ultimately leading to the production of 
the auto. The auto is the final outcome of the inquisitorial machine 
operating in the courtroom; inquisitors, inquired, notary, meza, 
light, and the room itself have in it a telos. To approach autos as 
sources only for their written content is a form of historiographical 
fetishism.57 The auto is the outcome of the inquisitorial machine. 
But as any product, and as denoted from its root in agō (to act, 
to make), it is a reified process: it contains in and as itself its own 
production. The inquisitorial archive, composed by autos, indices 
with the cases trialed or on trial, Apostolic Bulls and Inquisition’s 
regiments, as well as related documents such as the lists of those 
sent to autos-de-fé,58 cannot be used simply as a source, as the factum, 
but studied as a process, as a facere, as an arti-fact.

How to talk about the inquisitorial archive then, if it is more than 
an innocuous accumulation of records? How to address the relation 

between power and knowledge that is at the center of the archiving 
process, and that seems to supersede the linear collection of the 
archive’s constituents? Or rather, how to account for this linearity, 
if one recognizes in it an operability that merges the process of 
documenting with the formation of a jurisdiction, which is to say, 
that has both recording and nomological aspects to it?59 Alongside 
being documentary, it is through the autos that a process, a verdict, 
and a condemnation are built. The absence of an auto would equate 
to the ambiguity of the inquisitorial object, which would in turn 
render the Inquisition’s justice precarious, a machine with an ill-de-
fined purpose. 

The proper construction of the juridical object happens in the spe-
cific written nature of the auto. The quill, the cursive hand (always 
the proper one, the right one), the seats at the table, the trained at-
tentive ears, the documents in the writing, the promised secrecy, the 
light’s distribution—the Inquisition’s notarial apparatus present in 
the courtroom is of a juridical nature. It operates by recording, but 
it is also a translation device. It converts an event of social, political, 
theological, and affective dimensions into a bureaucratic document. 
It brings things from the oral to the written. The notarial writing 
carries orality within itself: the calligraphy gives us the fluidity of 
speech, the ink’s distribution and thickness points to its rhythm and 
mood, the iterated formulas make clear what, otherwise, would be 
lost in tacit communication, the quill writes to the pace of the inquiry. 
It is an oral writing. The autos’ hybrid nature was the cornerstone of a 
rightful trial: it voided the task of the Inquisitor-judge of a subjective 
moral appreciation, thus allowing it to be one of regimental applica-
tion. This translation was far from a mere transference; the image of 
its innocuousness was at the center of an imposing apparatus. 

It was also in this process that the complex subjects became 
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 legible juridical objects. For the renaissance, “it is the primal na-
ture of language to be written. The sounds made by voices provide 
no more than a transitory and precarious translation of it. … The 
written had always preceded the spoken, certainly in nature, and 
perhaps even in the knowledge of men.”60 And we know how much 
the Catholic Church prized, especially in contrast to Protestantism, 
an authority over “the written”, safeguarded from popular misinter-
pretation. In the Caza do Despacho, the accused were forced to talk 
but the form of their words had no place in the archive; their speech 
was granted its own space, but its reliance depended on its written 
translation. The inquisitorial design allowed the most fundamental 
movement happening in the inquisitorial economy of truth. If the 
Inquisition presented itself, as its name indicates, as fundamentally 
inquiring, asking, as merely exposing or discovering the truth, the no-
tarial process shows how, through a redistribution of hermeneutical 
rights over given events, truth was not merely being uncovered 
but rather being made, constituted as juridical. Confronted with an 
event of which the Meza knew little or nothing, an event that was 
external to the courtroom, the inquisitorial apparatus would create 
a conditioned space for its attestants, formulate narratives from a 
place of absence and objectivity, and inscribe testimonies through 
an oral-written hybridity over which the inquired had no control. 
Between entering the doors of the courtroom and being filed in the 
archive, everything had been circum-scribed: everything had been 
domiciliated through writing. The notarial translating dispositive 
therefore corresponds to an invisible ontological reversal, taking 
the oral and constituting from it a written that now has truth-value 
and epistemological primacy over it. The notarial is the necessary 
supplement in establishing hermeneutical right, a supplement dan-
gerous in its necessity.61 The event described, as well as the moment 

of its description, are now just an instantiation of the description 
itself. This is the work of the archive: it creates origin.62

An epistemological redistribution had thus occurred, for the 
hermeneutical capacity, the possibility of deeming something true 
of false, the legitimacy, or shall we say the rightfulness, to a true 
judgement over an event was now far from the hands of its witness-
es. This happened along the dividing lines of family and class, sex 
and gender, blood-purity and race and religion, and above all the 
dividing line of formal education and illiteracy.63 And where these 
lines found their utmost expression was precisely in the autos, in 
the nature of their archive, in the secrecy that secluded them. The 
apparent figure of power might be that of the imposing inquisitor, 
but its residence was in the notarial itself. For the notarial was what 
translated the hermeneutical power into plain juridical right. In this 
sense the auto is both an instrument and factual: it is an instrument 
because it reifies this translation process, factual because in this 
reification it crystallizes an event as a truth.64

The notarial construction of the archive thus allowed for the 
Inquisition’s objective and truthful point of view from which one 
could rightfully judge. The notary was a powerfully absent pres-
ence in the process. The auto, devoid of obscurities and of whims. 
The translation-product allowed the inquisitorial process to take 
place. The redistribution of interpretive rights disempowered those 
opposed by the Church. The apparatus, as a whole, allowed for the 
production of knowledge, of moral authority, and of judgement.

The Secret
In what has become the central and most important work of the 

archival turn, Derrida’s Mal d’Archive, the author sets the figure of 
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the archon, the ruler or magistrate of the Ancient Greek city-state, as 
the one that upheld hermeneutical right. It was in the arkheion, his 
house, that documents were kept, it was their domicile; and it was 
in the arkheion that Derrida located the arch of the archive. These 
citizens who “held and signified political power were considered 
to possess the right to make or to represent the law.” This made 
archons “first of all the documents’ guardians” for they were given 
“the hermeneutic right and competence. They have the power to 
interpret the archives.”65 The power to interpret crucially depends 
on this physical guardianship, the right to order on domiciliation, 
the nomos on the topos: the archive is a matter of topo-nomology. 

As the auto-as-act shows, the same topo-nomological principles 
seem to operate in the inquisitorial archive. The archons, too, find 
themselves reflected in the imposing inquisitors, or even in the fig-
ure that oversaw them, the etymologically resonating archbishop. 
Finally, as with the arkheion, the power of the archive is the power 
of order, in which the two meanings of the word are single, indistin-
guishable: the power of categorization and recognition of heresy is 
the power to command and instruct punishment or absolution. 

This indistinguishability, however, gestures towards the problem 
of focusing on the figure of the archon: the power is not his. For the 
Inquisition, it seems that secrecy and the notarial have vacated the 
agency of the inquisitors: they are mere elements of the inquisitorial 
machine. The power of interpretation, the hermeneutical right, did 
not belong to the inquisitors. Certainly, they had the final word 
of judgement on the case; but what constituted or not a heretical 
crime was set up by law, regiment, and monitório, and the detailed 
and factualized object to be judged had already been established by 
the auto. The power of their final word had been displaced by the 
translated one. 

What the hinges of the inquisitorial machine puts at stake—the 
hinges of visibility and invisibility, facade and infrastructure, written 
word and orality, the auto-de-fé and the notarial one—is the nature 
of archontic power itself. It has been pointed out how Derrida’s 
archon, a figure ultimately mobilized to inflate the understanding 
of the contemporary archive and the grounds of psychoanalysis, 
actually refers to the Magistrate that inaugurated modern Justice.66 
The inquisitorial does not contradict this, but it suggests something 
else: it might be that neither one nor the other held this power, 
but were instead held in its arms. They were figures of power in a 
genitive rather than possessive sense.

The inauguration of modern archives is marked by their public 
access, and at the realm of their production seats the figure of the 
Magistrate. Upholding the validation of his court meant the abso-
luteness of Justice, which in turn depended on the invisibilization 
of its bourgeois interest—patriarchal, white. This seems to have 
been similarly achieved by an infrastructural deferral of judgement 
and the strictness of regiments.67 An operation—as the ‘infamous 
men’ know all too well—still at work today. 

As for the Greek city state, the arkheion precedes anything resem-
bling an archive. There seems to be no exact organizing principle 
that brought together signs into an ordered whole—what Derrida 
calls consignation.68 More importantly, hermeneutical rights over 
the arkheion’s documents seem to be almost unused and useless. 
Athens’ first centralized archive appears only in the 4th century 
B.C., as a response to previous oligarchies and alongside decline of 
the archons’ power (the passage from ten-years mandates to yearly 
ones, for example). The Metroon, as this first archive was named, 
came to give greater order to written documents and records, and in 
the same movement to establish what counted as valid history and 
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law. The Metroon corresponds to the constitution of an origin, that 
of democracy, that of public power. It was an origin well marked: 
the Metroon was also the temple of the Mother of Gods, and it is 
from her it took its name.69 

The inauguration of archival togetherness—and its commencing 
power—corresponds to the decline of hermeneutical rights of the 
archon and, given its public access, of the restrictiveness associated 
with them. What is more, only at this point does the validity of pub-
lic records start being used for rhetorical purposes, being used in 
public debates as sources and resources of authority for the claims 
being made—and this was not without resistance.70 Finally, in its 
genealogy, the inquisitorial gestures toward how the Greek inaugu-
ration of centralized archivization, hand-in-hand with the rhetorical 
use of documentation’s validity, corresponds to the passage from 
an oral to a written regime. A logical re-articulation occurs without 
which the notarial could not have taken place. Before the 4th century 
B.C., contracts were forgeable and unreliable, the personal witness 
veritable; after, testimonies were to be changeable and unreliable, 
and documents veritable and verifiable. The written gains epistemo-
logical primacy over the oral.

In contrast, the principle of secrecy, that which divides what is 
to remain private and what is to be made public, was for the in-
quisitorial very clear—as it had to be. It was clear that secrecy was 
decisive in the construction of the courtroom, that it delimited the 
privileged space and thoroughly established the necessary condi-
tions to scrutinize the truth of what was stated. It was clear that the 
same principled secrecy was used to safeguard the autonomy of the 
Inquisition and, conversely, it was a main point of contention by 
those who sought to oppose this institution. It was clear that it was 
part of the operation that established functional asymmetry and 

determined what was to be made open to interpretation and what in 
turn was simply truth, recorded truth. In other words, it grounded 
the nomological asymmetry, the unequal relation that sided the 
Inquisition with a rightfulness consecrated (con-sacro), made sacred.

The publicity of the façade, the autonomy of the infrastructure, 
the asymmetry of the Meza, the space produced by light, the court-
room apparatus with its notaries and autos: we have not left the ar-
chitecture of the Inquisitorial headquarters, nor its materiality. And 
the archive itself is no exception. The principle of secrecy operated 
on the whole archive, and, together with the need for guardianship, 
it found physical translation in the architecture of the inquisitorial 
tribunals. 

The archive was located in a private chamber, whose construction 
was ordered by the very Regiment of the Inquisition. In it “will be 
kept all the records, indexes, books, and papers of secret; and the 
windows which give to the outside will have strong iron bars, and 
will be covered, in such a way that it will not be possible to go 
through them; and [this chamber] will have a single, well-secured 
door, to the courtroom, with a lock [that can only be opened by a 
set of] three different keys, one of which will be given to the Pros-
ecutor, and the others to the two older Notaries. [---] In this cham-
ber,” the General Council of the Holy Office continues, “will enter 
only the Prosecutor, and the Notaries, and no other person, unless 
he has a special authorization given by us.”71 For each headquarter, 
Couto draws a special room with enough windows to allow light, 
but never on the ground floor; a room accessible only through the 
Caza do Despacho, and virtually invisible for those who did not enter 
it. In the plans for Lisbon, Couto didn’t give a number to the room; 
he marked it with a cross ☩.72

The importance given to this room makes explicit a constitutive 
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function of the archive: to ensure that the Inquisition maintained 
the sole hermeneutical rights to the autos. This is the operation of 
domiciliation: the nomination of a well-defined chamber, a topos, 
that both confines and defines the archive. “ The records [of] current 
[trials] will be left aside, at hand; and if a record is taken out, once it 
is not needed anymore it will immediately be put back in its place.”73 
The autos, domesticating translations of the trials, are secluded from 
other eyes, from the possibility of dissonant interpretation.

In the inquisitorial machine, the process of domiciliation operates 
by translating the oral into the written, and then secluding it in an 
unreachable room; in the inseparability of the notarial and secrecy, 
“a scene of domiciliation becomes at once visible and invisible.” The 
power of secrecy is not one of mere silence. It makes the archive’s ex-
istence known but its content unreachable, it constitutes knowledge 
through explicit segregation, exclusion. The power of knowledge 
resides first and foremost in making known that something cannot 
be known. A crossed chamber indeed. 

Couto’s chamber held the archive at the end of a gradient of 
secrecy; it was a chamber whose importance, respecting Catholic 
architectural principles, resided in being at the end of a succession 
of evermore exclusive, inaccessible, and prohibitive divisions. Tak-
ing its name from secenere—to separate, to sunder out, to hide—this 
chamber was called Secreto, secret. 

The architecture of a secret
Estaus was an imposing building. The Inquisition, an imposing 

institution. The sovereignty it emanated—and emulated—depended 
operationally as much on what was made public as on what was 
made private. Or rather, the publicity of this sovereignty, of what 

was impossible not to notice, depended on the existence of the 
hidden, of an essential unreachability.

In the following centuries, still during the lifetime of the Inqui si-
tion, the juridical would witness “the disappearance of punishment 
as a spectacle” and the transition from a “ceremonial of punishment” 
to “a new legal or administrative practice.”74 The architecture of 
inquisitorial power and the intense “legal or administrative” manu-
als, regiments, and practices are enough to show that these aspects 
are not at odds with “punishment as spectacle.” On the contrary, 
they are fundamental to it. The public and “abominable theatre” 
of the auto-de-fé cannot be without the private and solid constitu-
tive identification of the omen that is to be expelled [abominable, 
ab + omin].75 Without doubt, punishment “gradually ceased to be a 
spectacle,” but in the Age of Inquisition, there was a minute process 
fundamental for this spectacle, an infrastructural process that not 
only was not spectacular, but had to be private, indeed secret.76 

And just as publicity depended on making known the existence of 
something secret, so did the unified and concordant operationality 
of secrecy depend on the existence of a public outside and was, in 
fact, constituted by it. It is true that “in an archive there should 
not be any absolute dissociation, any heterogeneity or secret which 
could separate (secenere), or partition, in an absolute manner.”77 
The archive’s order must ensure that no gap exists, that no singular 
document is missing, that there is no unlisted item, that there is no 
loose regiment. For the inquisitorial case, however, secrecy cannot 
simply be absent within the archive. Or rather, secrecy could only 
operate as absent within the archive by making the archive itself un-
known, secret. It could do so only because it first operated, together 
with publicity, by constituting this interiority. Nothing is able to 
sunder within the archive, because the archive itself is already cut 



239238

off from the public eye, because any gap, absence, or lapse was 
made unrecognizable. There is no secrecy within a secret; the Secreto 
has no secret only insofar as it is secreto.

It might then be misleading to speak of the complementarity 
of publicity and secrecy in inquisitorial work. They were not two 
separate elements that simply emphasized or enhanced each other. 
Instead, they were part of a unified duplicity, one not existing with-
out the other. The work of the facade—as that of the Meza, as that of 
Light within the courtroom, as that of the archive—rested precisely 
on having two sides and presenting one single front. 

The archival apparatuses produced a thorough and concealed 
archive that is both the materialization of the inquisitorial opera-
tion and its justification. The archive, in its constitution and main-
tenance, was secluded from interpretation and became the core of 
the inquisitorial machine’s righteousness, its Right to judge. The 
juridical work done by the inquisitor became an assessment rather 
than a judgement, and his decisions, destitute of personal moral 
adjudication, became a technical matter, one of functionality. The 
archival nature of the inquisitorial machine allowed it to be precise-
ly that, mechanical. 

Making its face-facade the focal point of study, much of the 
history done on the Inquisition has been centered around its gran-
diosity, and on the austerity of its sovereignty. When it comes to the 
Inquisition, the matter cannot be reduced to discussing the tensions 
of macro-powers, or the works of noblemen, or to debating what 
might or not might have been an abuse of power by the Courts, 
dismissing as obvious the nature of this same power. Repression 
can hardly be deemed the object of a historically grounded moral 
judgement, while the equally important logistics that sustain it are 
left aside. And despite the work that has been done on the inquis-

itorial micro and juridical politics, even these narratives are often 
permeated by the visuality of the inquisition’s actions, disregarding 
the secretive and invisible process behind them, that supported 
them.

Understanding the relation between secrecy and publicity not 
as one of opposing or contrasting forces, not even as one of co-
operation, but rather as one of constitutive dependency, means 
reconsidering the nature of archontic power, of the ordered power 
of the archive. What provokes archive fever, the desiring fever for 
the impossible place of origin, is precisely the Secret. The Secret, 
too, depends as much on the public as it does on the hidden. It 
depends not just on being unreachable, but on the existence of this 
unreachability being declared. It is not so much a matter of what 
the autos say, but that they do say something, something known to be 
unknown. The ultimate secret is its emptiness.

Reading the inquisitor not as a figure of power but as part of an 
architecture drafts a different scene for the nature of imposition: it is 
in notarial translation that archival power really is at stake. Under-
standing secrecy as encompassing publicity, rather than opposing 
it, allows reconsidering the nature of hermeneutical rights itself. 
Behind the impression of the inquisitor’s imposing figure, what 
the secenere of the Secret does, ultimately, is to fuse in segregation. 
Brought through the heavy doors of Estaus, the accused was an 
absolute foreigner, an outsider. But she was faced with a whole ju-
ridical assembly line not because the inquisitors had hermeneutical 
rights over the autos, but because they were an extension of their 
logic, of the logic of their production, of the logic of the Secret. 
What is necessary in the constitution of hermeneutical rights is not 
distance, but proximity. The process of domiciliation does not result 
in someone having rights [droit, direito] over the hermeneutical, but 
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the Right, the Law [Droit, Direito], being itself hermeneutical, trans-
lating power in itself. The notarial is the process of domiciliation 
through circum-scription: it reifies its hermeneutics—the rules of 
exegesis of its product—in its own work, in the producing of the auto 
itself. The auto contained its own reading; the ink was always already 
a pronouncement. The archive is about the simultaneous movement 
of the droit “qui commence par s’y inscrire et du droit qui l’autorise.”78

There is an irony—a feigning of ignorance—in the role of the 
secret. It was already present in the relation between secrecy and 
Light: to bring one to claridade, she had to be kept in the dark. 
But there is something even more revealing: through the obsclarity 
of their authority, those who constituted the Meza had to cast on 
her their own shadows. The duplicity of the secret—its secrecy and 
publicity, its known- and unknowability, its presence and absence—
means that it must exist in- and outside itself. There is a Secret 
behind the Meza, but there must be one right in front of it. The 
unreachability of the Secret for the accused finds itself reproduced 
as the unreachability of the accused’s truth for the inquisitors.

Ultimately, this is what asymmetry comes to operate on: the in-
security of not knowing, of not being able to know, an institution’s 
foundational insufficiency. The grandiose facade, the long halls and 
succession of chambers, the sober meza, the ominous distribution 
of light, the walls of secrecy, the menacing authority of inquisito-
rial bodies: the production of asymmetry through such imposing 
devices is the reaction to and concealment of the ungraspability of 
an-other’s truth—or, what is certainly more frightening, the inexist-
ence of such a truth.79

It is with the hinged nature of secret that historians too must con-
stantly contend; it is their trade. Frequently, history has refused and 
admonished any sympathy with the inquisitorial process by depict-

ing it only through its apparent ruthlessness, and not through its 
subtler epistemological and juridical violence. Grounded on a logic 
of revelation, historic work on the inquisition thus mostly perceives 
itself as contrasting with the inquisitorial logic, without recognizing 
that the later similarly delved with the uncovering of truth, granted 
the proper hermeneutical tools, and had the rightful interpretative 
authority. That is, history fails to recognize itself.80

Historiography has changed tremendously in the past half centu-
ry, namely with and within what has been named an archival turn. 
To consider the work of the archive is indeed to consider the histo-
ry-making process itself, a process not only of leaning or hunching 
over archives, but that itself produces archives. To question the 
relationship between power and knowledge while engaging in a 
knowledge-producing activity can only result in questioning one’s 
own compromise with power; here, it can only result in questioning 
the way in which historians participate in the hermeneutical right of 
the archive of History, how much the historian might resemble an 
inquisitor.81

To find oneself in this space of tensions, to understand how one’s 
self also depends on and participates in a form of secrecy that 
grounds a discipline’s claim to truth, that grounds the architecture of 
its knowledge, asks for a concern not “with a secret matter or object 
to be discovered, but with the form of the secret, which remains im-
penetrable,” for a concern with the Secret.82 For history to continue 
the logic it accuses, it needs only to neglect the sympathies they share. 

Undoing secrets is to learn how to share them and their non-
existence. There is no point in opening the old chest as an act of 
liberation, or to get hold of the three keys to the doors of the Secret. 
The secret is always elsewhere. 
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Endnotes
1 To be mindful that 17th-Century sovereign identity should not be 

anachronistically conflated projection of contemporary nation-states, i 
have chosen to leave some nouns uncapitalized, namely portugal. Oth-
ers i have capitalized, namely institutions or entities marked by their sov-
ereignty—e. g. The Portuguese Inquisition, or The Kingdom of Portugal, 
Algarve and Beyond-Seas. This is not, however, a call for a more realist 
historiography. If capitalization marks the synchronicity of yesterday’s 
sovereignty, its active absence (such as in “portuguese” or “european”) 
marks some of the heads (capita) that are still to be cut today.

2 Damião de Góis,, Descrição da Cidade de Lisboa (Lisboa: Livros 
Horizonte, 1988), 59–61.

3 Nicolau de Oliveira, Livro das grandezas de Lisboa (Lisboa: Impres-
saô regia, 1804), 221.

4 Frei António Brandão. Terceira parte da monarchia lusitana: que con-
tem a Historia de Portugal desdo Conde Dom Henrique, até todo o reinado del 
Rey Dom Afonso Henriques … (Mosterio de S. Bernardo: Pedro Craesbeck, 
1632), 169. The historians Rijo and Pinto mention a third account by a 
polish nobleman named Nicolau de Papelau. There was in fact a polish 
emissary, Nicolas de Popielovo, who stayed in Lisbon in 1484. In the 
account of his stay, however, there seems to be no mention of Estaus, 
and no description of the inn wherein he spent the night. The alleged 
compliment made to Estaus by the nobleman, “that one would have a 
hard time finding such magnificent lodging in the whole of Europe,” 
seems to have originated in the historically inspired fiction by Durval 
Pires de Lima in Lisboa: Oito Séculos de História, a volume in praise of 
Lisbon compiled during Portugal’s New State dictatorship. See Liske, 
Javier, Viajes de Extranjeros Por España y Portugal En Los Siglos XV, XVI y 
XVII (Madrid: Casa editorial de Medina, 1878); Matos Sequeira, Lisboa, 
Oito Séculos de História (Lisboa: Câmara Municipal, 1947); Maria do 
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his authority. What’s more, and because of the juridical nature of this 
manual, Homem Correa Telles is incredibly precise in pointing to new 
distinctions from previous rules—namely the prohibition of cursive and 
abbreviations.

44 Homem Correa Telles Manual Do Tabellião, 12, 13. I have trans lated 
perito as ‘skilled,’ instead of ‘expert.’ The notary should be proficient and 
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49 Homem Correa Telles, Manual Do Tabellião, 5.
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54 Cf. Marcocci and Paiva, História Da Inquisição, 38–40.
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Tabellião, 6.
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57 Marxist, freudian, modernist, or the colonial at the origin of the 
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on the notion, see William Pietz, “ The Problem of the Fetish, I.” In: Res: 
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58 Silva, Collecção chronologica, vol. 9–10, 254.
59 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, transl. Eric. 

Prenowitz (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 1–5.
60 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things, 2. Ed. (Hoboken: Taylor & 

Francis, 2001) 42–43.
61 For the notion of Supplement, see “… That Dangerous Sup-

plement . . .” in Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, (Baltimore; Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1976).

62 This is one of the main points of Derrida in Archive Fever. Below, i 
comment on the Archival Turn’s dependency on this work.

63 In my Of This Nothing is Known: Witches, Archives, and the Limits of 
History, i analyze the specific resistance and recalcitrance of portuguese 
witches regarding this system. Their resilience to it rested precisely on 
their exclusion from these categories and their capacity to build an 
anti-archival kinship grounded on oral traditions.

64 Following a recurrent line of thought in the previous thirty years 
of science studies, Rheinberger sees the instrument as the crystallization 
of knowledge and theoretical development. Seventy-five years before, 
Fleck too had seen in a ‘fact’ the solidification of collective thought 
process, and therefore as an obstacle to thought itself. Hans-Jörg Rhein-
berger, On Historicizing Epistemology: An Essay (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2010).

Ludwik Fleck, Genesis and Development of a Scientific Fact, eds. Thad-
deus J. Trenn and Robert K. Merton, transl. Frederick Bradley, 2 ed. 
(Chicago; University of Chicago Press, 1981).

65 Derrida, Archive Fever, 1.
66 Steedman Dust.
67 Richard Mowery Andrews, Law, Magistracy, and Crime in Old 

 Regime Paris, 1735–1789: Volume 1, The System of Criminal Justice (Cam-
bridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994).

68 On the absence of consignation, one can contrast Derrida’s claim 
with Clanchy’s study of distinctive states present in Medieval collections: 



251250

“Making documents for administrative use, keeping them as records and 
using them again for reference were three distinct stages of development 
which did not automatically and immediately follow from one another.” 
Michael T Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England 1066–1307. 
3 ed (Chichester and Malden, MA; Wiley-Blackwell, 2012) 69. In turn, 
Rosalind Thomas highlights the importance of Clanchy’s distinction 
in the analysis of Greek archives: “Clanchy’s distinction between 
documents and records is a fundamental one. The making of documents, 
their preservation and their later use for reference are stages which 
do not necessarily follow each other. The observation confirms and 
reinforces the impressions one gets from ancient Greece: there were so 
many inscriptions, yet archives developed comparatively late and there is 
little explicit evidence that people read the inscriptions, some that they 
did not.” Rosalind Thomas, Oral Tradition and Written Record in Classical 
Athens. 2. rev. ed. (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1992), 61.

69 For archives, documents, records, and the relation between the 
oral and the written in Ancient Greece, see Rosalind Thomas’ incredibly 
thorough work.

70 Rosalind Thomas finds Aeschines to be “the first to exploit the 
public records as part of his demagogic rhetoric. He also uses documents 
from the Metroon in a way which seems to be new. … Aeschines presents 
[public records] as the great guardians of the oppressed, preservers of 
records unaltered and thus a bulwark of the demos.” For this, Demos-
thenes accuses him of being “accursed” and “someone who is hunched 
over records.” Thomas Oral Tradition 69–71.

71 Silva, Collecção chronologica, vol. 9–10, 254.
72 Couto, Livro Das Plantas, for Coimbra, 12 (48); Évora, 10, (50); 

Goa 15 (36). For Lisbon, see the chamber ☩ next to the Despacho (84), 5.
73 Silva, Collecção chronologica, 254.
74 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 8.
75 Written as “l’abominable théâtre” in the original, see Michel 

Foucault, Surveiller et punir, 15. In the English translation quoted above, 
it has been translated as “horrifying spectacle”, p. 9.

76 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 9. Foucault’s analysis is 

brilliant and fulfills the (de)political intervention of his work well: the 
recognition that our discourses often oppose the shadows and ghosts 
of repressive sovereignty, unaware of the new regimes of power-know-
ledge and control in which we participate (inclusively, if not specially, 
through this ‘opposition’). But for an analysis of inquisitorial power, 
this formulaic description is reductive. To be sure, Foucault recognizes 
this (pp. 35 and following), but his readers have often neglected this 
aspect of the sovereign regime. Indeed, this essay does nothing but to 
follow through, for the pre-disciplinary age, Foucault’s methodological 
rule not to “concentrate the study of the punitive mechanisms on their 
‘repressive’ effects alone, on their ‘punishment’ aspects alone, but 
situate them in a whole series of their possible positive effects, even if 
these seem marginal at first sight.” (p, 23) It is interesting to see how 
archival studies’ dialogue with Foucault have focused on his works 
up to his enrollment in Collège de France—namely The Order of Things, 
The Archeology of Knowledge, and at times his inaugural speech, The 
Discourse on Language. It is however Discipline and Punish that best marks 
Foucault’s turn toward the nomological materiality of his epistemes, in 
other words, toward the architecture of power-knowledge regimes. Not 
by chance aligned with this material turn, Discipline and Punish required 
the analysis of the archival construction of documents in both sovereign 
and biopolitical regimes. An analysis that can in itself be considered a 
response to what Derrida would write twenty years later. 

77 Derrida, Archive Fever, 3.
78 The original for “the law which begins by inscribing itself there 

and of the right which authorizes it.” I inverted the translation from 
law to droit, which in fact initially was loi. Given this, that the “effective 
democratization can always be measured by this essential criterion: 
the participation in and the access to the archive, its constitution, and 
its interpretation,” can only be taken cynically, and as a critique of 
democracy. There is no effective participation, access, constitution or 
inter pre tation of the archive that is not a priori regulated by a hermeneu-
tical Right; democracy functions as an inevitable topo-nomology of its 
own. The fake image of democracy also permeates an ideal of overture 
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in historiography that itself resists. (Derrida, Archive Fever, 3)
79 I will not expand on this here, but ‘secret’ should be taken here 

in a strictly archival way (or at least without inflating the notion of ar-
chive). The keeping of a secret, of an unknown known, is always a form 
of power, and often a way of control. Years of undergoing psycho analy-
sis assure me that the relation Derrida established between archives and 
psychoanalysis is not fortuitous. The truth of the patient, the truth of 
the unreachable unconscious, that in fact has no final truth. And the 
hidden truth of the analyst, the truth of knowing the patient’s truth, the 
truth in his knowledge, in his books and notes – a truth whose secret is, 
once again, its lack of solidity, its emptiness.

80 This is the essential problem with micro-history. Historiograph-
ically speaking, the emergence of micro-history was the reinvention of 
realist history when the suspicion toward meta-narratives no longer 
supported longue durée analysis; and it was also what allowed projects 
resembling the former to come back in the past couple of decades. Ginz-
burg’s criticism of Foucault’s ‘archeology of silence’ as itself silencing 
its subjects is the privileged example of completely missing this point. 
The reason why silence must be reversed engineered critically, instead of 
having the repressed voices ‘recovered,’ is precisely that this recovery is 
doomed to repeat and extend the forms of power it perceives to oppose. 
Ours is necessarily the voice of the modern inquisitor in so much that 
we must translate voices that have themselves disappeared in time, 
and not simply because of their repressors. This disappearance should 
be taken not as negative loss, but itself as a form of recalcitrance. To 
claim to speak in the name of renaissance witches and millers requires 
a good dose of arrogance. See ‘Preface to the Italian Edition’ in Carlo 
Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms, transl. by John Tedeschi and Anne 
C. Tedeschi (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013).

81 I develop inquisitor-historian relation further in Of This Nothing is 
Known: Archives, Witches, and the Limits of History. Archival studies have 
somewhat allowed an approach to archival history through tangential 
or oblique movements. Already forty years ago, Arlette Farge hoped 
for it: “ There is surely a way, through nothing more than the choice 

of words, to produce tremors, to break through the obvious, and to 
outflank the ordinary smooth course of scientific knowledge. There is 
surely a way to go beyond the drab restitution of an event or a historical 
subject, and mark the places where meaning was undone, producing 
gaps where certainty had once reigned.” And perhaps because, as 
Antoinette Burton put it, “the history of the archive is a history of loss,” 
it has been from Black archival studies (rather than from the study of 
Black archives) that the most promising recent archival approaches have 
come. In Lose Your Mother, Saidiya Hartman does incredible work in 
reimagining the histories of the Middle Passage by using what she later 
calls critical fabulation: a bet on “furtive communication” in order “to 
exceed or negotiate the constitutive limits of the archive [---] I intended 
both to tell an impossible story and to amplify the impossibility of its 
telling  [--- ] to describe obliquely the forms of violence licensed in the 
present.” In her recent Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments, she takes 
this approach a step further in a historioclastic exercise focused not on 
recovering lost voices or truths, but on imagining, fabulating, speculating 
ones different from those that a proper History, and a proper archive, 
would hand us without friction. This gesture is similar to Nyong’o’s 
refusal of either archival optimism of pessimism, and his preference for 
Afro-Fabulations. In what seems to me to be the most promising line of 
thought to follow, Stephen Best, in his brilliant last book, None Like Us, 
gestures toward the problem of crystallizing this impossibility, or this 
archival lack, as an ontological reality (and, in the case of Black history 
and archives, the nature of Blackness). I’ll leave as my own personal 
confession how much i regret only having encountered these works as i 
finished this essay. Arlette Farge, The Allure of the Archives, transl. Thomas 
Scott-Railton, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015), 123; Saidiya 
Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route (New 
York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2008). For critical fabulation, see her 
“Venus in Two Acts.” Small Axe 12, no. 2 (July 17, 2008), 1–14. For the 
development of her method, see her brilliant and most recent work, 
Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Social Upheaval 
(New York; W.W. Norton & Company, 2019). See also ‘Introduction’ 
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and ‘Rumour in the Archive’ in Stephen Best, None Like Us: Blackness, 
Belonging, Aesthetic Life (Durham; Duke University Press Books, 2018); 
Tavia Nyong’o, Afro-Fabulations: The Queer Drama of Black Life (New 
York: NYU Press, 2018).

82 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism 
and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1987), 193.
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In the early autumn of 1750, the small but historically important 
town of Strängnäs was visited by the Swedish Crown Prince and 
Princess, Adolf Fredrik of Holstein-Gottorp (1710–1771, r. from 1751) 
and Lovisa Ulrika of Prussia (1720–1782).1 [See Laine, figure 1, p viii.] 
As was usual on their travels, historically important buildings and 
sites were part of the schedule – in Strängnäs they chose the cathe-
dral, which is of medieval origin and the burial place of several his-
torically important persons. Lovisa Ulrika was especially interested 
in the grave of Karl IX, and the princely couple and their retinue 
tried to study the inscription on his coffin, though, as the Crown 
Princess later wrote to her mother Sophie Dorothea, Dowager 
Queen of Prussia, it was difficult to read in the gloom of the crypt. 
The verger (marguillier) informed them that one of the other coffins 
contained the body of Karl IX:s younger son Karl Filip, brother 
of Gustav II Adolf, whom Lovisa Ulrika admired greatly. Curious 
to see Karl Filip’s body, she had the lid removed. The company 
obviously studied the embalmed remains in the coffin with some 
care, and Lovisa Ulrika reported to her mother that since the body 
wore a wig, which was not the fashion in the prince’s lifetime, they 
had all agreed that the verger must be mistaken about the identity 
of the coffin’s inhabitant.2

This incident summarises important aspects of Lovisa Ulrika’s 
historical studies: the focus on princely persons, the social, commu-
nicative context – in this case a conversation within the court soci-
ety as well as letter-writing – the critical approach, and the interest 
in sources; here, an embalmed body and the inscription on a coffin. 

The visit to the cathedral put Lovisa Ulrika in mind of the Swed-
ish past in general, and her letter continues: 

–Merit Laine–An Archivist Queen?  
Lovisa Ulrika and the Historical  

Documents at Drottningholm  
Palace–
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I cannot deny my infinite desire that some fine pen would want to 
undertake to write the history of Sweden. It would be a work wor-
thy of the pen of monsieur de Voltaire; but it seems to me that to 
be successful he would have to write it in Sweden, since he would 
find more facilities for verifying incidents that appear unresolved. 
I have endeavoured to collect documents, that were in the hands 
of several persons of the nobility, who were pleased to give them to 
me. I believe that several facts that are completely unknown will be 
discovered in them.3

Despite repeated invitations, Voltaire never visited the Swed-
ish court, nor did he accept the task of writing Sweden’s history. 
Nevertheless, Lovisa Ulrika continued to gather historical source 
material, and her collection was to remain important for scholars 
until it was dispersed in the nineteenth century.4 The documents 
were kept at Drottningholm, an impressive baroque royal palace 
near Stockholm, built by Adolf Fredrik’s great-aunt, Dowager 
Queen Hedvig Eleonora. It was put at Lovisa Ulrika’s disposal 
in 1744, soon after her arrival in Sweden. From then on, until she 
handed the palace and its contents over to her son Gustav III in 
1777, it provided the visual framework for her collections of paint-
ings, old master drawings, antiquities, coins and medals, books, 
historical documents and natural history specimens.5 The historical 
documents have been thoroughly discussed by Bertil Broomé; this 
chapter focuses on Lovisa Ulrika’s interest in history and historical 
sources, her interaction with scholars and collectors, and her inten-
tions as a collector and keeper of historical manuscripts.6 It also 
explores the connections between the documents and their phys-
ical environment at Drottningholm, where history and connected 
concepts such as dynasty, monarchy, memory, fame and glory were 

visually manifested from the palace’s earliest building period in the 
1660’s, and continue to be so to this day.

History at court–the historical documents in 
context
As was usual in princely education, the history taught to the 

Prussian royal children in the first half of the eighteenth century 
was dominated by two overlapping themes: the history of their 
own dynasty, and the concept of historia magistrae vitae, history as a 
teacher of ideology, morals and right action through good and bad 
examples.7 

The history of the Hohenzollern dynasty would remain a life-
long concern for Lovisa Ulrika, but very soon after her arrival in 
Sweden, she also began to demonstrate an interest in the past of her 
new country. In this, she followed a pattern already established by 
her spouse, who was elected heir to the Swedish throne in 1743 after 
considerable pressure by his close dynastic connection Elizabeth, 
Empress of Russia. He was a most unpopular choice among his 
future subjects, and anxious to improve his position, he stressed 
his historical ties to Sweden, especially his dynastic link with the 
earlier ruling house of Vasa.8 Though undoubtedly part of Adolf 
Fredrik’s and Lovisa Ulrika’s strategies of connection, their interest 
in Swedish history was real; indeed, it is pointless and anachronistic 
to try and separate a “genuine“, scholarly interest from political/
dynastic considerations and ideological bias. The couple’s visible, 
performed commitment included visiting and funding repairs of 
historical buildings and monuments, collecting source material, 
and archaeological activities. In 1753, the Queen’s interest and 
support was formalised in the founding of the Royal Academy of 
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Letters, the aim of which was to improve the Swedish language and 
literature and encourage the study of history and antiquities.9 A 
model for Lovisa Ulrika in this context was possibly her older sister 
Philippine Charlotte, who after her marriage to Karl I of Braun-
schweig encouraged German literature (despised at the Berlin court 
but traditionally supported by the Braunschweig ducal family) and 
took an interest in the history of the dynasty she had married into.10

The eminent historian and writer Olof von Dalin, one of Lovisa 
Ulrika’s many scholarly associates and tutor to Gustav (III), was 
the Academy’s first secretary.11 An important part of its activities 
was the yearly competitions in history, poetry and eloquence. Of 
the nine subjects given during its first active period (1753–1756), 
six were taken from Swedish history.12 Historical topics were also 
to remain important in Lovisa Ulrika’s conversations and corre-
spondence throughout her life. She developed strong feelings on 
the subject, as is evidenced in a letter to Gustav III, who had been 
critical about Karl XI:

He was a great man – his virtues were his own, his faults those of 
the persons who brought him up. It makes me furious when people 
criticise him. We discussed this matter one day at my table [---]. 
He is and always will be a great man, and if his son, this madman 
of the North, had not pushed the war outside his borders, Sweden 
would still be what it was.13 

The argument for Karl XI was made by the Prussian diplomat and 
historian Ewald Friedrich von Hertzberg: “… who is a profound 
and enlightened man; the others fell silent, and I triumphed”.14 
Swedish history was also one of the many threads in Adolf Fredrik’s 
and Lovisa Ulrika’s literary, allusive, playful but politically charged 

court culture. Adolf Fredrik undertook several archaeological exca-
vations in the countryside near Drottningholm, which is rich in bur-
ial sites and other remains of the bronze and iron ages. The digging 
expeditions took the form of court picnics and on one occasion in 
1751, the year of her spouse’s accession, Lovisa Ulrika had prepared 
the site beforehand with an urn filled with little gifts for the royal 
archaeologist, including a prophecy of his coming, happy reign 
written with the runic alphabet – a pseudo-historical document. 
The confirmed royalist Dalin, who was regularly present on these 
occasions, used the archaeological activities to introduce political 
themes into his impromptu court poetry.15 Jokes and political al-
lusions apart, the aim of the digs was of course to disinter objects 
from ancient Swedish history. It is not known where Adolf Fredrik 
kept his finds – the locations and exact contents of his collections 
are not fully researched – but, like the extensive collection of coins 
and medals of Lovisa Ulrika, the finds constituted historical source 
material.16 The function of both these object categories was thus 
similar to that of the documents in the Queen’s collection.

The collection of manuscripts–formation, 
content, donors and collaborators
None of Lovisa Ulrika’s various collections remain intact at Drott-

ningholm. The manuscripts, including the historical documents, 
were transferred to the Royal Library (now the Swedish National 
Library) together with the printed books in 1854, but were later split 
up between several collections within the National Library and the 
National Archives. The most important sources for our knowledge 
of the formation of her manuscript collection are a catalogue by 
Erik af Sotberg of the library at Drottningholm dating from 1777, 
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and two letters from Sotberg to the historically interested writer 
and publicist Carl Christoffer Gjörwell written two years later.17 
There are also several later inventories. The catalogue is part of the 
inventory of Drottningholm taken before the palace was handed 
over to Gustav III; as he explained to Gjörwell, Sotberg did the 
writing while the Dowager Queen herself arranged the books and 
manuscripts, so that everything would be in perfect order when she 
left.18 They were in an “indescribable hurry”, as they had only four-
teen days to fulfil the task, when several months would really have 
been necessary. The catalogue included all hand-written material 
in the library and reveals some of Lovisa Ulrika’s other interests as 
well, such as Chinese culture, manufacture and natural history.

Sotberg was at this time secretary to the Academy of Letters and 
had worked with the Queen for several years on her document 
collection and research.19 A further link to the court was his em-
ployment as teacher to Adolf Fredrik’s and Lovisa Ulrika’s youngest 
child, Princess Sofia Albertina. Sotberg was a highly qualified 
scholar who had done research on several medieval manuscripts, 
including the precious 6th-century Codex Argenteus at Uppsala 
University Library. The letters to Gjörwell demonstrate his impres-
sive grasp of especially private archives in Sweden, as well as of 
donations and current collecting activities going on in the field of 
historical sources.20

Sotberg’s letters demonstrate that Lovisa Ulrika was not  merely 
the owner, but also the keeper of her books and manuscripts, 
personally overseeing their cataloguing and arrangement.21 Carl 
Reinhold Berch, another of her highly qualified scholarly associates 
and valued assistant in her general collecting activities, confirmed 
that she had chosen all of the books herself.22 Sotberg knew the 
provenance of parts of her collection, and his main source was the 

Queen herself, though she could not recall where everything came 
from. It also emerges that she must have started gathering historical 
source material soon after her arrival in Sweden. Much of it was 
already historical when it came into her hands, but there was also 
contemporary material as well as a small proportion of documents 
relating directly to herself and the royal family. Papers in this last 
category must have been carefully chosen for inclusion (or exclu-
sion, of which more below), while others were to a certain degree in 
the archive by chance, as they had been gifts to or acquisitions by 
the Queen, or in a few cases were presumably found by her among 
the possessions left at Drottningholm by the palace’s earlier owners, 
Dowager Queen Hedvig Eleonora and Queen Ulrika Eleonora the 
Younger.

Many documents in Lovisa Ulrika’s collection were gifts from 
owners of aristocratic family archives, as she acknowledged in the 
above-mentioned letter to her mother. Among the most generous 
donors were the Stenbock family, whose source was the archive at 
Rånäs manor. Gustaf Leonard Stenbock had employed Sotberg 
as tutor to his sons and assistant archivist in the 1750.s, though 
it was his colleague Samuel Loenbom who was given the task of 
putting together an archival gift to the Queen, which was presented 
by Stenbock in 1755.23 Loenbom was a key figure in the archival 
world of eighteenth-century Sweden, as a writer and as editor of 
documents. A further gift to Lovisa Ulrika came from Gustaf Leon-
ard’s son, the chamberlain Arvid Nils Stenbock. Another important 
contributor was Johan Gabriel Banér, whose substantial donation 
came from the archive at Djursholm. Adam Horn, who was at 
times a political ally of Adolf Fredrik and Lovisa Ulrika, gave the 
remains of the diarium of Erik XIV, taken from the archive at Horn’s 
maternal inheritance Fogelvik. A later gift was a bound volume 
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of miscellaneous documents, including correspondence from the 
French sixteenth-century diplomat Charles de Dançay. This was a 
real collector’s piece which had already passed through many hands 
when it was acquired by Anders Johan von Höpken as a present for 
the then Dowager Queen. Höpken was one of the most prominent 
men of eighteenth-century Sweden; Lovisa Ulrika herself at one 
time called him the best brain in the country and had appointed 
him to write the statutes of the Academy of Letters.24 These and 
many other gifts were often originals, but there were also copies in 
the collection. Sotberg too seems to have given papers to his em-
ployer; he mentions material for the history of Fredrik I of Sweden, 
as well as a collection of notes described as Collectaneis Drottninghol-
mensibus, thus notes on the collections at Drottningholm. It seems 
from Sotberg’s letter that this was the only one of the manuscripts 
that Lovisa Ulrika brought with her from Drottningholm to her 
Dowager residence of Fredrikshov.25 Unfortunately the notes seem 
to have been lost.

The historical documents at Drottningholm are part of a larger 
pattern of patronage and gift-giving centred on Adolf Fredrik and 
Lovisa Ulrika, a pattern that included other fields as well, especially 
natural history, which was an important concern for the élite at the 
time. Through collecting and display in specially designed interiors, 
the Royal couple sought to connect and integrate themselves into 
contexts that were also valued by the élite. The latter acknowledged 
and demonstrated their appreciation of these efforts in various 
ways, such as presenting gifts to include in the collections. Such 
mutual strivings for understanding and common causes were not 
unusual in the interaction between the royal family and the élite, 
though they have been overshadowed by the more dramatic con-
flicts, culminating in the failed royalist coup of 1756. Gift-giving was 

also a way for clients to court a patron – apart from Sotberg, Carl 
Reinhold Berch presented documents to Lovisa Ulrika.

The social interaction surrounding the historical documents also 
follows a familial pattern. It involved the royal family, noble patrons 
(who were sometimes also experts in their own right), Swedish 
diplomats abroad, distinguished foreigners and non-noble exper-
tise, directly employed by the royal family or active on their behalf 
within the learned network. For this last group, posts at court could 
be one step in a career that usually also included employment in 
noble households as well as public service, and could end in enno-
blement. Sotberg is a typical example. Dalin was less fortunate, as 
his royalist leanings and loyalty to Adolf Fredrik and Lovisa Ulrika 
caused his public disgrace (and probably near-execution) after the 
attempted coup of 1756.

The Queen and her documents
Lovisa Ulrika’s interest in Swedish history was as we have seen 

general, but nevertheless some documents were probably of special 
interest to her, such as the “few hundreds” of letters written by 
Swedish monarchs, from Gustav Vasa onwards.26 There was also a 
group of sources on the turbulent Swedish political history of the 
eighteenth century, the earliest of which was Karl XII:s “serious 
and remarkable” letter to his sister Ulrika Eleonora the Younger, 
who to the King’s anger had taken a place in the council during 
his long absence on campaigns. Some years later, Ulrika Eleonora, 
then Queen, and her spouse Fredrik I had several objections to the 
new constitution which they nevertheless had to accept; a copy of 
this with their notes was preserved by Lovisa Ulrika. Her collection 
also included outlines for a memorandum concerning the “harsh 
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speeches and discourses” to be found in the minutes of the Senate, 
opposing the “high right and might of the Royal Majesty”.27 It 
seems probable that this memorandum was initiated and perhaps 
begun by Lovisa Ulrika, though there is no indication of the date.

Another royal theme to be found in the documents was princely 
education, more precisely of the last generation of Pfalz children 
and the first of the Holstein-Gottorp dynasty. The earlier set of doc-
uments included an exercise book of the seven-year old Karl (XII), 
and two historical picture books written for his sisters, the princess-
es Hedvig Sofia and Ulrika Eleonora, by Coelestin Friedrich Guter-
muth.28 These were obviously executed with some artistic ambition: 
they represented a great deal of work, but were incredibly simple, 
according to Sotberg. From the education of Adolf Fredrik’s and 
Lovisa Ulrika’s own children, Gustav (III), Karl (XIII), Fredrik 
Adolf and Sofia Albertina (Abbess of Quedlinburg) there were sev-
eral exercise books and the beautiful manuscript Reçueil des portraits 
anciens qui se trouvent a Gripsholm, written by Gustav’s governor Carl 
Gustaf Tessin and dedicated to Lovisa Ulrika, but intended as a 
history book for Gustav.29 [See Laine, figure 2, p ix.] As so much art 
at court, it was a collaborative work, with vignettes by Jean-Eric 
Rehn, who would later design the library at Drottningholm, minia-
ture copies of historical portraits at Gripsholm by Niklas Lafrensen 
the Elder, and an elaborate, allegorical title page by Johan Pasch 
who otherwise is best known for his decorative paintings in many 
royal palaces and manor houses. In style and colouring the title 
page is very much a rococo image, but its trumpets of fame and 
the book symbolizing history remind us that the visual rhetoric for 
young princes remained essentially the same throughout the early 
modern period and beyond; Gustav’s great-grand-aunt Dowager 
Queen Hedvig Eleonora had used the same motifs to celebrate her 

son, the future Karl XI, at Drottningholm and elsewhere. There 
is no explicit reference to Gustav in the title page of the Reçueil, 
but the implication is that one day his name too will be glorious in 
History’s great book.

Lovisa Ulrika certainly envisaged nothing less for her eldest son, 
and for future generations documents regarding Gustav’s education 
would therefore be of as great an interest as the exercise book of 
the seven-year-old Karl (XII). In this context, what might be called 
the relic value of some of Lovisa Ulrika’s manuscripts becomes 
evident – the fact that the exercise-book is the exercise-book is 
the important thing, rather than any historical information that 
might be gathered from it. Indirectly, the mementoes of her own 
children’s education were also historical sources regarding Lovisa 
Ulrika; their very preservation confirmed the interest she took in 
their upbringing.

Among the comparatively few papers in the collection connected 
to Adolf Fredrik were plans for new buildings at the royal palace of 
Ulriksdal. These were found on the King’s desk after his death, and 
therefore, as was explained by Sotberg, the last work to which he 
had put his hand. To Lovisa Ulrika, who was extremely fond of her 
husband, they must have represented a valued personal memento, 
but they were also a documentation for the future of his achieve-
ments as an architect.30

Ownership of historical source material included Lovisa Ulrika 
in an international network of scholars with similar interests. The 
correspondence of Carl Christoffer Gjörwell provides a lively in-
sight into the Swedish threads of this network and its exchanges 
of information, lending, gifts, sales, arranging for copies, and 
even theft of historical documents.31 In most cases, Lovisa Ulrika’s 
dealings with this network would have passed through the hands of 
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her scholarly associates, but she was also a user and transmitter of 
manuscripts herself. For example, she sent a copy of a letter from 
the Prince of Condé to Voltaire, hoping that he would be able to 
use it for the revised edition of his Le siècle de Louis XIV (1751).32 Her 
most important direct associate was as far as can be judged her 
brother Frederick II, whose output as a writer was considerable. 
When working on the Mémoires pour servir a l’histoire de la maison de 
Brandebourg (1750, revised version the following year), he asked his 
siblings to gather and send him what documentation they could 
find, and during Lovisa Ulrika’s visit to Berlin in the first years of 
her widowhood, Frederick was able to repay her archival services.33 
At this time she was planning to research and write a history of 
her great-great-grand-aunt Maria Eleonora of Brandenburg, the 
consort of Gustav II Adolf and mother of Queen Kristina, and 
Frederick promised her assistance and access to relevant sources. 
As far as I know there is no manuscript or preparatory work for the 
book in existence today and it remains unclear how far the work 
progressed, but fragments of Maria Eleonora’s archive among the 
manuscripts at Drottningholm confirm Lovisa Ulrika’s interest.34 
Unlike her universally admired husband Maria Eleonora had a 
very problematic posthumous reputation. Why Lovisa Ulrika chose 
her as a subject, rather than one of the more obviously admirable 
of her relatives is impossible to say. It is tempting to imagine that 
she may have felt some sympathy or at least special interest in this 
Brandenburg princess who had been so completely rejected by her 
husband’s subjects – as Lovisa Ulrika herself felt she had been at 
this time of her life. During the visit to Berlin she also returned to 
her plans for a Swedish history, having found a suitable author in 
the historian and Archivist of the Berlin Academy of Science Jakob 
Daniel Wegelin, but the project once again fell through.35 

In the second edition of Frederick’s Mémoires the vignettes and 
illustrations are explained for the benefit of the reader.36 The title 
page shows a genie, holding attributes of the qualities of scholar-
ly clarity – a torch – and precision – scales. The composition is 
crowned by the symbol of eternity in the shape of a snake biting 
its tail, here signifying the longevity of a good work of history. 
[See Laine, figure 3, p ix.] The precision alluded to in the vignette 
rested on correct information, which in turn could only be found 
through archival research. Interest in history was thus inextricably 
linked with an interest in sources – a view evidently shared by 
Lovisa Ulrika. In the dedication of the book to his younger brother 
and heir August Wilhelm, Frederick explained at some length that 
“ Truth, pure and simple” was the aim he had pursued in writing 
the Mémoires.37 However, the whole truth did not necessarily need 
to be told, as is indicated by Lovisa Ulrika’s concern regarding 
papers pertaining to her maternal grandmother Sophie Dorothea 
of Braunschweig-Lüneburg (better known as of Celle, as Duchess 
of Hanover, or the Princess of Ahlden, ), who was the first spouse 
of Georg Ludwig, Elector of Hanover, from 1714 George I of Great 
Britain and Ireland. After discovering Sophie Dorothea’s affair 
with Philip Christoph von Königsmarck, Georg Ludwig had the 
marriage dissolved and sent her to spend her remaining life as a 
prisoner at Schloss Ahlden. It seems her grandchildren looked 
upon her with some sympathy, but her conduct was nevertheless 
a blot on the family’s history. When Lovisa Ulrika discovered that 
the correspondence between Sophie Dorothea and Königsmarck 
was in the possession of the Lewenhaupt family, she arranged to 
have the letters stolen.38 The first attempt was partly successful, and 
at the second try the unnamed thief managed to get hold of the 
rest.39 Lovisa Ulrika’s main objective was clearly to suppress the 
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letters, since they were evidence of occurrences that would be best 
forgotten, but when sending them to Frederick, she also hoped they 
would be of use to him as a source on the way of thinking of their 
grand mother. Lovisa Ulrika wrote that she herself did not know all 
the details of this sad affair, and as some of the letters were in code 
the correspondence would not reveal everything. She suggested an 
alternative source, the aged Karl Ludwig von Pöllnitz, who, if his 
memory still served, must be a “living chronicle”.40

Collecting historical manuscripts, patronising history-writing, 
and writing history was thus not merely a question of preserving 
and transmitting facts and drawing correct conclusions, but also a 
matter of control. The need to control history is evident in Lovisa 
Ulrika’s instruction to her younger children to burn parts of her 
own personal archive after her death. In 1756, after the unsuccessful 
attempt at a coup d’état, she had already destroyed large quantities 
of papers.41 The scarcity of surviving letters and other material con-
cerning Adolf Fredrik makes one suspect that she, or someone else 
close to the King, may also have got rid of part of his archival legacy. 

On the other hand, Lovisa Ulrika also sought to shape her 
posthumous image through the things she included in the manu-
script collection. The exercise books and the Reçeuil confirmed her 
interest in education, the memorandum concerning the speeches 
against the right and might of the monarch vindicated her political 
position. The collection as an entirety demonstrated her interest 
in and patronage of history, and letters from foreign scholars and 
hommes illustres showed that she was an honoured member of the 
international republic des lettres and learned world.42 Sotberg notes 
three volumes of such letters, and of these fifty still survive. 

When speaking of the historical documents at Drottningholm, 
Sotberg preferred the term cabinet, denoting a collection rather than 

an archive; as we have seen, it consisted of fragments of archives, in-
cluding the Queen’s own. Yet in her active role in selecting, keeping, 
arranging, sharing and in some instances destroying documents, 
Lovisa Ulrika may in some sense be called an archivist queen.

Past–present–future:  
the historical documents as part of Lovisa 
Ulrika’s self-representation at Drottningholm
The mementoes of the education of generations of royal children 

and the letters from monarchs from Gustav Vasa onwards are just 
two examples of the manuscript collection as a materialisation of 
the continuous flow of history. Volumes of writing as visual meta-
phors for historical continuity are exemplified in an overdoor 
at Drottningholm: History and Fame are shown ready to record 
and spread the deeds of Karl XI, the young King of Sweden, 
while finished manuscripts are piled up beside them. [See Laine, 
figure 4, p x.] As can be read on the bindings, these preserve the 
histories of Gustav Vasa, the first Vasa King, Gustav II Adolf of 
the same dynasty, and Karl X Gustav, founder of the Pfalz dynasty 
and father of Karl XI. The painting was commissioned by Karl XI:s 
mother, Dowager Queen Hedvig Eleonora, from the learned court 
painter David Klöcker Ehrenstrahl.43

Through more than 40 years of collecting and patronage Hedvig 
Eleonora made Drottningholm into an historical monument cele-
brating the Pfalz dynasty as military heroes and rulers, and herself 
as regent and patron of the arts. The commemorative function of 
the palace was further strengthened by her granddaughter and in-
heritor Queen Ulrika Eleonora the Younger, and carefully preserved 
by Lovisa Ulrika. History and connected concepts such as dynasty, 
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monarchy, memory, fame and glory were visualised in several genres, 
including battle scenes, portraiture, mythological subjects, large-
scale allegories and emblems. Lovisa Ulrika recycled many of the 
motifs introduced by Hedvig Eleonora, such as books, trumpets, 
crowns, laurel wreaths, olive branches, owls, and depictions of the 
Muses – especially relevant here as the daughters of Mnemosyne, 
Goddess of Memory. Minerva appears several times, representing 
first Hedvig Eleonora and then Lovisa Ulrika – in fact there was an 
established Minerva “geneaology ” of Swedish queens, starting with 
Queen Kristina. In Lovisa Ulrika’s interiors the above-mentioned 
motifs and the concepts they represent are especially to be found 
in the series of rooms designed to house her collections.44 These 
were redecorated several times, reflecting changes in her scholarly 
interests, and the final, preserved version was mostly executed in the 
1760.s. After three interiors closely hung with her most important 
paintings came the rooms dedicated to what was clearly thought of 
as the learned collections, though this term was not used by Lovisa 
Ulrika herself. The first and by far the largest of these spaces is the 
library, where the above-mentioned motifs celebrate the Queen as 
patron of arts, letters and scholarship. A prominent place is given to 
quotations after Roman authors, several of which link history writ-
ing to glory and remembrance [See Laine, figure 5, p xi.]. After the 
library one enters the Queen’s study, which also included floor-to-
ceiling bookcases, and then the room for coins and medals, which 
not only contained eight coin cabinets, but also, by 1777, a further 
overflow of books. Lovisa Ulrika’s collection of antiquities, mostly 
small bronzes, were regarded as objects of study rather than works 
of art and were thus displayed in these rooms. The suite ended with 
two rooms displaying minerals and natural history specimens re-
spectively. The latter was decorated with relief portraits of contem-

porary Swedish scien tists, designed to resemble the profile heads on 
Roman coins or carved gemstones. In this manner, the sitters were 
transferred from their temporal existence into the timeless sphere 
of eternally valid exempla, which Lovisa Ulrika and many of her 
contemporaries still associated with the Classical era.

The architectural and decorative framework surrounding the 
collections visualise the high value placed on the objects – the 
collections were not merely kept in the rooms, but were the most 
significant components in the unified display that each interior 
constituted. “Display” should not be understood as the sum of the 
visible parts, but rather as the mental image constructed by the 
visitor from what he saw, and from what he knew.45 For example, 
the coins and medals were kept in cabinets, and so were not actually 
visible when the room where they were housed was entered; yet an 
awareness of their presence constituted the most fundamental basis 
for an informed visitor’s mental image of the room. This mental, 
part visual, part intellectual image, would then be projected back 
onto the room, which was thus experienced as “seen” rather than 
“thought”. In the library, the books, historical documents and  other 
manuscripts as seen and “known” objects, demonstrated to the 
visitor that the celebration of history writing and of Lovisa Ulrika’s 
patronage in the décor was not mere panegyrics but founded in her 
actual collection practices. They also showed that she was serious in 
her interests and understood the materials and processes of scholar-
ly work. The “learned queen” thus becomes a part of the display in 
the library and the other museum rooms, and a fundamental part of 
Lovisa Ulrika’s self-representation at Drottningholm. 

Princely self-representation through architecture and collections 
were an important means for communication, not only with the 
present, but also with the future. In a speech given to the revived 
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Academy of Letters after he was elected member, the poet Gustaf 
Fredrik Gyllenborg celebrated the Dowager Queen’s collections. 
They were gathered “for future Swedish geniuses, to spark and 
feed their flame” and at the same time, they were “great and worthy 
memorials” to Lovisa Ulrika.46 That this was part of their function 
for her is confirmed by her lament when Adolf Fredrik’s collections 
were sold after his death to pay his debts:

This lack of respect for his memory has caused me to shed tears; he 
had hoped that his beautiful collections of paintings and drawings 
and his library would be a monument to his memory. Good God, 
what a prospect for me – I am tempted to get rid of everything 
while I still live.47 

Posterity has proven Gyllenborg right and fulfilled Lovisa Ulrika’s 
intentions; though no longer displayed as entities, her collections 
have remained genuinely useful to scholars in several disciplines, 
and, when imagined as part of the original display in the collection 
rooms at Drottningholm, have served to keep her memory alive. 
And among all her collections, the historical documents perhaps 
best of all represent the flow between past, present and future that 
was such an important feature of history as it was viewed and expe-
rienced by her.
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Crucial to the task of re-materializing the multiple contingencies of 
history writing is the project of historicizing the emergence of state 
and local archives; interrogating how archive logics work, what 
subjects they produce, and which they silence in specific historical 
and cultural contexts […].1

– – – – –
We know that archives produce history and that they themselves 

have a history. The last few decades of research have in different 
ways demonstrated the importance of analysing archival struc-
tures, or of considering the sheer materiality of archives and the 
mechanisms produced by them when it comes to historiography. 
The appeal made in the quotation above could therefore seem 
somewhat unnecessary, as scholars today are seldom naive when 
it comes to the importance of these facts. On the other hand, the 
archival mechanisms behind them are still in place, and in many 
ways unexplored. Archives often contribute to the fact that women 
or other marginalized groups to a large degree are absent from the 
historiography of ‘Grand History’, and in this chapter some of the 
consequences of archival structures and how they are formed by, 
and generate, gender-blindness are discussed with a starting point in 
the filing of texts written by women in eighteenth- century religious 
archives. However, the discussions also concern how documents in 
the archives can reveal resistance against the notions behind these 
structures. 

The chapter is made up of examples from the so-called Moravian 
movement, one of many evangelical revivals in Early Modern time 
that spread from Germany across Europe and its colonies. Wher-
ever they went the Moravians formed archival collections that in 

–Ann Öhrberg–The Power of Genre  
and the Gendered Archive–
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some cases also were institutionalised as archives towards the 
second half of the eighteenth century.2 These were an important 
part of the Moravian earthly universe, as the Moravians during the 
eighteenth century created a public space open to all members of 
the Moravian church; this space also connected to a more general 
public sphere in different ways through a variety of communicative 
means and mediations of their message, for example in print or via 
oral preaching.3 

Archives, gender and genre
To understand archival practices such as those developed in the 

eighteenth century by the mobile, transnational, and sometimes- 
persecuted Moravians, it can be fruitful to see archives as processes, 
not as static, monolithic institutions. For the purpose of this chapter 
the term ‘archival collection’ is therefore introduced to supplement 
the term ‘archive’; the former term points towards collections that 
are assembled with archival ambitions. Thus, the multifaceted signi-
ficance and shifting demarcations are captured between the often 
unorderly early modern collection, as ‘an archive in being’, and an 
archive understood as a (seemingly) more fixed entity where docu-
ments are neatly filed and stored in a dedicated room or building, 
entitled ‘archive’.4 It also emphasises the different status of the 
eighteenth-century Moravian archival collections. For example, in 
Sweden the Moravians where thoroughly monitored by the author-
ities and therefore ‘the archive’ during the first decades after the 
movement had reached Sweden in the 1730s, up until about 1760, 
took the form of manuscript collections (of letters, handwritten 
collections of songs etc.) which, together with Moravian devotional 
literature, were in the possession of different families.5

To open up the discussion on archives with regard to gender and 
power, the orders of archives are seen in the following as effects 
of what Eric Ketelaar calls the processes of “archivalization”. 
Archivalization precedes archivization, and it is a process that is 
socially and culturally determined, when conscious or unconscious 
choices are made concerning what is selected for archiving.6 When 
a document (or artefact) is chosen to be archived it is classified with 
the purpose of being filed correctly, and this is the perhaps most 
important fundamental aspect that makes up the order of archives. 
I argue that two intertwined factors are a part of the processes of 
archivalization: firstly, gender and, secondly, notions of “genre”. 
Both factors are to be seen as crucial when it comes to how archives 
create gendered history writing. Here I would like to introduce the 
notion of genre in connection with the process of archivalization, 
as genre is included in the process when choosing, classifying and 
filing a document. I claim that this is especially relevant when it 
comes to the Moravian archives as they contain not only legal docu-
ments, architectural drawings, accounts, lists of members and other 
formal documents, but also Lebensläufe (memoirs), personal diaries, 
letters, songs and theological texts and so forth, of which many are 
attributed to individual authors. 

When discussing genre, one has to consider the content of a 
filed document, and this kind of knowledge about the material 
that is archived has for obvious reasons always been essential for 
archivists. For example, Cornelia Vismann discusses a new form of 
education for archivists that emerged during the early modern era 
in the German-speaking countries in connection to archival practic-
es: “state practice” (Staatspraxis) then became a university subject, 
and entailed the ability to handle documents according to rhetoric, 
style and the matter at hand. The students not only learned how to 



287286

handle files, via binding, stapling, and storing, but also additionally 
were trained in how to read them. During the eighteenth century, 
Vismann continues, the art of summarizing records became a new 
subject for law students, as the sheer volume of files required this 
skill.7 For the purpose of ordering and summarizing documents 
one had to have some idea of the content – it was, and still is, the 
foundation for classification. 

In this chapter this knowledge is understood as entangled with 
notions of genre. Genre as a concept is therefore not comprehend-
ed as an objective tool for classification, or as a static feature that 
lies exclusively in the content of a document/text, i. e. as a posi-
tivistic generic characteristic that offers means for classification of 
documents in an archive. Instead, genre is understood in a broad 
contextualized and historicised sense, that is, as a mutable and 
historically situated aspect of a text and the media that carries it. 
This view enhances the notion of genre as an aspect that directs 
the way in which we perceive and read a text in connection with 
discursively formed prevailing ideas on for example style, aesthetic 
ideals, what an author is and – in the case of the Moravian archives 
– religious beliefs. The process also includes different ideological 
apprehensions such as those regarding gender. Another way of 
putting it is that genre is in the eye of the beholders, as the readers 
or recipients read and understand a text on the basis of subjective, 
prevailing, historically variable, notions of taste, history, memory, 
identity, nation and so forth. Consequently, one could add that how 
documents in an archive are ordered according to genre becomes a 
process that in itself creates knowledge and therefore is also embed-
ded in power dynamics.

Alastair Fowler recognises, in his influential study on genre (Kinds 
of Literature, 1982), genres as something historically situated and 

changeable, and subjects of interpretation, building on the recip-
ients’ or readers’ competence and notions of them.8 One way of 
analysing these aspects is to understand the way genre is communi-
cated and perceived through paratexts. With the purpose of analys-
ing how literary texts are conceived in connection with other texts 
surrounding it, Gérard Genette introduced the term paratext in his 
classical Seuils (Paratexts. Thresholds of Interpretation). The paratext 
includes the so-called peritext, which guides the reading beforehand 
through mediated signals as to how to conceive the text, as well as 
the epitext, mediated information that comes ‘after’ a text.9 The pa-
ratext directs the attention of the reader for example when it comes 
to constructions of “genre”.10 Genette’s approach to genre yields the 
possibility of enhancing the fact that genre is historically change-
able and something that is communicated, interpreted through, 
and entangled with, materiality. However, Genette’s examples 
concerns printed, fictional and/or poetical literature. Transferred 
to the universe of files and handwritten, sometimes bureaucratic, 
documents that make up an archive, I would like to draw attention 
to such features as transcriptions, scribbles in the marginal, how the 
files are ordered and catalogued, and the structure of archives and 
so forth. Although certainly not a text in the way Genette would 
define it, this also would include the buildings, rooms, coffins, 
boxes or shelves in which an archive is stored, and additionally it 
points towards the way an archive is set in a specific, geopolitically 
charged place. My focus is how the archival order, and an archive 
itself, becomes gendered through all of these features and how they 
also are intertwined with notions of genre, i. e. where a document is 
filed based on perceived knowledge of its content. 

Classification and ordering can make a file and the text it carries 
visible, just as it can hide it away. In the following I discuss how 
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texts written by women are lost in archivalization and thus in ar-
chivization – and I argue that in the end this had consequences 
when it came to the writing of Moravian history. However, I also 
demonstrate how these texts, from another aspect, can nevertheless 
be interpreted as means for authorization, and how they in different 
ways offer resistance against the way they are filed. The texts date 
from the mid-eighteenth century and are found in the Archives of 
the Moravian Church of the British Province (London) and the 
Swedish archive Evangeliska Brödraförsamlingens arkiv (Stock-
holm), and are discussed with attention to the way they are archived 
and imbedded in archival paratexts, in relation to their content. 
Moreover, the examples concern texts written by women, and filed 
in the archives under the heading “memoirs” (Swedish levnadslopp, 
German Lebenslauf). In focus are three interrelated questions: How 
can the importance of genre be understood in connection with ar-
chival practices and archive materiality in these specific examples? 
Are there any discrepancies between content and the way the texts 
are classified? How is gender produced through these practices?

The Moravian archives
”Ich bin ein ganz aparter Freund von Documenten” (I am a very 

special friend of documents.). The quotation is taken from the first 
leader and leading theologian of the Moravian Church: the German 
count Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf.11 From the beginning of 
the movement, in the late 1720s, he initiated the collecting and or-
dering of documents, and in the mid 1730s an archivist was appoint-
ed; at this time, it is assumed that the archival collection was stored 
in Zinzendorf’s own estate. The safety of this archival collection was 
a problem; in 1742 the documents were kept in two chests so that 

they could be hastily transported if necessary. (As the collection was 
in constant movement, when it followed Zinzendorf on his travels, 
it caused problems for the persons responsible for its preservation 
and order.) This first Moravian archival collection toured to various 
places during the eighteenth century, before it became institution-
alised as the so-called Unitätsarchiv that was founded in Herrnhut 
in the early nineteenth century. Here it is held still today, contained 
in the same building since 1890.12 During its first 240 years of exist-
ence the keepers of this archival collection and later on archive were 
men – an interesting fact to bear in mind considering the egalitar-
ian ideals that characterised the movement.13 Alongside the main 
archival collection funded by Zinzendorf, others were established 
as the movement spread throughout the world. 

The Moravian archival practices sprang from a combination of 
practical necessity and religious belief. As mission and travelling lay 
in the very core of the movement the Moravians needed to uphold 
communication networks, and in addition they had to secure this 
infrastructure, as the movement was persecuted or monitored in 
many countries. Texts that were seen as important for the movement 
as a whole were copied and sent to the different congregations, 
and to a large degree to the archival mother ship: the Zinzendorf 
archival collection.14 Therefore there is today a large collection that 
concerns Sweden and Swedes in the main Moravian archive, the 
Unitätsarchiv in Herrnhut, as well as vast collections from other 
parts of the world. 

Some main reasons for the Moravian and Zinzendorf’s keen 
interest in archiving can be identified. The first is connected to 
Zinzendorf himself: he was a nobleman from the German countries, 
which meant that the family already kept a Hausarchiv, but he also 
was trained in legal matters before he became the leader of the 
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Moravian Church, and therefore had professional knowledge of 
archiving. Furthermore, Zinzendorf was a former pupil of Herman 
Francke in the Pietist school in Halle and had been inspired by the 
way in which the Halle Pietists organised their communicative base 
through an archive in combination with a print shop and a library.15 
Other reasons had to do with the infrastructure of the Moravian 
community, which as mentioned was transnational and therefore 
needed to create internal and stable communicative structures for 
the purpose of assembling, storing and forwarding information. 
The movement also had the purpose of spreading the message to 
wider circles of presumed followers all over the world. Lastly, the 
archival practices were loaded with religious importance, as the 
texts in the archives became one of the main sources when creating 
and maintaining faith. Another quotation from Zinzendorf can 
illuminate this understanding of the archive as being loaded with 
spiritual meaning, when the notion of archive shifts to become a 
bridge between this world and the next: “so ist eine jede Gemeine 
so ein Archivgen, wo man die Acten und records von Gottes Sinn 
und Reden nach schlagen kan.”16 The congregations themselves 
here becomes archives, which file and record God’s words and 
will. One aspect of this is also that during the eighteenth century 
the Moravians believed that God could act through the different 
members and that their words therefore could even constitute ad-
ditions to the Christian canon.17 Every single sermon, Lebenslauf, 
song or letter could have enormous religious significance and was 
therefore worth saving. In addition, the early Moravian movement 
was characterised by experience, not intellectual distance. Paul Peu-
cker formulates the consequences of this for the eighteenth-century 
Moravian archives: “Instead of writing theological books, they [the 
Moravians] kept archives.”18 From a gender perspective, it is nota-

ble that these kinds of assimilated experiences and wordings could 
come from the female members.19 The archives were in this respect 
soul catchers that aimed not only at collecting administrative data 
on the congregation, or of its members – the outer persons, but also 
on the inner persons. All this additionally pointed towards posteri-
ty and the writing of history, when the Moravians aimed at writing 
themselves into Christian history as legitimate God’s children.20

During the eighteenth century the Moravian archival collections 
had a steady inflow of documents, and as indicated many of them 
bear witness to the movement’s organisational and missionizing 
ambitions, and the Moravian sisters and brothers produced vast 
amounts of texts. Consequently, the archival collections came to 
contain religious songs, occasional poetry, sermons, Lebenslauf, 
theological texts, travel journals, letters, accounts, individual and 
congregational diaries and so on. In the Moravian archives of today 
there are many documents produced by or concerning women, and 
several traces of women in the archives bear witness to the signif-
icance of their activity during the eighteenth century. The main 
reason was that women in the Moravian movement, as mentioned, 
had comparatively privileged positions during the eighteenth cen-
tury due to the egalitarian ideals that guided the movement as a 
consequence of its radical interpretations of the Lutheran precept 
of vocation. Another important factor was the thought that women 
had the ability to express their conversions in sincere and emotion-
ally charged wordings. Moravian women therefore held commis-
sions of trust and were missionaries or preachers (although only for 
other women), and texts by female authors were to a high degree 
incorporated in the Moravian canon of texts (especially regarding 
Lebensläufe and songs) and thus collected in the archives.21 How-
ever, the equality between men and women within the Moravian 
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movement had its limitations, and the idea of female participation 
and equality was not driven too far, as the examples elaborated on 
here will demonstrate. 

The filing of Lebenslauf
The examples analysed concerns texts filed as Lebenslauf (German), 

memoirs (English) or levnadslopp (Swedish). These Lebensläufe, 
which represent a large quantity in the archives, are filed in the same 
way in the Moravian archives, regardless of where these archives 
are situated in the world, under headings that mark that these texts 
contains personal accounts, or life-stories, with a more or less large 
section devoted to the conversion and other spiritual aspects. 

The practice of producing Lebenslauf for each member was a herit-
age from earlier Pietism. It was introduced among the Moravians in 
the middle of the eighteenth century, and the purpose of writing (or 
in some cases dictate) a Lebenslauf was that it should be read aloud 
at the funeral.22 The Lebensauf accounts were also among the texts 
that could be circulated within the movement. In addition, we find 
some copies of Lebensläufe re-produced in Congregation diaries, as 
the text was read aloud not only at the funeral, but also sometimes 
during a gathering to mark the memory and the loss of a departed 
sister or brother. These multi-functional texts could also be read as 
devotional literature, as they reflected the process of salvation for 
the individual soul, or the Lebenslauf could be used as an account 
of a positive exemplum (a role model). Furthermore, they served 
as important sources when the Moravian historiographers began 
writing the history of the movement towards the latter part of the 
eighteenth century. Memoirs written by Moravian women have 
therefore been discussed from many aspects in earlier research: as 

religious literature, private confessions, as testimonies of women’s 
lives, and as pedagogical texts.23 Here, however, the texts at hand 
are analysed from the perspective of history writing, that is, how 
the Lebenslauf could be used to write history.24 (This aspect is of 
course also visible in Lebensläufe written by male authors. However, 
the relational aspect of gender that could be illuminated through a 
comparison between male and female authors cannot be elaborated 
on within the scope of this chapter.)

The examples concern firstly an American sister and secondly a 
Swedish sister, and the texts are filed in the catalogue over Lebenslauf 
in the Moravian archives of London (“Memoirs”) and Stockholm 
(“Levnadslopp”) respectively. The American Martha Nyberg, nee 
Bryant (1724?–1803) was born in America, but of French-Huguenot 
descendance, and she married the Swedish priest Lars Thortensson 
Nyberg (1720–1792) in 1745. Martha Nyberg and her husband 
went on numerous travels, and the couple were active in many 
congregations to which they were sent, first in America, then in 
Great Britain.25 Additionally a Swedish sister is introduced. Ulrika 
Eleonora Strömfelt (1722–1798) was a noble woman from one of the 
pioneering Moravian households in Sweden: the Strömfelt family. 
Together with three of her familial sisters, Ulrika Eleonora Strömfelt 
became very active in the Swedish movement, especially during its 
first formative years from 1738 until the 1760s. These four sisters are 
often referred to collectively as the Strömfelt sisters in sources and 
Church history; they never married but instead they devoted their 
whole lives to their religious calling.26 Both Strömfelt and Nyberg 
were active in the Moravian international community in different 
ways, and they both knew leading members of the movement, in-
cluding Zinzendorf. Through the Stammbuch (personal guestbook) 
of Ulrika Eleonora Strömfelt, we also know that their paths crossed 
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when the Nybergs came to Sweden in the 1770s and were invited in 
1776 to stay at an estate owned by the Strömfelt sisters.27   

When it comes to Lebensläufe concerning female married Moravi-
ans, they are – as far as I have seen – filed under their name as 
married with no cross-references to maiden name, and the same 
goes for Nyberg’s memoirs, and other documents concerning her; 
nothing can be found if one searches for her maiden name in the cat-
alogues.28 Martha Nyberg’s memoirs found in the London archive 
are not written in her own hand, and an annotation at the top of the 
first page states that it is a copy that belonged to one A. C. Hasse; 
a heading refers to his “Book of Materials for Memoirs” with an 
subtitle stating: “Some few remarkable Events in the Course of Life 
of Martha Nyberg”. This is apparently a copy of the original manu-
script.29 Hasse, or Hassé was a nineteenth-century Moravian bishop 
and a historiographer of the English Moravian church. There are 
some corrections of spelling in the manuscript, and a few marginal 
annotations, written in the same hand as in the rest of the text, some 
of them clarifying facts (such as names, dates and places), some 
giving references to appropriate Bible passages or other comments. 
It is unclear whether these marginal annotations were written by 
Hassé or by Nyberg herself. The transcription is not a fair copy, but 
nevertheless it has probably been incorporated in more than one 
archive, or collection, although the original has been lost, or simply 
purged from the London archive after the nineteenth century. 

One probable explanation is that this Moravian collection had 
been cleansed at one time or another. Like many other archival col-
lections funded during the early modern era, ambitious archivists 
cleansed the Moravian collections in the 1760s, and the cleansing 
continued into the early nineteenth century when the central 
Moravian archives were established in a more organised way. A 

main reason for this purging was an ambition to erase a part of the 
movement’s history, when language and practices used during the 
midst century were taken too far in the eyes of a later generation 
Moravians during the so-called “Sifting Time”.30 Ambitious archi-
vists even made changes in the filed documents to erase informa-
tion, for the purpose of laying the foundation for a new, adjusted 
history writing.31 However, it should be noted that this process also 
coincides with general tendencies in the Western world when ar-
chives were ordered in accordance with scientific, historiographical, 
and male-gendered new principles that came to rule processes of 
archivization.32 

Furthermore, Nyberg’s text has not been found in any of the major 
archives (in America and Germany), which could indicate that it is 
a text of less interest to the movement at large. However, her mem-
oirs were obviously assigned some importance by Hassé, perhaps 
as they reveal facts about the Moravian history in Great Britain. 
Unfortunately, a pamphlet written by him on the Moravian history 
in England ends in 1742 does not include the Nyberg couple, as their 
activity in congregations in Great Britain began in the 1750s.33

One very brief part of Martha Nyberg’s memoirs is dedicated to 
the subject of salvation and faith. But the main part regards her 
travels, her meetings with influential Moravians, and the state of 
affairs in the congregations where she and her husband are ordered 
to work. Through her memoirs we can extract a story that enhances 
her husband’s contributions to the movement, but not least this 
autobiography stresses her own importance for Moravianism from 
the very first years as an adherent, and later as a member.  

When Martha Nyberg is 21 years old, the memoir tells us, she 
spends time with Zinzendorf and his daughter, who then are visiting 
America: “In the year 1741 Count Zinzendorff & the Benigna [his 
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daughter, married de Watteville] came to New York. They spoke 
often with five of us in particular”.34 Martha Nyberg marks here 
that she has a special position, as she has been chosen to be one 
of a close circle that was to receive the Moravian message by none 
other than Zinzendorf himself. Further on, after her marriage, the 
memoirs tell a story of a successful and diligent couple, and how 
she and her husband serve the movement. Wherever this couple 
goes faith prospers, and matters are organized in efficient ways. 

In 1750 the couple was summoned by Zinzendorf to go from Beth-
lehem, America to London, the purpose being to meet him there. A 
laborious crossing of the Atlantic detained them, and they instead 
ended up going to Herrnhut in Germany, to meet influential and 
governing members of the congregation. Here the Nybergs spent a 
year training for their task of establishing or consolidating congre-
gations in England, Wales and Ireland: “we had an opportunity of 
improving our knowledge of the affairs of the Kingdom of our Lord 
relative to our future plan, and also of forming an acquaintance 
with many valuable Brn [Brethren] & Srs [Sisters].”35 After being 
sent to the Dublin congregation, and working some time there, the 
Nybergs received a new calling and were sent to Bristol, where they 
spent seven years. The memoirs here offer an example of the way 
the role of this couple is described:

From there [Dublin] we were called to Bristol; arriving April 28. 
1756 when we spent almost seven blessed Years, notwithstanding 
the care of presenting that Estate for the Congn [Congregation], 
repairing the Houses, building the Chapel there, and also that in 
Kingswood; as well as providing every thing necessary for house-
keeping, for hitherto the Labourers boarded with a Br [Brother] & 
Sr [Sisters] which was not convenient, as there was now a Congn 

[Congregation], settled. But the loving & hearty Spirit, which pre-
vailed at that time among the Brn & Ss together with the continued 
increase of both Congn [Congregation] & Society, made it lively & 
encouraging. [Underlining in the original.]36

Both spiritually and practically the Nyberg’s seem to have been 
successful, as they appear to be of great importance for the con-
solidation of this congregation. Of interest is also the choice of 
pronouns in the memoires, as shown in this quotation. When de-
scribing how the couple is “called” by the main congregation (and 
God) the pronoun is in the first person, but plural, not singular: 
“we were called”. In other words, both Martha and her husband 
receives a calling, a fact that can be explained by the radical in-
terpretation on the Lutheran thoughts on calling that permeated 
the Moravian movement – here concerning gender. In this respect 
Martha Nyberg’s memoirs bear witness to her self-confidence with 
regard to her importance as a diaspora worker. 

When Martha Nyberg had passed away a devotional text was 
found in her belongings: “ Thoughts on the Cross of Christ”. This 
text is written in the same hand as her memoirs, and comes directly 
after it on the same sheet, but there are no amendments or mar-
ginal notations in this part of the manuscript. A paratext marks its 
genre: it is said to comprise some “Meditations”, “found amongst 
her [Nyberg’s] papers”.37 All this reveal Nyberg as the author. The 
status of the text, why it originally was written, is not stated clearly 
in the paratext or actual text. However, when reading it, we find 
that the wordings reveal an ambition to discuss the subject at hand 
on a more abstract and general level rather than just to guide a soul 
through the stages of introspective meditation or to transmit expe-
riences of such a meditation. In the preliminary part the purpose 
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and subject are defined, and the importance of this is underlined: 
“ There is no subject of more weight, or more worthy of employ-
ing our thoughts and consideration”. The text continues with an 
elaboration on this statement, emphasising its importance: it is said 
that although God and his Angels esteem this, the same does not 
apply to mankind. The text is interpolated with exclamations that 
stress this message but does not contain the often-used Moravian 
metaphors that were used to create faith through experiences of the 
suffering of Christ.38 Instead, this text reflects how this is supposed 
to be achieved. Judging from its content, this is not a devotional 
text, but rather an intellectual, and theologically charged reflection.

Of interest here is the way in which this text is copied and filed 
together with the memoirs, thereby attaching it as a recording of 
Martha Nyberg’s private life. Further-more there is no separate ref-
erence or cross-reference to this text in the catalogue. The way this 
text is filed relegates Nyberg’s “ Thoughts” to her private sphere, or 
life-story, which in many ways diminishes its importance, regardless 
of what the text communicates.

Archival collections from the Swedish Moravian eighteenth-centu-
ry movement are spread across many Swedish memory institutions; 
a large bulk is however still in the possession of the modern heirs of 
the eighteenth-century congregation, in the archive of Evangeliska 
brödraförsamlingen in Stockholm. The Strömfelt sisters resided near 
Stockholm, so documents concerning them are partly to be found 
there. In the case of Ulrika Eleonora Strömfelt, one of her texts 
is filed under the heading memoirs (in Swedish “Levnadslopp”). In 
the main Moravian archive, das Unitätsarchiv in Herrnhut, we find 
a number of documents concerning the Strömfelt sisters, for ex-
ample letters and some religious songs. However, there is no copy 
of Ulrika Eleonora Strömfelt’s text, “Fröken Ulricka Strömfelts 

Berettelse”, which could be an indication that her story was not cir-
culated within the movement, or that it was purged from the main 
archive later. The latter is probable, as the Strömfelt sisters were 
seen as problematic after the 1760s.39 The Ulrika Eleonora Strömfelt 
document is somewhat hard to find in the Stockholm archive as 
it is not included in file 91, which has her name on the back of the 
document case; instead Strömfelt’s text is found in file 95, which is 
marked: Memoirs of brothers and sisters belonging to the society 
of Stockholm from Riben to Åkerblad (“Levnadslopp över Syskon 
tillhörande Stockholmssocieteten från Riben t och med Åkerblad”). 
However, the most interesting thing is that this text is not a Leben-
slauf, as the filing would indicate. Instead, it is some sort of history 
writing, as is clearly indicated by its content. A paratext on the first 
page of the document points to this: Miss Ulricka Strömfelt’s Story 
(“Fröken Ulricka Strömfelts Berettelse”).40 This title diverges from 
the general pattern of labelling Lebensläufe as memories (in Swedish 
levnadslopp) and shows that this is Strömfelt’s story not about her-
self, but about something else.

When reading the text, one soon discovers that all the normal 
features of the Moravian Lebenslauf are absent, and there are for 
example no emotional descriptions of inner struggles and salvation. 
Instead, it is a sober historical account of how Pietism, followed by 
Moravianism, found its way to Sweden. Consequently, the text is not 
primarily written in the first person singular, and there is no “I” in 
the narrative, although in one passage a possessive pronoun is used, 
and that is when Strömfelt briefly describes the role her own family 
played in Swedish Moravianism when they went to Livonia (present- 
day southern Estonia and northern Latvia) in 1738.41 Ulrika  Eleonora 
was not aboard this ship however, so the story of this voyage is re-
told. This account is found elsewhere in contemporary sources as 
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well as in later Church history, but in a more elaborated form, and it 
also became a part of Swedish Moravian historiography.42 However, 
as the Strömfelt story has been filed as a Lebenslauf, there is a risk that 
it has been misread – or not read at all during later centuries. If we 
search for Ulrika Eleonora or her sisters in the Moravian archives, no 
documents are found that date from the second half of the eighteenth 
century. As mentioned, after the turn of the century the Strömfelt 
sisters became the subjects of rather pejorative descriptions as being 
smitten by the emotional storms that swept through the movement 
during the above-mentioned Sifting Time.43 This could be one ex-
planation for the circumstance that all traces of them cease in the 
Moravian Archives, as documents concerning them could have been 
the subjects of the archival purging mentioned above.

– – – – –
Two important questions remain: What was removed from these 

archives? How were these two women included in Moravian history 
writing? A fundamental aspect is of course the fact that these texts 
and others like them were filed with disrespect to the original genre. 
The history writing of female authors was sparsely incorporated in 
the official history writings of the Moravian church, when several 
books were printed and made public from the second half of the 
century and onwards. Women are seldom mentioned in these sto-
ries on Moravianism, with only a few exceptions,44 and when they 
are mentioned their memoirs have often served as sources of infor-
mation. Thus, women become the objects of the Moravian History, 
not subjects. In later years research has seen a change, however, and 
we now have descriptions of the importance of female activity as 
well as editions of diaries or Lebenslauf written by female Moravian 
authors.45

When it comes to Nyberg and Strömfelt it is notable that they 
use, or even claim history or theological writing as genres for their 
enterprises. However, it is hard to find their texts if we look in the ar-
chives for texts concerning history or theology from this viewpoint, 
considering the ways the texts are filed. Through the conception of 
Lebenslauf as a genre in combination with notions on gender, the texts 
analysed here are attached to Nyberg and Strömfelt as individuals, 
and associated with their private and also inner lives. Nevertheless, 
these texts bear witness to female authorisation, and their authors’ 
attempts to write themselves into a more official discourse. 

During the nineteenth century some of the Moravian Lebenslauf 
accounts were chosen and published in print, thus celebrating the 
lives, achievements and memories of Moravian men and in a few 
cases women; this framed in a new way how they became canonised 
as parts of the Moravian movement or even general church history. 
This coincided with changes in the Western world on different levels: 
shifts occur regarding gender, religion, and history. Towards the end 
of the eighteenth century earlier research regarding women’s posi-
tion in European Moravian congregations shows that women after 
this time lost influence on both a formal and an informal level.46 This 
change coincides with the above-mentioned changes in society at 
large when women in many ways were excluded from the new public 
sphere.47 The Moravian archives were in many ways inclusive when 
it came to archiving documents concerning female members, but 
nevertheless its order set up borders for the use of women’s texts in 
more prestigious contexts, as the texts discussed here demonstrate 
that not only women but also files concerning them came to be rele-
gated to the private – not the public – sphere. 
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Ideologies and practices of archiving and record keeping in past 
times are important to consider. In many ways, the archives reflect 
these ideologies and practices, and they are central as to what his-
torical information we have access to, and also to what kinds of 
history it is possible to write. In recent years, both historians and 
professional archivists – some of them influenced by post-modern 
theories – have shown a growing interest in studying the history of 
the archives. The importance of studying the emergence of archives 
as part of the historical, social, and functional context has been un-
derlined.1 The archival turn has turned our attention to the practices 
shaping the archives and our knowledge of the past.2

In seventeenth century Sweden, central as well as local adminis-
tration expanded, and the need to save and organize bodies of writ-
ten documents grew.3 Typically, the researchers of Swedish archival 
history have been interested in the archives of the central state, 
especially the institutional National Archives and its predecessors.4 
Sven Lundkvist has studied the control over state archives, and the 
relation between central and local administration in the 1620s and 
1630s in Sweden. He has concluded that state archives were needed 
by the growing administration, but also used by the central power 
for control of the governors and the administration as well as of the 
subjects.5 In this article, the ambition is to broaden the understand-
ing of archival conceptions in the seventeenth century by studying 
the use of archives in a different kind of organisation, but with a 
perspective similar to Lundkvists.6

The growth of the administration was closely connected to the 
restoration and founding of universities, as the state needed edu-
cated civil servants. The medieval university in Uppsala was revived 
in the 1590s after a period of decline, and in the following decades 
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new universities were founded in Dorpat (Tartu), Åbo (Turku) and 
Lund. The universities were on the administrative level intertwined 
with the government offices. But they were also corporations with 
privileges and partial independence. However, the seventeenth cen-
tury was a period of state formation and the final decades saw an 
evolvement towards absolutism in Sweden, and the state aspired to 
increase control over such corporations.7 Stately claims of authority 
over the universities, with their traditional corporation-based liber-
ties, were not isolated to Sweden, but a European theme in the early 
modern period.8 I will discuss the emergence of archival rules and 
practices at the university against this background.

How were the university archives created and used, who used 
them, and for what purpose? In this article, I focus on the universi-
ty in Uppsala. It seems like a good place to start, as the statutes of 
Åbo, Dorpat, and Lund universities were the same as, or modelled 
on, those of Uppsala.9 The seventeenth-century university archives 
in Uppsala have previously been mentioned on a few occasions in 
Claes Annerstedts massive history of the university in Uppsala. An-
nerstedt was himself a librarian who saved early university records 
from perishing in the attic of a university building. He was upset 
about the inferior state of the archives not only in his own times 
around the year 1900, but especially in the seventeenth century.10

Rules and practices governing the archives
Uppsala University expanded in the 1620s, and the organization 

and economy of the university became firmly established in just a 
few years. A new university building was erected during the decade. 
The university library was founded in 1620–1621 through a royal 
regulation, and a large donation of books. The office of university 

chancellor was introduced in 1622, and the first chancellor, Johan 
Skytte, had recently provided funds for the establishment of a pro-
fessorship for politics and rhetoric.11 The chancellors – who were 
always power ful noblemen in their own right – had a double and 
sometimes contradictory task. They should on one hand protect the 
interests of the university at court. On the other hand, they were 
the king’s men at the university, and they were as such supposed 
to control that the universities obeyed central decisions.12 In 1624, 
the king Gustav II Adolph donated hundreds of freehold farms in 
Uppland and Västmanland to the university. The profit from these 
farms covered the university’s spendings for more than 200 years.13 
The university archives in Uppsala were first mentioned in the uni-
versity statutes of 1626. The statutes were created by university chan-
cellor Johan Skytte and the Lord High Chancellor of Sweden, Axel 
Oxenstierna, who later succeeded Skytte as university  chancellor.14

The university archives were not an institution, and there would 
be no university archivists in Uppsala until the late twentieth centu-
ry. For hundreds of years, secretaries, bursars, and rectors took care 
of the growing body of university records. According to the statutes 
of 1626, it was the responsibility of the notary (from 1655 called the 
secretary) to place judgements and other important records in the 
archives. This should be overseen by the rector. The statutes also 
state that the university bursar should leave one copy of the univer-
sity’s yearly accounts in the university archives and direct a second 
copy to the royal bursary in Stockholm.15

Normative sources like the university statutes are important, but 
we also have protocols of the university general assembly from the 
1620s and onwards. In the general assembly – in Sweden called 
the consistorium – all the professors ordinarii could participate. In 
the protocols, it is possible to trace the archival practices, and we 
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can conclude that the statutes were not followed in detail. When 
Skytte visited the University for the first time in 1627, he had nu-
merous complaints concerning the state of the protocols of the 
consistorium and threatened to fire the notary. He also ordered 
the professors to immediately round up the charters of privilege 
and other documents, new and old, and keep them in a chest in 
a safe place. The archbishop (who was also the pro-chancellor of 
the university) suggested the vestry of the cathedral.16 This is how 
many early university archives were originally kept,17 as were church 
archives and archives of judicial districts.18 In the following days 
the professors returned several letters and charters and delivered 
them to the vestry.19 Skytte would later return to the issue of the 
archives.20

In the statutes of 1655 the care of the archives was regulated in 
more detail.21 Charters, privileges and other public documents (“[p]
rivilegia denique et diplomatica publica”) were to be kept in a safe 
place, to which the rector, the bursar, and the secretary should have 
keys.22 Similar decisions had been made in the consistorium in the 
previous years.23

When the archives are mentioned in the statutes, it means a 
certain place were the university keeps its body of documents. In 
reality, there was rarely just one such body. The most important 
documents, such as the royal charters, were kept apart from the rest, 
sometimes in the cathedral, and when the archives are mentioned in 
the protocols, this body of documents is often alluded to. Other re-
cords were kept in the university bursary and with the consistorium. 
The latter were sometimes called the archives of the consistorium.

According to early inventories, the archives in the cathedral 
consisted mostly of original royal charters of privilege, statutes, 
and title deeds. The archives of the consistorium contained mainly 

protocols, correspondence, student records of matriculation, maps 
of the university estate (the farms), and several books with copies 
of important documents.24 This division is also clear in the handling 
of the university records. In the summer of 1680, for example, the 
rector, the secretary, and the bursar moved a charter of privilege, 
a document confirming an exchange of farms, and a title deed 
concerning a property in town, to the archives in the cathedral.25 
In Copenhagen, there was the same division between the most im-
portant documents, such as charters, and other records. The general 
assembly kept the latter in their meeting room.26 In the case of the 
University of Cambrigde, Heather E. Peek and Catherine P. Hall 
have pointed out that early statutes and charters determined “the 
nature of the university and colleges as privileged corporations”.27

It was the rector’s responsibility to place lists of attending students 
in the archives,28 and to keep the keys to the archives.29 A regular 
practice in the second half of the century was the airing and drying 
of archival documents outdoors, often in the presence of the rector 
and the secretary.30 The secretary was directly responsible for the 
university records, and he was supposed to place judgements and 
other important records in the archives. As in the earlier statutes, 
this should be overseen by the rector.31 In time, the practice was 
established that when a new secretary took office, the former had to 
present an inventory of the archives to the consistorium.32 The body 
of documents grew over the years, but there was also a development 
at the level of detail in these inventories. For example, the inventory 
of 1660 is just one page, the inventory of 1680 consists of almost 
nine pages (excluding the lists of clothes and other objects also 
belonging to the consistorium),33 and the inventory of 1689 forms 
the basis for a large book, “the old register”.34

Like the old statutes, the statutes of 1655 stipulated that the 
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university bursar should leave one copy of the university’s yearly 
accounts in the university archives and direct a second to the royal 
bursary.35 Finally, according to the statutes, the faculties were also 
supposed to keep their records and documents in a special place.36

Despite these rules and practices, and despite the repeated de-
mands for the return of lost documents,37 there were obvious prob-
lems with the archives. For example, when the new secretary Jacob 
Arrhenius took office in 1676, he found the neglected archives in a 
pile on the floor of the chambers of the consistorium.38 At the uni-
versity, this was a period of conflict in which Arrhenius was deeply 
involved, and we should probably view his statements in that light. 
However, Arrhenius’ view of the disastrous state of the archives 
was also confirmed by the protocols.39 Arrhenius described, both in 
the consistorium and in a short autobiography, how he sorted out 
the pile of records and created order in the archives. He also had 
suitable furniture made for the archives, and copies of documents 
concerning the university deposited in the national archives.40

The paragraph demanding the bursar to leave copies of the ac-
counts in the royal bursary and the university archives was more or 
less ignored during the first half of century. The accounts had to be 
made in hindsight and was not delivered to the royal bursary until 
1671. This was further complicated by the fact that one of the early 
bursars had diverted money from the university bursary.41

Over the years, professors and administrators removed documents 
from the premises,42 and it seems that in 1654 no original documents 
were kept in the archives.43 Time and again it was decided that 
no one was allowed to bring public documents home, at least not 
without leaving a written acknowledgement. If anyone needed the 
information at home or somewhere else, copies should be made.44

Despite all problems, archival rules and routines were introduced 

at the university in the seventeenth century. During the same period 
the archives system in Sweden was formalised on more than one 
level. The year 1618 is sometimes considered a starting point of 
the Swedish national archives. Both of the university chancellors 
mentioned above – especially Oxenstierna – were involved in the 
development of the national archives.45 The paragraphs concerning 
the archives in the university statutes also have similarities with the 
corresponding paragraphs in the earliest instructions for governors 
and the county administrative boards (länsstyrelser) from 1635 and 
1687.46 Thus, we should view the ambition to control the record 
keeping of the university against the background of similar aspira-
tions elsewhere within the state.

Frequently needed records
In the protocols, we occassionally find information about what 

the archives were needed for, and for what they were used. When 
it is explicitly spelled out that the consistorium needed specific re-
cords from the archives, it is usually in economic matters. In August 
of 1655, the university used the archives of the consistorium in an 
attempt to sort out its business with the estate of the late bursar Bo 
Chruzelius.47 Many years later, the secretary looked for evidence in 
the archives in the same unsolved matter.48 In 1694, the consisto-
rium consulted wills in the university archives in the cathedral, in 
matters concerning scholarships for students.49 We can also draw 
some conclusions on the basis of the placement of the documents, on 
the troubles with disappearing documents, and on the need for copies.

The fact that charters and title deeds were kept in a safe place in 
the cathedral underlines their importance. The rector took measures 
to prepare a fitting room for the archive in the cathedral,50 and the 
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consistorium bought a table and chairs, so it would be possible to sit 
there and read the documents.51 However, sometimes it was pointed 
out that certain documents should be kept in the premises or the 
archives of the consistorium as they were frequently asked for.

In December 1678 the vice-chancellor told the consistorium that a 
book of original letters – probably from the chancellor and the King 
– was to be kept in the meeting room “as it was often needed”.52 And 
a few years later it was decided that original correspondence with 
King and chancellor should be bound and kept in the consistorium 
“for the security of the secretary and the consistorium”.53 The bind-
ing would prevent people from removing letters from the premises.

The professors frequently complained that letters and judgements 
ruling in favour of the university were missing.54 It was decided that 
all judgements were to be bound and kept in the archives of the con-
sistorium.55 They also needed registers over the judgements as well 
as over the correspondence and settlements concerning the farms.56

Original documents in the archives were also copied in what the 
professors called copy books and kept on the premises or in the 
archives of the consistorium.57 As early as September 1628 it was 
decided that incoming letters were to be copied and that the cop-
ies should be kept in the consistorium.58 Over the years, statutes, 
privileges, correspondence of importance to the (economic) state 
of the university, and later the wills, were identified as documents 
that should be copied and in that way “always be available and the 
originals better preserved”.59 The same argument was later used 
about documents concerning the farms: Inspections protocols and 
judgements should be registered, but also copied, “so that the orig-
inals could be kept safe”.60 In 1656, the rector concluded that paper 
needed to be bought for use in the archives. Letters from the chan-
cellor, various statutes and other documents needed to be copied.61

When necessary, the secretary or a bookkeeper from the university 
bursary would be sent, or send someone, to Stockholm to retrieve 
copies of the required documents.62 The professors also took meas-
ures to secure documents from other authorities, or at least copies 
of documents, concerning the university’s farms.63 

The university often needed legal documents and letters from 
kings and chancellors. There does not seem to have been a great 
demand for records concerning the students and education, and the 
university archives were not used for research by historians until the 
nineteenth century.64 However, a vague connection between history 
and the university archives can perhaps be traced in a suggestion 
from 1639 by the chancellor that the professor of history would note 
peculiar events at the university, for keeping in the archives.65

Archives and conflicts
In Sweden, as in the rest of Europe, society was structured around 

a hierarchic system of corporations with certain privileges, such as 
estates and guilds.66 The world of learning was no exception, and 
the universities even had their own jurisdictions. These privileges 
had medieval roots, and they would not disappear in Sweden until 
the mid-nineteenth century. The universities jealously guarded their 
privileges, not least against competing corporations. Typically, 
in university towns, there were conflicts between townsmen and 
university, and archival documents could serve as weapons in these 
conflicts. According to the Laudian Code of Statutes in Oxford 
(1637) the “keeper of the archives”, a then newly created function, 
was expected to deliver the required documents to defend the 
university privileges. He was salaried from a tax “for the defence 
of privileges”.67 In sixteenth-century Cambridge, the university was 
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frequently in quarrels with the town. The university consulted their 
old charters, kept in a vestry, and noted anything concerning the 
liberties and laws of the university in a book, which could be kept 
at hand.68 At Lund University, the chancellor ordered the professors 
in 1742 to assemble and register all records that could be used in 
defence of the university’s economic interests.69

In Uppsala, when on a rare occasion in 1676 it is mentioned which 
judgements are needed but missing, the two judgements mentioned 
are between the university and the town. One of them was a ruling 
in favour of the university not having to help with a building pro-
ject in town.70 It is likely that similar problems were lurking at other 
occasions when the professors complained that judgements ruling 
in favour of the university were missing.71 In a letter to the governor 
from 1689, we can see how the records were used in relation to the 
town. In an attempt to get the governor to take the university’s po-
sition against the town magistrate concerning some croplands, the 
consistorium sent him charters of endowments and other records 
confirming their demands.72

Not only local rival corporations, but also central government 
could impose a threat. Following a dispute in 1607, when the univer-
sity’s position was still uncertain, the secretary of Charles IX, accord-
ing to Claes Annerstedt, cleverly tricked the rector to let him borrow 
the university’s charter of privilege, and did not give it back when 
the professors asked him to. The professors begged both the King 
and the Lord High Chancellor Axel Oxenstierna, explaining that 
it was impossible to run the university without the charter. It took 
five years to find a solution.73 This example shows the importance of 
the document itself, as a guarantee of the actual privileges. When 
in 1656 a government office requested that the university sent its 
charters of endowments to Stockholm, the professors decided that 

the secretary should make copies of everything and send those with 
the originals to the capital.74 Then the bursar travelled to Stockholm 
with the documents, left the copies with the government office and 
a few months later brought the originals back to Uppsala.75 This was 
during the age of reductions in Sweden. Receivers of donated lands 
had to deliver their charters of endowments for scrutiny, and it was 
common to leave copies with the government offices.76

There were conflicts within the university as well. From the 1660s 
through the 1670s and -80s these frequently evolved around the 
strong man of the university, Olof Rudbeck the elder. He had many 
enemies among the professors, but his patron was none other than 
the university chancellor Magnus Gabriel De la Gardie.77 Univer-
sity records were important in these conflicts, and Rudbeck had a 
history of keeping records in his house, against the wishes of the 
consistorium.78

Magnus Gabriel De la Gardie was university chancellor from 1655 
until his death 31 years later. He was the most powerful person in 
the realm, the Lord High Chancellor, a royal favourite, married into 
the royal family, and leader of the government during the regency of 
Charles XI’s minority. However, he was blamed for the bad finances 
of the kingdom, lost his position in public life as well as most of his 
titles and estates. A few years before the death of De la Gardie, the 
King appointed a commission, appropriately called the inquisition, 
with the assignment to scrutinize the economy of the university. The 
targets were De la Gardie and his favourite professor Rudbeck.79

The inquisition required the protocols of the consistorium from the 
1650s and onwards.80 In conflicts protocols were of interest, and in 
the years leading to the inquisition, professors on several occasions 
accused their enemies of having made late and inaccurate changes in 
the protocols.81 However, some documents had been removed from 
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the premises. The inquisition and even the king Charles XI com-
plained and demanded that they would be brought back. No one 
was allowed to keep public documents at home.82 In the following 
meeting Rudbeck was identified as having university records – main-
ly economic records and judgements – in his house.83 This was not 
simply obstruction by Rudbeck. He had been commanded to write 
an account of his actions at the university during the preceding dec-
ades, but his opponents prohibited him from borrowing protocols 
and other records.84 The demands of the inquisition made Rudbeck 
reflect on the nature of public documents (“publique documenter”). 
Did they really include one’s drafts and registers?85

The following university chancellor Bengt Oxenstierna showed 
interest in the university archives, and required further news con-
cerning an inventory of the archives.86 He also demanded to get 
copies of the protocols each year, and he told the professors to 
remove traces of certain conflicts from the protocols.87 He clearly 
wanted control of the documents and considering what happened 
to his predecessor, he was possibly worried that the university re-
cords might be used against him.

Conclusions
The statutes of the university outlined roughly how the records 

and archives of the university should be kept. They were not always 
followed in detail, and new practices, such as the production of 
inventories and registers, were introduced as the body of records 
grew. Legal documents concerning the property and privileges of 
the university were of special importance and at least in the second 
half of the century kept in the cathedral. The most often needed re-
cords, such as judgements, letters from the king and the chancellor, 

and at least copies of royal charters and endowments, were kept on 
the premises of the consistorium.

Looking at archival practices 400 years ago, they seem strangely 
familiar at first glance and on a practical level. The university had 
the same need to find their own information, similar troubles with 
premises, and finding time to register. However, if we study power 
relations and ask ourselves why they struggled with the record 
keeping, the difference is striking. Today, Swedish authorities, 
including the universities, are bound by law to keep public records 
available to the citizens. In the seventeenth century the public had 
no such rights, and in contrast to today, the archives could not be 
used by the citizens to control the university. As today, the universi-
ty needed their archives for their own administration, and as today, 
property and economy were well documented. But while recording 
and preserving the results of the students’ efforts is one of the most 
important functions of the university archives today, the students 
were almost never mentioned in the discussions about the archives 
400 years ago. It is significant that when they were, it concerned 
scholarships. This is also reflected in the content of the university 
archives from the seventeenth century.

Sven Lundkvist’s study of the control over state archives in the 
seventeenth century concluded that the central government could 
use the archives to control regional administration and the subjects. 
During the same period the state used church records as means 
for taxation and conscription.88 How does this compare with the 
records and archives of the university corporation?

It was obviously in the interest of the university chancellors, rep-
resenting the central authorities since 1622, that university records 
were complete and in order. In the early part of the century, the 
chancellors seem to have been the driving force in establishing the 
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rules and practices concerning records and archives at the university. 
The university was also supposed to send certain records to the chan-
cellor and to the royal bursary. It did not always work, but it is clear 
that the central powers wanted to control the university records.

However, it worked both ways, and the university archives be-
came a means for the corporation’s own needs, in safeguarding its 
privileges and its property, possibly even against the ambitions of 
the central state. This corresponds well with the double-sided role 
of the university chancellors. However, when the professors re-
quested documents from the archives, it is not often clear why they 
did so. Sometimes it is obvious that they were concerned with the 
well-being of the corporation, but sometimes they seem to have had 
personal reasons, if such a distinction is possible, for reading and 
sometimes not returning, the university records. One must also be 
careful with concluding that because the professors wanted access 
to the records, they were also interested in the university archives as 
such. That was clearly not always the case.

As the archives grew, the order of the records became more cru-
cial, and the inventories and registers became more detailed. In the 
second half of the seventeenth century, the archives were used in 
conflict with townsmen, in power struggles within the consistorium, 
and even to compromise the chancellor De la Gardie himself when 
he had fallen from grace. The next chancellor showed considerable 
interest in the university’s records and archives, possibly realising 
the potential and the dangers buried in the archival information.
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Archives are together with other memory and knowledge insti-
tutions, like libraries and museums, active constructors of cultural 
memories, cultural heritages and historical narratives, not passive 
custodians of our recorded and documented past. Persons working 
in different kinds of memory institutions are constantly involved 
in processes of collecting, selecting, ordering and curating the 
materials from which history and cultural heritage is created. These 
processes are informed by prevailing traditions, discourses and 
practices on what should be omitted and what should be recorded, 
but also on how to collect, label, archive, curate and use archived 
materials.1 “ The archivization produces as much as it records the 
event”, as Jacques Derrida writes.2 In this text I will use one spe-
cific collecting process of narratives from persons categorized as 
“Swedish Jews” at the archive of the Nordic Museum in Stockholm, 
Sweden, as a case study, to discuss the archive of the Nordic Muse-
um as production site of knowledge on Swedish cultural heritage 
and history. My research is situated within the framework of a 
cultural approach to oral history and archival science.3 This text 
is also informed by feminist philosopher Judith Butler about how 
vulnerability and the relationship between vulnerability and agency 
can be understood.4 Butler’s ideas about descriptive discourses, 
vulnerability and agency in relation to the knowledge production 
will be applied to the archive of the Nordic museum to explore how 
the understandings of categories such as ‘Swedes’, ‘Jews’, ‘Swedish-
ness’, ‘Jewishness’ and ‘Swedish Jews” have shaped the processes 
of collecting and archiving. The empirical material consists of all 
50 life stories collected from persons categorised as ‘Swedish-born 
Jews’ in the register of the collection. As often argued in the research 
field of oral history it is not only who is interviewed that matters for 

–Malin Thor Tureby–“No, I never 
thought that we were different.”  

Vulnerability,  Descriptive  
Discourses and Agency  

in the Archive–
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which kind of narrative that will be created and later end up in pub-
lications and/or an archived collection, but also how persons are 
interviewed and by whom.5 I agree, and the point of departure for 
the analysis is therefor to investigate if and in which ways the actors 
in the knowledge production, the staff from the museum as well 
as the interviewees and persons who contributed with their written 
life stories, confirmed or challenged prevailing discourses about 
Jewishness in the 1990’s and how this is manifested in the in the 
archived materials that constitute the collection “Jewish memories” 
at the archive of the Nordic Museum in Stockholm, Sweden. 

Vulnerability, descriptive discourses and agency
The definition of vulnerability varies in and between disciplines, 

research fields and national legislations regarding research ethics. 
Indeed, vulnerability has been debated and contested not only in 
oral history and research ethics, but also in feminist philosophy.6 
Judith Butler writes in her essay “Rethinking Vulnerability and 
Resistance” that one dimension of our vulnerability – as human 
beings – is related to our exposure to name-calling and discursive 
categories:

All of us are called names, and this kind of name-calling demon-
strates an important dimension of the speech act. We do not only 
act through the speech act; speech acts also act upon us. There is 
a distinct performative effect of having been named as part of one 
nationality or a minority, or to find out that how you are regarded in 
any of these respects is summed up by a name or a category that you 
yourself did not choose. A category that existed before you could 
speak. We can, and do ask, Am I that Name? Am I that category?7 

In this sense, we are all vulnerable and affected by discourses that 
we never chose, according to Butler. Some scholars argue that once 
groups are marked as “vulnerable”, they are fixed in a position of 
powerlessness and lack of agency. Butler is not in favour of such 
definitions of vulnerability, since they continue to locate vulnerabil-
ity as the opposite of agency. Instead, she suggests that we should 
try to understand the way vulnerability enters agency. When we 
do, our understanding of both terms can change and the binary 
opposition between action and vulnerability can become undone. 
According to Butler, without being able to think about vulnerabili-
ty, we cannot think about resistance or agency.8 

Inspired by Butler’s understanding of vulnerability and how the 
relationship between vulnerability and agency can be analysed, 
I will in this text apply her ideas on vulnerability and agency in 
a research context and more importantly in relation to collecting 
and archiving narratives from one group that often is referred to as 
vulnerable in Swedish society, the Jewish minority.

When conducting research, we use concepts or categories such 
as “Jewish” – categories that are framed and filled with meaning in 
exis ting discourses. In my research, for example, with and about the 
Jewish minority in Sweden, I thus inevitably recreate “discourses 
about Jews and Jewishness”, even though I strive to investigate and 
problematize precisely these discourses.9 However, I would argue 
that oral history provides the opportunity also to explore people’s 
self-understandings and thus open up for questions and analysis 
of both structural oppression and oppositions to discriminating 
discourses and assigned positions created, for example, by research. 
According to Penny Summerfield, the challenge for the oral histori-
an is to understand the cultural components that go into accounts 
of a remembered and interpreted past; or to put it  differently, “the 
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oral historian needs to understand not only the narrative offered, 
but also the meanings invested in it and their discursive origins”.10 
Thus, in order to understand the archived narratives in the collec-
tion Jewish Memories we need to understand discourses on Jewish-
ness in the 1990’s.

To hear with the collection
I have in previous publications discussed the initiation and 

archivization of the collection Jewish memories in relation to 
dominant discourses on Jewishness in the 1990’s and will therefore 
only very briefly discuss these processes in this text.11 The prelude 
to the collection was, according to my previous interpretation of the 
archived records, an idea by the author Pia-Kristina Garde to make 
an exhibition for the fiftieth anniversary of what she called “the 
White Buses”.12 Garde’s intention with the exhibition was to collect 
memories from the Second World War in Sweden (she proposed 
that questions should be handed out to visitors to the exhibition) 
from as many people as possible to create a memory archive about 
Sweden during the Second World War. However, when it was de-
cided at the Museum to create a collection, it became a collection 
solely focusing on Jewish memories.13

During 1994–1998, the archive of the Nordic Museum collected 
autobiographical material (interviews and written life stories) for 
a Jewish memories collection, in total, about 400 life stories. The 
impetus, to only focus on Jewish memories and not memories in 
general about and from the Second World War, as initially sug-
gested by Garde, was motivated by the importance to contravene 
the voices that claimed that the Holocaust never occurred and to 
counteract a perceived increase in xenophobia and antisemitism in 

society. The idea was that “A documentation of Jewish memories 
would, therefore, be a very important contribution and tool in the 
fight against hostility and racism.”14 

Thus, one could argue that the “Jews” or the “survivors”, often 
categorized as “vulnerable”, were assigned a mission here, to save 
the vulnerable Swedish society from a perceived increasing antisem-
itism, racism and xenophobia. The initiation of collection can also 
be placed in a wider international context. Archived correspondence 
with, as well as brochures and interview guides from, for example 
Shoah Visual History Foundation, Holocaust Memorial Museum in 
Washington, The Montreal Holocaust Memorial Centre, Holocaust 
Oral History Project in San Francisco and Yad Vashem in Jerusalem, 
reveals that the staff at the museum interacted with other memory in-
stitutions.15 These contacts and visits to different memory institutions 
that had worked with documentation projects for decades (as for 
example the Montreal Holocaust Memorial Center and Yad Vashem) 
or more recently (as for example the Shoah Foundation) influenced 
most likely how the collection process in Sweden was designed.16 

Furthermore, in the 1990s, the end of the Cold War also meant 
that archives of vital importance for the study of the Holocaust 
were made available and that the concern with Holocaust research 
was (re-)actualized in an international context. However, in Swe-
den Holocaust studies did not yet exist as a research field in the 
beginning of the 1990’s. Few scholars had researched or published 
about Sweden and the Holocaust at that time. In his discussion 
of Swedish Holocaust historiography in the 1990’s, Paul A. Levine 
remarked that there was an extensive historical literature about 
Sweden during the Second World War, but that only one study, 
prior to his own, discussed Sweden’s response to the Holocaust – 
Steven Koblik’s The Stones Cry out Sweden’s Response to the Persecution 
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of Jews 1933–1945.17 Levine’s dissertation would become the second 
one. But as Levine underlines, although Koblik’s book was a pio-
neering study, it was conducted by a historian, without any training 
or expertise in Holocaust studies. This is an important point made 
by Levine, since it suggests that Holocaust studies did not yet exist 
as a research field in Sweden. Furthermore, it is of importance to 
acknowledge that, what Levine defines, as the first two studies on 
Sweden and the Holocaust were published by historians born in 
the United States. However, as I have suggested elsewhere, one can 
argue that the research field of Holocaust studies had more than 
one beginning in Sweden.18 Paul A. Levine is mainly referring to 
studies in political history. However, testimonies was, for example, 
collected and Holocaust archives created even before the Second 
World War ended and these collecting, documenting and research-
ing activities continued in Sweden with the arrival of the survivors, 
who was the most ardent collectors of testimonies.19

Further, as concluded by Levine, a considerable amount of re-
search literature on Sweden and the Second World War existed in 
1990s. In 1991 journalist Maria-Pia Boëthius book, Heder och Sam-
vete. Sverige och Andra världskriget [Honor and Conscience. Sweden 
and the Second World War], was published. Boëthius questioned 
what she considered to be a conceited Swedish self-image in pre-
vious publications and initiated a debate about Sweden’s “neutral-
ity”, actions and non-actions during the Second World War.20 The 
book resulted in a heated public debate and self-reflections among 
 Swedish historians.21

There are however no archived records or documents in the Jew-
ish memories collection that explicitly relate to Paul A. Levine’s, 
Steven Koblik’s or Maria-Pia Boëthius books that confirm that the 
public and academic debates about Sweden’s (im)moral (non-)

actions during the Second World War influenced the initiation of 
or the design of the Jewish memories collection at the archive of the 
Nordic Museum. Actually, previous public and academic debates 
and publications was mainly discussing Sweden as a state, while the 
memory collection initiated at the Nordic  Museum in 1994 focused 
on individuals and their personal memories and experiences from 
and about the Holocaust. In fact, Ingrid Lomfors, whose disserta-
tion uses oral history interviews with persons who came to Sweden 
with the Kindertransport in the end of the 1930s, was hired as the 
project leader for the collection. The collection Jewish memories 
at the Nordic Museum is in this way rather connected to the devel-
opments in the international research field Holocaust studies and 
to similar collections in other countries, rather than to previous 
research on political history in the Swedish context.22

As I have discussed in previous publications, it was decided 
quite early in the process, that the documentation at the Nordic 
Museum should concern three categories of people, all of Jewish 
descent: Jews who were born in Sweden, Jews who fled to Sweden 
before and during the war, and Jews who came to Sweden from 
concentration camps. An interview guide and/or questionnaire 
was constructed to be used either while interviewing all the three 
constructed Jewish groups in the project (refugees, survivors and 
Swedish Jews) or when people from these groups were asked to 
write their life story. The guide was divided into eleven chronolog-
ical sections. In relation to “Jewishness”, the interviewee was asked 
to describe the Jewish background of his/her family. Was the fam-
ily, for example, orthodox? How were Jewish holidays and other 
traditions celebrated in and outside the home? Was the interviewee 
active in any  Jewish association? The questionnaire also asked about 
Jewish life and everyday Jewish culture and traditions in Sweden. 
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The respondent was also asked to talk about, for example, school, 
friends and hobbies. The questions which followed show a chronol-
ogy related to the development of the Second World War and the 
Holocaust. Further, when the materials were archived all life stories 
was provided with a cover. On the cover there is information about 
the type of main source it entails (the terms used are oral or written 
life story), how extensive it is (number of pages), if there are any 
attachments (such as cards, letters, photos or other documents) as 
well as a review (for example reflective, easy-to-read, concise, etc.). 
Also, personal data are noted: name, category (in all of these cases 
‘Swedish-born’), gender, date of birth and place of residence. The 
cover also provide a short summary with a chronology that is divid-
ed into Pre-war years (place of birth, other places, family size, par-
ents occupation, employment, other activities, Jewish affiliation), 
War years (here the archivist responsible for compiling the material 
has written a short story of what happened to the person during the 
war years, followed by a chronological account of the Post-war years 
– social situation 1945, the fate of the family, employment, other 
activities, family formation, Jewish affiliation and other tasks). The 
compilation of the material and the writing of the texts on the cover 
contributes to a homogenization of the material, but also creates 
a chronology of the individual life stories, that is rather following 
the course of the war than the individual’s life course. Thus, the 
staff of the museum’s archive have created a narrative, during the 
archivization process, that can be understood as a hybrid between 
a life story and a story of the Second World War and the Holo-
caust. The design of the archiving system, how the individual life 
stories were compiled and filed separately, but also together in the 
collection and the categories and names used when a registry for 
the collection was created (Swedish born, refugee and survivor) is a 

concrete example of how the archivists are part of and co-authors of 
the stories contained in the archives.23 

My previous analysis shows that the staff at the archive of the 
Nordic Museum, as well as the interviewers and interviewees, had 
the idea that the materials could be used in the struggle against 
antisemitism and xenophobia as well as in documenting testimo-
nies or narratives about the Holocaust or Jewish experiences of 
the Holocaust and/or the Second World War. Consequently, the 
deconstructions of the initiation and the archivisation process of 
the collection, concludes that the Jewish memories project is one 
available discourse on Jewishness in the 1990s that the interview-
ers and the ‘Swedish-born Jews’ had to engage with. This was 
a discourse where Jewishness is something related to the Second 
World War and the Holocaust; Jewishness as something that is not 
Swedish; and finally, ‘Swedish-Jewishness’ in relation to Jewishness 
represented by survivors and refugees.24 

In the following, this text will discuss how theses discourses and 
especially how the discourse about ‘Jewishness as something that is 
not Swedish’, is negotiated, contested or confirmed in the archived 
narratives. The analysis also explores how vulnerability enters agen-
cy, while acknowledging the capacity of a conscious individual to 
contest and criticize discourses.25

The alleged Jewish appearance–descriptive 
discourses in the collection
Many of the collected and archived life stories contain narra-

tives about childhood, experiences from school, marriage, high 
holidays, work life, meeting with refugees and survivors from the 
concentration camps during and after World War II, trips to Israel 



343342

etc.  –  themes initiated and elicited by the interview guide men-
tioned above. However, there are also narratives about other themes 
in the collected interviews, narratives that might be understood in 
relation to prevailing discourses and stereotypes about “Jews”. One 
such example of a recurrent theme is narratives about what I have 
come to call “the alleged Jewish look or appearance”. There are no 
questions about what the interviewees looked like as children in 
the interview guide. Nevertheless, several of the interviews contain 
narratives or conversations about appearances and “a supposed 
Jewish appearance.”

The Swedish historian Lars M. Andersson argues that the way a 
society defines and constructs the body reflects how its members 
define themselves and the other, how and where the line between Us 
and Them is drawn. According to Andersson, anti-Semitism during 
the 1920s and 1930s was hegemonic in Swedish society, in the sense 
that anti-Semitic notions were largely perceived as self-evident. Fur-
ther, racial thinking about “Jews” and the use of anti-Semitic beliefs 
and stereotypes was an element in the creation of a modern Swedish 
cultural and national identity in diverse designs of Swedishness. 
During the 1800s and early 1900s, the Jewish body and the alleged 
Jewish physical appearance was constructed as different from a 
supposed Swedish body and look.26 

The life stories analysed here were told by several different per-
sons in the 1990s. They were children or young during the 1920s 
and 1930s. There are no questions regarding “Jewish manners, looks 
or bodies” in the interview guide. Still the supposed Jewish appear-
ance is mentioned and used by both narrators and interviewers as a 
distinctive and explanatory factor for whether people were subject-
ed to antisemitism or not:

I have no specific Jewish traits, so I was never bullied. But it 
happened that someone shouted “Jewish pig” or something like 
that after my Jewish friends with strong Jewish appearances. As a 
young boy I was sometimes almost a little bit jealous of friends who 
looked like Jews should do. In my class, there was a small childish 
boy who gladly drew Jewish faces on the blackboard, i. e. faces with 
a large 6 as a nose.27

This way of drawing Jewish faces was common in Swedish popu-
lar culture at the beginning of the twentieth century.28 Although the 
narrator expresses that it was childish to paint “Jewish faces” this 
way, he has internalized the antisemitic perception and stereotype 
of what Jews look like. His explanation for not being bullied or a 
victim of antisemitism is that he did not look like a Jew was sup-
posed to. His lack of personal experience from antisemitism, due to 
his ability to pass as a non-Jewish Swede becomes both an individ-
ual success story, and a narrative about structural antisemitism and 
antisemitic discourses in Swedish society.

In another interview, the interviewee cannot recall that he has ever 
been a victim of antisemitism (or “subject to antisemitic attacks) 
as he puts it, even though he went to school during the 1930s and 
1940s, when, according to him, there were plenty of “sympathizers 
with Germany” and “Nazi rascals” in Sweden. The interviewer 
responds and seeks to problematize this statement by attributing 
a Jewish appearance to the interviewee: “Even though you looked 
quite Jewish, but fair.” The interviewee answers:

No, I don’t think so, I was extremely redheaded, I looked like a 
Jew from Eastern Europe, but the Jewish caricature does not look 
that way. I didn’t have a weird nose and … no, I probably did not 
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resemble the general notion of what a Jew boy should look like. I 
was not dark, I was fair … and freckled and slightly chubby.29

Both the interviewee and the interviewer thus place antisemitism 
in Sweden in the past, in the 1930s and 1940s and in specific groups. 
However, the interviewee questions the interviewer’s analysis and 
choice of words by pointing out that he did not resemble what 
he refers to as “the Jewish caricature” and speaks of a general (if 
not antisemitic notion) of what a Jewish boy should look like. The 
interviewer does not reply to the interviewee’s comments about “the 
Jewish caricature”, but answers: “slightly chubby?” After that, the 
conversation takes a completely different turn and the supposed 
Jewish appearance or antisemitism is not the subject of any discus-
sion or narration again during this interview. 

A comparable situation and conversation about a supposed Jew-
ish appearance and antisemitism can be found in another interview:

Interviewer: Did you have any friends when you were a child and 
went to school?

The interviewee: Yes, I had no difficulty with friends. I don’t look 
like a Jew and I am not particular Jewish in my manners either. 
So, I had no difficulties, I had many good friends, I have had 
friends almost all my life, you see.

Interviewer: Do you mean Swedish friends? 
The interviewee: Swedish friends, yes. There were not that many 

Jews in Stockholm then … and they were not very religious, they 
didn’t go to the synagogue and … they had Jewish parents, but 
they were not that interested [in Judaism].

Interviewer: When you say you did not have a Jewish appearance, that 
there were those who would have distanced themselves from you …?

The interviewee: No, not then, you know, but perhaps today … 
There are currently xenophobes in Sweden, they don’t like immi-
grants … and it is possible that at that time [in the past] being a 
Jew could have been uncomfortable, but I can’t say that I’ve had 
any problems and I don’t think my siblings have had any either. 
We are like everyone else, you know. 

Interviewer: Were your friends Swedish children for the most part? 
Interviewee: Almost all, … there were classes [in school] with only 

one Jew and there were classes where there were no Jews at all.30

In this excerpt both the interviewee and the interviewer explain 
Jewishness as something that is non-Swedish. The interviewee 
begins by telling that he neither looks Jewish nor is Jewish [in his 
manners] and therefore has had friends in his whole life. The inter-
viewer does not react to his statement about the Jewish appearance 
or manners – she does not ask about Jewish looks or manners – but 
accepts that it is something that exists. Although the interview took 
place in the 1990s, when it probably was not as common as at the 
beginning of the century to express antisemitic stereotypes as to 
how a Jew should look and behave. However, by asking for a clarifi-
cation, she indicates that, despite everything, it is not completely in 
its order to shut someone out because of an alleged Jewish look. On 
the other hand, the interviewee is constantly positioned against the 
Swedish by the interviewer. The interviewer is for example asking if 
the interviewee had Swedish friends – even though the interviewee 
is Swedish too. He was born in Sweden, which he points out several 
times during the interview. By repetitively asking about the Swedish 
friends, the interviewer creates a distinction between Swedishness 
and Jewishness, and Jewishness is during the interview constructed 
as non-Swedish. It is thus mainly the interviewer who that creates 
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boundaries and questions the interviewee’s belonging and position 
in Swedish society in this narrative. The interviewer repeatedly 
creates an opposition between Jewishness and Swedishness that 
the interviewee must relate to during the interview. Thus, it is not a 
narrative about the interviewee’s experiences of antisemitism; rather 
it becomes a narrative about Swedishness and Jewishness, where the 
interviewer repeatedly says that Jewish is not Swedish, although the 
interviewee continually tries to convince her that he is Swedish and 
like everyone else. It is also in relation to Swedishness and Jewish-
ness that the interviewer asks if the interviewee had any friends in his 
childhood. She might just as well have posed an open question like: 
tell me about your friends in school. Instead she asks the inter viewee 
if he had any friends, and when he responds that he had many, she 
asks if they were Swedish. Thereby the interviewer constructs Jewish-
ness as something potentially negative and associated with being 
without friends. She also implies an incompatibility between Jewish 
and Swedish and Jews and Swedes. Later in the same interview, the 
interviewee once again uses his “non-Jewish” appearance to explain 
why he had not been the victim of anti- Semitism: 

Interviewer: “Was there any experience of antisemitism in Sweden? 
The interviewee: I have been very little exposed to it, I must say. I 

don’t know if it’s because my appearances. I speak the language. 
I was born with Swedish; you know. It would have been a 
different if I was an immigrant and didn’t speak the language 
[…]. I was like any other Swede, you know. Swedish is my native 
tongue; accordingly, I speak Swedish fluently.31

In this section the interviewer once again ascribes non-Swedish-
ness and estrangement to the interviewee. By posing the question 

“Was there any experience of antisemitism in Sweden?” she implies 
that the interviewee is from another country. And indeed, the narra-
tor, once again, feels as if his Swedishness is being questioned and 
apparently finds it necessary to again clarify to the interviewer that 
he was born in Sweden and that Swedish is his mother tongue. The 
interviewee was born and raised in Stockholm, a theme he returns 
to several times during the interview. Locality, his belonging, love 
for and identification with Stockholm recurs several times during 
the interview: “I have lived my life in Stockholm, and I love Stock-
holm, it’s a wonderful, beautiful city, especially in the summer.” The 
interviewee’s recurrent emphasis that he was born in Sweden, loves 
Stockholm and speaks Swedish fluently, indicates that he feels a need 
to clarify his Swedish character and belonging to the  interviewer.

In the oral life story outlined above there is no explicit statement 
of what a supposed Jewish appearance looks like; it is implicitly 
understood. In another interview, the interviewer’s understanding 
of a “Jewish look” is explicitly pronounced in the transcription of 
the interview: The excerpt below is a reflection by the interview-
er on what the interviewed woman looked like in relation to her 
narrative about when she and her mother were harassed at a bus 
stop by a well-known Swedish Nazi in Stockholm in the 1930s. The 
interviewer writes:

On the photographs in the [woman’s] room, you can see that when 
she was young, she had a more pronounced Jewish appearance than 
she has today. Her hair was black, her eyes very large and dark with 
marked eyebrows and she had a narrow, rather long nose. 32

In the same interview, the interviewer also poses the question: 
“Did you ever think that you were any different from ‘ordinary 
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Swedes’”? The interviewee responds: “No, I never thought that we 
were different.” Stories about the supposed Jewish appearance, or 
that the respondent was supposedly different from a non-disclosed 
Swedish normality, are thus something initiated by the interviewer.33 
Sometimes the interviewee argues with the interviewer, disagreeing 
as in the example above of the man who said that his looks did not 
correspond to a stereotypical idea of a Jewish physical appearance 
or as in this example with a simple sentence: “No, I never thought 
we were different.” There are, however, also different scenarios, 
where the interviewer tells or tries to convince the interviewee that 
she or he was different, and where the interviewee finally agrees:

Interviewer: When you were quite young did you feel Jewish or that 
you were different? 

The interviewee: (very firmly), Yes, it was known absolutely, yes 
absolutely! And in school too.

Interviewer: Did it [the Jewishness] bring any discomfort?
The interviewee: No, you know at that time one could hear on the 

street maybe someone something … Jew or something like that, 
but not in person.

Interviewer: You didn’t get teased?
The interviewee: No, absolutely not. Never directly, no.
Interviewer: But you felt that you were outside and different.
The interviewee: Yes, a little different, I did of course, I did actually.
Interviewer: Yes, because you were also dark.
The interviewee: Yes, I was.34

This excerpt from the interview shows an extreme case. Jewish-
ness is recurrently represented as different from Swedishness, and 
the interviewer constructs Jewishness as something negative and as-

sociated with being left outside, being teased or marginalised. The 
interviewer is actually telling the interviewee that she was different 
and that she was dark.

A dark appearance contrasted to the fair and supposedly Swed-
ish look recurs in several narratives. In some cases, however, this 
experience is not interpreted as antisemitic or discriminatory. In 
a written life story, for example, a woman tells a funny anecdote 
about when she was a pupil in the French school in Stockholm: 

Then we were all relieved from attending the lessons in Christianity. 
When our friends had lessons in Christianity, we were placed on 
a bench outside the classroom. We would then sit still there for a 
full hour. As all six of us were more or less black-haired, we were 
called ‘the six ink spots’. Throughout my schooling, I’ve never been 
exposed to any form of persecution, neither in the French school 
nor later.35 

Although the story is told as a funny anecdote, it relates to and is 
framed by antisemitism, since the narrator concludes at the end of 
the story that she has never been persecuted.

In many life stories, the school is the arena where the interviewees 
first encounter antisemitism. In one oral life story, a man tells the 
story of how his sister found out the she was Jewish and had her 
first experience of antisemitism: 

She was 12 years old, my sister […] and the teacher asked one day: 
“Would [sister’s name] and [his sister’s friend’s name] come up to 
the lectern?” And they went there unsuspecting, presumably well- 
behaved girls in the Lyceum, up to the lectern, and so the teacher 
said: “‘Would you like to turn to the class?” And when they did 
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that, she took the stylus and then she said: “Girls, here we have two 
examples of the Jewish race. One can look like this and the other 
can look like this.” … And this I actually remember because my 
sister came home and was completely … she just screamed and  
cried and did not understand anything.36

This narrative about the teacher who calls the two girls in front 
of the class in order to demonstrate “Jewish appearances” in the 
1930s is of course terrible and must have been a very unpleasant 
experience for the narrator’s younger sister. Still, in the collection 
created in the 1990s at the archive of the museum, narratives and 
statements about the Jewish appearance and the othering in rela-
tion to what was perceived as “Swedish” and “normal” is articulated 
both by interviewers and by interviewees. By denying or confirming 
that someone looked like a “Jew” as a child, both parties relate to 
and thus consolidating a prevailing antisemitic discourse that very 
much resemble the antisemitic discourse that the narrators say that 
they experienced in the 1930s.

Concluding remarks–vulnerability,  descriptive 
discourses and agency in the archive
Even though the collection Jewish memories was initiated and 

created to counter what was perceived as a vulnerable and threat-
ening situation, with growing antisemitism and xenophobia in 
Swedish society during the 1990s, the Swedish-born Jews are con-
structed as non-Swedish and aliens in the interview- and collection 
processes. The stories of an alleged Jewish appearance and state-
ments about a “Jewish” look differing from a supposed “Swedish” 
physical appearance is constructed by the interviewers as well as the 

interviewees in the collection of the Jewish memoirs. By denying or 
confirming that someone looked like a “Jew” as a child, both the in-
terviewer and the interviewee reinforce and relate to an antisemitic 
discourse. To be “dark” is a deviation from the normalized state of 
“white” or “fair”. A normative Swedishness is thereby consolidated 
in the material, as a whole, a homogeneous Swedishness that is 
never explicitly  stated, but constantly made visible – as Christian, 
blue-eyed and fair or blonde. The alleged Jewish appearance is, in 
all cases, related to what the narrator looked like in childhood – a 
childhood lived in a society where antisemitism was an accepted 
discourse and an actual everyday reality. The stories and the inter-
viewers’ statements regarding the alleged “Jewish appearances or 
manners” of the interviewees as well as the questions concerning 
their “other ness” were however, elicited in the 1990s, at a time when 
most of the interviewees explicitly claimed they had never been vic-
tims of antisemitism and at a time when the Museum through the 
collecting of these memories was trying to counteract xenophobia 
and antisemitism in society. According to the interviewees’ stories, 
few of them had been subjected to anti semitic attacks or insults – 
but the analysis of the collected life stories nevertheless affirms that 
antisemitic stereotypes still had a very strong impact in the 1990s 
in Sweden. The questions about how the interviewees perceived 
themselves in relation to “ordinary” Swedes, and whether they felt 
different, construct the interviewees as non-Swedes, not only back 
in the 1930s but also in the 1990s. Previous research has argued that 
racial thinking about “Jews” and the use of antisemitic beliefs and 
stereotypes was an element in the creation of a modern Swedish cul-
tural and national identity, in diverse designs of Swedishness at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. The analy sis of the collection 
Jewish memories shows how this was still done within the archive 
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of the Nordic Museum during the interview- and archivization 
processes of the collection in the 1990s. 

However, this study also shows that the power to define and cate-
go rize does not only belong to the staff (in this case the initiators 
and interviewers working with the collection) at the memory and 
knowledge intuitions alone. According to Butler, without being able 
to think about vulnerability, we cannot think about resistance or 
agency. As this study illustrates memory and knowledge institutions 
may (unintentionally) contribute to recreating or maintaining dis-
criminatory and marginalizing discourses, when creating, collecting 
and archiving materials for the archive for future research. But it also 
shows that social categories and stereotypes are not trans historical 
or self-evident, but constantly (re)constructed in historical situations 
and institutional contexts. Moreover, this study also demonstrates 
how individual narrators resist assigned positions and descriptive 
discourses in the archived narratives. By acknowledging these acts 
of resistance, the dimension of the human vulnerability is illumi-
nated, but also how vulnerability enters agency, in the know ledge 
production at the archive of the Nordic Museum in Sweden.

This article is written within the research project “Jewish and woman. 
Intersectional and historical perspectives on Jewish women’s lives in 
Sweden during the 20th and 21st centuries”. Funded by the Swedish 
Research Council. Dnr. 2016-03983.
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18 Malin Thor Tureby, “Memories, testimonies and oral history”: 
67–92; Malin Thor Tureby & Kristin Wagrell, Vittnesmål från Förintelsen 
och de överlevandes berättelser: Definitioner, insamlingar och användningar, 
1939–2020, (Stockholm: Forum för levande historia).

19 Also in 1994 Mirjam Sterner Carlberg’s dissertation, Gemenskap 
och överlevnad: Om den judiska gruppen i Borås och dess historia (Göte-
borg: Göteborgs universitet 1994) was published and Ingrid Lomfors 
dissertation Förlorad barndom-återvunnet liv: De judiska flyktingbarnen från 
Nazistyskland (Göteborg: Göteborgs universitet 1996) was published 
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the same year as Levine’s dissertation. Further, the year before Levine’s 
and Lomfors’ dissertation Lars Olsson’s book, På tröskeln till folkhemmet: 
Baltiska flyktingar och polska koncentrationslägerfångar som reservarbetskraft 
i skånskt jordbruk kring slutet av andra världskriget (Lund: Morgonrodnad, 
1995) was published.

20 Maria-Pia Boëthius, Heder och samvete: Sverige och andra 
världskriget (Stockholm: Norstedt 1991).

21 See for example Johan Östling, Nazismens sensmoral. Svenska erfar-
enheter i andra världskrigets efterdyning (Stockholm: Atlantis, 2008); Lars 
M Andersson & Mattias Tydén, “Historikerna och moralen” in Sverige 
och Nazityskland. Skuldfrågor och moraldebatt, eds. Lars M Andersson 
and Mattias Tydén (Stockholm: Dialogos, 2007) for discussions on 
this debate. Worth noting is that both Östling and Andersson & Tydén 
write about Sweden, the Second World War and Nazi-Germany, rather 
than Sweden and the Holocaust, while discussing the research field in 
Sweden. Hence indicating that the research field Holocaust studies still 
did not exist in Sweden during the first decade of 2000 or that Swedish 
historians did not define themselves or others as Holocaust scholars. 
For further reading and a critical exploration regarding Swedish 
scholarship on the Holocaust, see: Kristin Wagrell, “Chorus of the 
saved”: Constructing the Holocaust survivor in the Swedish Public Discourse, 
1943–1966 (Linköping: Linköping University Press): 31–38.

22 As I have discussed elsewhere. There exist earlier and other col-
lections in Sweden. For example, two large interview and questionnaire 
surveys were conducted shortly after the liberated concentrations camp 
survivor’s arrival in Sweden in 1945. A survey was conducted under the 
auspices of Samarbetskommittén för demokratiskt uppbyggnadsarbete 
(SDU). The Committee distributed a questionnaire in Polish, Czech, 
French and Dutch to various refugee camps in Sweden. It is now 
archived at the Uppsala University. In Lund, an interview survey was 
conducted with about 500 Polish survivors in 1945. An archive, which 
contains, among other things, these witness protocols, is today located 
at the University Library in Lund. Further the Raoul Wallenberg 

Archive was initiated at Uppsala university between the years 1989–1991, 
which includes 170 interviews with people who knew or were rescued 
by Raoul Wallenberg. The purpose of this collection was to collect 
materials about the Swedish relief activities in Budapest, rather than 
to document personal experiences from the Holocaust. However, the 
materials were later put in a new context and used to investigate how 
Jews experienced the Holocaust in Hungary, See Laura Palosuo, Yellow 
Stars and Trouser Inspections: Jewish Testimonies from Hungary 1920–1945 
(Uppsala: Uppsala University, 2008). None of the above-mentioned 
collections are however referred to or discussed (as were the case with 
collections and archives in other countries) in the archived documents 
from the collection process at the Museum. For further reading about 
these collections see Thor Tureby, “Memories, testimonies and oral 
history”. 

23 Joan M. Schwartz, Joan M. & Terry Cook, “Archives, Records, 
and Power. The Making of Modern Memory” Archival Science 2 (2002): 
1–19. For further reading on the deconstruction of the archivization 
process see Thor Tureby, “Svenskjudiska liv”.

24 Thor Tureby, “ To Hear with the Collection”; Thor Tureby, 
“Svensk judiska liv”. 

25 Compare Butler, “Rethinking Vulnerability”; Anna Green, “Indi-
vidual Remembering and ‘Collective Memory’: Theoretical Presupposi-
tions and Contemporary Debates”, Oral Histor 32, no. 2 (2004): 35–44.

26 Lars M. Andersson, En jude är en jude är en jude : Representationer 
av “juden” i svensk skämtpress omkring 1900–1930 (Lund: Nordic Academic 
Press 2000). 

27 NMA, JM, D375:41.
28 Andersson (2000).
29 NMA, JM, D375:232.
30 NMA, JM, D375:293.
31 NMA, JM, D375:293.
32 NMA, JM, D375:290.
33 See also NMA, JM, D375:241.
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34 NMA, JM, D375:292.
35 NMA, JM, D375:86.
36 NMA, JM, D375:86. The family of the narrator of this life story 

lived a non-Jewish bourgeois life in the 1940s. The mother in the family 
was born a Catholic and the father had converted to Catholicism from 
Judaism. Both the narrator and his sister were baptized and raised as 
Catholics. The narrator converted to Judaism in the 1980s. 



Archival StoriesSECTION IV



363

As scholars of history, we turn to the archives for a number of 
reasons. But more often than not they tend to answer different 
questions than the ones we originally intended. Indeed, reading 
an archive is in many respects similar to the reading of a literary 
text. Which of course should come as no surprise, since archives, 
like any human products, will reflect (consciously or inadvertently) 
the interests, ambitions, desires, fears and indeed fads and fallacies, 
of the very humans that established them, tended them and used 
them. This means that much as a literary text, the archive will not 
always respond willingly to the questions we think we want to put 
to it, but rather provoke different questions, give rise to different 
impulses, and inspire different fantasies, than we would expect and 
are accustomed to. 

A couple of years ago I gave a course on Swedish Fascism and 
Antifascism. My ambition was to avoid focusing on the usual nar-
rative of the minuscule rise and uneventful fall of Swedish Fascism 
and Nazism in the 1930s and 40s. Rather, I wanted to know how the 
threat from fascism was perceived in the political everyday life on a 
grass root level. How was it discussed, and what efforts, if any, were 
taken to counter it? Accordingly, I set out to trace such discussions 
and such efforts in the Social democratic youth organization – SSU 
(Sveriges socialdemokratiska ungdomsförbund). I was particularly 
interested in seeing what happened at the most basic local level; 
that is on the level of the individual local clubs (the organization 
was organized geographically, and in Stockholm several local clubs 
existed within each city district).

It is not always an easy task to find out something about the 
everyday political activity of these clubs. Some of them formed 
extensive well-ordered archives, whereas some are represented in 

–Otto Fischer–Archives of Emotion. 
Archives of Power–
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the archival repository – the Worker Movement’s Archive in Hud-
dinge in Southern Stockholm – by what appears to be the scattered 
remnants of an archive – if there ever was one to begin with.1 This 
could of course reflect that original records have been lost, but it is 
equally possible that the club was more or less dormant. My choice 
of material was accordingly to a very large extent guided by these 
circumstances. But even within the clubs that had left archives be-
hind, these were organized in heterogenous and often thoroughly 
unorthodox ways, something which is of course not surprising 
since these archives were once formed and maintained by teenagers 
– with quite diverse levels of experience, ambition and zealousness. 

As frustrating as this heterogeneity and unorthodoxy was for me 
as a researcher interested in the activities of the young socialists of 
the 1930’s, as fascinating was it for me as a researcher interested in 
the history and the dynamics of the archive. The material did not 
actually reveal much about the anti-nazi political activities of the 
respective clubs, but I learned a lot about the usage of archives. 

In one of the clubs, Birkastans Socialist Youth Club in the 
north-western part of the Stockholm inner city, minutes were kept 
in a very orderly fashion, but once I started to go into the contents 
of the minutes, they revealed something that appeared to have very 
little to do with the political activities of the club. The club presi-
dent, also functioning as secretary, filled minute upon minute with 
vehement accusations against his treacherous former comrades, who 
had gone off to form a new club without him. This betrayal would 
leave him no peace, and according to the minutes, the rumination 
on this matter was the chief concern for the club during the entire 
period I studied. 

Now things like this happens all the time, whenever people coop-
erate or, rather, fail to cooperate with one another. I think anyone 

who has been involved in an organization of this kind, political or 
otherwise, will recognize the situation, and as a bystander, more 
than 80 years later, it is quite easy to empathize with both parties. 
The president certainly comes across as a bitter and quarrelsome 
person, whose resentment still oozes from the meticulously kept 
minutes, but on the other hand: betrayal is betrayal and it hurts. 

The point I would like to make is that the minutes here, although 
it in all formal respects adheres to the set formula of a political club 
record, nevertheless becomes the vehicle for something quite differ-
ent. It becomes the vehicle for the documentation of a very personal 
conflict, and it becomes the conveyor of feelings and attitudes, that 
we cannot help but respond to. 

In another social democratic youth club, Eriksdal on Södermalm 
in the southern part of the Stockholm inner city, the archive was a 
mess. And not only did the archive lack any traces of organizational 
principles, the minutes themselves were equally messy. In fact, it 
was hard to reconstruct the proceedings they were supposed to 
document, and at best they could be described as haphazard anno-
tations, adorned with doodles and caricatures. It became increas-
ingly clear that the secretary was either thoroughly incompetent or 
appallingly unambitious. 

However, after a while I discovered a possible reason, why he 
nevertheless continued to attend the meetings of Eriksdal’s SSU. 
In his accounts of the activities of the club one name resurfaced 
regularly: a girl named “Bitten”, an affectionate short form for the 
then very common women’s name “Birgitta”. Not only did almost 
every account revolve around the doings and sayings of this Bitten, 
she was also the most common motive among the caricatures. In an 
account of a picnic in a nearby natural resort the secretary recounts 
that Bitten had made sandwiches and that she sang an invigorating 
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song as they were walking back to town. On another occasion Bit-
ten sprained her ankle, and so on and so forth. 

The minutes had very little to say about the political activities of 
the club, but it said a lot about the emotions of the young man or 
boy wielding the pen. In fact, taken together the minutes form a 
little novella of young love, or at least a thorough documentation of 
a boy’s infatuation with a girl. 

I don’t know what became of Bitten and the young secretary, nor 
do I know what eventually became of the president of Birkastan’s 
SSU and his former comrades in the club. Nor did I actually learn 
very much about the presumed anti-nazi activities of the Social 
democratic youth organizations in Stockholm in the early 1930’s. In 
fact, the only solid trace of any such activities I found in the mate-
rial I went through actually comes from Eriksdal’s SSU. The club’s 
members had distributed anti-nazi leaflets on Götgatan – on of the 
main streets on Södermalm on a number of consecutive Satur day 
afternoons in the spring of 1936. And yes, Bitten was there, accord-
ing to the minutes. 

But I do know a lot about what a couple of apparently completely 
ordinary young men felt during a couple of years in the early 1930’s. 
When leafing through the material one still feels the thumping of 
the heart of the infatuated secretary, just as strongly as the sense of 
resentment and isolation of the embittered president. And especial-
ly, I learned a lot about what the use and abuse of archival practices 
can consist in. 

These two archives might be described as involuntary examples 
of “archives of emotion”, that allow us to encounter emotional 
expressions in a conserved form. In the first case the presence of 
the emotions might be seen as the result of an emotional leakage; 
although the minutes are kept in a very orderly fashion and on the 

surface adhere to the formulaic requirements of the minutes of a 
political congregation, the emotional disposition of the person 
responsible for the minutes cannot be prevented from permeating 
the text he is writing. The second case could perhaps be described 
as a more flagrant abuse of the genre of political club minutes; the 
secretary was apparently much more preoccupied with his emotions 
than with the political transactions, such as they were, of the club. 

– – – – –
My third example, the family archive of the Eighteenth Century 

librarian, book seller, editor, publisher, collector and author, Carl 
Christofferson Gjörwell, a central figure in the literary and intellec-
tual life of late Eighteenth-Century Sweden, on the other hand was 
at the very outset deliberately created as an archive of emotions, 
or expressions of emotions. Rather it’s an archive that has been 
explicitly designed to collect, order and process such expressions. 

Gjörwell was, by profession, a librarian and collector, editor of 
a large number of learned journals, and he published extensive 
collections of historical and biographic documents of various sorts. 
He also upheld a vast national and international correspondence, 
predominantly focusing on literary and learned matters. Besides 
these professional activities, he applied the same methodology to 
his personal life, and put together an extensive documentation 
of the life of himself and his family. In his study there were two 
voluminous archival cupboards: one contained his historical and 
literary manuscript collection, and the other his family archive. 
The latter being, in Gjörwell’s own words, the crown piece of the 
“Collectio gjörwelliana”.2 

The family archive gathered letters, congratulatory poems, in-
vitations, and just about every kind of writing that was produced 
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in, or in connection with, the family. The archive, thus, became the 
storage-place of the elusive tender moments and the volatile emo-
tional sensations of intimate life. More than anything else, then, the 
archive became an archive of emotion.3 

Of course, there had previously been family archives, often ful-
filling administrative or judicial objectives of varying kinds. But 
no such recognizable purpose can be discerned in this historically 
new form of family archive that the Gjörwell archive represents: it 
merely documents the everyday life of a rather ordinary bourgeois 
Stockholm family, with special consideration for the emotionally 
charged moments in this life. Historically new as this was, it is 
a prac tice that is easily recognizable to us. After all that’s it what 
most of us still do – although these documents tend to take picto-
rial rather than script ural form. In the early Twentieth-Century 
families tended to gather around photo albums – in the sixties and 
seventies slide shows was a popular family weekend pastime – and 
today we fill up not only our hard drives and mobile phones, but 
also our social media feeds with documentations of precisely this 
kind of emotionally charged, but generally uneventful, moments of 
our personal life.

Gjörwell’s family archive, however, was not only ahead of its time. 
In its scope and its level of ambition it still surpasses by large what 
most of us would consider a reasonable documentation of family 
life. Gjörwell was a professional archivist and zealously applied 
his professional skills to this collection as well. The documents are 
ordered according to certain principles, letters and poems are supp-
le mented with explanatory remarks,4 and on occasion he uses the 
services of professional scribes to make copies of the contents of the 
archive. Occasionally, he also saw it fit to edit and amend the letters 
stylistically and in respect of content, before admitting them to the 

archive.5 Principles from professional archivalization are according-
ly applied to a material where we would not expect them. 

The archive purportedly documents the everyday emotional life 
of the members of the family. It becomes an important infrastruc-
tural device in the formation and upholding of the family as an 
emotional community, held together by bonds of love and affection 
and nurtured by collective remembrance of emotionally charged 
moments in the shared past.6 In this respect Gjörwell’s endeavour is 
quantitively, but not qualitatively, different from any such collection 
of affectionately preserved memorabilia. Or so it would seem, but at 
a closer look, this collection that merely documents the private life 
of the family turns out to be really something else. The archivist, the 
tender pater familias Gjörwell, exerts more or less unchecked control 
over his archive. And through this the archive itself becomes an in-
strument of patriarchal power. Be it a power that poses in the guise 
of tenderness, a power it is nonetheless. 

When the daughters, Britta and Gustafva, are grown up and set 
up families of their own, Gjörwell persistently asks them for comp-
le mentary material for the family archive. For instance, he asks 
them for copies of their correspondences with their fiancés, to be 
deposited in the mother archive in Stockholm. I don’t think it is 
altogether anachronistic to ask whether this request might not have 
been perceived by the grown-up daughters as something of a viola-
tion of the private sphere. For Gjörwell it was perfectly clear that 
the task of family archivist, also entailed a position as custodian of 
the family members. When Gustafva marries, he admonishes her to 
leave her previous correspondences with previous suitors (or male 
friends in general) in the custody of her husband, “giving him the 
commission of trust of secret archivist, much beneficial between 
spouses”.7 
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In fact, Gjörwell was just as interested in the preservation of cer-
tain materials, as in the weeding of the archive. In these ambitions, 
however, he was at times undermined correspondents. For instance 
his daughter Gustafva would keep on to even the smallest pieces 
of paper bearing her father’s writing.8 But even more interesting 
is this exertion of soft power, when Gjörwell regulates what can 
be included in and what must be excluded from the archive.9 An 
 example would be when Britta in a letter expresses emotions that 
are not to the liking of her father. The young woman expresses 
sombre feelings of melancholy, and her father admonishes her not 
to make him upset by displaying such emotions. Letters such as the 
one she has written has no place in the family archive, he declares.
The idyllic picture of happy family life must be kept intact, und 
must not be contaminated by emotions of an undesired nature. 

In this example one also senses a conflict of generations: Gjör-
well’s sentimentality represents an emotional culture, modelled 
predominantly upon the pastoral idylls of the Swiss poet Salomon 
Gessner, whereas the children apparently have taken a liking to 
a more radi cal form of sensitivity, as represented for instance by 
Goethe’s Die Leiden des jungen Werthers.10 This is a kind of sensitivity 
that Gjörwell not only dislikes, he apparently finds it threatening 
and  potentially destructive. He severely censors any accounts of 
melancholy moonshine walks, or of sublime experiences such as 
thunderstorms, untamed nature et cetera. His emotional world 
requires a pastoral setting – like the parks Djurgården or Haga in 
Stockholm – where the sun shines on flowers and butterflies – and 
the like of that.11 

The spectrum of emotions that are allowed entry into his archive 
ranges from the somewhat bittersweet melancholy called forth from 
meditating on an autumnal landscape or on the waning of a beauti-

ful flower, to the light, happy and tender emotions produced within 
the family. The extremes at both ends are meticulously censored. 

Thus, one could claim that Gjörwell, with the help of his archive 
maintains what the American historian William Reddy has termed 
an “emotional regime”.12 The term refers to the regulation of “emo-
tives”, that is the formulations, rituals and symbolic practices ex-
pres sing and thereby also modifying emotions, within a par ticular 
culture and a particular historical situation. As the very term suggest 
there are indeed strong affinities between emotional and political re-
gimes. And Gjörwell’s affective political interventions indeed served 
to maintain a soft patriarchal power, although disguised in tender 
smiles and tears. 

What is striking with this example is not least that the (intimate, 
nuclear) family in the general emotional regime of the eigteenth 
Century, in the emerging separation of the public and private 
sphere was launched, alongside intimate friendship, precisely as 
what Reddy would refer to as an “emotional refuge” – that is a safe 
haven, where people would be at liberty to express emotives other-
wise censored by the prevailing emotional regime; “a relationship, 
ritual, or orga niza tion [---] that provides safe release from prevailing 
emotional norms and allows relaxation of emotional effort [---] 
which may shore up or threaten the existing emotional regime.”13 

In fact, armed with his archival infrastructure, Gjörwell establish-
es an emotional regime that for the members of his family must in 
many respects have been equally oppressive as the behavioural and 
emotional demands exerted by the strict etiquette required of the 
“grand world” of life outside the family.14 

– – – – –
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As these cases illustrate, archives at times turn out to be something 
quite different from what we might have expected. In an archive 
with the explicit purpose of controlling and documenting a political 
organization, emotional experiences and expressions unexpectedly 
surface. And on the other hand: in an archive devoted to intimate 
control and power. The archive, once again, appears to contain 
much more than information, and they tell us about other things 
than those the archival creator’s thought they were recording.

all to uncover systems of feeling: what these communities (and the indi-
viduals within them) define and assess as valuable or harmful to them; 
the evaluations that they make about others’ emotions; the nature of 
the affective bonds between people that they recognize; and the modes 
of emotional expression that they expect, encourage, tolerate, and de-
plore.” (Barbara H. Rosenwein, “Worrying about Emotions in History”, 
American Historical Review 107 (2002): 821–845: 842.) In Lindblom’s 
account, the notion of the Gjörwell family as an emotional community 
is of decisive importance. (Lindblom, Känslans patriark, 66–92.)

7 C. C. Gjörwell to Gustafva Eleonora Lindahl, 31.5.1791 (EpG 12:1, 
nr 9, Royal Library, Stockholm). 

8 Lindblom 2017, p. 45. Cf. Lindblom, Känslans patriark, 229.
9 Cf. Lindblom, Känslans patriark, 51.
10 On this shift in sensibility that can described as a radicalization, 

see Lindblom, Känslans patriark, 105 f. On Gjörwell’s predilection for 
Gessner, see Lindblom, Känslans patriark, 173–178.

11 On “joy” as the predominant emotion in the Gjörwell family 
circle, see Lindblom, Känslans patriark, 66 ff.

12 William M. Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling: A Framework for the 
History of Emotions (Cambridge and New York; Cambridge University 
Press 2004), 129.

13 Reddy, Navigation of Feeling, 129. On the view on family life as a 
safe haven, separated from public and professional spheres, see Richard 
Sennett, The Fall of Public Man (London: Penguin Books, 2002 [1977]), 
20; Lindblom, Känslans patriark, 93 ff.

14 Lindbom, Känslans patriark, 120.

Endnotes
1 As this article is being finalized, in the spring of 2021, the archive 

is closed due to the Covid 19-pandemic. Accordingly, I have not been 
able to check on my quotations. In the archive the material from Birka 
sociademokratiska ungdomsklubb is found under the reference code 
899/1 and the material from Eriksdals socialdemokratiska ungdoms-
klubb is found under the reference code 724/1

2 Cf. Otto Sylwan, “Förord”, in Carl Christoffer Gjörwell, En Stock-
holms krönika ur C. C. Gjörwells brev 1757–1778 (Stockholm: Bonnier, 1920), 
xxxvi.

3 Gjörwell’s familiar letters are the subject of Ina Lindblom, Käns lans 
patriark: Sensibilitet och känslopraktiker i Carl Christoffer Gjörwells familj och 
vänskapskrets ca 1790–1810 (Umeå: Institutionen för idé- och samhälls-
studier, 2017), the most extensive study on Gjörwell. In this article, I 
draw heavily on her findings.

4 See Lindblom, Känslans patriark, 42 f.
5 Lindblom, Känslans patriark, 44.
6 The term “emotional community” was famously coined by the 

medievalist Barbara H. Rosenwein, who defined it in the following way: 
“[Emotional communities] are precisely the same as social communities 
– families, neighborhoods, parliaments, guilds, monasteries, parish 
church memberships – but the researcher looking at them seeks above 
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Amongst Australia’s private archives, the archive of the Benedic-
tine monastery at New Norcia is possibly without parallel in size, 
variety of content, and in its contribution to Western Australia’s 
history. In this paper, New Norcia’s archivist gives an insight into 
the history and scope of the Benedictine Community’s archive in 
Australia’s only monastic town, founded in 1846. [See Hocking: 
figure 1, p xii.]

Former archivist, Wendy Pearce, noted that it was fortunate that 
there had always been historian monks at New Norcia who “knew 
the value of keeping historical records” and who encouraged others 
to keep diaries, correspondence, parish and farm records, registers, 
maps and photographs from as early as 1868.1 This paper seeks to 
explore the monastery’s and the archives’ historical background, the 
archives’ contents and archival work, and research that is currently 
taking place in this long-established repository.

Historical background
The Monastery and Abbey of the Holy Trinity was founded in 

1847 by a group of Spanish Benedictine monks under the leadership 
of Rosendo Salvado and, briefly, José Serra; their purpose was to 
set up a mission to civilise and convert the Aboriginal population 
of the Moore River, where the monastery is situated, to Christianity. 
Both Salvado and Serra, who had been friends at the Monastery of 
St Martin at Compostela de Santiago in Spain, decided that their 
calling was in missionary life so, in 1845, they offered their services 
to the Congregation of Propaganda Fide at the Vatican. Two years 
earlier, the Archbishop of Sydney had sent Fr John Brady2, an 
Irishman, to Perth in the Swan River Colony3 to take charge of es-

–Peter Hocking–Unlocking the  
Monks’ Archives–
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tablishing missions to the Aborigines. Brady went to Rome in 1845 
seeking funds and recruits, both of which he secured, and returned 
to Fremantle, Perth’s sea port, with Salvado and Serra and a small 
band of Benedictines in January 1846.4

The location chosen for the mission lies on a bend in the Moore 
River 150 kilometres north-east of Perth. In 1846, Perth was a very 
remote and isolated community on the edge of civilisation. The 
location on the Moore River, 150 kilometres further away from 
Perth, was therefore very primitive with endless vistas of woods 
and forests, undulating hills, scarce water resources and dangerous 
wildlife.

For the next fifty years, under Bishop Salvado, the monks es-
tablished and expanded the mission, set up a farm, educated the 
local indigenous population in farming practices, amongst other 
things, and built a school for their children.5 Under the second 
Abbot, Fulgentius Torres (1901–1914), who was also an architect, 
expansion took place and a further school for the Aboriginal chil-
dren was built, together with two very grand schools, St Gertrude’s 
for fee paying white girls in 1908, and St Ildephonsus, a similar 
institution for boys, in 1913. Soon after, in 1927, New Norcia’s third 
grand building, now the hotel, but the hostel then, was built to 
accommodate visiting parents of children at St Gertrude’s and St 
Ildephonsus’.6 [See Hocking: figure 2 & 3, p xiii.]

That next phase – education – came to a close in the early 1990’s 
and the monastery entered its third and current phase under the 
sixth abbot, the late Placid Spearritt.

Currently, the monastery exists to accommodate the ten remain-
ing monks (from a peak of around 80 in 1900) who continue to 
practise the Rule of St Benedict. New Norcia is the only monastic 
town in Australia and it is also on the national heritage list so, nat-

urally, missionary work and education have given way to tourism, 
which now plays the primary role, with 60 to 70,000 people visiting 
the town each year.7

The abbots were learned men who were also prolific writers and 
photographers. As a result, a vast body of correspondence, photos, 
and numerous diaries written during the latter half of the nineteenth 
century remain which make up the core of the present day archives.

Bishop Salvado was held in high regard both during his life and 
afterwards. After his death in 1900, his papers were stored under 
the monks’ beds for safe keeping but, in the 1950s and 1960s, a 
concerted effort was made by Fr Eugene Perez, a scholar monk, to 
pull together the huge quantity of material that had accumulated 
over the previous hundred years.8

The late Fr Placid was elected abbot in 1983 and, under his 
direction, the Archives became a separate department with the 
monastery’s first official archivist in charge of not only the archives 
but the library and the museum collections.9 In 1998, Wendy 
McKinley, who had been responsible for the indexing of the 
substantial photograph collection10, took over as the monastery’s 
second archivist. Under her management, the archives expanded 
into five rooms; compactus shelving was introduced and proper 
archival practice commenced. Computers were purchased and soon 
the bulk of the collection was on a database. During McKinley’s 
tenure, the archives, the library and the museum and art gallery 
were divided into three distinct collecting institutes with their own 
managers, mainly because of the rapid expansion of each of those 
departments. A robbery in 1988, in which some of the monastery’s 
priceless artworks were stolen (subsequently retrieved and restored) 
led to a renewed tourist interest in the museum and art gallery11 
whilst Bishop Salvado’s dream to have “a library in the desert”, as 
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expressed in a letter of his to his French agent and fellow monk, 
Théophile Bérengier12, had resulted in a library collection of over 
80,000 volumes. McKinley retired at the end of 2007, keen to see 
the Archives move to the next stage − digitisation − which was when 
the present archivist was appointed.

The Archives’ holdings
During the eleven years that this archivist has been at New 

Norcia, it has become clear that there are, in effect, two separate 
and distinct archives. One of them comprises everything from Sal-
vado’s death to the present day but by far the most interesting and 
important are the documents from Salvado’s era, namely 1847 to 
1900, which are very different from the documents belonging to the 
reigns of successive abbots. There are the usual documents, diaries 
and correspondence, but it is the comprehensiveness and unity of 
the Salvado collection that makes it so different and so unique.

As will be shown, everything to do with the running of a monas-
tery is present: the maps, the diaries, the letters, the registers, the 
employment records, the financial ledgers.

In contrast, the records from later abbots are much more bureau-
cratic, reflecting the official policies of the time. In 1905, for ex-
ample, the State government introduced an Act of Government 
called the Native Welfare Act13 which essentially removed indige-
nous children from their families and placed them in institutions so 
that they could be cared for and educated. Prior to 1905, children 
had been placed at New Norcia voluntarily by their parents, many 
of whom worked at the mission. After 1905, this was not the case 
and New Norcia effectively became an unwilling agent of the gov-
ernment. This seems to have brought about a significant change in 

what might be called the “tone” of the records, which increasingly 
become less compassionate and much more bureaucratic.

But, looking back at Salvado’s records and at a different time, 
the documents reveal a society that interacted with the Aborigines 
and treated them as family, in stark contrast to what followed, par-
ticularly from 1905 onwards. It was mentioned earlier that Bishop 
Torres, who followed Salvado, was an architect − it was he who also 
built the walls to keep the indigenous and monastic communities 
separated. Little wonder then that the tone of the records changes 
as, clearly, the attitudes had changed.

So, if one concentrates only on the Salvado era, it will be seen 
that there is a collection of documents and photographs spanning 
fifty-four years, from the time the monastery was established in 
1847 to Salvado’s death in Rome in December 1900. Amongst these 
records, there are two categories that, for this archivist, are the most 
important. Importance of course is relative in this collection; for 
one reason or another, every piece of paper is important because it 
is a witness to, or a record of, the great themes in Australian history. 
Australia was claimed by the British in 1788, the Swan River Colony 
(now the State of Western Australia) was founded forty three years 
later in 1829 and the monastery barely eighteen years later than that 
in 1847, so it can be seen that New Norcia was in existence almost 
from the start of the Swan River Colony and not that long after 
Australia was claimed by Captain Cook for Great Britain.

As a result, these great themes of Western Australian, and very 
often Australian, history are to be found in the registers, diaries, 
letters and records of Bishop Salvado – themes that cover agricul-
ture, immigration, settlement, education, religion and interaction 
between settlers and indigenous peoples. Uniquely and impor-
tantly, this story is told from a European point of view, not from 
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the traditional Anglo-Irish as is so often the case with Australian 
collections.14

Amongst the Registers are those which cover births, confir-
mations, marriages, deaths, and burials for New Norcia and its 
surrounding parishes of which the baptism, marriage and burial 
registers have so far been digitised. A surprising consequence of Sal-
vado’s single-mindedness with regard to records is that Aboriginal 
families who grew up in and around New Norcia now have a very 
comprehensive family history database resource which goes back 
well over 120 years.15 It must be remembered that, prior to Salvado’s 
arrival, the Aboriginal community had no written records, only an 
oral history tradition.

Farm records and registers for crops, horses, land, sale of produce, 
livestock even weather conditions such as temperature and rainfall 
have all been recorded. Additionally, there is a very valuable and 
extensive map collection consisting of over 300 maps and diagrams, 
together with manuscript maps of the local area dating from the 
1850s.16 These show that, at its peak in the 1880’s, Salvado’s land 
holdings comprised nearly a million acres which, in modern metric 
terms, is the equivalent of 3,900 square kilometres.17

To summarise the remaining facets of Salvado’s records before 
the most important documents are discussed, there are additionally 
accounts for the monastery farm, the building and running of the 
monastery and, later, the schools, as well as pay sheets and records 
for the workers. Also to be found are land records which, together 
with the maps, include diagrams, leases and agreements with work-
men. There are also building records, water and sewerage plans as 
well as floor plans. 

In addition to a substantial and separate music archives18, New 
Norcia also has an impressive photograph collection.19 It is estimat-

ed that there are approximately 40,000 photographs, many of them 
dating from the early days, including two Daguerreotypes, one of 
Bishop Salvado, the other of his brother Santos. [See Hocking: figure 
4, p xiv.] It was Santos, Queen Isabella II’s chaplain, who introduced 
the camera to New Norcia in 1868. Since then, the monks have built 
up a formidable collection which includes images of every building 
on the site from a variety of different angles over an extraordinary 
range of days, months and seasons, thus providing a remarkable 
history of the development of the buildings and the town for the last 
150 years. Just over 30,000 of the archives’ photographs have been 
scanned so far and, although they are not to be found online, many 
of the Salvado era photos have since appeared in newspaper articles, 
magazines and books and one has even been used by the Australian 
postal service.20 [See Hocking: figure 5, p xiv.] 

The two areas which are generally considered to be the most 
important by the Community are the letters and the diaries. It is in 
these media that the real life of the mission and its interaction with 
the Swan River Colony can be experienced for it is here that the 
hopes and fears of nineteenth century Western Australia are acted 
out, together with all the mundane details of daily life, as well as the 
surprising twists of history, and the happy and the sad, and often 
tragic, moments.21

It is estimated that there are close to 20,000 items of correspond-
ence in the archives, not all of which comes from Salvado’s time 
but a disproportionately large amount does originate with Salva-
do. Amongst the correspondents, as Spanish academic, historian 
and member of the archives staff Teresa De Castro shows22, are 
European royalty (particularly Queen Isabella II of Spain), church 
and Vatican officials, the Colonial Office in London whilst, from 
Western Australia, correspondents included the explorer and gover-
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nor, Sir John Forrest23, as well as Governor Weld24 and well known 
personalities such as Daisy Bates25, who was a famous, often con-
troversial but always eccentric, Australian lady anthropologist of 
the late nineteenth century. The celebrated English nurse, Florence 
Nightingale, even sought advice from Bishop Salvado, so surprised 
and impressed was she at the extraordinary state of health to be 
found amongst the monks and the Aboriginal population of New 
Norcia. There is also a substantial body of correspondence from 
“ordinary” people, amongst whom were shepherds, sawyers, shear-
ers, neighbours, businessmen, right through the social spectrum 
down to humble workmen.

Additionally there are important collections of letters, such as a 
substantial 250 plus body of correspondence from Canon Raffaele 
Martelli, an Italian priest who accompanied Bishop Salvado to 
Western Australia in 1853 and who later became the parish priest at 
Toodyay, a small town 100 kilometres to the east of New Norcia, and 
also at Fremantle, the port city for Perth. There is an equally large 
collection of letters from a French monk, Léandre Fonteinne who, 
with Irishman John Gorman, accompanied Salvado on his very first 
expedition to the Moore River in 1846, and where he accidentally 
shot and killed Gorman while cleaning his gun. The tragedy had a 
profound effect on Fonteinne’s sanity as he subsequently returned 
to France from where he wrote long, rambling, and often incoherent 
letters to Abbot Guéranger at Solesmes near Paris for many years 
to come. There is too the correspondence of Théophile Bérengier, a 
monk of the Benedictine community in Marseille, whose collection 
is equally as large as the first two, as a result of the scanning of 
Salvado’s letters written to Bérengier, which were discovered at the 
Benedictine monastery of Ganagobie, in France, in 2002.26 These 
are but three examples of large collections of letters from significant 

people and all of which have been scanned for academic purposes, 
which will be addressed later.

The Diaries
Finally, the most fascinating and valuable of the archives’ docu-

ments are the diaries. The diaries of New Norcia are a remarkable 
collection of documents because they provide an almost continuous 
daily narrative of the history of New Norcia since its foundation 
in 1847. There are, in fact, several diaries; Salvado’s diaries, written 
in a miniscule hand in many tiny volumes over fifty years, are the 
most valuable documents the archives have, and they have been the 
subject of much research and expenditure over many years.

Salvado’s successor, Bishop Torres, was not the diarist that Salva-
do was but he clearly recognised the importance of keeping some 
sort of community history because he initiated The Community 
Diary or Chronicle (a diary of daily events) in 1901 which continues 
unbroken to the present day. Until the early 1950s, the Community 
Diary was written in Spanish, thereafter in English. These, too, 
provide a fascinating insight into daily life where even the most 
ordinary of details can be discovered. Because these diaries are so 
important for the history of not only New Norcia but also for what 
else was happening in Western Australia and further afield, this 
paper will look a little deeper into Salvado’s diaries and see what 
they reveal about life in the second half of the nineteenth century.27 
[See Hocking: figure 6, p xv.] 

Salvado kept a diary for over fifty years and his diaries are by 
far the most important, simply because of the huge time span they 
cover and because they were written by the bishop himself. He was 
not always at New Norcia, as he was often in Europe raising funds 
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and looking for new missionaries. Unwittingly, the other principal 
monk diarists, Francisco Marsa, Manuel Beleda, and Joannes Gar-
rido filled in the gaps with their own diaries.28

Salvado’s diaries comprise eighteen tiny volumes written in a 
microscopic hand; the language is, naturally, Spanish but other 
languages are to be found including Latin, French, Italian, English, 
and a smattering of Aboriginal words.

However, in recent years, an extremely generous bequest has 
allowed the Archives to have the diaries transcribed as a first step 
towards their translation which should be completed during 2018. 
For this paper, the examples are taken from the 1876 and 1877 dia-
ries. Unlike Beleda and Garrido, Salvado’s diaries have everything: 
stories, humour, compassion, and tragedy and, throughout, one 
is always aware of how the bishop felt about whatever he was dis-
cussing. Space does not allow one to expand on this but two brief 
examples should suffice.

Amongst other topics, his own, and other people’s, health was 
a constant source of wonder and concern to him, for instance the 
unfortunate Martin Griver, the second Catholic Bishop of Perth, 
who was seriously ill in Fremantle for several weeks during July and 
August 1876.29 For those six weeks, Salvado was by Griver’s bedside 
ministering to him whilst writing his diary, in which he described 
not only Griver’s alarming symptoms but the extraordinary medi-
cation given to him. On 26th of July for example, the unfortunate 
patient was woken up at at a dreadful hour to face the following: 
4.00 beef soup, 6.00 medicine, 8.00 chocolate, 10.00 medicine, 
11.00 beef soup, 11.45 laxative, 2 pm medicine, 4.00 castor oil, 6.00 
medicine, 7.00 beef soup, 10 pm an egg, then finally at 11 pm an-
other laxative. It must have been a great incentive to get better, as 
eventually he did, in spite of Salvado’s treatment.30

Secondly, the entry for Brother Melito which serves to illustrate 
that life was rather harsh in the 1870s and that his going mad was 
as unimportant as getting the sheep washed: “October 7th: Another 
flock of sheep washed—the twelfth such. Brother Melito is begin-
ning to show signs of madness and, this afternoon, Mr Clinch’s 
servants returned from taking the horses to Fremantle”.31 [See 
Hocking: figure 7, p xv.]

Archival research and the future
However, this extraordinary and unique legacy is not without 

its problems. Most of the correspondence and all the diaries are in 
Spanish, and that constitutes the main problem. Spanish, in fact, 
remained the dominant language at the monastery until the mid 
1950s when the decision was taken to make English the principal 
language, although by then it was actually only the Community 
Chronicle that was still in Spanish. Apart from Dr de Castro and 
the monastery’s Fr David Barry, there are very few Spanish speakers 
in Western Australia, and the extent of the documentation is so 
great that it is far too much to expect Dr De Castro and Fr David 
to translate everything, to unlock everything, so that they might be 
available to English speaking researchers.32

Consequently, in 1992, the Archives Research and Publications 
Committee was appointed to investigate how this huge body of 
material could be unlocked and made available. In 1995, an investi-
gation into the research potential of the archives led to the establish-
ment of an annual Studies Day at which four speakers (two in the 
morning, two in the afternoon) would present the results of their 
research conducted in the archives.33 In its twenty-five-year history, 
it has given rise to a remarkable array of information gleaned from 
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the archives covering a huge range of topics, including Western 
Australian history, farming practices, Salvado’s relations and inter-
actions with the Aboriginal community, bee-keeping, biographies 
and so on and so on.34

That, in turn, has generated the publication of the New Norcia 
Studies journal, being the papers from the year’s Studies Day; 2018 
will witness the launch of the 25th edition as well as other papers 
that, for practical reasons, could not be delivered on the day. The 
Committee also oversees the publication of a variety of books, the 
most important of which is Salvado’s Memoirs being an English 
translation of his 1851 Memorie Storiche dell’Australia, originally pub-
lished in Rome and which is now in its third English edition.35

Over the last twenty years, a small group of academics has sorted 
and catalogued the substantial body of correspondence and, whilst 
doing so, has written a summary of each letter in English, generally 
referred to as The Summaries.36

The result is that there is now available an English summary of 
all the letters from the Salvado era, complete with their metadata: 
author, addressee, place, date etc etc. It was mentioned earlier, too, 
that significant collections of correspondence had been scanned for 
academic purposes. As these letters are scanned, they are then linked 
to The Summaries, thus providing a very powerful research tool. 

The first practical use of this tool was in 2010, when the Italian 
Department of the University of Western Australia became aware 
of Canon Martelli’s letters, written over a period of thirty years. 
[See Hocking: figure 8, p xvi.] The Department was, and still is, 
interested in the development of Italian outside Italy during the 
nineteenth century and the monastery’s collection represented a 
good resource.37 Martelli’s letters were scanned and have now been 
transcribed and translated; their importance to linguistic research 

is reflected in exchange students from the Catholic University in 
Milan working on them. The last seven years have seen not only 
the transcription and translation of the letters but there has been 
enough scope in the analysis to provide material for at least two 
PhDs, as well as Masters’ theses and Honours dissertations. The 
Martelli letters were published, in translation, in 201438. 

Using The Summaries, the letters of Léandre Fonteinne have also 
been located, translated and published along with the Martelli let-
ters.39 Théophile Bérengier’s book, Histoire d’une colonie bénédictine, 
written in 1877 as a follow up to Salvado’s Memoirs, was published 
in 2014 as well, this being the first time it has appeared in English.40 

In 2008, the sixth abbot of New Norcia, Fr Placid Spearritt, 
passed away. In honour of his own scholarship and his dreams of 
furthering research in the archives, $500,000 was raised through 
very generous benefactors which now provides the basis for the 
annual Abbot Placid Spearritt Memorial Scholarship.41 A stipend is 
then paid to a scholar to complete a particular area of research from 
the pecuniary interest on this sum. [See Hocking: figure 9, p xvi.]

So far, this scholarship has seen the completion and publication 
of the letters of Martelli and Fonteinne, the translation and publi-
cation of Bérengier’s History of a Benedictine colony, the translation 
of Salvado’s 300 page Report to Propaganda Fide in 188342 and a 
smaller report in 190043, and the launch of a previously unpublished 
1924 History of New Norcia44, written by a monk of the monastery, 
Fr Román Rios. In October 2017 the announcement of the Schol-
arships for 2018–2019 were announced: these will involve a transla-
tion of Santos Salvado’s correspondence before he arrived at New 
Norcia (approximately 200 letters) and a comprehensive catalogue 
of the 300 or so maps that the archives holds.

Much has been done to unlock these archives, some of which 
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research still awaits publication, including the translation of the 
correspondence between Bérengier and Salvado. Although consid-
erable work still remains in the editing of this substantial corpus, its 
publication is expected in 2019. Also waiting to be published is the 
study of the engravings and the engravers in Salvado’s Memoirs and 
Bérengier’s History which will appear as a high quality landscape 
format book, as part of a series that will also include the research 
recently completed into the extensive map collection and the inves-
tigation into the photographs taken by Salvado’s brother, Santos. 
Despite the considerable work over the last few years, so much 
more remains to be done including the translation of the remaining 
Spanish letters, the Community Chronicle from 1917 to the mid 
1950s as well as the summarising of the voluminous correspondence 
of Abbot Catalan (third abbot, 1915–1950) in the same way that the 
Salvado era correspondence has been treated. 

In conclusion, it can be appreciated from the foregoing that the 
archives of New Norcia hold a uniquely valuable resource for those 
wishing to research the many and varied aspects of Western Aus-
tralia’s admittedly short history. In fact, so all embracing are these 
documents that Dr De Castro concluded a paper she wrote in 2005 
by stating that: “No history of Western Australia is complete if it 
avoids using New Norcia’s records … and nobody wants a lame his-
tory of Western Australia, do they?”45 Given the remarkable interest 
shown in New Norcia’s archives through the memorial scholarship, 
co-operation with the University of Western Australia and other 
Australian universities since those words were written, it was indeed 
a most insightful comment. 
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–Fabian Kastner–Archive of the  
Average Swede–

Chapter One 
The National Archive of Sweden, huge and difficult to survey, is 

very old. No one really knows when it was founded, only that the 
vast collection of letters, acts and resolutions, copy books, manu-
scripts, and chronicles is rooted deep in the Middle Ages. 

Neither does anyone know exactly how large the collection is. It 
has been estimated to be one billion running meters which, like a 
vascular network of question marks, answers, and obscure hints, 
runs shelf after shelf, century after century, through the archive’s 
labyrinthine corridors. 

Exactly what’s hiding in its compact shelving isn’t known either. 
Through the centuries, enormous efforts have been made to bring 
order to the chaotic mess of parchment and paper. Yet most of it 
remains unexplored. 

The archive has survived a thousand perils. It has burned down 
and been rebuilt; been abducted abroad, tracked down, and recov-
ered; and been secretly and quietly evacuated when war was immi-
nent. It has been shipped over lakes, run aground, and soaked in 
water. It has suffered from moisture and rot, and been the object of 
political power struggles and the target of planned bombardments. 
And yet, the archive has always been its own worst enemy. 

Already in the 1800s, the rapid inflow of documents had become 
so great that the building in the Old Town district of Stockholm 
that housed the collection at the time threatened to collapse un-
der the weight of the archival mass. Since then, it has only gotten 
worse. Over the past hundred years, the archive has gone through 
an explosive growth that today is almost exponential. Architects, 
politicians, urban planners, and philosophers work in shifts around 
the clock to find new and ever-better storage solutions. 

The archival records have been stored in coffins, caskets, boxes, 
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barrels, tubs, and bags, in cabinets and on shelves. They have been 
buried in excavated caverns and piled up in bombproof underground 
depositories. The archive has resided in castles, churches, and mon-
asteries, been transferred to Norway, Denmark, and Ger many, been 
subdivided and reassembled. Yet, the archive has remained what it 
always has been: a place between memory and oblivion, time and 
eternity. 

Here the kingdom’s history is manifested in peace documents 
from the 1323 Treaty of Nöteborg, in the registry of Gustav Vasa and 
the copy books of Sten Sture the Younger. The collected patents and 
designs of Alfred Nobel jostle with maps and journals from Sven 
Hedin’s expeditions to Central Asia. Everything is devoured by the 
great archive. 

It is assumed that the archive was originally the private archive of 
the monarch, which he took with him in a coffin as he traveled from 
castle to castle. And whenever one of these early kings was forced 
into exile, which was not an uncommon occurrence, he often took 
the archive abroad with him. In order to avoid losing important 
state documents, the archive was eventually made stationary. In the 
course of time, the king’s archive also became the archive of queens, 
princes, and princesses. Soon, the nobility took its seat in history, 
too. Palatine counts and countesses, barons and baronesses, were 
joined by aristocrats. Then came bishops, generals, and judges, fol-
lowed by the major poets, politicians, and scientists of the time. In-
dustrialization opened the gates for companies. Following universal 
suffrage, introduced in the early 1900s, the great popular movements 
marched into the archive. The labor movement, the temperance 
movement, and the sports movement were followed by the women’s 
movement, the popular education movement, the peace movement, 
the free church movement, the volunteer corps, the Scouts … 

Finally, listed in the archive’s Collection Summary of the Personal 
Archives, among those of the lord marshals, governors, councilors, 
ambassadors, and academy members, is the archive of the Average 
Swede. 

This archive stands out, and not only for its humble presentation—
the donor, and the subject, of the archive is simply designated as a 
“civil servant.” Above all, what amazes is the extent of the collection. 
The size of personal archives is normally measured in volumes. Most 
archives consist of one or a few binders, files, photo albums, or 
the like. The archive of the Average Swede is measured in running 
meters. More specifically, twentyseven. Enough to devour hundreds 
and hundreds of standard office folders. This makes it one of the 
largest personal archives in the entire collection. Yet, the catalogued 
portion is only the stunning flower of a deeprooted forget-me-not. 

According to the Collection Summary, the archive of the Average 
Swede was a project initiated by the National Archive in the early 
1980s with the goal of “optimally documenting” the life of an or-
dinary Swedish citizen in the second half of the twentieth century. 
Again according to the summary, the “civil servant” in question 
handed over his personal documents in installments across the next 
thirty years. 

Up until the early modern period, personal archives had typically 
been acquired by the state through trials and inquisitions. That 
collections would be voluntarily donated to the National Archive, 
as they are today, was unusual. Those now supplied to the National 
Archive are in the form of deposits, meaning that the archive holder 
retains ownership but is entrusting it to the National Archive for 
the benefit of historical research. The National Archive is thus not 
allowed to dispose of or cull a collection once it has been accepted 
into its care. 
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The factual circumstances of the Average Swede project have, 
like so much else in the history of the National Archive, sunk into 
oblivion. Those who were once responsible for the project have long 
since retired. Today, no one at the National Archive speaks about it, 
and the curious visitor is only reluctantly let into the repository. The 
background story is left to guesswork alone. 

The Average Swede—proud, impetuous, and manly— was born 
in a medium-sized municipality in central Sweden in 1942, the same 
year that Prime Minister Per Albin Hansson stressed in a parlia-
mentary speech that the Swedish welfare state, which the Social 
Democrats had been constructing since the interwar period, was a 
society based on “equal rights for all and care for all.” 

It can only be assumed that it was in this democratic spirit that 
the idea was born to erect a monument to a man of the people in 
the very heart chamber of Swedish history—to make room for the 
common man among the kings, and to preserve his memory for 
eternity for the benefit of future historians. 

Perhaps the project was inspired by the interstellar message from 
humanity that nasa had sent into infinity a few years earlier, in 
1977, on the Voyager spacecraft: a gold-plated copper disk digitally 
engraved with all the finest that our civilization has to offer. The 
heartwarming smile of a sugar plantation worker in Guatemala, 
Beethoven string quartets, the ritual chant of a group of pygmy 
girls. Scientific discoveries, flowers, and animals. Greetings from all 
kinds of inhabitants of this very small planet. 

Perhaps the archive of the Average Swede, too, was envisioned as 
a single small spacecraft, without passengers or a goal; a white dot 
in an endless sea of night. A time capsule loaded with everything we 
wanted to tell you about. Preserve. Remember. Share. 

And perhaps it was the very significance of this historic mission, 

the overwhelming feeling of elevated chosenness, that made the 
project turn out the way it did. 

2 
How do you begin the story of a life—your own? (And the  story of 

others? The aspirations, longings, and dissatisfactions of a genera-
tion? The collective dreams and hopes of a people? A time, a world?) 
Perhaps with the Swedish state’s savings bonds. Merry Christmas 
and Happy New Year from grandma and grandpa. Your very first 
Christmas gift. The yellowed savings bond book, with a handwritten 
note stating the date of arrival and the tax rates for 1942, is the first 
document in a series of binders, neatly numbered 1–29. 

The savings bond book is in turn followed by: 

1 folded poster featuring the Swedish flag, provincial coats of 
arms, and the national anthem 

6 receipts for donations to the Social Mission 
5 receipts for donations to Save the Children 
3 receipts for donations to the Red Cross 
1 ration card with coupons for cooking fat (20), beef (4), and 

pork (2) 
1 deposit slip from the post office (blank) 
1 postcard from Gothen burg (blank) 
1 handwritten list of Sweden’s provincial and municipal coats of 

arms 
1 Christmas card depicting the town of Västerås 
1 letter from grandma 
1 letter from the brother serving in the army 
1 carbon copy of a letter, “riten on daddys tipe-riter” 
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1 receipt for writing materials from Helmer Grip’s grocery store 
8 Christmas cards with greetings from friends and family 
1 brochure with Swedish road signs 
1 handwritten list of watches owned, dated 1954 
1 guarantee and insurance certificate from the watchmaker 

Stjärn urmakarna 
1 handwritten list of owned notebooks and schoolbooks from 

the fall semester of 1953 
1 brochure from the 1944 exhibition “Youth and Home” 
1 cut-out newspaper article entitled “Youth and the Population 

Question” 
1 flyer from Liberal Youth, the youth wing of the Liberal 

 People’s Party 
1 poem by Erik Axel Karlfeldt 6 dental receipts 
1 booklet of collectible stamps from the Postal Savings Bank 
12 received letters and postcards 
1 handwritten list of visits from the family doctor 
1 handwritten report from a third-grade school trip 
1 transcript of the City Theater’s spring program 
1 handwritten report about the school dance on May 28, 1952 
1 handwritten list of participants on a school trip to Norway 
1 congratulations card for 7th birthday 
6 received postcards and letters 3 requests for confirmation that 

postcards and letters have arrived 1 handwritten report about 
a ski trip 

1 handwritten report about a school excursion to Sollerön 
24 cards with New Year’s greetings, birthday greetings, Easter 

greetings, midsummer greetings, thank-you-foreverything 
greetings, thanks-for-the-card greetings 

1 list of deaths and births in the municipality in 1952 

1 brief  account of the Battle of Lützen on November 6, 1632 
1 reply coupon from the leftwing cultural magazine Folket i Bild 
1 letter from Folket i Bild stating that the ordered picture book is 

no longer in stock 
3 sheets of postage stamps 
1 list of expenses for sundry items 
1 handwritten report about a bus trip to Vattnäs on May 22, 1952 
1 handwritten list of food and drinks consumed during twenty- 

four hours 
1 transcript of a railway timetable 
1 transcript of a bus timetable 
1 receipt for an annual subscription of Reader’s Digest 
1 letter from the Social Mission 
1 pencil drawing 
1 booklet of Red Cross Christmas gift labels 
6 cut-out Christmas gift labels with rhyming dedications 
2 handwritten notes to the sister 
4 insurance statements from the Social Insurance Agency 
1 box of Göteborgs Kalaskex party biscuits (empty) 
1 hospital bill 
18 different kinds of wrapping paper for oranges 
1 dental clinic card 
1 insurance card 1 handwritten list of magazine subscriptions 
12 cut-out articles from various newspapers 
1 ad for the Swallow Book Club 
1 cut-out article about the footballer Gunnar Nordahl 
1 informational leaflet from Youth Counseling 
1 Christmas present from dad, a subscription to the Swedish 

Tax payers’ Association’s magazine Sunt Förnuft 
1 annual membership card for Liberal Youth, 1957 
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1 informational postcard from the Social Democrats’ Youth Wing 
1 congratulations card on 16th birthday
1 proof of membership in the Swedish Taxpayers’ Association 
1 payment installment reminder for a Husqvarna sewing machine 
1 letter from the call-in radio program Ventilen replying to criti-

cism of the overly talkative host 
1 photo from the Liberal Party’s youth leadership course 
1 program from the course 
1 handwritten account of all the bus and train changes required 

to get to the course 
1 letter to the parents from the course 
1 transcript of a school schedule 
1 handwritten account of the weather in June 1957 
1 account of the weather in London and southern Europe for the 

same month 
1 series of notes from the national school “tournament of every-

thing” 
1 typewritten report from the tournament 
1 greeting card for mum’s birthday 
1 letter from the Swedish Teachers’ Temperance Association with 

thanks for submitting a manuscript 
1 voting card for the 1957 referendum about pensions 
1 letter from Prime Minister Tage Erlander, addressing com-

ments on high taxation 
1 brochure from a community college in central Sweden 
1 postcard to the family with an account of a train journey to 

Vadstena 

Most documents are provided with handwritten notes about date, 
time, distance, weight, names and locations, Swedish crowns and 

pennies. A note attached to a letter reads: “Transferred Sunday 
27/7/1980 16:30 to 18:30. Return travel 18:30 to 20:00. Recited Tues-
day 4/11/1980 17:00. Confirmed 31/8/1980 20:00.” 

In binders 2–29, the inventory continues. 

3 
Stockholm Tramways thanks you for your interest in the signs in 

the subway. We confirm that you have listened to Radio  Africa 
Tangier on frequency 9275 kc/s (32.3 m). Welcome to Liberal Youth. 
In your motion, you propose to organize a lottery for the benefit of 
the starving nations. Forward to the congress in Tranås! Not much 
of interest happened before we arrived in Krylbo at 6:29 am only 3 
minutes late and still we only had a D-locomotive to pull the train. 
Our esteemed headmaster! On behalf of the class I’d like convey to 
you a heartfelt thanks on this big day. Travel efficiently, use public 
transportation. Valued crony! Draw a lottery ticket in Liberal 
Youth’s Election-Fiver! If my information is correct, I am entitled to 
claim 21.21 crowns for having worked as a conductor on your behalf 
on line 53. BRAVO! You have recruited a new member. I hereby 
announce that you have been accepted to community college. Den-
tist’s signature below. Good fish to buy are cod and plaice. You are 
hereby summoned to join the Baptist Youth’s Congo Service Corps. 
You are a city dweller and cannot easily gain insight into rural prob-
lems. For this reason I will send you a lottery ticket. Welcome to the 
annual meeting of the Taxpayers’ Association. Please get in touch 
with Mr. Anderson about the run-over pedest rian. Thank you for 
supporting the Civil Defense. We cheered for you when you were 
born and we cheer for you today. This is in light of your concerns 
about our military officers’ incompetence in a future war. How is 
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everything? Any luck with the ladies? We welcome you as a perma-
nent member of the Taxpayers’ Association. The Congo Service 
Corps now has a large number of participants, yourself included. 
This ticket is valid for a round trip by bus to Rättvik. To do: a giant 
edition of Högerstudenten. Cordial greetings from central Europe. A 
cloth snood and pot holders are to be brought with you to the 
household chores class. You say you have grown tired of the domes-
tic political bickering. Here you are! Your first voting card. Wel-
come to the Sex and Society conference. Good luck from London! 
Liberal Forum welcomes you to an evening supper with mp Per 
Ahlmark. I bow and hand over one of the pink roses that cling 
outside my window. Because of the unexpected demand for tickets, 
the Sex and Society conference has been moved to the Great Hall 
of the Civic House. After passing the bus driver’s test, the inspector 
said about my driving: Whichever way you turn, you should proba-
bly have clean teeth. Ultra Brite gets you noticed! In 1953, we 
started drinking milk in paper bottles. You have registered for the 
examination in Swedish political science. What do the service em-
ployees have to say about this? Latching solenoid valve. Scratching 
seminal vesicle. I’ve never liked it here. What is life? What is securi-
ty? Why am I totally superfluous? Is this life only a pastime? Why 
am I happiest when I’m asleep? Welcome to therapeutic counseling 
at the St. Luke Foundation. You mentioned today that you would 
gladly come again. Welcome to therapeutic counseling at the St. 
Luke Foundation. Who cares about the passing of time when you 
are as young as spring? Welcome to the St. Luke Foundation. Please 
present yourself at the Stockholm Tramways’ chest X-ray screening. 
Welcome to the St. Luke Foundation. The motto of the Swedish 
Blue-Band Scouts is: Temperance, Christian lifestyle, and physical 
activity. Since some cases of tuberculosis have been found, we ask 

you to present yourself for a new screening. I wish to point out that 
I always had time off on Christmas Day. Welcome to the St. Luke 
Foundation. You are welcome to counseling at the St. Luke Foun-
dation. You are welcome here for counseling. At the meeting, we 
agreed that residential ties will not be a factor for the Liberal Party 
in Stockholm. Younger employees wanted for our insurance depart-
ment. CALL THEM! I command you! Yours faithfully, Per Ahl-
mark. The evening class in automotive engineering is postponed 
until further notice. But we passed through Kumla with speed, at 
least 80 or 90 kilometers per hour. Since nothing much else of inter-
est happened, I ate my meal while reading conference papers. Al-
most across from me sat a disgusting girl. I lost my appetite as soon 
as I looked h a p p e n e d  to look at her. I find that an injured man, 
doomed to become an invalid, should be left to rest in peace and 
not be resurrected to a literal hell. Must human life really be saved 
at all costs? The extraordinarily serious problem you present, which 
was also heavily debated under the Nazi regime in Germany, seems 
inappropriate to us to be discussed in Svenska Dagbladet. Brother, 
congratulations on your political driver’s license!! Welcome to the 
Youth and Education Council’s annual meeting. Welcome to the St. 
Luke Foundation. I have signed you up for the Christian Commu-
nities’ sobriety course. Your letter was not particularly flattering. 
Surely our coverage of the Vasa ski race wasn’t that bad? Sincerely, 
Sven Jerring, Swedish Radio. As you heard in the course, I started 
with booze at the early age of 16. In a shop 100 meters from the 
station they sell pajamas for around 20 crowns. You should not 
taste even a drop of spirits, for you never know what might happen. 
We welcome you as a member of the Swedish Tram Society. You 
must not have any such thoughts, that if you were to drink a few 
drops, you would be able to speak about the sufferings of an 
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 alcoholic. I would like to say a spontaneous thanks for your excel-
lent book Kärlek, vänskap och äktenskap, especially for the thorough 
and objective description of how INTERCOURSE and CONCEP-
TION occur. Referring to motions 13, 18, and 25, I propose the in-
troduction of bigamy in Sweden. If what you write is true, that the 
Liberal Youth club’s continued existence is at stake, I think you 
should make sure to be the club chairman yourself. Congratulations 
on your driver’s license. Many thanks for the help. Happy Birthday! 
Thank you for volunteering to help distribute the Liberal Party’s 
ballots. We meet and thrive at the Free Christian High School 
Movement club. Welcome to the Free Church Council’s meeting. 
The undersigned, summoned for military service in mid-October 
1960, asks for answers to the following questions: Any luck with the 
ladies? Did the Student Council ever receive a large cupboard? How 
will we live and what will we do in the year 2000? Come see for yourself at 
AMERICA’S SPACE AGE WORLD’S FAIR, Seattle, U.S.A.! We are 
pleased to have signed you up for the Systematic Bible Memoriza-
tion course. The Taxpayers’ Association invites you to its 40th anni-
versary. Bank Manager Jacob Wallenberg will be present. The 
Blue-Bandists have decided to celebrate the anniversary with song 
and prayer. It is not without a tear shed. We sincerely hope that you 
want to give your continued support to the Red Cross. NOW YOU 
CAN WASH YOUR CAR AND HAVE IT CLEANED AND 
POLISHED AT THE SAME TIME! The funds thus received are 
intended as the seed for the expansion of the Art Society. It’s time 
for the oral test in your matriculation examination. Stockholm 
Tramways requests that from now on you arrive to work on time. 
We would also like to thank you for your generous gift to Sweden 
Helps. You have passed LIBERAL COMPASS. The bus to Falken-
berg departs at 22:00 sharp. Congrats! Congrats! Congrats! 

 Cordial greetings to the man who all of a sudden earned the white 
cap! F2. Hard drills, pesky commands. Food is decent. I love 
Stockholm. Hola! You have requested the 1962 group photo of the 
3rd platoon. Unfortunately, none are left. The Traffic Committee 
has not been able to approve your suggestions for improvement. 
Regarding your letter of resignation, please contact Ms. Larsson 
immediately. Greetings from the province of Jämtland. In 1966, the 
first color television broadcast was transmitted to the general pub-
lic. We commit for the next 6 months to fix any problems that may 
arise with your new rema typewriter. To the members of the Swed-
ish Road Association. Bye for now! You may keep in touch. Greet-
ings from Leningrad. Save the ticket for any inspections that may 
occur during the journey. Stockholm Tramways hereby requests 
that you turn in your preliminary tax declaration immediately. But 
first a lottery ticket from Dagens Nyheter! The Lions Club’s fund-
raiser lottery will take place on April 29th. Welcome to the annual 
meeting of the Taxpayers’ Association. Greetings from Majorca, 
Spain. You are hereby summoned to a medical examination. Vacci-
nation for smallpox? Paratyphoid fever? We cordially welcome you 
to Club 33 Youth Travel. Nice straw hat of a continental type. 
 Practical inflatable beach bag and beach pillow. Select what you 
want to order. If, according to local custom, you leave a small 
amount of gratuity for the staff, they will be very happy. Arrived 
yesterday. Everything okay. Stop forwarding mail. It takes at least 
three days for it to arrive here. We are pleased to receive your gift in 
support of the Salvation Army’s work. Greetings from England. 
Stockholm Public Transport requests that you immediately settle 
the discrepancy in the accounting of the ticket cash register. Greet-
ings from the E4—Sweden’s most beautiful highway. Welcome to 
the Stockholm Brass Band’s board meeting. Greetings from 
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 beautiful  Dalecarlia in winter attire. Hello! Feel free to pop by the 
pizzeria in Örebro. Merry Christmas from Lilly. We welcome you to 
the Swimmers’ Association swim class. Season’s Greetings from 
J.  &  J.L. Sanso Systema, Palma de Majorca. Save the Children 
would like to thank you for your gift. Due to particular circum-
stances, you are once again requested to hand in the cash register 
consignment sealed with a strip. Hi! Your personal ad “City Guy” 
in Dagens Nyheter made me curious, as it was the shortest ad I’ve 
ever read! Subscribe to Reader’s Digest! Hello “City Boy”! Since 
your ad was so laconic, I really don’t know anything about you, 
 except that you are looking to meet a girl and apparently live or 
grew up in a big city. Would that city be Stockholm or what?? 
Everybody’s Letter Club is a modern, practical way to make new 
friends. We have taken the liberty to answer your personal ad as we 
are flooded with new female members every day. For a small pay-
ment we will send you some 100 addresses for ladies. Hey you “City 
Guy”! If I described myself as a “second-rater with severe compul-
sions” (I did not!), you responded by not giving me any description 
at all. Are you that awful (looking)?? Welcome as a member of the 
Men’s Rights’ Association. You are hereby invited to the Men’s 
Rights’ meeting at chairman Stig Möller’s home. Your payment re-
quest for 12 minutes of overtime cannot be granted. Your request 
for compensation for taking 10 minutes less during your break 
cannot be granted. The undersigned hereby informs you that he 
resigns from his position at Stockholm Public Transport, effective 
immediately. Dear Friend. I was given the opportunity to travel in 
Europe this summer, and that was one of the happiest experiences I 
have ever had. I cannot forget the kindness you showed me on the 
train. I believe that such friendship may be the clue to be enlarged 
to the peace and happiness between nations. Yours sincerely, Yukio 

Sase (the Japanese Professor). Be informed that you have passed 
the exam at the Örebro Social Work College. You write that you did 
not like the bustle of Stockholm. But damn you if you “lay off the 
ladies”! Stig Möller, the following amounts are due and payable. 
Stig Möller, the following amounts are due and payable. Stig 
Möller, the following amounts are due and payable. Thank you for 
taking care of the bills / Stig. Congratulations on the launch of the 
Men’s Rights’ Association in Örebro. / Stig. Thank you for your 
application for a position as a driver at Trafik-Bore. But seriously, 
your way of dealing with the proposal on improved student democ-
racy was completely undemocratic, eccentric, and horrifying. Thank 
you for your feedback on the epa shopping mall. Welcome to the 
Students-in-Shape Association! Subscribe to Reader’s Digest today 
and get a free issue! Stockholm Public Transport hereby confirms 
your reinstatement as an extra holiday bus driver. The city of 
Sousse. So glad I don’t have to put up with Majorca. Hello! I ended 
up in Tunisia. Did NOT want to go to Majorca again. Only half-
drunk Swedes on every other corner. When it comes to sexuality 
I’m probably still a bit too aggressive. Another interesting question: 
what am I most interested in: getting married or becoming a mem-
ber of parliament? Now I’m fully focused on completing the docu-
mentation of the 1960s by December 31st. I am a girl of 26 who 
wants to become familiar with a boy. Reply to “Non-Smoker.” 
Called her 12/19/69 20:22– 20:28. She rang 12/24/69 16:40–16:50. 
Called her 3/10/70 22:00–22:05. THE END. Rejected! Je vous 
remercie boucoup la lettre que vous avez envoyé dans la quella il ya 
4 ballons. Welcome to Stockholm. Thank you for sending me your 
new address. Call me tonight / Terttu. I have gratefully taken note 
of your observations concerning Sapphire Grocers’ prices. Welcome 
to dinner. Is there a particular kind of food or drink that you 
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like?  / Terttu. Dear Friend. Thank you so much for your letter. I’ll 
never forget when I met you on the bus. You were so kind to show 
me various places in Stockholm. It was August 3, 1968. Got to read 
your letter to my father yesterday. I totally understand what hard-
ships I have put you through. Apologies for having made your life 
such a hell / Terttu. Greetings from “Sunny Beach” (Sonnenbad) 
 / Olle. Subscribe to Reader’s Digest today! I DO NOT HAVE THE 
TIME FOR OR ANY INTEREST IN YOUR OFFERS.  DELETE 
ALL MY ADDRESSES FROM YOUR REGISTERS. ROGER 
THAT? Your letter surprised us. Anyone who has been generous 
and helpful enough to lend “an old friend” a few crowns now and 
then is usually also generous enough to wait until his friend CAN 
pay him back, rather than send scandalizing letters to parents and 
authorities … We hereby certify that all addresses have been re-
moved from our registers. Here you are! A special offer from Svensk 
Damtidning. The older I get, the more I enjoy being neither married 
nor engaged, and I don’t find it urgent at all to find a girl. The 
Exe cu tive Committee of the Swedish Blue-Band Scouts has decided 
to repay you 6.50 for food at the annual meeting of 1967, as it’s one 
person’s word against another’s. Repaid for lack of evidence. About 
yourself you write nothing. I have found another room to rent start-
ing New Year’s. Greetings, Ingeborg. After sending letters as inso-
lent and stupid as this, one usually repents. I therefore return to 
you your correspondence, especially as we here at the parish office 
in Rättvik do not have the slightest to do with your national regis-
tration. Jesus wants to help you. Jesus is coming soon! Be on guard! 
I want to thank you for your expressed interest in the Center Party 
Youth. Although I am of the female sex, I dare to write you a few 
lines. Greetings, Karin (interested neither in gossip or home deco-
ration but actually in real politics). The decision of the Swedish 

Blue-Band Scouts was that you with your current opinions cannot 
be allowed to remain a member. A Blue-Bandist must, according to 
our rules, abstain from all alcoholic beverages. Subscribe to Read-
er’s Digest today! REMOVE MY ADDRESS FROM YOUR 
 REGISTERS!!!!!! Dear Friend. I am glad to hear you are quite 
well. I am also in fine health. I still have the ticket you gave me in 
that bus. It has such signs: “8-3 Typ 100 sl. Får ej överlåtas. Upp-
visas vid kontroll. 1:-.” Very sincere friend in Japan. We’re so happy 
to get a letter from you. It was not expected, since you let us know 
that women are of so little value. You say you have suffered hell 
from women, and it could be because you so bluntly speak your 
mind about them. It probably doesn’t make anyone happy to hear 
how useless they are, and chances are that they will bite back. Hey, 
if you feel like writing again, please tell us something about yourself 
and your interests (other than girls). / Your female fan club in 
Mora. In 1978, we got a fifth vacation week. Avis in Norrland—we 
go out of our way when you need to rent a car. Welcome to the in-
troductory course on budgeting. Season’s Greetings from the Sases, 
Japan. We invite you to participate in the new exciting contest from 
Reader’s Digest! I DO NOT HAVE THE TIME! You write that you 
don’t care about girls, but I don’t believe you. You probably have a 
little hootchy-kootchy going on from time to time. /Sven Jerring, 
Swedish Radio 

4 
Postcards, shipping fees tables, banknotes. A chocolatebar wrap-

per. Dishcloths. As time goes by, the archive grows into an intimate 
inventory of the mysteriousness of things and of life’s empty, lonely 
core. 
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Year adds to year, disappointment to disappointment. The replies 
to the personals in Dagens Nyheter become increasingly aggressive. I 
myself have become a genuine misogynist, but write to me once and 
we’ll see. We can exchange photos the next time. I am responding 
to your ad, as it deviates a little from the usual vulgar outcries for 
a charming tango cavalier. Are you an independent woman? Thank 
God, for they are rare! Can you shut up for six to seven hours? I’ve 
had enough of women who keep gossiping and chattering for hours. I 
can be thorough ly pissed off, even at women. I fully agree with those 
who believe that women are the most unnecessary thing there is. Write 
to me ONCE and we’ll see. Photos can be exchanged the next time. 

Letters are written but never sent. Better let it be so as to avoid all 
the trouble that comes with it. 

The letters to the Swedish Radio, the Swedish Armed Forces, 
the College of Arts, the County Administrative Board in Skåne, 
the Swedish Ice Hockey Association, and the Swedish Mahjong 
Association, to various ladies in the Stockholm area, family and 
friends, become more and more gnarly, brusque, and sarcastic. 
GIVE THEM HELL. 

The replies get shorter and shorter. Why these constant allu-
sions to “the girls”? Please skip the unnecessary taunts and provo-
cations. Your letter is outrageous. We will not respond to more ab-
surd  accusations. 

Conflicts arise. With authorities, friends, and family. With party 
comrades, associations, women. Why do I even bother talking back 
to this person??? The conflicts are typically followed by long and 
bitter disputes rather than reconciliation. Never reconciliation. 
PLEASE. STAY ABROAD. ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE 
PLANET. FOR THE REST OF YOUR LIFE. 

The lists of Christmas and New Year’s cards received get shorter 

with every passing year. More and more, the Japanese professor 
comes across as the one true friend. Even as the professor’s memo-
ries start swirling together, like water in a whirlpool, he kindly and 
mildly replies to all holiday greetings. I’m an old man now, but I 
still keep the ticket you gave me in Amsterdam. I still remember 
your kindness that day in London. You were very helpful on that 
boat in your city. I remember with great pleasure the year I met 
you. I will never forget our meeting in Paris. 

From the early 1980s, when the Average Swede project begins, 
the accumulation of the world becomes more and more hectic. 
Shipping fees tables, wage statistics, facts about the Swedish Road 
Administration, a letter from the City Archives. Since you are the 
only one who asked to look at these archives recently, we must ask 
you if you somehow brought them home with you? If that is the 
case, we ask you to promptly return the files to the archive. The 
matter will otherwise be handed over to the police. 

Cut-out newspaper articles, some fifty lottery tickets from the 
Swedish Aviation Lottery, protocols from the local parish council, a 
letter from The Blue-Band Scouts. Brother, I’m told that you have 
taken away parts of our archives in order to “organize them” for us. 
If this is true, there must be a misunderstanding. That would require 
a decision by the Board, and there is no such decision. We therefore 
ask you to return the missing materials as soon as possible. 

Facts about the municipality of Sundbyberg, local, regional, and 
national ballots for all political parties, death and birth announce-
ments from the daily papers, a letter from the Swallows’ Develop-
ing Countries’ Association. The Swallows’ Peru division needs its 
account books back, the ones that were stolen by you. Letters and 
accusations back and forth. Letters from the police. Summons for 
questioning. A court verdict. Daily fines. 
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A TV and radio license registration form, a postcard of the Royal 
Guard at the Royal Palace, a blackand-white photograph. The man 
in the picture radiates a sluggish, heavy authority. Big round face 
with coarse and grumpy features. Cheeks sagging a little. 

Black hair embellished with sideburns, a lock of hair glued to the 
forehead. An eye lazily lifted in contempt toward the camera. The 
photograph is attached to a letter addressed to a lady. This picture 
is probably better suited for criminal records than to send home to 
your mom. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get you a better one, due to 
the circumstances. 

Dutch flower seeds, an invitation to the Subway Builders’ top-
ping-off party, three banknotes with a handwritten note: New un-
folded ten-crown notes from the post office at Vasagatan, collected 
on Tuesday, November 27, 1984 at 15:45. A letter from the Swallows’ 
Developing Countries’ Association: the account books of the Peru 
division have disappeared once again. 

Scores of letters. Dear son, we have never asked for any money. 
We return the banknotes that you had enclosed in the envelope. 
Thank you for your concern, but Sapphire Groceries can manage 
without subsidies. Keep your tenners. 

One of the last documents in binder 29, a single line on a post-
card: Wondering how you are doing. 

5 
The rest of the archive—maybe three or four hundred binders—is 

more difficult to grasp, as the binders are completely unmarked. 
Some of them appear to be thematically arranged. One contains 
documents from his military service in the Swedish Royal Air Force. 
Another from the Congo Service Corps. There’s a binder from uni-

versity and one from the Liberal Youth club. There’s the Swallows’ 
account books, the Blue-Band Scouts’ archives, and scattered frag-
ments from a long line of city archives from his various places of 
residence. There’s also archival material belonging to the Swedish 
Country District’s Youth Association, the Swedish Physical Culture 
Association, the Home Guard, and the Swedish Tram Society. In 
a binder packed with personal ads—some of them with attached 
response letters—there’s a receipt from Bergman’s Passport Photos. 
Do not trouble him anymore. A hundred and fifty photos, that 
should suffice. It appears as if the numbered binders, rather than 
a completed whole, are just a scratch on the surface, a gentle intro-
duction to what is to come. A brief Collection Summary. 

Some twenty binders are filled with papers from his fourteen years 
as an employee of Stockholm Transport starting in 1970, first as a 
bus driver, then as a ticket collector, a turnstile worker, and finally, a 
passenger counter. Fare and distance tables, traffic directors’ orders, 
stamp samples, time indication tables, instructions for turnstile 
workers, phone check schedules, exploded views of the subway, 
inventory data, forms for manual passenger counts. Odenplan, 1 
boarded; Sveavägen, 2 boarded... Sometimes with personal notes. 
Sympathetic atmosphere on the way home. Twenty-two formal pro-
posals for staff room improvements, all of them declined. Periodical 
reconciliation forms, drawings of the staff areas, day-off schedules, 
overtime records, addresses, lists of travelers entering and exiting 
the turnstile, notices, pay slips, song books, invitations to staff 
parties, field reports. Arriving at Slussen bus 435 route 16 at 14:10. 
Take the bus out, last bit on foot. Have been thinking about doing 
this again in the early morning. Radio not working, garage contact 
via phone booth. Radio-equipped car no. 8916 arriving at 17:45. It 
takes me + lady from Kopparmora and gentleman at Saltarövägen 
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stop to Gustavsberg’s Centrum. Arrival at 17:56 or with my stop-
watch 28 minutes after departure from Saltarö Strand. Many of the 
documents have been photocopied on a Xerox machine, some up 
to fifteen times. 

But above all, the binders are full of irritation, conflicts, and bitter 
disputes. shit fuck shit fuck shit sh shit. In particular, it’s the first 
office assistant Björn Barr who is the cause of much of the friction. 
But also the constantly tipsy witch Solbritt who does nothing but 
smoke, gossip, and play background radio music all day long. 

Björn just talks and talks. Do we really need ALL THAT TALK-
ING? Brusquely reprimanded by Björn 

Barr … more barking from Barr … threatened with relocation by 
Barr … told off by Barr … and then Björn Barr was at me again … 
lots of whining over little things like my absence from work on Sept 
3, 4, 7, 8 … NO driver has ever thrown me off the bus, no matter 
how much Björn Barr says so. Scolded like a dog by Björn Barr. 
Barr. Barr. Barr. And Solbritt, can she not stay sober? I move that 
Solbritt be suspended from Stockholm Transport for all time. 

Accusations are met by counter-accusations. Barr said that some 
drivers had complaints against the passenger counter … Several 
drivers want to see the counter’s “head on a platter,” according to 
Barr … Barr said that all of the counter’s suggestions ought to be 
thrown into the trash immediately … 

Numerous requests for reassignment, sick leave, and leaves of 
absence. Petitions and letters of protest. Against Barr. Against 
Solbritt. Against smoking, background music, and transistor radios. 
We who sign this belong to the field group in the Manual Passenger 
Counting, Traffic Calculator section. We believe that Björn Barr’s 
mood and temperament … Many of us have been greatly abused … 
I refer to my earlier complaints … on MY SHIFT! … Jesus fucking 

Christ … Are you deliberately pissing me off?? Letters of resigna-
tion. Withdrawals of previously submitted resignations. 

Overslept. Ill. Nausea. Didn’t go to work. Vomiting. Took 
leave. Please call the office as you didn’t care to come in on Friday. 
Reprimands. Warnings. Summons to suitability tests and medical 
examinations. The brochure “About Psychological Tests.” Doctor’s 
journals. Lives alone, introverted, wary of contact. 

Accident reports. Incidents. The woman says she felt threatened 
when she met a shirtless, unknown man … an incident at the  office … 
was scolded like hell … threw her off the train … a violent dispute … 
cross fire from all directions … intermezzo at the Central Station … 
called for the police … 

I react strongly against background music and radio transistors. 
A dispute arose with the bus driver. I do not remember exactly what 
was said. I’m sitting in a café car on the train. Some men have a 
transistor radio turned up pretty loud. I was annoyed. Rowdyism 
and heavy drinking on the bus. Of course I got annoyed. N0 com-
ment. N0 comment. 

Still, the thematically arranged binders constitute but a fraction 
of the lot. The overwhelming majority of unlabeled binders have no 
obvious organizing principle at all, and even less a discriminatory 
one. The material is crammed higgledy-piggledy, and increasingly 
chaotically. Almanacs for blood donors, a summons to the police 
station in Solna, a hundred empty sheets of letter paper. Notes con-
cerning the installation of a wire radio. A preorder for a traditional 
Dalecarlia costume. 

A letter from the Ombudsman for Equality. A letter from  Palamin, 
in the Gambia. A letter from the Ministry of Agriculture. A letter 
from the National Archive of Sweden, displaying amounting reluc-
tance to accept more material for the archive. They no longer want 
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to recognize the project, and speak of an acute shortage of space, of 
priorities, of complaints from scientists in the research room. And 
yet they don’t really seem to have the heart to shut down the project. 
The archive just keeps growing. 

Your marathon poster is ready for pick up. We welcome you in the 
name of the good Lord. An envelope marked “The only Christmas 
card this year!” We’re afraid the right to a burial spot cannot be 
purchased “in advance.” Fuck you then. At sea with MS Gurli. A let-
ter from Charlestown. A letter from the Hotel Troja Bunga outside 
of Banjul in the Gambia, West Africa. A letter from us president 
Ronald Reagan. 

The conflicts continue. During a visit to the archive a few days 
ago, I found FOUR BOXES WITH UNKNOWN MATERIALS 
in tray no. 13, lower shelf. IS IT YOU WHO HAS SUBMITTED 
MATERIALS TO THE ARCHIVE WITHOUT NOTIFYING 
ME? I remember a very serious conversation over the phone when 
I MADE IT VERY CLEAR THAT YOU MAY NOT GO INTO 
THE ARCHIVE WITHOUT ME! 

Conflicts escalate. I seem to recall that you spoke of “a few papers” 
that you wanted me to have a look at and decide if they were of value 
to the archive. So I was a bit surprised this morning. Please explain 
to me why there are THREE PAPER BAGS and A  TOTALLY 
FULL BOX—APPROX. 8 KG—with unknown material in the 
archives! 

Dear friend of the Jokkmokk Museum! In 1986, Prime Minister 
Olof Palme was assassinated in central Stockholm after walking 
home from a cinema with his wife. Pick up your travel money at 
the post office. Greetings from Norrland—the province of colors. 
An application for membership in the Swedish-Gambian Associa-
tion. The brochure “The Municipal Computer Center in Västerås.” 

Postcards from the Vasaloppet cross-country ski race, two stamps 
please! 

Conflicts arise afresh. I was caught by surprise this morning, 
when I found a new load of material in the archive. I wonder who 
the malicious “FRIEND” could be, who put it there to harm my 
work and perhaps ruin the end result completely, after a few thou-
sand hours of work? 

Facts about the province of Värmland, a list of board members of 
the School Inspection Authority (note the FEMALE dominance). 
We welcome you to the Board Meeting of the Swedish-Gambian 
Association. Swim and win a car in “The Great Splash.” Your em-
ployment at Stockholm Transport will be officially terminated on 
May 18, 1984. We wish you luck in your search for new employment. 

From this point forward, a sense of anxiety sneaks into the ar-
chive. Suspicions. Hunches. Forebodings. 

Björn Barr and Solbritt. It’s them who are behind this. And now 
everyone is calling me crazy and avoiding me. 

Binders filled with medical reports. Fatigue, dizziness, and faint-
ing. Legs that can no longer carry the body. I’m so sick, it’s as if all my 
muscles were located below the knees. CANNOT  STRAIGHTEN 
MY BACK ANYMORE. 

The hunches and suspicions branch out to paranoia, which in 
some mysterious way seems closely associated with the archive 
itself. All these documents about me seem to lie open somewhere. 
and around me only people who seem to know everything about 
me. Totally absurd how my journals leak. they have barely been 
written befor someone in the waiting room alllude to them. Isnt it 
strange they always know where i am?? 

Contact with the psychiatric services becomes more frequent. 
More and more receipts from the pharmacy. More and more pre-
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scription drugs. Letters and reminders from the Swedish Enforce-
ment Authority and various other debt collection agencies. Letters 
from Anticimex pest control. Notes left at the door by enforcement 
officers. We have sought you in vain today... Complaints from the 
neighbors. Warnings from the landlord. Contact information for 
the housing agency. EVICTED!! 

Homeless and without a place to go, there seems to be no choice 
but to follow the usual routine. Considerably irritated letters from 
the National Archive show that a young temporary receptionist has 
somehow been persuaded to accept his household effects into the 
archive, goods that are transferred in batches, hauled in a shopping 
cart. Despite numerous requests, he refuses to remove his stuff and 
the whole lot somehow ends up in a storage room in the basement. 

Receipts from homeless shelters. Receipt for a bread loaf from the 
Brommaplan subway convenience store. References to emergency 
accommodation and subsidized housing. Medical records. Sche-
matic diagram of a fully automatic alarm system. Letters with travel 
documents from Omar Salleh, the Libyan Embassy, Banjul, the 
Gambia. Notes. Seems to be linked a long way back. but it’s now 
that I’m being chased and cannot breathe. hunted down massively 
now. in all districts. Stayed elsewhere two nights. The first night 
nothin happend they did not have the time but the second night I 
got more poisoned. must find a place to sleep. 

Depression, resignation, and disappointment with life. Things 
could have been so great. had every chance but am now so sick 
from these toxins I doubt I’ll live much longer. Apparntly had zero 
friends when it came to the crunch. 

Loneliness and despair. Does no one want to see me anymore. 
violent chills and cannot walk. End close. Excruciating pains all 
over all over and most of all in the heart. I’m dead sick. Poisoned. 

heavily poisoned. burning with caustic soda … Everything tastes 
salty. As if someone had poured salt in my whole body. 

Poisoned in my residence. through pipes and fans. all the ones I 
have named n yes it was carried out by those I mentiond. 

Contacts with the authorities. Placement in a group home. Days 
spent in libraries around the city and in the archive’s research room 
sorting and organizing. Now I have them all around me. and he 
next to me is reading about water intoxication. Everyone goes to 
bookshelves they couldn’t care less about. 

Sensitive letters and photographs are removed from the binders, 
while constantly new material is added. Photocopied book pages 
and transcripts from reference books on the most diverse subjects: 
chemistry, mushroom cultivation, transportation, gangrene, po-
groms, heavy metal, books about the deeper and secret connections 
between things. Reality and imagination flow together, like water in 
water. Everyone around me plays the game. a man starts to twitch 
his hands and clears his throat to spit another has returned to stare 
at me and of course the bag lady who follows me pops up, preten-
dig to be an academic. This is an occult crime! the biggest satanic 
murder ever. Binder after binder filled with desultory notes that 
each year become more and more twisted and distorted. Proposals 
to let a trained archivist review and cull the collection are firmly 
rejected. I  W I L L  N O T  T A K E  Y O U R  A D V I C E ! ! ! 

When the last shelf in the archive is full, the material is discreetly 
carried down to the storage room in the basement, together with the 
bags of unsorted material—apparently collected on solitary night 
walks—that are found every other morning outside the entrance. 
A newspaper placard from 7-Eleven. A crumpled toffee wrapper. A 
messy ice cream bar. A song torn out of a book at the library. 
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May each day  
be a day filled with love  
May each day  
be a day filled with song  
And may every day of our lives be beautiful  
and give us something to remember one day. 

Over the years, the storage room has become a kitchen midden of 
greasy pots and pans, bags of old clothes, shoes and moldy towels. 
Broken watches, wellthumbed bus and train schedules. A toothbrush 
with sprawling bristles, a cracked bar of soap. Expired cough syrups 
and expectorants, package leaflets and warranty cards, an almost 
completely squeezed-out tube of Swedish cream cheese. Everything 
we wanted to tell you about. Remember. Preserve. Share. 

How will you live and what will you do in the year 2000? Come see 
for yourself at AMERICA’S SPACE AGE WORLD’S FAIR, Seattle, 
U.S.A.! 

Food and drink Consumed 

Tuesday, 17 January 2017 
11:00 pm two milliliters of e-juice 
11:25 pm snus tobacco 

Wednesday, 18 January 2017 
1:34 am juice, dark chocolate, tangerine 
2:15 am two glucose tablets 
3:34 am cigarette 
4:14 am e-juice refill 
5:05 am nuts and dried berries 
8:55 am coffee, two cheese sandwiches, yogurt with raspberries 
9:00 am cigarette 
9:20 am snus tobacco 
10:56 am e-juice refill 
11:44 am cigarette 1 
2:59 pm baked sweet potatoes, red quinoa salad, chipotle cream cheese, 

roasted pumpkin seeds, spinach 
1:46 pm coffee, cigarette 
2:18 pm cigarette 
2:46 pm glucose tablet 
3:23 pm e-juice refill 
6:30 pm vegetable juice 
7:05 pm e-juice refill 
7:38 pm cigarette 

Titles of S wedish publications and programs
The names of Swedish institutions mentioned in the text have been 

translated for ease of comprehension, using, whenever  possible, 

Redrawing of an illustration found in the archive of the Average Swede. 
The Swedish text reads: “A letter means so much when it comes to contact 
between people.” 
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the official translations offered by the institutions themselves. The 
titles of Swedish publications and programs, however, have been 
retained. A literal translation of these names is offered below.

 
Dagens Nyheter The Day’s News (daily newspaper) 
Folket i Bild The People in Pictures (periodical) 
Högerstudenten The Right-Wing Student (periodical) 
Kärlek, vänskap och äktenskap Love, Friendship, and Marriage 

(book) 
Sunt Förnuft Common Sense (periodical) 
Svensk Damtidning The Swedish Women’s Magazine (periodical) 
Svenska Dagbladet The Swedish Daily Paper (daily newspaper) 
Ventilen The Valve (radio program) 

– – – – –

The author wishes to thank Inbal Mizrach, Sina Najafi, and Jeffrey Kastner 
for their assistance with the English translation; Yuvinka Medina for organ-
izing everything so meticulously; Theodor Ringborg for all his help and for 
keeping him company throughout the writing of this book; Sara Arrhenius 
for her support of this project; and Carsten Höller for letting him rest in 
one of his Two Roaming Beds (Grey) (2015). 

First published by Cabinet Books 2017. Published here with permission 
from Immaterial Incorporated/Cabinet.
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The volume From Dust to Dawn. Archival Studies after 
the Archival Turn contains research on archives, and 
archival practices from the sixteenth century until the 
present. Some contributions present theoretical models, 
others discuss practices, such as the role of the archivist or 
 principles of cataloguing etc., while yet others deal with as-
pects of power in relation to record-keeping and archiving. 
The last section features essayistic archive-stories, with 
a finale in the–perhaps fictional–description of the 
“Archive of the average Swede”.

The volume contains contributions from different 
count ries and, covers a wide range of areas: several articles 
are written by archivists, other contributions come from 
history, literary history, rhetoric, and art history. The 
final chapter is by a writer who makes a free interpretation 
of an archive. The contributors are: Tim Berndtsson, 
Geert-Jan van Bussel, Samuel Edquist, pê feijó, Ine 
Fintland, Otto Fischer, Peter Hocking, Fabian Kastner, 
Merit Laine, Annie Mattsson, Ann Öhrberg, Johan 
Sjöberg, Torkel Thime, Malin Thor Tureby.
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